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Syria has been, for the past couple of years, on the forefront of what remains of the Arab uprisings of 2011. Al-
though recent developments have focused on the actions and the rise to power of the Islamic State, domestically as
well as internationally, light should also be shed on the other active jihadist-oriented groups, by taking into account
their respective genesis, affiliations and prospects.

Fortunately, or unfortunately, the Islamic State (IS) is not the be all and end all of the ongoing developments in Syria and Iraq.

For every IS that evolved from al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), there are number of jihadist organizations acting in Syria which owe

their rise and prominence to a number of factors or benefactors. As of 2015, the Islamic State and the al-Nusra Front qualify

as the two leading jihadist players in Syria.

AQI, also known as ISIL, aka ISIS, aka IS, aka Daesh

The Islamic State started out as an Iraqi organization which pledged allegiance to Bin Laden’s al-Qaeda and was renamed al-

Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) in 2004. By 2011 and the beginning of the Syrian crisis, AQI – led by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi – having ef-

fectively failed to establish itself in Iraq, sent fighters to Syria.1 The ensuing Syrian chaos turned out to be fertile ground for

establishing new bases, as well as the shot in the arm the organization was in desperate need of. As a result, al-Baghdadi was

promptly ordered by the head of al-Qaeda, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, to drop all initiatives in Syria and focus instead on Iraq.

His answer was a negative one, and, with one decision, al-Baghdadi made history as he publically broke off with the al-Qaeda

network and, soon after, on June 29th 2014, declared himself the Caliph of his Islamic Caliphate. Having more-or-less estab-

lished its territory, IS is financially independent through its taking over of oil facilities in Syria and especially in Iraq. Its con-

trol and efficient way of proceeding is such that the Syrian government is covering part of its oil and petrol needs through

IS-controlled means in the black market and the aid from foreign sponsors.

The Islamic State holds part of the northern region of Syria and is fighting for territorial control against the forces of Syr-
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ian President Assad, the Kurds of north-eastern Syria, the al-Nusra Front, as well as the forces of the Free Syrian Army (FSA).

Extending its territorial grip and, consequently, increasing its income, remains as important as holding on to its current ter-

ritories.

Jabhat al-Nusra, aka the al-Nusra Front, aka al-Qaeda in Syria

The schism between al-Qaeda and AQI led to the rise from obscurity of Jabhat al-Nusra. Established in 2011, al-Nusra came

to the forefront on January 23rd 2012 when it claimed responsibility for the 2011 Damascus suicide bombings.2 After the for-

mation of the Islamic State in 2014, it took on the role of the official al-Qaeda affiliate and representative in Syria. Due to its

previous affiliation with AQI, the al-Nusra Front was dependent on funds provided by al-Baghdadi’s group. After the above-

mentioned schism, their recruitment operation suffered, while sources of income were hard to come by. Thus, the al-Nusra

Front has been largely operating in the north-west, engaging in joint operations with jihadist groups and the FSA, and even

earning praise for the military prowess despite incompatible views with more moderate Islamic groups.3 Perhaps emulating

the modus operandi of another al-Qaeda affiliate – al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) – it has increased the kidnap-

pings of westerners and western-backed personalities in order to make up for the loss of AQI-provided funds. Unsurprisingly,

the al-Nusra Front has also declared its intention of establishing an Islamic Emirate in Syria.4

The Islamist rebels, aka the jihadist brigades, aka the militias

Up until the beginning of the Syrian crisis in 2011, a number of jihadist personalities were incarcerated in Syrian prisons.

President Bashar al-Assad played the odds and released them, hoping that they would join the efforts of the FSA, and thus

shifting the momentum of the uprising in his favor. Up until that point, the Syrian opposition was promoting – at least through

western eyes – a mostly democratic and secular agenda, which President Assad aimed to underplay by effectively merging

its perception with jihadist designs. The Assad-led government would then not be fighting against a secular uprising but

against a jihadist terrorist threat. Given enough time, and benefiting from Russian support, the play was a successful one. The

world’s waning attention span gradually shifted from bringing down the Assad-led government to – in the most dogmatic of

ways – eradicating the jihadist threats from the region and from the western world. If the recent attacks of November 13th in

Paris achieved anything for the IS network or for President Assad’s future in Syria, it was cementing the point of view that a

democratic Syrian regime is secondary to an oppressing, albeit controlled one.5

There is a number of Sunni jihadist groups in Syria that is difficult to define due to their small numbers as well as due to

short-term and fleeting alliances “on-the-go” that keep on shifting. While most of the time they fall under the leadership of

Jabhat al-Nusra and are found in larger joint operations under the umbrella of Jaish al-Fateh (the Army of Conquest), their

allegiances are, at best, unpredictable. During September 2013, eleven Islamist rebel groups – including al-Nusra – issued a

communiqué, with which they refused to recognize the authority of the National Coalition (a western-backed effort from out-

side Syria that aimed to topple the Assad regime) and called for all to “unite under Sharia”.6 Since then, aside from IS and al-
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Nusra, there are two jihadist groups that have dominated the Syrian crisis. The first one, Ahrar al-Sham (The Free Men of

Syria), at its inception, maintained direct links to the al-Qaeda network, and is rumored to be backed indirectly by Turkish

interests. Its forces are located close to the Syrian-Turkish border, near Aleppo and Idlib. Although it is considered a radical

Jihadist group at its core, it has attempted, for the better part of 2015, to downplay that profile and reposition itself as a more

moderate – ideologically – player in the Syrian crisis, in an effort to gain popular support, domestically as well as interna-

tionally, and to earn a place at the Syrian negotiating table.7 The second predominant jihadist group is the newly-founded Jaish

al-Islam (Army of Islam), which came to

the forefront by being the outcome of

the merger of approximately sixty

groups. It operates mainly within the

Damascus region, as well as against IS

forces near the Qalamun Mountains. As

with Ahrar al-Sham, it is rumored to

have foreign benefactors – namely from

Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States – and

does not adhere neither to al-Qaeda’s or

IS’ global jihad. Its use of jihad seems

more of a means to an end than an ulti-

mate endgame.8

While jihadist groups operating in

Syria can sometimes work with each

other, their objectives as well as their

means for achieving them can widely

differ. Moreover, their target groups in

terms of recruitment are not always as interchangeable as one might assume. The Islamic State and Jabhat al-Nusra both strive

for the establishment of an Islamic Caliphate. However, the similarities in methodology end there. Whereas the Islamic State

establishes top-down control and rules through fear and strength, the al-Nusra Front establishes its network through con-

nections with local leaders. Since these connections are essential for the network’s expansion, putting out a less radical pro-

file in order to fit in with the rest of the factions becomes a necessity. This ends up being the main reason why most factions

and brigades, or even the FSA at times, are willing to cooperate with the al-Nusra Front, but not with the Islamic State. Al-

Nusra’s clout does not originate from an overwhelming military presence – as is the case for IS – but from its warfare know-

how and its ability to play key roles in joint operations. In any case, the above-mentioned groups fight for the creation of a

new entity in the region. That is not exactly the case with Jaish al-Islam and Ahrar al-Sham. For the past few months, both
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groups have been downplaying their radical credentials, in an effort to become part of the conversation on the future of Syria.

As a result, both present a more moderate profile and try to distance themselves from the al-Nusra front, the Islamic State

and global jihad.

Nevertheless, regional actors have been playing an important, but indirect role in the Syrian affair. On the one hand,

Saudi Arabia and Turkey, both Sunni Muslim majority states, have been – through various means – enabling jihadist groups

active in Syrian territory. Both countries share the same endgame: to bring down the “Shia” government of Bashar al-Assad

and to obtain a seat at the future Syrian negotiating table. Their aim is to become the representative and leader of Sunni Mus-

lim forces in Syria and its wider region. This strategy, however, has only enough room for one leading country. As a result,

Saudi Arabia and Turkey struggle for influence within jihadist groups such as Ahrar al-Sham and Jaish al-Islam. On the other

hand, Syrian President Assad is backed by Iran, the Hezbollah forces active in Syria and Lebanon, and Russia. They are fight-

ing IS as well as the majority of jihadist factions and militias in Syria. Their shared objective seems to be to trigger a chain of

events that would only leave two players left standing: the Assad forces and the Islamic State, which would eventually tip the

hand of western and other interests and all but force them to make the choice “between the lesser of two evils”.9

Nonetheless, the rise of a significant number of jihadist groups, as an aftermath to the leaders’ release should not be dis-

missed. Although forgotten within the wider scale of the conflict, their presence remains an important one, which could

prove to be a catalyst for the things to come in Syria. Setting aside the military aspects of the conflict, the war of influence

that rages on between IS and the al-Nusra Front, as well as between the interests of neighboring countries, rests, ultimately,

on which side the ever-changing number of jihadist groups will favor at the end of the day. Therefore, their choice would be

the one to ensure which jihadist network will endure, or even survive. An argument should be made on the international im-

plications of the Syria-bound jihadist duel: its eventual outcome could put to rest the ongoing struggle between al-Qaeda and

the Islamic State for leadership over jihadist cells spread out in the rest of the world. And therein lies the heart of the matter.
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Libya was not traditionally a country that attracted the media’s attention for reasons of intense jihad action, nor
the home of famous terrorist groups. Under Muammar Qaddafi’s regime and until the country’s civil war in 2011,
things had been rather calm and jihad had little popular support as the government regulated strongly Islamic
practice. The reason why we have to examine jihadism in this north-west African country is exactly because of the
proliferation of jihadists that followed the fall of Qaddafi’s regime. The bloom of jihadist groups after the civil war
demonstrates in the most profound way, how a weak state and a power vacuum creates the ideal conditions for ji-
hadism to expand.

Jihadism under the Qaddafi regime

Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG) or al-Jama’a al-

Islamiya al-Muqatila bi-Libiya was the only known

Libyan jihadist group in the 20th century. It was founded

by Libyan veterans of the war in Afghanistan against

the USSR and it was strongly associated with Al-Qaeda

and other groups in Africa such as the Moroccan Is-

lamic Combatant Group. Even though, it did not an-

nounce its existence before 1995, it was operating

secretly since 1990. Officially listed as a jihadist group,

LIFG’s main goal was to overthrow the Qaddafi regime.

Despite having an anti-Western position, LIFG never

declared war against the West, as its main scope was

the formation of an Islamic state in Libya. Paramilitary

LIFG activity was indeed dangerous for the regime, and

they attempted to murder Qaddafi three times. The
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group consisted of 1,000 active members, owned training camps in Afghanistan and received funds from Libya, the Middle

East and Europe.1 Qaddafi proceeded with brutal actions of oppression, including a massacre in the Abu Salim prison in

Tripoli, in 1996, where many extremists were imprisoned. Notably, after the 9/11 events, he “adopted a definitive position

on the matter of terrorism”2 along with the –once enemy- G. Bush. The remaining members of LIFG fled back to Afghanistan

and Iraq and contacted Al-Qaeda. Although, by the time they announced their official coalition, the ones imprisoned in

Libya refused any connection. The latter participated in a two-year deradicalization program held by the government, which

was considered a model or similar counterterrorism plans. The program consisted of religious talks with the once-leader of

the group Noman Benotman and moderate Islamists, as well as particular inducements, such as their release and reintegra-

tion to society. As for the LIFG members in Afghanistan, they emerged as strong Al-Qaeda members, such as Abu Laith al-

Libi and Atiyah Abdul-Rahman. During the civil war, LIFG transformed into the Libyan Islamic Movement for Change, which

comprised of its ex-imprisoned members and some revolutionaries who got back from the Middle East, and joined the Na-

tional Transitional Council, the sui generis rebel government during and after the civil war. Now, some of its previous mem-

bers participate in general elections and fight for ‘personal freedoms’ divided in two parties, the moderate Al-Watan and the

more radical yet democratic Al-Umma.

Jihadism after the revolution

After the 2011 revolt, LIFG’s deradicalization was the exception. The majority of revolutionaries were radicalized during the

revolution –even the non-Islamists ones. Meanwhile, the extremists used the revolution to advance goals, beyond the fight

against the regime.3 Once the unifying goal – Qaddafi’s fall – was achieved, the different interests among the militants started

to emerge. The chaos that followed fostered the growth of jihadism in society. At this very moment, Libya is divided into two

different governments, supported by two different militias. The internationally recognized House of Representatives, which

is based in the city of Beida in the east, is led by Prime Minister Abdullah al-Thinni with the support of General Khalifa Haf-

tar’s forces (Dignity). The General National Congress is the second government, based in Tripoli, under Prime Minister Omar

al-Hass and the militia coalition Libyan Dawn (Fajr Libya).4 Consequently, jihadist groups have occupied cities and proceeded

to social activism.

Ansar al-Sharia is a Salafist jihadist group formed in 2012. It embraced small Salafist groups within Libya that were strong

in the society but lacked leadership. Ansar al-Sharia is thought to be strongly linked with Al-Qaeda and Al-Qaeda in the Is-

lamic Maghreb,5 as well as with Ansar al-Sharia in Yemen and Tunisia. The group has occupied two cities in Cyrenaica: Beng-

hazi, under Abu Khalid al-Madani after its founder Muhammad Zahawi’s death and also Derna, under Abu Sufyan bin Qumn.

Their goal is the formation of an Islamic state, based on the Sharia law and they are against democracy and western values

declaring them as heretic. At first, they tried to approach the society by organizing charities or building hospitals, although

now they focus on their armed wing because of the general warfare. The group’s funds are still unclear, but part of its rev-

enues is based on criminal activities and immigrant smuggling to Europe. Ansar Al-Sharia was behind the attack on the US
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mission that killed US ambassador Stevens among others on 11.9.2011. They also seem to have been organizing Sufi mosques

and graves’ destructions in 2012, although they deny any responsibility. Non-violent Sufi Islam is not only a theological rival

of Salafist Islam, but when it comes to Libya, it is also a reference to the country’s monarchy before 1969.

Ansar al-Sharia allies, Abu Salim’s Martyrs Brigade (ASMB) in Derna formed after the neutralization of LIFG. They pro-

ceeded with Qaddafi era officials’ assassinations and now own the state institutions in the city. Members of ASMB are the

Brigades of Imprisoned Sheikh Omar Adbul Rahman, named after the leader of the Egyptian Al-Gamaa al-Islamiya. It is the

group behind the attacks in Benghazi in summer 2014. ASMB and Ansar al-Sharia share common training facilities and call

each other Brothers.

In October 2014, Islamic Youth Shura Council (Ishabaab al-Islam) occupied and claimed the city of Derna in the name of

the Islamic State. The Derna branch of the IS contains Rafallah Sahati Brigade (a part of Ansar Al-Sharia that left), February

17th Martyrs Brigade, Shield of Libya, Jaish al-Mujahedeen and al Battar Battalion. IS counted on local anchoring, meaning

local Libyan returnees who had participated in Al-Qaeda in Iraq and ISIS in Syria. It has already occupied Sirte, Harawa,

Derna, Benghazi, Tripoli, Al-Khums and Nawfaliyah, while it strongly collaborates with IS’ branch in Egypt, Sinai State.

Over this past year, Al-Qaeda and IS brand rivalry has found its new territory in Libya. Al-Shura declared war against IS

after the assassination of Nassir Atiyah Al-Akar and founded the Mujahedeen Shura Council (MSC), which was modeled

after the Benghazi Revolutionaries Shura Council. MSC is considered an “Al-Qaeda linked umbrella group for local Islamist

militia”6, such as the Martyrs of the Capital in Nalut, Rafallah al-Sahati in Benghazi and Umar al-Mukhtar in Benghazi and

Ajdabiya. MSC ties with al-Maqdisi and Abu-Qatada, IS’ theological rivals.

Throughout Libya’s jihadist history, its eastern part was always the most active. Traditionally, it has been a relatively rich,

oil-producing, yet difficult area for the state to reach and surveil. During the Qaddafi era, the area was kept poor so that any

threats could be controlled. Even until nowadays, the eastern cities are inhabited by poor, angry, unemployed men from im-

poverished tribes. As a result, this strengthened the local pride and created a strong opposition. The economic disenfran-

chisement, along with a weak education system, pushed the young men into the religious extremism, under the guidance of

conservative imams and returned Libyan fighters from the Middle East. Cyrenaica still leads the jihadist action in Libya as the

economic and social instability continues.7

It is easy to assume that Libya is a failed, lawless state that ended up divided in independent cities with undefined bor-

ders and has no power whatsoever in its territory. Its two governments fight against each other and, at the same time, fight

over the cities that the two rival jihadist organizations have occupied.8 Meanwhile, the south of the country is cut off and suf-

fers from Tuareg and Tebu tribal fights. It seems that all these key players in Libya are eyeing the country’s precious oil fields

and are fighting to keep them from each other. Since the collapse of the state, the oil production fell massively, but it is still

under the two governments’ hands. So far, IS has only caused the closing of oil sources when it attacked central Libya. Nev-

ertheless, IS, along with Ansar Al-Sharia, is slowly expanding to the inside of the country in order to seize the oil territories.9
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Egypt’s struggle against jihadism could be compared to the fight against the mythical Lernaean Hydra. After
decades of terrorist attacks and counter-terrorism measures, the beast has returned stronger than ever. The study
of the birth and evolution of modern jihadism in Egypt can provide important lessons in search of the right anti-
dote.

The threat of Islamic terrorism is not something new for the Egyptian state. In fact, two of the most influential fundamen-

talist theoreticians were born in the land of the Pharaohs. Sayyid Qutb was a leading intellectual of the Muslim Brotherhood

in the 1950s, whose writings inspired and influenced extremist groups in Egypt and abroad. Ayman al-Zawahiri, mentor of

Osama Bin Laden and current head of al-Qaeda, was also radicalized during his youth in Egypt. Those two played key-roles

in the three main periods of Islamic violence in Egypt, (1940s-1970s, 1980s-1990s, and 2004-now). The current battlefield of

Egyptian jihadism is the Sinai Peninsula which, in a very worrying turn of events, the Islamic State has declared as one of its

provinces.

Most modern Islamic extremists have based their models of revolution on Sayyid Qutb’s writings.1 The father of con-

temporary fundamentalism joined the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) in 1951 and quickly rose in charge of its propaganda mech-

anism. The 1950s was a turbulent era in Egyptian history, during which major events such as the abolition of monarchy, the

rise of Arab nationalism, the British withdrawal and the Suez crisis took place. The MB was in transition by that time, as a

significant part of it adopted violence to bring about an Islamic revolution instead of gradualism, social programs and prop-

aganda. A large-scale crackdown against the group erupted in 1954 after a failed assassination attempt against President

Gamal Abdel Nasser. Qutb was jailed and tortured for a decade but managed to write “In the Shadow of the Quran.” In 1964,

he was freed just to be rearrested shortly on the basis of his final book “Milestones along the Way,” which promoted violence

as a tool for a successful Islamic revolution.2 Eventually, Qutb was hanged by the Egyptian state for his radical theories against

the regimes of Muslim countries as well as the West and secular states in general.
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Those violent years of the Egyptian history and Qutb’s revisionist ideology gave life to new Islamist groups which within

the following decades shaped modern-day jihadism. The takfir idea, an extreme version popular among jihadists, resurfaced

during that period castigating fellow-Muslims as unbelievers and giving them the choice to repent or die.3 Ayman al-Za-

wahiri joined the MB when he was 14 years old. The execution of Qutb during the same year prompted him to form a cell in

order to practice Qutb’s vision of toppling the regime and establishing an Islamic state. By the late 1970s, al-Zawahiri’s group

joined other similar underground cells to form the Tanzim al-Jihad (later Egyptian Islamic Jihad) terrorist group under

Muhammad abd al-Salam Faraj, an-

other former Muslim Brother. During

that period most local terrorists be-

lieved in Faraj’s writings (“The Neg-

lected Duty”) which described the

near enemy (local regimes) as the pri-

mary target, leaving the far enemy (the

West, Israel) for the future.4 Mean-

while, another Islamist group—al-

Gama’a al-Islamiyya—was formed as

President Anwar al-Sadat attempted

to integrate those elements in society

and introduced a more lenient policy

towards them than the one under

Nasser. Actually, the state considered

Islamists as a proper counterweight,

especially in universities, to leftist

forces which protested the President’s

“open door” economic policy.5 Unlike part of the middle class, the lower classes did not benefit from those reforms and some

of them turned to Islamist movements for support.

Sadat’s peace treaty and recognition of Israel inaugurated a new circle of violence by the Islamic extremists, who faced in

return harsh persecutions again. In 1980, Faraj’s Islamic Jihad and Karam Zuhdi’s Gama’a al-Islamiyya formed a coalition

under the guidance of Omar Abdel-Rahman, the so-called Blind Sheikh. A year later they managed to kill President Sadat with

an impressive strike although their plan and the infiltration of Islamist cells in the armed forces’ ranks had been revealed a

few months earlier resulting in numerous arrests. Even though Lieutenant Colonel Abbud al-Zomor’s plot to seize control of

numerous facilities in Cairo and his vision that the assassination would provoke a popular uprising did not materialize, the

Upper Egyptian branch of al-Jihad managed to take over Asyut for a few days before being suppressed by the army.

12 Μiddle East Bulletin | January 2016 - vol. 29

U N I V E R S I T Y O F P E L O P O N N E S E



A few years later, most of the terrorists were freed and some of them regrouped in Pakistan and Afghanistan fighting with

the Mujahedeen against the Soviets. Al-Zawahiri already had ties there from the early 1980s, when he had visited the area

while working for the Red Crescent. During the 1980s and 1990s, al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya, the Islamic Jihad and other Islamist

groups conducted numerous attacks on high-level Egyptian officials including President Hosni Mubarak, police, foreign

tourists, Copts as well as USA and Egyptian embassies abroad. While Qutb’s generation came mainly from a professional mid-

dle class, extremists in the 1990s were often younger, less educated and from rural areas neglected by the state, while a good

part of them had experience from the war in Afghanistan.6 Al-Zawahiri’s meeting and cooperation with Osama bin Laden

changed the Islamic Jihad’s main focus on global jihad and the far enemy, despite other members’ objections, and eventually

led to a full-merge between his group and al-Qaeda somewhere around 1998-2001.7

Mubarak and the public outcry managed to crash most of the Islamist groups by the late 1990s, but Egypt witnessed a

restart of terrorist attacks in 2004. Seven peaceful years after the renunciation of violence by Gama’a al-Islamiyya, the Sinai

Peninsula, long isolated from jihadi developments in the mainland, was now at the forefront of the jihadi revival. Touristic

resorts in the Sinai were targeted by extremist groups some of which maintained links with al-Qaeda. Actually, Jama’at al-

Tawhid wal-Jihad—a predecessor of the Islamic State—made its first appearance in Egypt during that time. The Bedouins were

frequently accused for those attacks and faced mass arrests and torture. The local tribes, long forgotten by Cairo, were fur-

ther marginalized, while the security forces treated them harshly and without respect for their traditions causing a radical-

ized public sentiment against the government.8 Remote, neglected and sinking in poverty, the Sinai proved to be fertile ground

for Islamic extremism while its wild and wide desert, mountains and caves provided ideal conditions for terrorists. However,

within two years the security forces’ iron fist managed to temporarily curb the threat of extremist groups in the Sinai by

killing, imprisoning or forcing to Gaza through the tunnels most of the local jihadists.

Increased tensions between Hamas and Rafah-based takfiris forced some of them to return to Northern Sinai with up-

graded combat and security expertise acquired during the 2008-2009 Gaza war.9 In addition, the Egyptian Revolution of 2011

created a chaotic situation which further weakened the central authority in rural areas and allowed Islamist militants to ex-

ploit the power vacuum in the Sinai. The Arab Gas Pipeline has been targeted numerous times since 2011 by Islamist groups.

The remnants of Jama’at al-Tawhid wal-Jihad formed Ansar Beit al-Maqdis, after briefly calling themselves al-Qaeda wal-Jihad

in a direct reference to their links to al-Qaeda.10 Their operations intensified after the fall of Mohamed Morsi and they attacked

mainly military and police targets as well as Israel. Finally, in 2014, most of the members of the group took an oath of alle-

giance to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and his terrorist organization—the Islamic State—forming its branch in the Sinai—Wilayat

al-Sinai. Their following operations in Cairo and the Sinai demonstrated a worrying level of tactical proficiency and revealed

their acquisition of sophisticated weaponry.

In order to study the evolution of modern jihadism in Egypt, the researcher has to go back in the 1950s. The creation of

Qutbism and takfiri ideology in the Egyptian jails during that turbulent period led to the radicalization of Islamists in the fol-

lowing decades. Sociopolitical developments in Egypt, as well as the Mujahedeen fight against the Soviets, caused the cre-
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ation of terrorist cells which were very active during the 1980s and 1990s. After a relatively calm period during which the state

adopted a successful carrot and stick approach towards the arrested members of Islamist groups that led to their division and

the denunciation of violence by some, a new era of terror has risen. The Sinai, which was immune until the last decade to Is-

lamic extremism, has become the center of jihadism in Egypt. The two main international jihadi organizations, al-Qaeda and

the Islamic State, have managed to establish ties with local groups increasing their capabilities. Military and police operations

will not be adequate to eradicate the threat on their own since the support of the local population is very important. The

Egyptian state should study its past successes and failures on that field to draw significant conclusions on the pressing mat-

ter of Islamic extremism.
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Τhe global growing trend of Salafi-Jihadism has affected the Palestinian Territories as well, as Palestinians who live
under grave socioeconomic circumstances and a general sense of political failure and hopelessness, are adhering to
more radical ideologies. Their numbers and activities have been growing, especially in Gaza, where Hamas started
cracking down self-proclaimed IS affiliate groups. Nevertheless, Salafi-Jihadists are still a small part, albeit radical,
of the Palestinian milieu.

Salafi ideology can be traced in Palestine since the 1970s, when Palestinian graduates from Saudi universities brought home

the Wahhabi school of thinking. Salafism in the Palestinian society include both traditional missionary work (salafiya dawiya)

and a much smaller number of those calling for violent jihad (salafiya jihadiya). The latter first appeared in the Palestinian arena

in the early 1990s and experienced a peak in the 2000s, as elsewhere in the Middle East, along with the rise of al-Qaeda and

IS. However, in the Palestinian case, they were also influenced by local factors, such as the Hamas-Fatah conflict in 2007 or

the war in Gaza in 2014. These organizations, with al-Qaeda-type ideologies, gained great respect and appreciation among

Palestinians because of their military victories and accomplishments; by the end of the 2014 war in Gaza, polls suggested that

4% of the Palestinians viewed the Islamic State favorably, while 20% had a somewhat favorable view, even though this does

not mean that they are committed to the Salafi-Jihadi ideology.1

Salafi-Jihadists were never key players in Palestine, where the struggle was historically national; however, the historic

centrality of jihad in Palestine, and the existing socio-political environment prone to radicalization, proved fertile ground for

their emergence, while the recent surge of Islamism made them increasingly visible. As Jihadi-Salafists do not believe in

a truce with Israel, they are striving towards an ongoing confrontation and are opposing the political approaches adopted

by the Palestinian leaderships. Therefore, it is no surprise that they have attracted disaffected former militants from various

Palestinian factions, mainly from Hamas’s military wing, but the younger generation of Palestinians as well, which has received

no benefits from the Oslo agreements and opposes all forms of collaboration with the occupiers. Nevertheless, Salafi-Jihadists
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are still a small percentage of the Palestinian population. In 2012, the total membership of the Salafi-Jihadi groups was esti-

mated at around 500 members, with each group having no more than a few dozen militants;2 the appeal of IS and the dete-

riorating circumstances have surely raised their number, but still they are not believed to be more than a few hundred. It

should be noted that unlike other Salafi-Jihadi groups, those in the Palestinian Territories do not have access to weapons and

support from abroad.

From the Palestinian Territories, Gaza is the most prone to radicalism, and the rise of Salafi-Jihadi groups is a manifesta-

tion of the transformation in Gaza after Hamas’ victory.3 The dissatisfaction of the radical members in Gaza, stemming from

Hamas’ decisions after 2005, and the polarization of the conflict between Hamas and Fatah, created a vacuum that Salafi-Ji-

hadist ideology filled. New groups emerged in Gaza during 2006-7, organized in cell-like groups of loose structure, the most

prominent of them being Jaish al-Islam, Jaish al-Umma and Jund Ansar Allah. While their operational focus remains on Gaza,

they have linked their threats and attacks to global issues, therefore adhering to the ideology of “global Islamism”.4 Most of

these groups have claimed affiliation to al-Qaeda, though none of them shared operational links with it, and of them many

have now unilaterally claimed their support to IS, such as Ansar al-Dawla al-Islamiya or Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis.

Hamas’ relationship with the Salafists went through many phases and periods of tension. The most notable confronta-

tion between Hamas and the Salafists occurred in 2009, against the group Jund Ansar Allah; after its leader, Abdel Latif Musa,

proclaimed an Islamic emirate in Rafah, Hamas security forces entered the Ibn Taymiyyah Mosque, resulting in 24 casualties

and 120 injured. Since then, relations between Hamas and the Salafists improved, but in the aftermath of the 2014 war, small

militant Salafi groups became active again. A serious

confrontation between Hamas and Salafists took place

in May; following a series of bomb attacks against Israeli

and Hamas targets, multiple arrests of Salafists were

made, particularly from the group Ansar al-Dawla al-Is-

lamiya, a self-proclaimed IS affiliate, and led to the dem-

olition of the al-Moutahabbin Mosque in Deir el-Balah.

Salafi groups claim that they are united amid the crisis,

claiming that they were not the ones who attacked first.5

The change in Hamas’ behavior towards Salafists

which put an end to the two-year truce signifies the rise

of importance of Salafi-Jihadi activism in Gaza. Hamas

does not treat them as a part of a single group, but deals

with each security breach on a case-by-case basis.6 In

general, it prefers reconciliation rather that confronta-

tion, as it is not in its favor to be seen as fighting another
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Islamic group, and holds behind the scenes consultations with prominent Salafists. Notwithstanding, the main problem

Hamas faces is that a great number of Salafist activists are former Hamas members, including one of the movement’s lead-

ing ideologues and preachers, Adnan Mayyat; many jihadists have either received their military training by Hamas itself or

by other former-Hamas members. In addition, there are signs of Salafi-Jihadists active within al-Qassem Brigades. This is a

significant indicator that demonstrates the way Hamas was unable to stop its own members from resorting to extremist

methods, and highlights the gap between the political leadership and its military wing.

In the West Bank, there are several centers of Salafi activism. They are, in general, small and largely apolitical associations,

more or less loyal to the local authorities. Jihadist tendencies appeared due to the deteriorating socio-economic conditions,

coupled with the appeal of al-Qaeda’s rhetoric and ideology. Moreover, with Hamas being outlawed in the West Bank, reli-

gious-minded activists resorted to Salafi-Jihadi groups to continue their activities. A new era of jihad in the West Bank was

inaugurated on November 2013, when the Gaza and Sinai-based jihadi organization Mujahideen Shura Council claimed re-

sponsibility for the attacks carried by the West Bank-based Yatta group against both Israel and the Palestinian Authority. This

meant that local sympathizers of the larger global-jihadi movement were able to carry out an independent, small-scale at-

tack inside the West Bank. Therefore, if the political and economic conditions in the West Bank keep on to dissatisfying Pales-

tinians, Salafi-Jihadism may pose a real challenge in the future.7

It is evident that there is a growing Salafi-Jihadi trend in the Palestinian Territories. Being almost absent in the 1990s,

Salafi-Jihadi activism expanded greatly in the 2000s due to al-Qaeda’s appeal in the region and due to the fact that radical el-

ements needed to find other channels in order to maintain the armed struggle against Israel. In more recent years, the dete-

riorating living conditions of the Palestinians, and the growing dissatisfaction and sense of hopelessness, especially in the Gaza

strip, as well as the respect and admiration for the military victories of IS, turned Palestine into a fertile recruiting ground for

the Salafi-Jihadi groups. The number of Salafi-Jihadists might be growing, but they are still limited to being small and divided

groups, predominantly based in Gaza, which are still lacking in numbers and in grassroots support. When the nationalist

agenda seems achievable, the impetus to fight for a larger religious struggle fades away.8 Nevertheless, the potential victories

of Salafi-Jihadists in the region are likely to add more glory to the ideology, should the living conditions of the Palestinians

continue to deteriorate, and the latter lose any hope of improvement under a nationalist agenda.
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The war in Yemen has given a unique opportunity to al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula to expand and grow. Tak-
ing advantage of the chaotic situation in the country, it has managed to consolidate its control over large territo-
ries to the south of the country, including the city of al-Mukalla. While AQAP is focused on Yemen, its declared goals
of attacking abroad should not be underestimated. Western targets remain very much in its scope.

Al-Qaeda in Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) was first formed in 2009 after the merge of the Saudi and Yemeni branches of al-

Qaeda. These two groups have been operating in the peninsula since the late 1990’s. They were formed mostly out of re-

turning Jihadists, who had travelled to Afghanistan to fight the Soviet army. Al-Qaeda in Yemen (AQY) has been the most

active one between the two. In 2000, it rammed a small boat full of explosives into the USS Cole warship in the port of Aden,

killing seventeen US sailors. Two years later, it attempted to do the same to a French oil tanker, killing a crew member. These

attacks and others, both in Yemen and Saudi Arabia, prompted the US government to proceed with aggressive counter-ter-

rorism operations in collaboration with the Yemeni government of Ali Abdullah Saleh. These operations proved to be suc-

cessful, as during the past decade AQY was weakened, with its operational capabilities being severely damaged.1

In February 2006, 23 prisoners escaped from a prison in Sanaa, and among them were two of the future leaders of AQAP:

Nasser Karim al-Wuhayshi and Qasim al-Raymi. Al-Wuhayshi joined al-Qaeda in Afghanistan in 1998. He was eventually ar-

rested and extradited to Yemen. Al-Raymi also spent time in Afghanistan in the 1990’s, as a trainer in an al-Qaeda camp, be-

fore returning to Yemen.2 These two undertook the task of reinstating al-Qaeda in Yemen. Soon after, AQY started a series of

suicide bombings, and in September 2008, it claimed responsibility for the attack on the US embassy in Sanaa, where twenty

people were killed. In early 2009, al-Wuhayshi announced the union of the two al-Qaeda branches to form the “Al-Qaeda of
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Jihad Organisation in the Arabian Penin-

sula”.

AQAP is considered to be one of the

most active and dangerous franchises of al-

Qaeda. Its goals reflect the basic principles

of militant jihad. These include the estab-

lishment of a caliphate in the Arabian Penin-

sula, as well as the imposition of sharia law,

the attack on western and Saudi interests in

the region, and attacking the United States.

Following the policy of striking both the

“near” and the “far” enemy, AQAP has been

responsible for numerous attacks on Saudi,

Yemeni and western targets. In December

25, 2009, it attempted an attack on an air-

liner from Amsterdam to Detroit, while in February 2012, a suicide car bombing killed 26 Yemeni soldiers in the Hadramawt

Governorate. The attacks continued with the same intensity in recent years as well. They reached their peak with the Char-

lie Hebdo attacks in Paris, which cost the lives of 11 people, and for which AQAP claimed responsibility. Moreover, AQAP has

demonstrated significant combat abilities, as in April 2015, it successfully captured the city of al-Mukalla in Yemen, the fifth

largest city in the country.

Apart from AQAP’s achievements on the battlefield, its appeal to the global jihad network stems also from its constant

propagation of its ideology. AQAP has been uploading English-language videos since the beginning, through which it has

reached and influenced thousands of Muslims in the West. One of the masterminds of the organisation, Anwar al-Awlaki,

was a prominent figure in the jihad network. He was responsible for the publication of the online magazine “Inspire” in Eng-

lish, which first appeared in 2010. Despite the assassination of al-Awlaki in 2011 by a US drone strike, the magazine contin-

ues to be published today. It focuses mainly on potential recruits abroad, reaching out to Muslim communities in Europe and

the United States. It propagates global jihad and has repeatedly celebrated via its various issues attacks in Europe and the USA.

It functions both as an ideological tool in justifying terrorism and as a “Jihadi manual”. The recent issue of Summer 2015 in-

cluded step-by-step instructions on how to build a homemade bomb.3

The US State Department estimates the manpower of AQAP to stand approximately at 1,000 members. While it has had

an influx of foreign fighters in recent years from western countries, as well as from other Muslim countries, who joined the

ranks of the organisation, it has also staged several prison breaks across the country freeing imprisoned fighters. Taking ad-

vantage of the collapse of the state in many parts of the country, AQAP attacked three prisons in 2015. In April, around 300
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inmates were freed from a prison in al-Mukalla, among them Khaled Saeed Batarfi—one of AQAP’s top commanders—and

other al-Qaeda members.4 In June, another 1200 prisoners escaped from Ta’iz city, in central Yemen.5 On the one hand, these

prison breaks add to the already ensuing chaos in the country, which can only benefit AQAP; on the other hand, it is a prof-

itable and apparently easy way of recruiting new fighters.

The war that has been raging in Yemen for almost a year, between the Houthi rebels and the Saudi-backed government

forces, has caused Yemen to collapse into near-anarchy. President Abn Rabbuh Mansur Hadi was forced, in March 2015, to

leave the country, as the Houthis advanced towards Aden. This breakdown has given AQAP ample space and opportunity to

further consolidate its hold on territories in the south and expand even more. The chaotic situation in the country has en-

abled the organisation to become an important player in the conflict. AQAP stands against both sides in the war. It consid-

ers the Shia Houthis to be “heretics” and sworn enemies, while at the same time it battles the Yemeni loyalist forces.

Despite this apparent lack of allies, AQAP has several factors working in its favor. The humanitarian crisis in Yemen—dur-

ing which 21 out of 25 million Yemenis are in need of humanitarian assistance—has pushed already marginalised segments

of society towards AQAP.6 Furthermore, the advancement of the Houthi rebels to the south has forced local populations to

form “resistance forces”, in order to defend their territories from the Houthis. While these militias are fighting a secular fight,

i.e. they fight for the protection of their homes, they are comprised mainly of Sunni tribes. This religious affinity has given

AQAP the opportunity to form an alliance with them, despite the fact that most Yemeni Sunnis stand far from the al-Qaeda

ideology. Having managed to establish and consolidate its hold in the southern parts of the country, AQAP is now the dom-

inant force in these regions.

One of the reasons that can explain why AQAP continues to be vibrant and stronger than ever is its ability to endure. The

organisation has shown impressive resilience in face of constant drone strikes and counter-terrorism operations by the USA

and the Yemeni government. In June 2015, al-Wuhayshi, leader of the οrganisation, was killed in a drone attack, and was suc-

ceeded by Qasim al-Raymi. Through the years there have been many similar attacks on many of its most prominent figures,

including many leaders, but its chain of command has never broken. There is a rather sophisticated organizational structure

in place that allows members of AQAP to continuously train and to climb within the hierarchy, so that there is a constant suc-

cession process.7

With living conditions across the country deteriorating rapidly and state institutions nearly collapsed, AQAP has at-

tempted to experiment with governance, as a way of further solidifying its hold in areas under its control. In recent months,

it has tried to form a quasi-state in the city of al-Mukalla. It imitated similar practices of Jabhat al-Nusra—the al-Qaeda af-

filiate organisation in Syria—by trying to provide basic social services to the population of the Hadramawt governorate. AQAP

named its forces in the city “Sons of Hadramawt” and set up a local council of 60 members to run it.8 By sharing power with

the local elites, AQAP was able to create an impression that they are not in command, while in essence they are the actual

rulers of the city.9

The main advantage of AQAP right now is that none of the major actors in the Yemeni war seem too preoccupied with
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fighting it, especially to the south of Yemen, where it recently took control of two more towns, after launching a new offen-

sive against Yemeni government forces. With the Saudi-led coalition and the Houthis entangled in the war, no party seems

willing to directly challenge AQAP. Furthermore, US forces on the ground in Yemen, that were used to coordinate drone

strikes, were forced to leave the country after the war intensified, thus giving even more breathing room for al-Qaeda to

grow.

While the focus of AQAP seems to be on Yemen at the moment, especially with the recent emergence of competing ISIS

cells in the country, its intentions regarding the “far enemy” should not be underestimated. The West remains very much in

its scope as a potential target in its global jihad narrative.
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In the wake of the terrorist attacks in Paris, a question that arises once again is: “How was modern Islamic ex-
tremism born?” A look back into the history of Afghanistan helps grasp the whole picture of contemporary jihadism,
proving that Islamic jihadism is mainly a political issue, with religion being used as a unifying force.

“Allah is our objective; the Quran is our law, the Prophet is our leader;

Jihad is our way; and death for the sake of Allah is the highest of our aspirations.”1

Jihad. The Arabic word that often is translated as “holy war”, in a linguistic interpretation it means “struggling” or “striving”.

In the Quran, it appears several times in the expression “al jihad fi sabil Allah”, which means “striving in the way of God”,

referring to the act of struggling to serve the purposes of Allah on this earth.2 Jihad can take a violent form but whether mil-

itary action is justifiable only in the context of defending Islam depends “apparently” on the interpretation someone gives to

the words of Quran. Several extremist military groups, such as al Qaeda, Taliban and IS, have killed in the name of Allah in-

terpreting the concept of jihad in such a way to justify their violent actions or terrorist attacks.

In Afghanistan’s history, jihadism as a violent and extremist concept disappeared for many years. More particularly, in the

1950’s and 1960’s some of the most important steps were taken toward a more westernized lifestyle: Burgas were optional

and women could study; modern buildings and factories were constructed; and the country appeared to be on the road

toward a more liberal, open and prosperous society. However, with the coop of Mohammad Taraki and the Soviet invasion

in 1979, jihadism revived suddenly through the American help to the Afghan warriors, Mujahideen. Mujahideen, a guerrilla

military force, declared jihad in an effort to overthrow, in the first place, the government of president Amin (preceded by

Taraki) and, in the second place, Babrak Kamal’s government that was installed by the Soviets.

The United States saw then a great opportunity to mobilize the Muslims against the “Evil Empire” in an effort to further
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weaken the Soviet image and economy. Throughout the 1980’s, the United States supported the Mujahideen (the “freedom

fighters” as President Reagan used to call them) by pouring money in Afghanistan and by recruiting people to fight in this

great jihad, with Osama Bin Laden being their first and most important recruit.3 Almost ten years later and immediately after

the withdrawal of the last Soviet troops, these “freedom fighters” simply meant to become the forefathers of al Qaeda and

Taliban.

The Mujahideen failed to establish a united government and, as a result, the war was “turned into a brutal civil conflict

fought not over ideological, sectarian, or ethnic differences although these factors are part of the setting but over who should

govern.”4 After some years of fighting, the Taliban -a movement organized by Mullah Omar and composed mainly by reli-

gious students- came on top, declared its own jihad, and managed to establish a theocratic regime in 1996.

In the meantime, since 1988 Bin Laden had already formed al Qaeda: a conjuction of quasi-independent Islamic terrorist

cells with access to at least 26 countries. The turning point for Bin Laden and al-Qaeda was the year 1991, when the Saudis

accepted a large force of US troops to be stationed in the country due to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. From that point on,

Osama turned against his former “masters” and started targeting western citizens and interests throughout all of the 1990s,

while strengthening his cause by aligning his Mujahideen forces with the Taliban. After establishing his new base in

Afghanistan, he declared a jihad against the “occupiers of Saudi Arabia” - i.e. the Americans - launching the terrorist attacks

of 2001 against the most symbolic U.S landmarks.

Fourteen years after the US invasion, Afghanistan is still a country variously affected by the Taliban’s and other extremist

anti-government elements’ violent actions, making the point that religious and political extremism continues to flourish on

the ground. The Western forces’ failure to “defeat” extremist groups and “establish” a stable Islamic democracy confirms

once again that no political system or ideology imposed by a foreign power can survive if it is not grounded in the knowledge

of the local culture, religion, needs and customs. The rapid decline in the country’s security situation in conjunction with the

fiscal crisis, the high levels of corruption, and the government’s inability to respond effectively to popular needs, urged

thousands of Afghans to leave their country while driving at the same time a significant percentage of young Afghans to join

radical groups such as al Qaeda and the Taliban. War, poverty, corruption, foreign military presence, unemployment, and lack

of education constitute determinant factors enticing young people to extremism, as they provide a fertile ground for extremist

ideologies to flourish.

Since 2014, the Taliban have increased the number of their operations in many different districts, with the takeover of Kun-

duz city in September of 2015 being their greatest success. This victory did not only underline Afghanistan’s deteriorating se-

curity situation and the government’s failure to defend its territory, but also highlighted the possibility of a Taliban-led

insurgency that could radically change the political situation of Afghanistan. For the Taliban’s leader, the capture of Kunduz

was a successful military, strategic and political move aiming to keep the Taliban united, proving at the same time their per-

sistent strength. “Jihad continues” as Mullah Mansour stated through his first audio message in August, thus declaring a con-

tinued insurgency throughout the country.
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From the very beginning, the Taliban’s jihad aims to “enforce the sharia law and Islamic government in Afghanistan” and

remove every foreign force5 that has occasionally invaded the country. Afghanistan’s President attempted to restart negoti-

ations with the Taliban in an effort to end this conflict that lately seems to intensify rather than wither away but peace talks

are difficult to flourish for as long as US troops remain in the country. As jihad does not stop until the aim for which it began

is achieved, the Taliban will continue their “struggle” until their own government based on the Islamic religious law is es-

tablished.

Nonetheless, the Taliban are not the only extremist player in the area; al Qaeda tries to rebuild its presence in Afghanistan,

while another jihadist group, the

Islamic State (IS), has also started

to operate within the country.

Mullah Mansour’s recent

public welcoming of the alle-

giance of al Qaeda chief Ayman

al-Zawahiri6 and the fact that it

took as long as fourteen years for

the US forces to target one of its

largest training camps (as the

United States claim) not only

point to al Qaeda’s importance

within the Taliban insurgency,

but also to the development of

deep ties between the two

groups over the years. Al Qaeda

seems to have “still a deep bench

of militant allies including fight-

ers who are in the Afghani and

Pakistani Taliban”7 and, even if it

has been weakened over the last years, it continues to evolve and recruit new members, especially now that the Taliban pres-

ence in the region has been growing stronger than that of the United States’. At the same time, IS fighters seem to be gain-

ing foothold in some areas in Afghanistan. Even if IS’s “factual weight and importance” is currently significantly lower in

comparison to the public perception and its ‘territorial control is thus far limited to a couple of districts in Nangarhar Province’,

many radicalized and unaligned militants are galvanized by the IS brand and wish to associate themselves with it”8, in an ef-

fort to reinvigorate their faction and to attract funding, now that the IS dominates the spotlight worldwide. In addition, due
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to the increasing disaffection within the Taliban movement, which mainly derives from the non-acceptance of the new Tal-

iban leader and the disagreements over whether they should take part in the peace talks with President Ghani, many Taliban

members have also defected to the IS.

Now that the IS, the Taliban and al Qaeda are making gains in Afghanistan there is a concern on whether these three ex-

tremist – jihadist groups could cooperate towards a common goal. It is a fact that these groups act in the name of Allah and

share a similar religious background; however, the reasons of fighting differ. The Taliban’s jihad is regionally limited since they

fight mainly for nationalist reasons, in contrast with, the Islamic State’s that extends its actions and fights universally. The Tal-

iban want to establish a new government and take over Afghanistan and as a result the existence of an IS Caliphate is not wel-

comed. During 2015, the Taliban, after warning the Islamic State not to interfere in their affairs, declared a jihad against IS

resulting in several clashes, with the Taliban having the upper hand.9 As for al Qaeda and its relations with the IS, their in-

ternational character, mutual goal and hate against the enemies of Islam, i.e the Western forces, is apparently not enough to

stop them from fighting a battle for supremacy in this global jihadist movement.10

Fourteen years after the invasion, religious extremism continues to flourish in Afghanistan. Political instability in con-

junction with a broken economy and high levels of corruption further weakens the state of Afghanistan and undermines the

government’s effectiveness regarding the struggle against any anti-government extremist element. The United States decided

to maintain 10.000 troops; a decision that seems to be for the moment a step towards the right direction, since this foreign

military presence could help the Afghan forces respond effectively to any new violence. Nonetheless, without smart policies

and reforms able to improve the fragile - both politically and economically - situation of the country, no amount of military

forces can help decisively in the “struggle” against jihadist extremism.

NOTES
All links accessed on 14/12/2015

1. DiPuccio, William, “Islam and Extremism: What is underneath,” Gatestone Institute- International Policy Council, (01/11/2012)

http://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/3425/islam-extremism

2. Morgan, Diane, Essential Islam: A Comprehensive Guide to Belief and Practice, ABC-CLIO, 2010

3. Eqbal, Ahmad, “Terrorism their and ours,” Presentation at the University of Colorado, (12/10/1998)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OXt1s38SzpA

4. Khalilzad, Zalmay, “Afghanistan in 1994 : Civil War and Disintegration,” University of California Press, Vol.35, No. 2, 1995, 147

5. Ghafour Hamida, “What do the Taliban really want?,” The National, (24/07/2010)

http://www.thenational.ae/news/what-do-the-taliban-really-want

6. Z NEWS, “New Taliban Leader welcomes al Qaeda chief’s pledge of loyalty,” (14/08/2015)

http://zeenews.india.com/news/world/new-taliban-leader-welcomes-al-qaeda-chiefs-pledge-of-loyalty_1647174.html

26 Μiddle East Bulletin | January 2016 - vol. 29

U N I V E R S I T Y O F P E L O P O N N E S E



7. Lamothe Dan, “Probably the largest al Qaeda training camp ever destroyed in Afghanistan,” The Washington Post, (30/10/2015)

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2015/10/30/probably-the-largest-al-qaeda-training-camp-ever-destroyed-in-

afghanistan/

8. Dominguez Gabriel, “Why Central Asia is increasingly worried about Afghanistan,” DW Akademie, (04/11/2015)

http://www.dw.com/en/why-central-asia-is-increasingly-worried-about-afghanistan/a-18826223

9. Pillalamarri Akhilesh, “Taliban vs. ISIS: The Islamic State is Doomed in Afghanistan,” The National Interest, (21/06/2015)

http://nationalinterest.org/feature/taliban-vs-isis-the-islamic-state-doomed-afghanistan-13153

10. Lister Tim, “Al Qaeda leader to ISIS: You’re wrong, but we can work together,” CNN, (15/09/2015)

http://edition.cnn.com/2015/09/14/middleeast/al-zawahiri-al-qaeda-isis-olive-branch/

Μiddle East Bulletin | January 2016 - vol. 29 27

U N I V E R S I T Y O F P E L O P O N N E S E



Pakistan’s case is an intriguing one mainly due to the state’s profound involvement and close relations with some
of the most dangerous extremist groups in the country. Moreover, the country’s military activities in neighboring
countries, as well as the turbulent alliances with the western powers, alongside its own unstable political and eco-
nomic situation, which cannot in any case be considered as a failed state, are conducing to the rise and growth of
a radical political Islam. Pakistan’s significant geopolitical location and conflictive past are contributing to the
feeling that Pakistan is another cradle of terrorism and extremism, well after the 9/11 events. Jihad and the war-
fare campaign both seem to be the central components and means of the country’s tactics and strategies, not only
in recent years, but also in the years to come

Political Situation

A controversial Islamization process during the 1980’s, by the Pakistani General and sixth President of Pakistan Muhammad

Zia ul-Haq (1978-1988), marked the beginning of this perilous trend. However, others claim that the Pakistani Islamist/mil-

itant nexus is as old as the Pakistani state. Namely, from its founding in 1947, Pakistan has used religiously motivated mili-

tant forces as a long-term national security strategy.

During this contestable Islamization process in the 1980’s, several conflicts started against Soviet involvement in

Afghanistan. Particularly, Zia ul-Haq, during his presidency, overtly supported Pakistan’s decisive involvement in the Soviet-

Afghan War, which later resulted in a noticeable influx of numerous ideologically driven Muslims, known as Mujahideen to

the tribal areas, and considerably increased the availability of drugs and weapons in that region. This led to an ultimate ide-

ological and material encouragement of the Mujahideen, who were not disarmed right after the war in Afghanistan. Some of

these already well-organized groups were activated at the behest of the Pakistani state.

Zia’s “military Islamism” alongside the Soviet-Afghan war intervention, brought numerous fighters from all over the

world to the South-Asia region in the name of jihad. These Mujahedeen fighters were allegedly trained by the Pakistani mil-

itary. They secretly carried out insurgent activities in Afghanistan well after the war.1

Furthermore, between 1990 and 1996, and at the end of the Soviet-Afghan war, Pakistan overtly and covertly continued
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to organize, nurture and support several Mujahedeen groups. This policy was implemented on the premise that they could

be used for proxy warfare in the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir, where there is a territorial dispute between India and

Pakistan, as well as for further support of the “strategic depth” doctrine in Afghanistan through the use of the Taliban.2

Specifically, during the 1980’s, the idea of strategic depth in Pakistan was perceived by General Mirza Aslam Beg and since

then, there have been repeated accusations against Pakistan’s policies over further control of Afghanistan, as well as Pakistan’s

support of certain factions of the Taliban in Afghanistan. The formation of this alleged policy is referred to by the media as

“strategic depth”. This term has also been used in reference to Pakistan’s relations with Afghanistan following the neighbor-

ing country’s Soviet intervention. According to a US Ambassador to Pakistan, this military doctrine of strategic depth “is a

concept in which Pakistan uses Afghanistan as an instrument of strategic security in ongoing tensions with India by at-

tempting to control Afghanistan as a pawn for its own political purposes.”3

The evolution of Pakistan’s strategy commenced with the initial use of the tribal forces during the first Kashmir War and

was followed, nowadays, by Pakistan’s current support for a range of militant organizations located in the South-Asia region.4

Firstly, this policy has helped to promote national unity since Pakistan’s independence. Secondly, it has facilitated Pakistani

efforts to off-balance Indian superiority. Thirdly, it has enabled Pakistan to challenge the Indian control of Kashmir. And

lastly, it has allowed Pakistan to pursue its strategic goals in Afghanistan without having to intervene there militarily.

Another important aspect of Pakistan’s development of political Islam is the Deobandi school of Islam that was founded

in the 19th century and is part of a series of revivalist movements against the British colonialists in India. The Deobandi move-

ment became the most popular school of Islamic thought among Pashtuns living on both sides of the Durand Line. Many

prominent Pashtun community leaders established Deobandi seminaries in these areas. The looming war against the Soviet

Union only led to a rise in enrollment in Deobandi seminaries in the Pashtun areas of Pakistan. When the Soviet Union even-

tually withdrew from Afghanistan, the

Deobandi became the religious base for

most of the Taliban movement that ruled

Afghanistan until 2001. Furthermore,

there are some militant organizations,

such as the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan,

which are closely related and associated

with the practices and beliefs of the De-

oband. Nowadays, scholars at Deoband

have taken a hard line regarding terror-

ism, in order to completely avoid any

connection with sectarian hatred and

terrorism.5
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Pakistani Terrorist Groups

One can hardly ever draw a full account of the organizations and the groups based and operating in Pakistan, due to the fact

that these groups are dissolved as soon as they are formed. Some of the most prominent and notorious domestic terrorists

groups are: 1) Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), 2) Lashkar-e-Omar (LeO), 3) Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP), 4) Tehreek-e-

Jaferia Pakistan (TJP), 5) Tehreek-e-Nafaz-e-Shariat-e-Mohammadi (TNSM), 6) Lashkar-eJhangvi (LeJ), 7) Sipah-e-

Muhammad Pakistan (SMP), 8) Jamaat-ul-Fuqra, 9) Nadeem Commando, 10) Popular Front for Armed Resistance, 11) Muslim

United Army, 12) Harkat-ul-Mujahideen Al-alami (HuMA).6

Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), translated as the Army of the Righteous, is the military wing of the Markaz-Dawa-ul-Irshad (Mdi).

The former was founded in 1987 in order to assist the Afghans’ fight against the Soviets, as well as to protect the purity of

Pakistani Islam against the influence of Hinduism. LeT is basically following an ideological path very similar to the Salafi/Wah-

habi vision of Islam, to the points of view of Deobandism and to the principles of a larger Islamist group such as Jamaat-Is-

lami.7

LeT is also active in Kashmir and is fighting against New Delhi, aiming to restore Islamic rule in India. New Delhi has ac-

cused the group of attacking military and civilian targets in India. Notably, the 2001 Indian Parliament attack, the 2008 Mum-

bai attacks, and the three-day slaughter in 2008 which drew global attention because it targeted Westerners as well as Indians,

and implicated Pakistan’s spy agency.8

According to Padukone, the group focused predominantly on Kashmir, abetting and, by the late 1990’s, commandeering

the insurgency there. Moreover, LeT has replaced Jamaat-e-Islami, the original “Vanguard of the Islamic Revolution,” as the

center of political Islamism in Pakistan and has received great support from the Pakistani military in recent years. Specifically,

political leaders, such as former President Pervez Musharraf, have sent out mixed signals, at times banning the group, at

times denying having done so. LeT is the only militant group in Pakistan to have unequivocally increased in strength and in

reach after 9/11.9 Another interesting point about LeT is their social activities which include charities, reconstruction works

and the collection of funds. All of these activities are coordinated and implemented through LeT’s front organization Jamaat-

ud-Dawa, which provided humanitarian relief and rebuilding aid to the victims of the 2005 earthquake in Kashmir.10

According to Sebastian Rotella, Lashkar-e-Taiba appears to be the most dangerous militant group whose well-educated

recruits defy the idea that poverty and ignorance breed extremism. It is a group whose fighters include relatives of a politi-

cian, a senior army officer and a director of Pakistan’s Atomic Energy Commission. It is worth noting that the findings, which

drew on 917 biographies of Lashkar fighters killed in combat, illuminate “Lashkar’s integration into Pakistani society, how em-

bedded they are”.11

Lashkar-e-Taiba seems to maintain close ties with Al-Qaeda and there is indisputable proof on the issue. Chaudet is ar-

guing that Lashkar-e-Taiba has helped Al-Qaeda, once the former escaped Afghanistan at the end of 2001.12

Pakistan’s initiatives to tackle not only its socio-economic problems but also to come up with an effective plan and “counter

ideology” against what appears as radical Islam in the country, seem to be unsuccessful. The socio-economic and political re-
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forms that Pakistan is proclaiming, would be more effective if they were concurrent with the development of an ideological

framework against radical Islam and against all of the affiliated extremist groups.

Nevertheless, for the time being, Pakistan has shown no sign of halting or taking measures against the socio-economic and

ideological dimensions of jihadism. In spite of the inactivity towards battling extremism, Pakistan still seeks to secure its do-

mestic affairs from radical jihadist movements and groups, which are still posing a threat and a challenge to the state. How-

ever, the Pakistani state is clearly supporting and maintaining strong ties with some of the terrorist groups. As a result, having

to deal with them, in order to control or suppress them, proves to be one tough challenge. As Chaudet claims “the choice to

support extremist groups has been seen as a way to deal with geopolitical issues, and to find easy solutions to difficult polit-

ical problems.”13
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The Paris attacks on November 13, 2015 became the nodal point of Europe’s security and defense policy in recent
times. They also had a huge impact on domestic affairs and on Europe’s refugee crisis, which quite often seems, im-
properly, to be linked to security issues like Islamic terrorism, sparking a great debate about ideology, religion, im-
migration, security and national identity, within pluralistic and secular European society.

About ten years ago, some political scientists argued that religion, especially after its long exclusion under the Westphalian

system, was back to the forefront of international politics, strengthening its position on a global level.1 A prominent role in

this “resurgence of religion”, on a global level, was played by the massive shift of population that is highly religious, from Third

World countries to the developed countries. Furthermore, the Islamic revival the last 40 years, also contributed to the revival

of the political academic debate on Islam, introducing to western foreign policy the fear of a potentially extremist political

Islam.2

After 9/11 and after the terrorist attacks in Madrid (11/03/2004) and in London, (07/07/2005), the fear of terrorism took

over Europe and focused on the Islamic factor. This climate of fear was reinforced by the broad participation of Muslim im-

migrants in the uprisings in the Paris suburbs, in November 2005 and by the intense, worldwide, Muslim reactions to the Jyl-

lands-Posten Muhammad cartoons controversy, in 2005.

Τhe homogeneous European society had to face the problem of integration of second and third generation immigrants

and the failure of various integration models, which contributed to the embracing of anti-immigrant attitudes by many Eu-

ropean countries and to the rise of racism and xenophobia, within them. In this environment, discrimination against immi-

grants seems to be related to the radicalization of Muslim immigrants, given that youth, who do not feel part of the host
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society, are increasingly attracted towards radical ideologies and groups.3 Therefore, gradually, the issue of integration of

Muslim immigrants in European societies became a security issue and Muslim immigrants were seen as a security threat to

the state, society and national identity.

The deadly attacks of Paris (January and November 2015) have underlined that jihadi extremism poses a real threat to the

European Union, by indicating that the self-radicalized individuals, as the European fighters for IS, can constitute a serious

threat on their return to Europe. In the wake of the Paris attacks, French President François Holland, declared that France is

at war and travelled all over the world to find an international coalition against IS. At the same time, French Prime Minister

Manuel Valls implemented tough security measures, as the nationwide state of emergency for three months, giving special

powers to police to act without judicial oversight.

In this context, French President François Hollande has decided to invoke, for the first time, since it was introduced in the

Lisbon Treaty in 2009, Article 42 (7) of the Treaty on the European Union – commonly known as the EU ‘mutual defence

clause’. This was unanimously backed by EU defence ministers, on 17 of November 2015. According to this clause, “if a Mem-

ber State is the victim of armed aggression on its territory, the other Member States

shall have towards it an obligation of aid and assistance by all the means in their

power”. Inevitably, EU felt a sense of solidarity, while France urged the other mem-

bers to take up their responsibilities in France’s role against IS and to engage in re-

gional and global affairs.4 This was the first time that Europe reacted institutionally,

in a military and policy context, against IS, bringing to the political agenda the issue

of religion, and especially that of Islamic extremism.

In such a framework, British Prime Minister David Cameron pledged on 23rd of

November, that the UK will join France in air strikes against IS in Syria calling on oth-

ers politicians to support his decision in order to keep British people and others in Eu-

rope safe. Immediately after the British Parliament voted on 2nd of December to join

fight against IS, British warplanes carried out airstrikes in Syria. In addition, German

Cabinet has approved a mandate, offering military assistance in the fight against IS,

by contributing a naval frigate, reconnaissance flights and up to 1,200 German troops.

This constitutes Germany’s biggest military involvement hitherto. At the same time

French and Russian leaders agreed to a closer cooperation against the ‘common

enemy’ by exchanging intelligence on IS. Lastly, on 25th of November, the European

Parliament adopted a joined EU strategy to prevent radicalisation and fight against

terrorism, by posing mandatory and systematic controls at the external borders and

an EU blacklist of jihadists and jihadist terrorist suspects, who will be under judicial

control.5
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This security rhetoric fosters the claim that the security policy can be designed to combat the spread of fundamentalism,

which can be seen as an internal and external threat against a secular state.6 Nevertheless, it is also contributing to the con-

solidation of the perception of Islam in Europe as a foreign and hostile religion. The security rhetoric is also indicating a

strong linkage between Islamic extremism and the refugee crisis, especially after the allegations that some of the suicide

bombers maybe have arrived in Paris via a refugee route.

Within this framework, after the Paris attacks, many European countries have changed their attitudes towards refugees.

More particularly, Sweden with the most generous and open refugee policies in Europe will tighten its asylum rules, dra-

matically. On 27th November the Greens’ deputy Prime Minister, Åsa Romson, announced the end of the generous asylum

policy, as the country cannot accept everyone who wants to come. She declared that there are no more money and no more

housing, adding that there are refugees all over the country. Finally, she expressed her concerns on the increase of ghettos in

poor areas and of racist attacks.7 Sweden was among the OECD countries with the highest employment rate. However, given

the high influx of immigration, unemployment is likely to increase during the mid-term, according to the last report for Swe-

den of International Monetary Fund, on November 17, 2015.

At this point, we could say that this U-turn of a traditionally open border country like Sweden is indicative of the anti-

refugee sentiment, which took over all Europe, especially after the Paris attacks. Particularly, just after the attacks, the per-

centage of British people, who do not want Syrian refugees to come to the UK, has almost doubled, from 14 per cent in

September to 26 per cent in mid-November. Moreover, far–right parties, with an anti-refugee and anti-Islam agenda, in many

European countries such as, Poland, Slovakia, the UK, the Netherlands and France, show a significant increase in their pop-

ularity.

In the meantime, while several politicians of those parties are claiming that Europe is in jeopardy, Europe is intensifying

airstrikes against IS positions, strengthening its borders and succumbing to Turkey’s demands by offering 3 billion euros in

order to tackle its refugee crisis.8 Simultaneously, Schengen’s border control became Europe’s main concern, as controls are

not only a matter of stemming the flow, but also a question of security, according to European Council president Donald

Tusk. Consequently, serious doubts about Schengen’s efficiency have been raised. In particular, for the first time in the his-

tory of the European Union since 1985, some member states have suggested to suspend Greece from the Schengen Zone, un-

less it improves its registration of refugees and border controls in a better cooperation with Frontex.9

Admittedly, this security debate indicates that Europe does not underestimate the problem of IS. However, the Paris at-

tacks are not only a foreign policy problem, which underlines the fear of extremism, through the mass influx of refugees. These

attacks were, mainly an internal problem, not only within French society but within European society, which is not any more

homogeneous and static. It is time for many European societies, with significant Muslim population, to pay more attention

to their internal Muslim “others”, providing them a better integration context. By rejecting misperceptions and policies of mar-

ginalization, Europe should let Islam appear as a “normal” religion, instead of an “exceptional” religion,10 thereby avoiding

its separation from the European pluralistic environment, which may led to alienation and violence.
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The drone has been the U.S. government’s weapon of choice in its overt and covert military operations in the Mid-
dle East, for the reason of being low-cost, low-risk and low-commitment. However, it is useful to remember that
drone is merely a tactical tool and as such it cannot provide answers to strategic riddles.

The tactic of remote killing, mainly through drone missile strikes, as a means of dismantling the organisation of terrorist

groups has been cynically referred to in U.S. official circles as “mowing the lawn”. This blunt metaphor owes its origins to the

2000 Israeli strategy of mounting periodic targeted attacks in the Palestinian territories. When the matter was brought in the

United States, in August 2001, the White House spokesman criticized Israel saying that “it is the policy of the United States

to oppose these killings.”1 A few weeks later, the first armed drone was deployed over Afghanistan. The date was September

12, 2001. As the United States has since adopted aerial strikes as the preferred way of conducting war against Islamic ex-

tremists, the lawnmower analogy has also circulated within Washington circles. As Bruce Riedel, a former CIA analyst and

Obama counterterrorism adviser, put it, “the problem with the drone is it’s like your lawn mower. You’ve got to mow the lawn

all the time. The minute you stop mowing, the grass is going to grow back”.2 Alas, technological supremacy cannot supplant

strategy and so the United States has been locked in this repetitive, if not futile, mission.

The United States has counted on airstrikes and targeted killings as part of combat operations in Afghanistan and Iraq,

as well as in counterterrorism and counterinsurgency operations in Pakistan, Yemen, Libya, Somalia and Syria. Since assum-

ing office in 2009, President Barack Obama’s administration has relied heavily on targeted killings, usually undertaken by the

CIA and the military’s Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) through unmanned drone strikes or special operations

raids (i.e. kill/capture missions). The primary aim is to decimate the higher-ranking political and military leaders of guerrilla

or terrorist organisations while avoiding collateral damage as much as possible. Drone warfare combines the capacity for

surveillance and intelligence gathering with the capacity of targeted killing at relatively limited cost and absolutely no risk to

American soldiers. This is what makes drone warfare so tempting. However, less is not always more and targeting from dis-
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tance may not be enough to defeat or—to use President Obama’s parlance—“to degrade and ultimately destroy” the Islamic

State.

In September 2014, the U.S. President put forward the four pillars of his counterterrorism strategy: relying on airstrikes,

supporting allied forces fighting the IS on the ground, preventing terrorist attacks on U.S. homeland, and providing human-

itarian assistance to civilians and ethnic-religious minorities.3 Obama presented this as a “comprehensive” strategy, but ac-

cording to Clausewitz the most “comprehensive” of all strategic questions is to establish “the kind of war on which they are

embarking; neither mistaking it for, nor trying to turn it into, something alien to its nature”.4 To the extent that terms and con-

cepts shape policy, it should be noted that the

campaign the United States has been em-

barking on is not counterterrorism. The Is-

lamic State may have spawned out of al

Qaeda, but it has evolved into something

more than an extremist organisation, now

having all the characteristics of a state but in-

ternational legitimacy. As the United States

has been engaged in multiple fronts all around

the Middle East, it should have a clear under-

standing of the various contexts and the char-

acter of the war is addressing in each case.

There is no such thing as an one-size-fits-all

strategy, while technology cannot provide a flat response for all practical purposes.

A cunning and capable opponent shall be able to sidestep one’s preferred way of war. This is the chameleonic nature of

war. For example, the insurgents have responded to high-tech warfare with no-tech solutions, having stopped using electronic

devices altogether. Moreover, they have excelled in hiding their training facilities from drone reconnaissance, they no longer

gather and move in large numbers, and they have been violently attacking those suspected of participating in the targeting

process. By taking local suspected informants out, the insurgents seek to break the information cycle which is still essential

for drone strikes to take place. Hence, without good intelligence from the spot, it is impossible for the United States rates to

identify the right targets.5

A series of articles, titled The Drone Papers and based on leaked classified military documents, was revealed in October 2015

by The Intercept allegedly exposing the inner workings as well as the flaws and failures of the aerial campaigns in Yemen, So-

malia and Afghanistan. The exposé is that the secretive U.S. military program has consistently relied upon faulty information,

killed an unknown number of innocent civilians, destroyed potentially valuable intelligence by killing rather than capturing

terror suspects, and overall exacerbated the very threat it has been seeking to confront.6 While the exposé might also exac-

Μiddle East Bulletin | January 2016 - vol. 29 37

U N I V E R S I T Y O F P E L O P O N N E S E



erbate the failures it has been seeking to disclose, it reveals something very important about the American society. The U.S.

grand strategy might soon be lacking the necessary internal cohesion and legitimacy required to sustain a long-term effort

as the society’s threshold of tolerance has been lowered after fourteen years of conflicts.

Such is the burden of the “Iraq Syndrome” that President Obama has been more concerned to prove how this effort would

be different from the previous wars than to meet the challenges the current wars pose. Hence, risk-aversion and restraint have

been the underlying principles of Obama’s doctrine. However, cost avoidance is not the only mark of prudence. To cite Clause-

witz once more, “a prince or general can best demonstrate his genius by managing a campaign exactly to suit his objectives

and resources, doing neither too much nor too little”.7

The problem is not with what the United States has been doing from the air, but with what it has not been doing—or

maybe it has not been able of doing—on the ground. Hence, IS’s physical presence necessarily wins the allegiance of the peo-

ple, despite its brutal techniques. Back in 1962, COIN (counterinsurgency) specialist Franklin Lindsay argued in an article for

Foreign Affairs that the basis for any policy of guerrilla warfare must be absolute control over what is taking place in the vil-

lages: “When two forces are contending for the loyalty of, and control over, the civilian population, the side which uses vio-

lent reprisals most aggressively will dominate most of the people, even though their sympathy may lie in the other direction”.8

Fast forward in 2015, in another article for Foreign Affairs, ambassador James Jeffrey argued that the United States has not been

capable to implement General David Petraeus’s three-legged counterinsurgency approach known as “clear, hold, and build”.

That is push insurgents out of a designated area, prevent them from returning, and build local institutions that help the pop-

ulation feel secure and stable. “The U.S. military,” Jeffrey continues, “is capable of implementing the first two legs, since they

are primarily military in nature. But it runs into problems with the open-ended nature of the third”.9 State-building is cen-

tral in COIN strategies, but drone strikes cannot help in that direction. Moreover, drones alone cannot remove the IS from

its gained territories in Iraq and Syria, because—as all airpower assets—they can only work synergistically with ground forces

to produce some strategic effect. Without ground troops, the United States has been essentially conducting COIN operations

with “one hand tied behind its back”.

This is not to argue that COIN operations would have necessarily fared much better had the United States committed a

large number of ground troops. There is a strong element of truth in the conclusion of the recent series of reports from the

Burke Chair in Strategy that the civil causes of violent Islamic extremism are so deep that no defeat of extremist movements

alone may bring any lasting form of security and stability.10 So the point is wholly missed if the debate is narrowed down on

what airpower or landpower can achieve. Emphasis has been overly placed on tactics in lieu of searching for a cohesive strat-

egy. What matters, instead, is making good use of means to bring about a desired outcome. To be sure, the Middle East quag-

mire does not offer ready solutions, naturally making the United States feel that it is better out than in. Thus, for as long the

United States cannot meaningfully connect ends, ways and means, it will restrain itself in the Sisyphean task of periodically

“mowing the lawn”.
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This article tries to explore the political project and the imaginative of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, focus-
ing on some of the words and works of its theoreticians, such as Abu Musab al-Suri. In addition, it tries to under-
line the inadequacies of the existing theories that explain the emergence and the consolidation of ISIS’s power.

In The Art of War, Sun Tzu, argues that in order to reverse the military power of your adversary, the weakest part should turn

the enemy’s strength against itself. “The best war”, Tzu outlines, “is turning the tables on enemy plans after they have been

worked out”. This phrase describes best the tactics of the jihadist movement, since the power asymmetry has always been

large. However, some jihadists, like Abu-’Ubayd al-Qurashi, do not see this necessarily as a drawback: first, the jihadist move-

ment can be more flexible and sufficient that way, and second, it can make use of this shortcoming mainly for propaganda

reasons: it can be presented as a defender of the freedom of the downtrodden.1 The jihadist movement has applied various

forms of armed struggle in its historical trajectory, using forms such as terrorism, guerrilla fighting and conventional war. Nev-

ertheless, the movement’s failure until now, according to the words of their own theorists, is that jihad strategists have ap-

plied pure military theory without adapting it to its suitable context, regarding the time and place.

Jihadism is often linked to political Islam and Islamic practices. Indeed, it has the same political sources but it has followed

a much more radical itinerary. Jihadists often criticize Islamists denouncing them because they adopt democratic parlia-

mentary processes, such as participating in elections. This choice, for instance, contradicts with sharia and it constitutes a kind

of shirk (idolatry). The Islam that the jihadists seek is an Islam that reinvigorates the spirit of monotheism and rule out every-

thing that is not in line with Koran’s teachings. The rejection of modern nation–states is one of their main ideological element,

since it is an inheritance of western colonialism and, furthermore, it reflects a construction based on geographical divisions

and not on religious coherence. The jihadists raison d’être lies in the creation and expansion of a caliphate, which should have

the qualities of the first Muslim caliphates after the Islamic expansion in the 7th century. The only way to achieve this is by

armed struggle, bringing the real change in Muslims’ political and social circumstances. This transformation should be es-

tablished by abandoning all other forms of identity in order to empower the Islamic one, thus declaring their exclusive loy-

alty to the ummah.
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In general, the jihadist movement did not play any fundamental role in the popular uprisings of 2011 in the Arab world.

Nonetheless, the Syrian battlefield became the main attraction for waging an open jihadist upsurge, since the sectarian and

the transnational dimensions became the driving forces behind the Syrian civil war. In the jihadist equation territory equals

power, whereas power can be a number of things. For example, Afghanistan could have been the territorial site for pursuing

one of the most important goals of the jihadists: creating a religiously legitimate government that could include all Muslims.

This country would facilitate the restoration of the true jihadist spirit and stand as a model to refocus the people’s commit-

ment to sacred struggle. The semantics of Afghanistan’s battle was truly deep: it became a crucible for the creation and the

globalization of a genuine jihadist movement, since fighters from all over the world took refuge there. Some jihadists viewed

the American military offense in Iraq as a great opportunity to consolidate their war of liberation against the “infidels”. Al-

ready in 2007 one of the jihadist thinkers, Uthman Bin Abd al-Rahman al-Tamimi, announced that we are witnessing the

“Birth of the Islamic State” in Iraq, making the point, though, that such an establishment needs time to be built. The appar-

ent weakness of the Iraqi state to contain armed groups in its territory became one of the enabling factors for ISIS to grow

and capitalize on the chaos in the region.

The internal development of the jihadist groups is a very important element in the way that they have historically evolved.

These groups have not been coherent in their ideology and the means of struggle. For example, in Iraq, ISIS gradually started

to disengage from al-Qaeda in the region, while, nowadays, Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS have been fighting, not along the same

line but against each other. This division is prompted by mainly three factors: the conception of the armed struggle and how

jihad should be fought, what the

priorities for the movement should

be and to what extent political

compromise should define their

moves.2 Nevertheless, the strate-

gies that the jihadists adopt are or-

chestrated by some jihadists that

have fought in previous important

battles. For instance, Abu Musab

al-Suri, who has taken part in the

Islamist rebellion in Syria’s Hama

in February 1982, and now is active

with Daesh, has been spending

years reconsidering the jihadist’s

movement tactics. While recollect-

ing all the memories from previous
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unsuccessful uprisings, al-Suri acknowledges four basic incorrect strategies that the Muslim Brotherhood had fallen into:

first, he thinks that a sufficient strategy was not developed in order to avoid defeat; second, they completely relied on assis-

tance from outside actors; third, that the Brotherhood showed reliance on mass recruitment rather than on elite fighters and

last, that they did not use a combination of terrorist attacks and guerrilla warfare against the regime of Hafez al-Assad.3 Today,

ISIS follows al-Suri’s advices, having stopped relying heavily on foreign aid, while it has developed its own financial strate-

gies by kidnappings and the sale of crude oil.

In addition, the jihadist movement is not ignorant regarding the western insurgencies of the 20th century. Its thinkers,

such as al-Suri and Abu Bakr Naji, have studied the history of the Marxist movements in Europe and elsewhere, such as

those of the October Revolution and the Cuban Revolution, the writings of Mao Zedong and Che Guevara. The diffusion

amongst the jihadist organizations of all these information seems to empower the movement, while, at the same time, an at-

tempt to create a sense of historical continuity and consciousness is profound. Al-Baghdadi recalls the time of Prophet

Muhammad and his forced exile from Mecca, while the violence used by the Islamic State is being resembled by the violence

used by Abu Bakr, the first caliph and the successor of the Prophet.4 Especially, in the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s collapse

and “the end of history”, the jihadists took advantage of the real absence of an alternative creed, thus moving easier to a more

global and socially accepted idea.

This socially accepted idea finds adherents and perpetuates, based mostly on three main concessions: the first is that there

is a global conspiracy to destroy Islam and Muslims and islamic civilization in general, with the western countries as pioneers,

then Israel as their local satellite and, last but not least, the Arab regimes. Second, the jihadist movement seems to last in time

because it has embraced the term of social movement having a wide social crucible that can produce future jihadi fighters.

These possible fighters are recruited largely through the internet while their desire is to practice a more hard-line version of

Islam. Third, the regional power competition helps the jihadist movement gain ground in mainly two ways: on one hand, the

Gulf States seem to grant financial aid to jihadists groups, while on the other, the recent regional inflammation gives the po-

litical opportunity to consolidate their ideological and territorial claims in the region.5

Nevertheless, the scholarship on Middle Eastern or global Jihadism does not focus on the social dimensions of this phe-

nomenon, rather it is limited on issues of national security. Furthermore, the main narrative includes to a large extent the in-

clination of Muslims and Islam to violence and that the emergence of these violent groups is mostly America’s diplomacy work.

The narrative also encompasses the, sometimes obsessive, endeavour to exclude organizations such as Hizbollah and Hamas

from the jihadist ideology or to remind us that not all Muslims are violent and terrorists. However, making clear who is not

a jihadist does not make obvious who is one. What could really also bring us to an impasse is to analyze the jihadist groups

only through the lens of American diplomacy and conspiracy theories. For example some argue that the U.S.A. not only

helped these groups to emerge, but also that is still in control of them.6 Of course, the real challenge is to analyse and un-

derstand not the jihadist exceptionalism or their monstrousness, but to comprehend political radicalism in general, which is

more commonly nowadays obvious, and moreover to have a better insight to jihadist distinctiveness. Lastly, the studies being
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conducted about who joins ISIS or other jihadist groups, often seem obsolete since they do not offer new findings. In con-

trast, these studies often identify the same factors for recruitment as the ones shared by a large part of global population.

Therefore, a more multi-faceted study about Jihadism and ISIS, should definitely include more factors, including, economic,

political, social and even mass psychological facets to explain the phenomenon.
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