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Abstract: The paper uses social identity group theory and human insecurity to examine the rise 

of the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). After first defining social group identity and its 

characteristics, the paper reviews the Al-Qaeda ideology that serves as the foundation of ISIL, 

before turning attention to the message and legacy of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and their profound 

influence on ISIL. The paper concludes by arguing that only by ending the marketplace of 

identities can stability be restored to Iraq and Syria.  
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The emergence of Al-Qaeda in the late 1980s has had a profound effect on world affairs, leading 

to two major wars, radical legislative, judicial, and policy changes, and the recognition that 

terrorism can serve as an existential threat to international society.
1
 For several reasons, Al-

Qaeda signified a new type terrorist group with an agenda and tools that were all encompassing:
2
 

First, Al-Qaeda treats the entire planet as a battlefield, rejecting national borders while 

advocating operations throughout the globe.
3
 Second, Al-Qaeda rejects distinctions between 

combatants and non-combatants, seeing all who oppose its ideology and its implementation as 

apostates and infidels who are by definition relegated to death.
4
 Third, Al-Qaeda also came to 

promote franchises, aimed at instill its ideology and agenda.
5
 Over time, and mainly because of 

actions taken by the international community, which has put major limitations on Core Al-

Qaeda,
6
 the organization has become more identified with an ideology rather than operating as a 

traditional, hierarchical terrorist organization, committing acts of terror,
7
 especially once the 

international community exhibited a determination to close down its training facilities.
8
 This 

metamorphose underlines the fact that Al-Qaeda is a social identity group, drawing on an ability 

to foster social identities, a process by which an individual‘s sense of self emerges from real or 

perceived membership in a group.
9
 Thus, examining the current generation of Al-Qaedists, some 

of whom may not even have the official support of Core Al-Qaeda,
10

 reveals an ideology and 

strategy based on the beliefs that Core Al-Qaeda postulated,
11

 but that draws on other elements to 

bring members together, such as geography, animosity, disillusionment, among other items.
12

  

Al-Qaeda‘s commitment to promote its message and violent action led to two consequences. 

First, its leadership has been hunted and decimated, with many others driven deep underground. 

Second, new leaders and groups emerged, several of which appeared even more radical and 
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dangerous than Core Al-Qaeda. The new actors, whose experience was shaped by different types 

of conflicts, offer a new threat; constantly learning from Core Al-Qaeda‘s experience as after all, 

―…bin Laden and his followers have left a written corpus that is likely to motivate the faithful 

for years to come.‖
13

 Accordingly, the Al-Qaeda ideology is constantly re-energized, leading 

new actors to approach their campaigns with devastating consequences.
14

 In sum, Core Al-Qaeda 

may reject the tactics and even elements of the message of the new groups, but a clear-cut 

disavowal of the ideology of the new groups remains elusive, possibly because the ideological 

underpinnings of the new groups lie in Core Al-Qaeda. 

Using a broad range of sources, the article has several aims: first, to argue that social identity 

theory serves to explain what led to the emergence of ISIL. ISIL uses a confluence of conditions: 

grievance, insecurity, and a narrowing of the market place of religion to recruit and grew. A 

second aim is to highlight how ISIL, building on the ideas of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, exploits 

grievance, insecurity, and religion to become arguably the most dangerous brand of Al-

Qaedism,
15

 especially if unable to control or direct its progenies.
16

 The paper therefore reinforces 

the judgment that it is not religion that lies at Al-Qaeda‘s ideological base, but grievance and 

insecurity, with religious mores employed to justify the use of extreme violence. Thus, ISIL is 

but the latest manifestation of Al Qaedists who seek to create turbulent and violent environments 

that lead to the narrowing of the marketplace of religion, ideas, and identities. Consequently, 

people who remain in the areas that these groups manage to control face the simple choice of 

joining or at least accepting the new groups or death, as these are the only options that the groups 

provide.
17

 The paper lies on three pillars, the first section examines the conditions that facilitate 

the emergence of social identity groups that engage in political violence; the second reviews the 
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ideology of Al-Qaeda; and the third underlines how ISIL draws on the condition social identity 

groups and Al-Qaeda‘s ideology to promote its own version of Al-Qaedaism. The paper 

concludes that the way to engage with groups such as ISIL is by adopting policies that 

undermine the reasons why people turn to these groups for security. 

The evolution of Jihadi terrorist groups: the role of environment, religion and self-interest 

Recognizing that no person is an island, social identity theory holds that people ascertain 

who they are and to which social group
18

 they belong by engaging in a process of categorization 

(putting people, including oneself, into groups), identification (a subjective association), and 

comparison (a bias towards one‘s own group and its importance).
19

 These components require an 

understanding of ―belonging,‖ which is developed by looking at traits, ideas, and views, 

including cultural norms and personally-ascribed goals.
20

 With these in mind, the individual who 

feels that the state is not responsive to their needs, especially basic security, understood as 

freedom from want and fear,
21

 seeks out an alternate community.
22

 In other words, once people 

combine knowledge of their lives, their environments, and themselves, on the one hand, and the 

group or movement they wish to join on the other, they develop the social characteristics that 

would allow them to join the group officially.
23

  

A social group, thus, relies on three interconnected pillars: an insecure environment, which 

enables the group to exhibit specific social characteristics and to which the disgruntled, 

aggrieved individual can relate; a tool to bond the targeted audience with the group; and self-

interest. In terms of the environment, the social group has to underline the fact that the state 

cannot provide the individual with the basic security that they want and deserve. Moreover, the 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Se
lc

uk
 U

ni
ve

rs
ite

si
] 

at
 2

2:
40

 1
6 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 



ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 5 

state may even play a part in undermining security by not only failing to deliver it, but engaging 

in activity that is harmful to all or part of the population, thus creating the need to find an 

alternative provider of security.  

The group exploits a pervasive sense of insecurity by portraying troubling events in a 

particular light as a way to appeal to those who may already share some of its views and by 

promoting the group‘s ability to deal with those concerns, thus underlining the group‘s strength 

and value.
24

 The challenge for competing social groups is demonstrating to current and potential 

supporters that the group is sufficiently powerful enough to extract concessions from established 

political actors, who would only offer concessions as part of a bargaining process with those who 

pose a threat to them and to the state itself.
25

 Accordingly, a social group needs a bond to tie its 

members together and ensure a steady supply of new recruits, as the group will engage in 

activities that could thin its ranks in one way or another. 

Religion is a highly effective bond, especially in times of social crisis that often take place 

when insecurity abounds, enabling the promoter of the religion (the religious producer) to offers 

a radical interpretation that underlines people‘s feelings of alienation. That is, religion, as defined 

by Max Weber, is a political institution, carrying a normative order.
26

 Thus, religious identities in 

the words of one commentator ―are not fungible, or easily altered, and conversion costs do not 

simply follow from the distance traveled.‖
27

 In other words, religion helps cement identities by 

providing a uniform base for a message that addresses the spiritual and physical worlds, making 

enormous demands, as a way to explain its salvific message.
28

 Notably, from the basic message, 

radical interpretations, often used by sects, emerge. The threat that these pose is more significant 

because sects by definition are less tolerant, and their leaders often not only reject the state, but 
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seek to overthrow it.
29

 Additionally, religion, specifically when it develops a sect-like mentality 

has the ability to weed out individuals not fully committed to the cause and, more importantly, 

the group. Accordingly, those individuals prompting an unconventional, radical interpretation of 

the religion engage in a process that not only provides reasons for suffering, but includes the 

categorization and identification of the worthy and unworthy, with rewards that need not be 

tangible.
30

  

The third element in the process is the group‘s self-interest – the absolute necessity to act to 

attract support – and underlining the group‘s distinctiveness from actual or possible competitors. 

Interspersed within this element is the fact that terrorist organizations are no different from other 

groups in that they also seek to survive.
31

 It is thus precisely not the case that religious extremism 

feeds religiously-inspired terrorism out of ignorance; it is instead a deeply rational choice, and 

violence plays a key role in establishing the conditions that facilitate the rise of social groups.
32

  

Combining the three pillars above with the concept of the economics of religion provides 

insight into the religious-based social group. The economics of religion recognizes the presence 

of two groups: religious producers and religious consumers, with the former wanting to sell a 

product (religion or more specifically a worldview) that they hope the latter will accept. For this 

effort to succeed, however, the religious producers require conditions that underscore their 

usefulness and even necessity for individuals. The emphasis is on offering a good or a service, 

while at the same time underlining that individuals residing in a particular area have no real 

choice but to accept it. Furthermore, it is also important to have a message that is broadly 

acceptable or at least will find a receptive audience.
33

 Ultimately, religion has an organizational 

structure that adherents can use to recruit in that the religious message serves to attract recruits 
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by offering them both tangible and intangible benefits – in this case the promise of desperately-

needed security and stability– which are then used to mobilize adherents.
34

 

In sum, when applying the social group identity paradigm to Al-Qaeda (as will be shown in 

the next section) it becomes clear that the organization, whether in Afghanistan or through its 

affiliates, seeks to create an insecure environment, either through its own violent actions or in 

fostering strife with state powers. By narrowing the marketplace of religion, ideas and most 

importantly, identities, Al-Qaeda then exploits the situation by claiming that if one follows its 

agenda, security – physical, economic, social, cultural, and religious – will surely follow. ISIL 

seems to encapsulate this approach as seen with its 16-point communiqué, published soon after it 

took over Mosul which declared, ―People tried secular forms of government: republic, Baathist, 

Safavids … It pained you. Now is time for an Islamic state.‖
35

 

Al-Qaeda‘s Ideology: Balancing Grievances with Insecurity  

Al-Qaeda propagates a radical, uncompromising ideology aimed at appealing to people as 

opposed to states, leading one commentator to conclude, ―…it is difficult to define the political 

community that al-Qaeda aims to affect, because of the radical contrast, even contradiction, 

between regional and pan-Islamic themes.‖
36

 In other words, the message is for all people, as 

long as they accept Al-Qaeda‘s religious monoglot. Notably, though there are ways to read Core 

Al-Qaeda‘s message, allowing Abu Musab al-Suri to argue in his infamous ―Call to Global 

Islamic Resistance‖ that for the jihadi movement to continue and thrive, it has to adapt, which 

often means taking indigenous characteristics so as to appeal to locals.
37

 In other words, take the 
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overall message and apply it to one‘s setting, with the ultimate goal being defeating the 

enemies.
38

 

Bin Laden‘s infamous Declaration of the World Islamic Front for Jihad against the Jews and 

the Crusaders articulated the essence of Al-Qaeda‘s unique view of world history. The 

Declaration and other texts identify three key, interconnected grievances, all of which relate to 

individual insecurity and power.
39

 What is important about the grievances is that they allow bin 

Laden to categorize, identify, and compare the ―true‖ Muslims with those who seek always and 

everywhere to undermine them. Thus, the grievances are broad, aimed at motivating actions, 

understood as responding to provocation, against those that seek to harm or weaken the true 

umma. The first grievance, which is primarily religious in orientation, focuses on the occupation 

of Muslim lands, allowing bin Laden to distinguish between Muslims and non-Muslims, with 

non-Muslims corrupting and exploiting the Arabian Peninsula, the spiritual base of the Muslim 

nation (umma). Interfused with this message is a subjective, even capricious, value: bin Laden 

and the Al-Qaedists decide who is a good Muslim and who has strayed.
40

 A second grievance, 

which is economic, centers on the sanctions and destruction wrought on Iraq and its people. 

Under this rubric, the non-Muslims not only entice Muslims away from the right path, but also 

inflict catastrophic tangible harms on them, creating insecure environments that allow criminals, 

warlords, and other nefarious actors to prosper.
41

 The third grievance links the religious with the 

economic by identifying a sinister force whom bin Laden and Al-Qaeda can claim stands behind 

the horrors that Muslims suffer. The sinister force is the West, seen mainly as the United States 

(the far enemy) and materialism, which draws Muslims from their obligations.
42

 In other words, 
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if seen as an eschatological movement, Al-Qaeda promotes a view where the fixation with 

materialism by contemporary society undermines the umma, leading it to abandon true Islam.
43

  

An important element in Al-Qaeda‘s ideology is its tactics, designed to extract heavy 

casualties from those identified as enemies, so as to legitimize the violence,
44

 provoke a response 

and creates a pervasive sense of insecurity. In the words of Mark Sedgwick, Al-Qaeda primary 

objective in committing the 9/11 atrocity, ―was not its direct impact on America but rather its 

indirect propaganda impact on al-Qaeda‘s potential supporters.‖ Thus, in committing the attack 

on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon Al Qaeda sought a response (action) from the 

United States ―that would alienate al-Qaeda‘s potential supporters from America, thus turning 

more of them into actual supporters.‖
45

 Second, Al-Qaeda also wanted to create a sense of 

pervasive insecurity among Americans,
46

 which is why the tools that it used to carry out the 

attacks are as important as the targets, as after all terrorists seeks to ―create unbridled fear, dark 

insecurity, and reverberating panic.‖
47

 And, if they can do this by using everyday equipment, all 

the better. Accordingly, Al-Qaeda‘s promotes its unique social status with the Al-Qaedists 

widely glorified as martyrs, willing to sacrifice themselves for the greater good of reestablishing 

the Caliphate, even if it means killing those that might initially be innocent bystanders.
48

 Thus, 

the killings are part of a self-interested goal, for by terrorizing communities Al-Qaeda attracts the 

attention of the infidel state,
49

 which Al-Qaeda has previously insisted may act 

disproportionately or in a manner that the al-Qaedists could characterize as unjust.
50

 The state‘s 

escalated responses are then used by Al-Qaeda to buttress its own importance and power (a 

faithful non-state underdog fighting a brutal, infidel state), which ensures that new symbols of 

injustice emerge. 
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In sum, in the Declaration and in other texts, speeches, and comments, bin Laden and his 

acolytes categorize the people of the world bluntly into Muslim and non-Muslim, or as 

individuals living in the House of Islam (Dar al-Islam) or the House of War (Dar al-Harb)), 

with the subtext being that bin Laden and his ilk are the Muslims that shed the veil of ignorance 

(and therefore live in the House of Islam). Bin Laden also clearly identifies those responsible for 

the plight in which contemporary Muslims find themselves: the West, especially the United 

States, by far the biggest enemy; and Muslim leaders who allow themselves to be seduced by the 

West. Al-Qaedists can thus compare themselves favorably not only with the obvious infidel, 

non-Muslims but also with so-called Muslims who have strayed from the path that is represented 

by, and only by, Al-Qaeda. 

Post-2003 Iraq, Exogenous & Endogenous Factors that facilitated the rise of ISIL 

The story of the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant is intimately linked to the American 

occupation of Iraq and the civil war in Syria. Iraq laid down the initial conditions: heightened 

sectarianism caused by inadequate appreciation of the need to engage in social balancing to 

prevent grievances, the use of violent tactics to project power, and the ability to attract a flood of 

foreign fighters. Moreover, the decades-long Saddam regime relied not only on fear to sustain 

itself but also on an elaborate patronage system, instilled a culture in which Iraqis instinctively 

associated having a connection to someone in power as the only thing remotely close to a 

guarantee of security of all kinds. The Syrian civil war helped shape ISIL‘s tactics (seizing 

territory, controlling smuggling routes, and working with local actors),
51

 but more importantly it 

linked the conflict in Iraq, where Sunnis clashed with the Maliki regime, with that of Syria, 
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providing the Iraqi Sunni minority with more support and also something to strive for, an Islamic 

State of Sunnistan.
52

 

To understand the rise of ISIL, whose exact numbers remain unknown but are believed to be 

at least 10,000 fighters, it is essential to examine first the situation in Iraq between 2003 and 

2010. The two phases of this timespan combine to define the Iraq of mid-2014. Initially, Iraq 

experienced bouts of optimism, growth, insecurity, and division, culminating in sectarian civil 

war. The second period, defined very much by Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki, has seen 

heightened insecurity and rising sectarian tensions.
53

  

In retrospect, defeating the Iraqi army and toppling Saddam Hussein proved relatively easy 

for the coalition. Thus, the key challenge of post-Saddam Iraq was how to rebuild not only what 

was destroyed in the fighting but what Saddam and over a decade of sanctions had ruined, 

particularly any notion of a neoliberal political system.
54

 Disentangling the political, social, and 

economic dynamics in Iraq is arduous at best, in that without a clear political settlement, 

engaging in durable economic or social reconstruction remains effectively impossible. 

Nevertheless, because of the role that politics play in shaping society, the focus will be on the 

political and economic because of the enormous sums of money that were poured into the 

reconstruction efforts, even if they often amounted to naught.
55

 Two key factors shaped Iraq‘s 

political system: the first was acceptance that it was not possible to establish a government of 

exiles sympathetic to the US, which required Washington to take direct charge of the 

reconstruction effort, especially once it became clear that the Iraqi state had completely 

collapsed.
56

 Embedded within this realization was the second factor; the external powerbrokers 

that held Iraq‘s future in their hands would place their own interests first, even though much of 
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their knowledge and understanding of Iraq was faulty, stemming from a weak understanding of 

the country, its people, and its history. Thus, the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) followed 

traditional post-conflict reconstruction models like Germany, Kosovo, and East Timor, which 

included dissolution of Iraqi security institutions and a policy of removing members of the 

regime from position of power and authority (de-Ba‘athification).
57

 In July 2003, the CPA 

oversaw the formation of the Iraqi Governing Council, whose members were chosen along ethnic 

and religious lines. The decision heightened sectarianism, as representation was based on quotas 

that only reinforced the simmering age-old divisions, instead of being meritocratic. In 2005, Iraq 

had its first post-Saddam national elections, judged by international observers as relatively free 

and fair, albeit ones based on primordial loyalties.
58

 However, because the parties were divided 

along sectarian and ethnic lines, there was a need to find a prime minister whom the party bosses 

did not see as a threat, leading to the appointment of Nuri al-Maliki as Prime Minister.
59

 Ali 

Khedery who served as special assistant to five U.S. ambassadors to Iraq and as a senior adviser 

to three heads of U.S. Central Command writes,  

―Prone to conspiracy theories after decades of being hunted by Hussein‘s intelligence 

services, he was convinced that his Shiite Islamist rival Moqtada al-Sadr was seeking 

to undermine him. So in March 2008, Maliki hopped into his motorcade and led an 

Iraqi army charge against Sadr‘s Mahdi Army in Basra. With no planning, logistics, 

intelligence, air cover or political support from Iraq‘s other leaders, Maliki picked a 

fight with an Iranian-backed militia that had stymied the U.S. military since 2003.‖
60

 

A former functionary who at least in 2005 had no power base, Maliki quickly recognized that 

he had to develop a following – a social group – if he hoped to remain in authority. To secure his 
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position he appointed family members and supporters of his party, Dawa, to key positions in his 

administration, including the military;
61

 they were all loyal to him rather than party ideals. The 

political and security situation remained dire for the next several years as Iraq descended into a 

sectarian-based civil war. In 2008, with American support, Maliki responded to the deteriorating 

security situation in Iraq by coaxing Sunni tribes away from Al-Qaeda through various financial 

and security arrangements. In engaging in such a program Maliki was able to direct the Iraqi 

security apparatus against the Shi‘a irregulars of Muqtada al-Sadr and his Mahdi Army, 

culminating with Iraqi forces joining British and American troops in taking over Sadr City in 

2008.
62

 However, the methods used by Maliki to attain Sunni support also meant that they could 

withdraw support once they determined that it was more profitable to oppose him; there was no 

allegiance, but an alliance of convenience. Thus, the operations against al-Sadr and others (after 

the Mahdi army was weakened, Maliki turned his attention towards other potential threats such 

as Sahwa, the Sons of Iraq
63

), helped accentuate social identities, especially sectarian ones. In the 

post-2010 period, Maliki‘s Shi‘a credentials have intensified, as he adopted policies that drew 

Iraq closer to Iran,
64

 and pursued an increasingly sectarian line which often meant engaging in 

heavy-handed tactics such as arrests and military against Sunni opponents.
65

 

The political situation had a direct impact on economic reconstruction, which was 

undermined by widespread corruption among the ruling elite, with contracts ―won‖ by 

companies and individuals with close ties to senior Iraqi politicians. Today, Iraq‘s economic 

system is largely a product of the successive orders issued by the CPA, whose policies furthered 

the conditions for corruption that had long been rampant. For decades, Iraqis relied on a system 

of patronage that saw millions – as long as they were members of the Ba‘ath Party – working for 
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the state, giving them enormous power. The CPA policies, especially the decentralization 

program, served to accentuate social identities, which meant that the patronage system changed 

only in so far as the main identities replaced the Ba‘athists as the ―connected‖ class. Instead of 

bridging social capital, which is the promotion of trust and cooperation between groups and an 

absolute necessity given Iraq‘s ethnic and cultural divisions, a system that promoted bonded 

social capital or the promotion of trust and cooperation within groups evolved.
66

 It is therefore no 

surprise that post-2003 Iraq displayed a near-total lack of trust across every facet of society and 

an ever-changing relationship between tribes, gangs, and the insurgency of the day, which 

encouraged a thriving informal economy. As reconstruction gathered momentum, those who had 

been excluded from the economic system under Saddam seized the opportunity that came with 

de-Ba‘athification and the flawed reconstruction process to demand their share. However, what 

distinguished these new actors from their predecessors was their willingness to engage in 

widespread violence.
67

 Robert Looney captures the sad state of Iraq‘s economic situation by 

describing the Iraqi Ministry of the Interior as follows: ―rather than enforcing the law in an 

impartial manner, the ministry is driven by political faction. It houses a myriad of competing 

police and intelligence agencies that pursue various political or sectarian agendas.‖ Looney adds 

that such accusations could be leveled equally plausible at other ministries.
68

 

ISIL, building on Zarqawi‘s ideas 

The origins of ISIL are mired in controversy and dispute, but it appears to be a product of the 

Islamic State of Iraq (ISI), which was established in 2006 by several Iraqi Al-Qaeda-based or 

affiliated groups such as Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), the Mujahedeen Shura Council in Iraq, and 

Jund al-Sahhaba (Soldiers of the Prophet‘s Companions). Unsurprisingly, ISI had many Zarqawi 
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followers among its membership.
69

 ISI‘s first leader was Hamed Dawood Mohammed Khalil al-

Zawi, better known as Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, although after he was killed in April 2010
70

 Abu 

Bakr al-Baghdadi, who was instrumental in forming Jabhat al-Nusra, an Al-Qaeda-based group 

in Syria committed to the toppling of the Assad regime and establishing an Islamic state in Syria, 

assumed leadership of ISI and has taken the Al-Qaeda mantra in Iraq and Syria. 

The current leader of ISIL is Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi whose tactics and ideas led to a public 

schism between him and Ayman al-Zawahiri.
71

 To understand ISIL requires looking at Zarqawi 

and his message, which ISIL embodies even though Zarqawi began his jihadi career as a virtual 

nobody.
72

 It is somewhat odd that Zarqawi a high-school dropouts and a petty criminal would 

come to ―embolden the [Iraqi] insurgency and instilled a renewed sense of confidence in the 

larger global jihadist movement at a time when it nearly faltered in the wake of massive 

retaliation by the United States and its allies.‖
73

 Nevertheless, once Zarqawi had the ideological 

foundation provided by bin Laden and others, he and his successors at ISIL, innovate by creating 

a message that resonates with Iraqi Sunnis who are resenting their loss of power, the 

empowerment of the Shi‘a and Kurds at their expense, and Maliki‘s growing authoritarianism 

and closeness with first Iran and later to the Assad regime.
74

 Additionally, the message is also 

meant to appeal to Sunnis across the world, just as bin Laden hoped with his Declaration. 

Accordingly, there are three core, interconnected, elements of Zarqawi‘s message found in ISIL: 

ideology understood through tactics; anti-Shi‘aism; and, foreign recruitment. The strategy also 

demanded publicity, which led to an influx of recruits, whom Oliver Roy described as suffering 

from ―deterritorialization,‖
75

 who find Zarqawi‘s messages appealing because it allows them to 

identify, categorize and compare.
76
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First, ISIL seems to have built on Zarqawi‘s brand of Islam based in general on how Core Al-

Qaeda understands, interprets and promote Islam, not only because of the relationship between 

Zarqawi and al-Baghdadi, but because ISIL like Zarqawi emphasizes action, defined as Islamic 

Action, rather than pontification. In concrete terms, Islamic action means focusing on the 

establishment of an Islamic state from which Al-Qaeda ideology can spread as opposed to 

targeting a distant enemy at the outset.
77

 Nevertheless, ISIL‘s brand of activism has come at the 

cost of a rift with Core Al Qaeda,
78

 which is what occurred between Zarqawi and Zawahiri.
79

 

Arguably, the need for the shift comes from an acceptance that initial tactics of Al-Qaeda have 

not worked, as the United States remains strong and has continued to support the corrupt, 

materialistic, Arab regimes, seen most clearly with the role played by Washington in setting up 

the post-Saddam government. Accordingly, the first aspect of the Zarqawi Islamic mission is to 

remove infidels, generally understood as anyone who is not a Sunni Muslim, through violence.
80

 

This message is found in Core Al-Qaeda, which decries the occupation of Iraq by infidels and 

demands personal sacrifice,
81

 while emphasizing the grievances articulated in the Declaration 

regarding crusaders plundering Muslim lands, and which the invasion of Iraq proved.
82

 The long 

presence of US forces in Iraq, coupled with the support Washington gave Maliki only served to 

highlight the way the ‗crusaders‘ undermined Iraq. ISIL however seems to have adopted the 

general ethos of Core Al-Qaeda by emphasizing foreign presence, decrying its influence but 

directing its hatred towards the Iraqi security services and the need to establish an Islamic state in 

Iraq from which it can promote its agenda.
83

 Where it innovates is in decision to, at least in the 

early stages, to empower people in shaping the Islamic State, by enlisting local powerbrokers, 

such as tribal elders, to assert power: ideally against the Shi‘a.
84

 In other words, recognizing that 
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western conception of national identity has not worked in the region, ISIL is appealing to tribal 

and religious, creating a new form of citizenship in which individuals can have security – 

physical, economic, social and religious – as long as it accepts ISIL‘s message.
85

 

Second, Zarqawi advocated a relentless anti-Shi‘a ideology that has become only become 

more popular because of the conflict in Syria and because of rising sectarian tensions across 

much of the Muslim world. Zarqawi‘s denunciation of the Shi‘a is total, validating and 

encouraging extreme violence against them. It begins with the Shi‘a viewed as being at least bad 

as if not worse than the crusaders. Notably, the message draws on early activities of bin Laden, 

who reportedly in 1988 led a group of fighters to suppress a Shi‘a-based revolt in Gilit, Pakistan 

that saw the massacre of hundreds of civilians.
86

 Where Zarqawi differed from Core Al-Qaeda 

was that he made anti-Shi‘ism an integral part of his campaign, defending actions against Shi‘a 

by claiming, ―they initiated hostilities by taking over Sunni homes and mosques and attacking 

Sunnis in the streets‖.
87

 Zarqawi‘s unyielding opposition to Iraqi Shi‘a has played a major part in 

pushing the country towards sectarian civil war, which itself accentuated social identities, as 

Sunnis and Shi‘a established militias to defend their respective communities and attack each 

other.
88

 ISIS has continued to promote this message, referring to the Maliki government as the 

―Safavid government‖ and the Iraqi army as the ―Safavid Army.‖
89

 In doing so, ISIL allows 

individuals (Sunnis that feel discriminate) to identify with it, while also drawing reference to 

religion and Muslim history. Second, the language allows ISIS to categorize its enemies (Shi‘a 

and foreigners in genera) and compare itself to other movements who are portrayed as not doing 

enough to defend the Sunni umma. 
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Third, Zarqawi was a major proponent of the indiscriminate use of violence as a recruitment 

tool. ISIL has taken this approach, infusing a secondary element in its use of violence, the need 

to ensure pervasive insecurity to win territory through the use of fear and wealth.
90

 In other 

words, whereas with Zarqawi the principle aim was to use terror to terrorize people to accept his 

mantra and rule, ISIL uses terror to underlie the inability of the Iraqi state to provide protection, 

showing that in reality it is the power, especially as it has the financial means to provide for its 

supporters.
91

  

In regard to Iraq, ISIL concentrates its criticism on the policies of the Iraqi government, 

which it sees and portrays as essentially a western-friendly, Shi‘a-dominated entity. Thus, the 

first message propagated by ISIL is a rejection of non-Islamic territorial division, with the border 

between Syria and Iraq characterized as a western-imposed relic of the Sykes-Picot Agreement.
92

 

In insisting that the division between Iraq and Syria is unnatural and western-creation,
93

 ISIL 

makes the claim that the demarcation was aimed at weakening Iraq‘s Sunni community by 

keeping it a minority, while Syria has a Sunni majority governed by an Alawite minority.
94

 Such 

claims build on key Al-Qaeda claims that the contemporary world was shaped by the European 

colonials whose agenda was to exploit the wealth that belongs to Muslims.  

Information, especially from open sources, on Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi is sparse, although the 

image that has emerge is of a ruthless, prolific fundraiser and shrewd strategist, who clearly 

understands the environment he operates in and knows how to appeal to his audience.
95

 Abu 

Bakr al-Baghdadi has shown an uncanny ability to learn from Zarqawi, including the need for 

secrecy,
96

 which Zarqawi‘s eschewed. Nonetheless, like Zarqawi al-Baghdadi made his 

reputation on the basis of being brutally violent, though in his latest position he does not seem to 
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engage in the type of slaughter and violence that made Zarqawi anathema to many Iraqi Sunnis.
97

 

This is not to say that al-Baghdadi preaches non-violence or surgical attacks, as he does. 

However, his anti-Shi‘'aism is more focused, designed in part to create a new cycle of violence,
98

 

but also to draw Iraqis Sunnis to identify with his brand of Sunnism. This policy explains why 

tribal sheiks such as Zaydan Aljabri from Anbar province support al-Baghdadi, declaring ―If al-

Baghdadi asked for my allegiance, I would give it to him, because what he is doing is what I 

want… Right now, my priority is liberating the Sunnis, and that‘s why he has been fighting for 

these last six months.‖
99

 In other words, al-Baghdadi‘s agenda seems to be first, create the 

environment, pervasive insecurity coupled with a sense that the war in Syria is a war against 

Sunni Islam. The second part of the strategy is to wretch up military victories, as they are the 

best indicators that ISIL can protect its own members and advance its agenda, as after all ISIL is 

no different from other groups in that it too wants to survive.
100

 

Second, ISIL draws local and foreign recruits
101

 by emphasizing that Sunni Muslims, 

whether in Iraq or Syria are being slaughtered by an identifiable enemy, Shi‘ites who have the 

support of the West, either because they support the Maliki government or because they are not 

intervening in Syria.
102

 That is, An additional reason for the violence is the desire to attracts 

support, which ISIL has manages, encouraging recruits from Britain,
103

 Finland,
104

 Spain,
105

 

Australia,
106

 and countless more countries
107

 because its message focuses on the suffering of 

ordinary (mainly Sunni) Syrians through traditional and more importantly online delivery 

systems. Peter Nuemann argues persuasively that the ideology of ISIL is transnational in that ―if 

you are a Brit or a French guy who has no family connection to Syria, you‘re not wanting to fight 

for the Syrian people ... The reason you‘re going there is because you see Syria as essentially the 
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centre of gravity or the potential birthplace for that Islamic state that you‘re hoping to create.‖
108

 

Evidently, this outlook resonates with many, especially in areas where there is little or no 

security, which allows ISIL to sweep in with a message that the corruption and insecurity are 

caused by the failure to follow a pure form of Islam that brings tangible and intangible 

rewards.
109

 

Third, leave the end product (for al-Baghdadi it is the creation of an Islamic state) somewhat 

vague so as not to alienate potential allies, but also to enable the group to focus on fighting, 

which is where its strength lie, especially if the fighting is against the Iraqi security services. In 

other words, the brand of Islam promoted by ISIL is shown to be not only the true Islam, but an 

Islamic system that brings security to those that accept it. Ceylan Yeginsu for example who 

investigated the reason why Turkish men from Hacibayram, a small poor neighborhood in 

Ankara that has produced many ISIL recruits refers to Arif Akbas, the neighborhood‘s elected 

headman had pointed out that following a visit by a bearded stranger ―all the drug addicts started 

going to the mosque.‖ Yeginsu added that one poor resident in the same neighborhood had said 

to her ―The diluted form of Islam practiced in Turkey is an insult to the religion,‖ the person than 

added ―In the Islamic State you lead a life of discipline as dictated by God, and then you are 

rewarded. Children there have parks and swimming pools. Here, my children play in the dirt.‖
110

 

Conclusion 

Bin Laden‘s Al-Qaeda is but a shadow of its former self, its numbers dwindling and its 

influence and especially its ability to impose its will dramatically weakened. However, it gave 

birth to an even more dangerous phenomenon, creating a new brand of groups committed to the 
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general ideas of Al-Qaeda but tailoring their tactics to fit the conditions that they face. The key 

tools at the disposal of these groups are: an uncompromising, unforgiving religious interpretation 

that does not merely permit but actively encourages extreme acts of violence; a turbulent 

environment that the warriors exploit, exacerbate, or create through acts of violence; existing 

social identities that the group preys upon; and a government that cannot begin to provide 

anything like adequate security. A retrospective examination of the current Iraqi-Syrian situation 

reveals first that Abu Musab al-Zarqawi was the central proponent of this new approach, as his 

unswervingly anti-Shi‘a rhetoric appealed to many Sunnis and others weary of the policies of 

Nuri al-Maliki and the Assad family.
 111

 Therefore a key response to Zarqawi‘s message is to 

remove the conditions that allowed sectarianism to assert itself in Iraq. Moreover, the increased 

willingness of Sunnis and Shi‘a citizen groups to counter the ISIL threat raises the prospects of a 

national unity government without Maliki at the helm.
112

 Nevertheless, even in a post-Maliki 

Iraq, any serious attempt to challenge ISIL requires a major political, social and economic 

change in contemporary Iraq so as to ensure that ordinary people feel that they have a stake in 

the state, which at the moment does not seem to offer much, especially in the realm of basic 

security. 

Second, Zarqawi carried out, supported, and defended extreme acts of violence, even if it 

cost him the support of Core Al-Qaeda. Obviously, Zarqawi never lived to see the 

implementation of his message, as he was killed in a U.S. airstrike in June 2006. His shield was 

taken up by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the founder of ISIL, who has used the Syrian civil war to 

attract recruits and win territory from which ISIL could launch further attacks, cement its 

authority, and offer to many Sunnis fed up with their own tribal leaders and the Iraqi and Syrian 
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governments with an alternative made more palatable because ISIL can offer immediate physical 

and at least the promise of eventual economic security. Thus, a key way to weaken ISIL is by 

finding a solution to the Syrian conflict, which would require making tough concessions, as Syria 

is increasingly becoming the Afghanistan of the 1980s and the Iraq of the 2000s.
113

  

Recognizing the aims and purpose of ISIL, which seems intent on re-igniting a sectarian civil 

war in Iraq, and possibly in the rest of the region, as a way to withdraw old boundaries, 

emphasizes how dangerous ISIL is, especially as it is manipulates identities, leading to contrived 

social grouping. Post-2003 Iraq saw religiously-based social identities come to the fore, so that 

only real or subjective kinship gave individuals security, which is what Core Al-Qaeda and 

specifically Zarqawi wanted. Thus, to challenge ISIL requires a policy of empowerment that 

eschews social identities to the greatest extent possible. In other words, Iraqis must find ways 

first defeat ISIL by marshalling identities
114

 and also recall that incessant war-making leads to 

dysfunctionalism and weak state.
115

 Any serious effort to stem and eventually end the violence 

descending on Iraq would require Iraqis to reject divisive politics and ideologies and to view 

ISIL as the rest of the world does, a violent movement holding to a perverse image of Islam and 

the Caliphate.
116
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