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FOREWORD

ISIS is a cult that wants to transform Islam at gunpoint, and to defeat it the world must understand the group on its own terms, according to Malcolm Nance. As an analyst, historian, and counterterrorism expert, Nance explains that ISIS has deep roots, stretching back to the earliest days of Islamic history. He’s absolutely clear, however, that it was a very modern event that allowed ISIS to burst onto center stage and show off its brutality for the world to see.

“The invasion of Iraq,” he writes, “was not just an exhausting failure, unsuccessful in stamping out insurgency and terrorism, it actually created the entire legion of terror and tyranny that we know as the Islamic State.”

In his detailed and informed study Nance argues that, in effect, America’s War on Terror created a new breed of vicious terrorists who wear the mask of Islam like actors in a Kabuki theatre while carrying out horrifically un-Islamic acts like posing for selfies during battle, and burning a hostage alive.

But as William Shakespeare scoffed, “the Devil can cite scripture for his purpose.”

—Richard Engel

December 23, 2015


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

A collection of notables contributed to this book, including the members of the Terrorist Asymmetric Project on Strategy, Tactics and Radical Ideology (TAPSTRI), which was formed in Hudson, New York for the very purpose of observing and creating counter-ideology and violent extremism defeat strategies for the US intelligence community and the greater counterterrorism effort. TAPSTRI terrorism media researcher Chris Sampson is arguably one of the world’s preeminent experts on ISIS and social media. He has not only compiled TAPSTRI’s thousands of videos from ISIS and al-Qaeda, but he has also worked tirelessly to take down over a thousand ISIS websites and Twitter feeds. Scriven King is an internationally renowned security professional who provided a great deal of the analysis on ISIS tactics and combat operations. Sergei-Beliveau-Dubois is a French-speaking maritime/combat archaeologist and specialist in cultural crimes and heritage protection, who documented the atrocities of cultural cleansing. “RJ” is a former US Air Force intelligence operator who provided numerous sources for ISIS combat tactics and intelligence structure. Information related to blood antiquities and strategies to defeat them come from Major Tommy Lavoti, Katie Paul, and Deborah Lehr of the Antiquities Coalition. Other contributors include Hosam, an Egyptian-American patriot who provided much of the day-to-day materials on Egypt’s fight with the Ansar Beit Maqdis, and Doctor John Bedolla, MD, an Assistant Professor University of Texas at Austin Dell Medical School and Miguel Bedolla MD, PhD, MPH, who provided valuable research on the ISIS medical system.

Additional thanks go out to the staff and advisory board of the International Spy Museum. They stand as a public monument to all of those who follow in their footsteps of the greats and who silently serve this nation fighting in the shadows.

Skyhorse Publishing editor Jay McCullough made this book possible from beginning to end. Our decade-long friendship started with my first book, Terrorist Recognition Handbook. He is one of the best editors in the business.

Finally, a note of thanks to my wife Maryse, who was the driving force behind this book. While working with her in Iraq as she risked her own life to manage oil security projects. She saw first hand the beginnings of ISIS, and brought clarity and a wife’s passion to this book as she helped me focus on how to defeat this group at all costs.


COMMON ISLAMIC TERMS

Here is a convenient reference for the many terms you may encounter when studying this subject. Although these words and phrases may be common in Islamic practice and jurisprudence, it is important to note that adherents of ISIS often distort or overemphasize many of Islam’s most important tenets or misapply them in extremis; they are extremists.

Allah: The One True God

Allahu Akbar: “God is Greatest,” a phrase also known as the takbir

Al-Wala Wal Bara: The ultra-orthodox Salafist practice of swearing to live one’s life for God and rejecting all things that are ungodly or un-Islamic; ISIS takes this practice to a literal extreme in all aspects, except weapons, vehicles, and electronic technology

Ansar al-Sunnah: Literally, “helpers of the teachings of the Prophet;” in practice, the congregation of Islam

Aqeed: Creed; Strength of faith and Belief in the One God

Ba’ya, Ba’yat (pl): Sworn oath

Dar al-Islam: “The house (lands) of Islam”; all regions under ISIS control

Dar al-Kuffar: “The house (lands) of the unbelievers/Infidels”; all regions outside of ISIS control

Dawa’/Dawah: “Religious invitation”; evangelism or working to bring the word of Allah to all

Fardh Ayn: (Arabic) The individual religious obligation or duty of every Muslim that are Charity, Fasting, Prayer, Pilgrimage to Mecca and Witnessing that “There is No God But God and Mohammed is His Messenger.” Jihadi cultists believe that Jihad and death (Martyrdom) are also obligations which are not specified in Islam.

Fatwa: Religious ruling from an authorized religious body, the Ulema

Fi Sabilillah: “In the path of God”

Fiqh: Islamic passing of judgement

Forsan al-Khalifa: Knights of the Caliphate; euphemism for ISIS terrorists overseas

Hadiths: Interpretive texts of the Qur’an written by Islamic scholars

Haramayin: The cities of Mecca and Medina, home of the two Holy Shrines of the Grand Mosque & Kaaba (Mecca) and the Tomb of the Prophet Mohammed (Medina)

Hijab: Literally meaning “screen,” this can refer to physical coverings used by Muslim women or, more generally, a given standard of modesty

Hijrah: Emigration; the path of the Prophet Mohammed from Mecca to Medina (Yathrib) to found Islam in 622; Used by ISIS/al-Qaeda to signify abandoning past lives and moving to ISIS controlled territory or mentally departing from family/friends/Muslims to carry out terror attacks without their knowledge

Hud, Hudud (pl): Punishments reserved for perceived “crimes against religion,” like adultery, stealing, apostasy, and homosexuality

Iblis: Demons or minions of the Devil

Imama: Islamic Political leadership

Imarah: Islamic Leadership

Jammah: To gather

Jihad: “Struggle”; Islamic term for struggle of knowing one’s self (the Greater Jihad); common parlance for a defensive Holy War (lesser jihad); this is not a religious obligation in Islam but in ISIS’s cultist practice it is a life-long obligation to be carried out until death

Jund al-Khalifa: Soldiers of the Caliphate; euphemism for ISIS Middle East terrorists

Kafir, Kufr: “Infidel,” “unbeliever”; those who have live in ignorance of Islam

Kalifah: The Caliphate of the self-appointed “Islamic State”

Khanzir: “Pig”; terms used by ISIS for enemy Muslim Soldiers or Shia Muslims; people to be slaughtered by beheading

Millah: Path of Righteousness

Muhajirun/Mujhajirat: Men/Women who have chosen to abandon their past lives and “Emigrate” from the Land of the Disbelievers to the Caliphate/ISIS controlled territory; “mental Muhajirun” are those who cannot physically leave but mentally separate themselves from family/friends/infidels and other Muslims to live like those in the caliphate, a common practice among those planning a terror attack

Mujahid/Mujahideen (pl): One who is involved in a holy struggle or jihad

Munafiq, Munafiqun (pl): Person who professes faith in Islam but conceals dissent against the cause; a hypocrite or traitor

Murtadd/Murtaddin (pl): Apostate, rejectionist, one who leaves Islam for another religion; often used for Muslim enemies

Mutaweyun: Collaborators; those who work with America or its allies in espionage or government

Muwahidun: Those who are believers in Monotheism, belief in the One God

Quds: Jerusalem, home of third holiest shrine in Islam, Dome of the Rock (Al-Aqsa mosque)

Rafida: Apostates; Muslims who have left Islam. Used by ISIS adherents to arbitrarily declare any Muslim as a heretic and worthy of death

Ramadan: A month in the Islamic calendar during which fasting is a way to focus on the worship of God

Ribat: Islamic historical term for a combat outpost or small mud/dirt fort, from the desert skirmishes of the Prophet Mohammed

Sahabah: The immediate friends and companions of the Prophet Mohammed at the founding of Islam in the seventh century; considered the best role models for Muslims

Sahwat: Traitors; any Muslim military personnel that does not defect to ISIS

Salafi/Salafist: Ultra orthodox practice of persons who live their modern lives in the manner of the seventh-century Sahabah, or friends and companions of the Prophet Mohammed; Salafists are extremely orthodox in prayer, dress, diet, and lifestyle

Sama’: “To listen”

Sayarah Mufakha: Booby-trapped car bomb; suicide Vehicle-Borne Improvised Explosive Device (SVBIED)

Selibi/Selibiyeen: “Those who carry the cross”; Crusaders; Westerners, particularly military and government workers

Shaheed: Death as a martyr in a just war; this is not an obligation in Islam but in ISIS’s cultist practice all adherents must strive to martyr themselves in jihad

Sharia: Islamic law

Shaytan: Satan

Shirk: The practice of idolatry or polytheism; belief in a god who is not Allah, or in many gods

Shuhidah (Amiliyah Shuidah): “Suicide Operation” or “Suicide Bombing”

Sunnah: the way of life prescribed to Muslims on the basis of Muhammad’s teachings and interpretation of the Qur’an.

Ta’ah: Obedience

Takbir: A call to recognized the greatness of God; followed by “Allahu Akbar”

Takfir: to declare or accuse another person of being a Kafir, or unbeliever; in ISIS practice, this is a preliminary sanctification of, and justification for murder

Tajwid: The rules for recitation of the Qur’an

Taqwa: The spiritual self-guidance found within adherents that leads one to accept and fear of God. Piety.

Tawaghit: Tyrants; used to describe Muslim regimes not aligned with ISIS

Tawhid: Belief in the oneness of God; monotheism

Ulema (Ulama): The highest body of scholarship in Islamic law and jurisprudence.

Ummah: the collective word for the Muslim people


INTRODUCTION

The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria—“ISIS,” or “the caliphate of the Islamic State”—has become the single most dangerous threat to global security since al-Qaeda. It is more than just a threat to America and the West, because it also poses an existential threat to Islam: its goal is to coopt or enslave 1.8 billion Muslims.

I predicted in my 2007 book, The Terrorists of Iraq, that “the potential to create an Iraqi franchise of al-Qaeda or other terrorist groups of far more sophistication and with greater global reach than the Afghanistan-trained al-Qaeda under the Taliban is extremely high.” This has come to pass in the form of the terrorist monster created from three components: thirty thousand former Ba’athist intelligence officers—essentially commandoes and spies; al-Qaeda’s most ruthless branch; and a foreign legion of fresh young fighters numbering in the tens of thousands.

ISIS must be stopped at all costs, and the first step toward that goal is to identify who they are, where they are, and how they fight. In these pages I detail the strategy, tactics, internal organization, weapons, and techniques used by the most deadly terrorist group in the world. It begins with the historical development of terrorist actions and weapons over history, analyzes the structure of its subordinate “States” or wings to the terrorist organization, identifies the terrorists with individual profiles, and illuminates their various covert operating procedures in use throughout the world. It is equally important to clear up the many general misperceptions about ISIS and its tenuous relationship to Islam.

Having spent the past thirty-four years as an intelligence and combat veteran, with the majority of that time devoted to studying the Global Jihad, al-Qaeda, and now ISIS, I hope my insider’s view will shed light on how ISIS organizes, fights, and spreads its ideology. I’ve survived their suicide bomb attacks, I’ve seen their defeats. Here, I’ve set out to show how ISIS’s street-level tactics led to their rapid victories, as well as the strategies and tactics that will demonstrate how badly they can lose.


PART I:
WHO THEY ARE




CHAPTER 1

THE OLD HISTORY OF THE NEW CALIPHATE
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THE TERRORIST CIVIL WAR TO DESTROY TRADITIONAL ISLAM AND CONQUER THE WORLD

In June 2014, the Iraqi-based terrorist group called the Islamic State for Iraq and al-Sham—more commonly known as ISIS—stormed across Iraq and Syria and bore down toward the gates of Baghdad. Many casual observers were stunned that the Iraq war was still in progress. In three swift offensives, ISIS columns of tan Toyotas under the black flag took large swaths of eastern Syria, as well as northern and western Iraq. The Syria offensives occurred in 2012 and 2013; by early 2014 the campaign in Iraq commenced. These attacks were largely overlooked by the news media, but US intelligence recognized that the creeping seizure of terrain would culminate into a final blitz. The invasion saw the Iraqi army collapse as ISIS careened towards Baghdad, capturing billions of dollars’ worth of American-supplied weapons and equipment. The world looked on in shock as the group claimed numerous oilfields and tens of millions of dollars in banks. After seizing the cities of Mosul, Tikrit, Qaeim, Fallujah, and Ramadi, they reveled in an orgy of mass beheadings, crucifixions, rapes, and summary executions. Spectacles of disembowelment, stoning, and live immolation of a captive pilot in a cage—all captured in high-definition video and broadcast to a horrified world—heralded their arrival as the world’s first terrorist-run nation.


America fought the fathers and brothers of ISIS—then called Al-Qaeda in Iraq—and tens of thousands of Saddam loyalists nonstop between 2003 and 2011. The brutal counter-insurgency pitted almost the entire might of the US armed forces against men with rifles, roadside bombs, and suicide car bombs. We are fighting the exact same terrorists, and two new generations of their sons, in the exact same cities and neighborhoods where they fought the US Army and Marines. We lost approximately five thousand service members in that fight.



Unlike its parent, al-Qaeda, the newest generation of Jihadis was not waiting for the local Muslims to accept their beliefs or their efforts. They would take the Middle East by storm. Soon after, the terrorist leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared the formation of an “Islamic State” and gave himself the grandiose title of “Caliph Ibrahim.”1 The world was informed this was the only legitimate Muslim nation on earth. The world’s 1.8 billion Muslims were told to answer only to ISIS’s commands, to abandon their lives, and to emigrate to Iraq and Syria as citizens of the new Islamic Caliphate.

Apparently in the eyes of many in the news media, political world, and academia, the sky had broken open and a new group, far more powerful and capable than al-Qaeda, had mysteriously descended from thin air—something completely new under the sun. The chattering classes breathlessly explained that like al-Qaeda, ISIS was led by an enigmatic Muslim madman who believed in an apocalyptic ideology that was previously unknown to anyone in the West. It was a good story and it played well, particularly after the Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris, but in fact very little of the ISIS narrative is new. Once ISIS went on their social media rampage, they successfully created the appearance that ISIS was greater, more powerful, and completely different from al-Qaeda. However, it is the same as it ever was, and has been known by many names, such as al-Qaedism or Islamic Jihadism, though little consensus exists about what it should be called officially.

The “Islamic State,” al-Qaeda, and the dozens of affiliated terrorist groups did not instantaneously coalesce ex nihilo, nor did their brutality and inhumanity begin a mere year ago. The world has been exposed to its relentless bloodletting for decades, watching the ebb and flow of al-Qaeda through the terror spectacles of the 9/11 attacks in New York, the March 11, 2004 attacks on the Madrid subway, the 7/7 attacks in London in 2005. Jihadists took different names such as ISIS, Boko Haram, al-Qaeda of the Islamic Maghreb, al-Murabitoun, ISIS in Libya, Ansar al-Sunnah, al-Qaeda of the Indian Sub-Continent, al-Qaeda of the Arabian Peninsula in Yemen, al-Shaabab; a list seemingly without end. In short, any small group of like-minded followers in the name of Jihad can take a photograph with the ISIS or al-Qaeda banner and be considered a grave threat to the global order. Alternatively, an endless parade of journalists, terror experts, scholars, and politicians will argue that ISIS is not al-Qaeda, or that the Nigerian group Boko Haram has no allegiance or connection to al-Shaabab in Somalia, and that girls from Britain who join ISIS in Syria to become brides have nothing to do with Osama bin Laden.

From 2003, ISIS was formerly known to the world as al Qaeda-in-the Land Between the Two Rivers (Mesopotamia) or Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI).2 Under the command of the Jordanian-born Abu Mussab al-Zarqawi, AQI started their multiyear rampage by blowing up the United Nations headquarters in Baghdad and slaughtering Iraqis, Americans, and civilians wherever the opportunity presented itself. Working in concert with Saddam’s ex-Ba’athist terror army, and in league with dozens of micro-jihadist groups both Iraqi and foreign, the United States had eight years of nearly nonstop fighting and massive sectarian bloodletting. Iraq’s “liberation” unleashed a Pandora’s box of local, regional, and international hatreds, as thousands of suicidal jihadi recruits flowed into Iraq with the desire to kill an American and die a hero’s death. For nearly 3100 days, as many as fifty thousand terrorist insurgents supported or fought in urban combat against a massive combination of American and Iraqi firepower. On numerous occasions US Intelligence considered AQI and its sister groups neutralized, their leadership decimated, and manpower pools near extinction. However, Iraqi government missteps allowed it to revive, and by 2011, AQI commenced another region-wide terror campaign that has yet to abate in Iraq or Syria.

For the original followers of al-Qaeda’s ideology of jihad, written by Osama bin Laden himself, the war in Iraq was about leaping from the cold dirty caves in mountains of Afghanistan and into the heart of the historic Muslim world to fight the Western armies and die in a glorious holy war. Each would get their chance. For the leadership, the US invasion of Iraq would be central to the ideology that was launched in 1988 and built upon the teachings of others who sought to bring Islam to a new destination in its history.

Before 9/11, a fledging global jihadi movement of small, fragmented groups tried desperately to gain traction, attention, and recruiting. If the 9/11 attacks were designed to be a spectacular demonstration that the cool, cunning, and sacrifice of a small band of cultists could change the world, then it was an incredible success, if only for one day. After 9/11 they had sufficient notoriety as the United States tried to stamp out each one with force, but the invasion of Iraq drew terror recruits to bin Laden’s ideology in a way that even 9/11 could not. The invasion offended many Muslim sensibilities and sparked outrage among those who interpreted the events as the Muslim world under attack. It did not help that virtually the entirety of American political rhetoric from the right verified for the would-be jihadist that America was going to war with Islam—all Islam—and confirmed their suspicions that Osama bin Laden had been proven correct. Tens of thousands of jihadists flowed in and became enamored with the cult belief that the highest form of worship to God was to die in a suicide bombing against the enemies of Islam.

Just as 9/11 changed everything, the same could be said for the ISIS invasion of Iraq. In one day the entire balance of power in the Middle East shifted. It would be a very new phase in the global war on terrorism that was not only entirely predictable, but wholly made from one historic geopolitical error: the American invasion of Iraq.

ISIS WAS BORN FROM THE INVASION OF IRAQ

In 2003, President George W. Bush invaded Iraq on the pretext that Saddam had real viable weapons of mass destruction, or the ability to make them in short order, including potentially nuclear weapons. Although UN weapons inspectors found nothing but scraps, that didn’t matter to the Bush administration, which ordered the invasion in an effort to change the entire strategic balance of the Middle East by toppling Saddam Hussein.

American politicians did not help dispel the belief by the jihadists that they were going to change the Middle East by force. At virtually every turn after 9/11, the administration of President George W. Bush and Vice President Dick Cheney projected the grand fantasy that America alone could rid the Middle East of dictators and give the Muslim world the beacon of freedom and democracy by means of the edifying effects of cruise missiles. This vision was backed by a group called the Project for a New American Century, which espoused a neoconservative vision of a US military that would asymmetrically tear through Arab lands, wrest weapons of mass destruction and oil from the control of dictators, and be showered with glory and adulation by the local Arab crowds. Iran would cower in fear. America would assure Israel’s safety by installing moderate, democratic, American-friendly Arab governments. These beliefs had no basis in the intelligence community, or anyone with a basic understanding of the Middle East.

The Bush administration expected a victory on par with the Israeli victory against three Arab armies in the 1967 war, or at least an effort that would exceed Norman Schwarzkopf’s defeat of multiple Iraqi army corps during the 1991 Gulf War. The Iraqi people would be eternally grateful as we removed a strategic enemy of Israel. The next stop would be to disarm Iran.

For George W. Bush, Dick Cheney, Condoleezza Rice, Donald Rumsfeld, and Paul Wolfowitz, the post–9/11 world was to have been born anew through the American vision of freedom and democracy in the Middle East. Stationed permanently in Iraq, the US Army and Air Force would protect and control Iraqi oil. It would act as a counterbalance to Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states, and stifle the nuclear intentions of Iran. The war was also supposed to demonstrate the results of applied American strength and Presidential resolve to both Russia and China.

When Saddam was finally toppled, all the regulating structures that had held the personal, tribal, and religious tensions in stasis since 1917 suddenly disappeared. George W. Bush and his national security staff overturned a century of fragile glassmaking, smashing it to pieces without the slightest thought to what would happen to the region, or the world.

Iraq’s dictator, Saddam Hussein, was aware of the possibility that a war would be swift and that the Iraqi army would betray him. Apart from his Republican Guard units, Saddam had no faith that his regular army would be successful in stopping an American advance. It is widely believed that he was delusional in his assertion that the UN Security Council would stop the Americans, but someone on his staff was aware of the American and British forces massing on the Kuwait border. His sons Uday and Qusay, in collaboration with General Izzadin al-Durri, formed and led the terrorist commando force called the Saddam Fedayeen.

When the invasion started, the Iraqi army, once the fourth largest in the world, simply chose not to show up for the war. As Saddam’s generals had predicted, the Shi’ites and Kurds abandoned the country to the invaders. During the major combat phase of the war, very few of the Iraqi Regular Army’s major units stood up and fought the Americans. With rare exceptions, they disbanded in the face of American combat power, abandoned their positions and uniforms, and walked home to await the outcome. The remaining units of the Iraqi army were devastated by the US Army. As many as six thousand soldiers of the Saddam Fedayeen and other regime loyalists died in action, but this was a relatively modest number in light of the firepower delivered by the Americans.

On the other hand, the delaying actions of the Saddam Fedayeen transformed from major combat and large-scale engagements into the low-level terrorism and guerrilla attacks that became the hallmarks of the insurgency. After twenty-one days of combat, President George W. Bush declared “Mission Accomplished.” But Sad-dam Hussein had prepared well in advance. Six months before the invasion, he had laid out an asymmetric strategic battle plan to attack the American military’s weaknesses: vulnerability to terrorism and suicide attacks.

Before the invasion the Iraqi high command staff and intelligence agencies had developed a battle plan they called “Mogadishu on the Tigris” or “Project 111.” Saddam’s forces fully intended for the United States to meet an insurgent army after they had settled in to occupy Iraq. They would dissolve into the shadows and fight from their hometowns. They had the ultimate home-field advantage, as they would hide in the narrow alleys, brick homes, and flat roofs of the streets where they grew up.
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Saddam Fedayeen march in suicide commando parade uniform.

Like clockwork, on or about April 19, 2003, almost all of the former regime loyalist fighters who were engaged in combat disappeared back into the population overnight. The US Army and Marines spread throughout Iraq in pursuit and occupied Baghdad. It was generally acknowledged that the regime was finished when US Marine Corps combat engineers grappled the enormous statue of Saddam Hussein, his right hand aloft, and pulled it to the ground in the middle of Firdous Square. A joyous rapture filled Iraq and people flooded into the streets to celebrate… and loot. Iraqis erupted into a wild frenzy. That frenzy was the perfect cover that Saddam needed to destroy his criminal records.

Days later, mysterious fires started throughout all of the most sensitive Iraqi ministries. Within a few days the bonfires had destroyed the bulk of the documentary history of Saddam’s government. Any chance to know the true organizational depths of the regime was lost. Within days of ordering the US Army to stop the looting, an atmosphere of normalcy returned. The Coalition was gradually reimposing security throughout Iraq. The Iraqi people ceased looting and gave way to a tenuous civil control.
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AQI prepares to behead western hostage in 2004.

At the end of that period the administration under President George W. Bush was flush with success. Yet this victory was spoiled almost immediately with the a lack of a coherent policy, a staggering series of governance missteps, a contempt for prudent planning, and strategic political errors, salted throughout with hubris and a crippling arrogance. By the end of major combat the American coalition had lost 139 soldiers. The trickle of soldiers who began to die at the hands of the new insurgents were killed by men whom Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld derisively called “Dead Enders.” The were anything but dead. Sometime around mid-May 2003, Saddam Hussein, in hiding near his hometown of Tikrit, sent word out to the former regime loyalists to begin the Iraq insurgency. From that day until their withdrawal in 2011, American would lose 4,493 dead, 32,000 wounded. On the other side of the ledger, the United Nations has estimated there have been 155,000 deaths caused from the invasion of Iraq. That number is conservative.

Saddam was not the only one with a plan for the invasion of Iraq. Osama bin Laden prepared for an Afghan-style insurgency there to fight alongside the Ba’athists if need be. After winning victory over the Americans, Iraq would become an Islamic Principality, or Emirate. Al-Qaeda would launch its doctrinal theories and encourage emigration of millions of Muslims to a perfect land of fighters and lovers of God. Al-Qaeda would indoctrinate them into their beliefs and use technology to lure in new followers. Although the invasion of Iraq did not create bin Laden’s cult, it may prove to be one of the single greatest politico-military mistakes in American history. President George W. Bush and his staff clearly sought to use the opportunity presented by 9/11 to fundamentally change the face of the Muslim world. Unfortunately, what they did not know was that the invasion would validate the entirety of Osama bin Laden’s cultist rhetoric in a way that the 9/11 attacks never could. It was always part of Osama bin Laden’s plan for America to overreact to the attacks, though he surmised that an American invasion of Afghanistan would spark yet another a battle between his variant of Islam and democracy. He viewed Western democracy as corrupting, worldly, and ungodly. Just as he felt the Soviet loss of Afghanistan destroyed Soviet communism, Osama bin Laden believed that defeating America in Afghanistan, and draining them of money and blood, would likewise destroy the West economically and politically.

ISIS’s belief system did not originate in Iraq; it is, and always has been, deeply rooted in a strategic plan initiated by bin Laden and subsequently executed by the Jordanian Al-Qaeda in Iraq leader Abu Mussab al-Zarqawi. Nor did Zarqawi develop the plan for the caliphate. In the 1980s, Zarqawi was a petty criminal who traveled to Afghanistan to fight the Soviets, but was too late. He did learn more about the neo-Salafist movement, and while there he met with bin Landen, who encouraged him to return to his own country and start his own branch of the jihad. On his way through Iraqi Kurdistan, he also met with leaders of the Kurdish jihadist group Ansar al-Islam. In Jordan the charismatic ex-felon started the group Monotheism and Holy War or Jama’at al-Tawhid wal-Jihad. While under arrest on explosives charges, he and his men dressed like Afghans in prison, and devoted themselves to destabilizing Jordan for the global jihad movement. With these early associations with al-Qaeda, and adoption of their ideology, he was a perfect candidate to lead the Iraq insurgency.

Zarqawi and Tawheed wal-Jihad crossed into Iraq in March 2003 under cover of Saddam Hussein’s call to defend Iraq from the American invasion. Zarqawi set up his command in Fallujah and patiently waited for his hosts to be destroyed. During that time, jihadis flocked to Iraq through Syria from across the Muslim world and were supported by al-Qaeda’s global facilitators. Dozens of small Salafist extremist groups formed and by 2006 were consolidating under AQI’s control. Al-Qaeda fought under different names over time in an effort to combine its predominantly foreign fighter base with dozens of Iraqi insurgent groups. Bin Laden wanted all of the Islamic terror cells to combine into a single cohesive terror command that would ultimately form an Islamic nation in the heart of Iraq. Initially it was called the Islamic Emirate of Iraq (IEI), but they settled for the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI).

With the death of Zarqawi on June 7, 2006, AQI decided to branch out and create a dual command organization led by an Egyptian, Abu Ayyub al-Masri, and an Iraqi, Abu Umar al-Baghdadi. AQI took on the mantle of a terror coordination and advisory committee called the Mujahideen Shura Council (MSC). Despite al-Qaeda’s best efforts to hide the dual command through deception and lies, American counterintelligence discovered the location of the pair and killed them both in a single airstrike.3 Their deputy Iraqi Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi took command and formally adopted the name change to the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI).4 In 2007 he formed an alliance of Islamic insurgent groups to counter the increasingly popular anti-al Qaeda group called Sons of Iraq. Al-Baghdadi’s terror alliance called itself the Coalition of the Nobility.

By the end of the first four years of the Iraq insurgency, a handful of former military and religious extremists tied America down so badly that soldiers needed to wear full body armor to use the latrine. In 2006, the Abu Ghraib scandal broke when photographs emerged depicting American soldiers torturing and sexually humiliating Iraqi captives, in the very prison where Saddam Hussein had committed similar crimes. After Abu Ghraib, the reasons for the invasion of Iraq started to unravel and would ultimately be discovered as false. Despite command of the entire country, coalition forces never found weapons of mass destruction. The ties between Saddam Hussein and 9/11 were found to be entirely fabricated or rhetorically conflated. All of these errors caused a new wave of foreign men to join al-Qaeda against the US.

On a certain level, American combat operations themselves lent to the belief, among US citizens and politicians, that anywhere the United States applied its massive combat power was essentially the equivalence of victory. The terrorists in the jihadist world used a very simple metric for success: When you withdraw we will win. When you stay we will win—by killing you.

To their great satisfaction, the headlines after major combat operations in Fallujah read along the lines of “After leveling city, US tries to build trust.”5 The insurgents would ensure that no trust could ever be built, through propaganda campaigns that needed little input from their media communications people, as the Americans seemed to do all of the damage themselves.

The Washington propaganda about the insurgency created a dangerous mindset about combating al-Qaeda and the belief that an increase in forces introduced in 2008, “the Surge,” directly resulted in a “victory” against AQI. In fact, the insurgents simply vanished or went back to their Syrian safe havens. Despite a lack of metrics, the Americans assumed that if they were winning sharp battles in ground combat and few insurgents were present, then they must be in their final throes. If all of those were true, then one would be close to achieving victory. But victory never came.
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AQI plants their flag in a destroyed M2A3 Bradley Fighting Vehicle—Baghdad 2005.

By 2007 the call for the removal of US troops accelerated. The American people grew weary of the political spin, the Bush administration started making small signals that the withdrawal of forces was not only possible, but probable. Wildly fluctuating and seemingly amazing statements about the readiness of the Iraqi security forces went from only two battalions ready for war to the President claiming over 200,000 men were ready to relieve US forces in the insurgency. By 2008, President Bush could not get a signed status of forces agreement with Iraq to protect American soldiers who would be stationed or working in the nation. In fact, the Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki did not want any US forces in Iraq past 2011. He demanded that the US leave the nation to the new government. Maliki explained that the American invasion created a new a sovereign nation with the ability to choose its own destiny. That destiny would be to corral the Sunnah minority and its terrorists without the intervention of Americans. Freedom in Iraq would be freedom for the Shi’ite majority. As far as Nuri al-Maliki was concerned, this was the only benefit of the American invasion.

In December 2011, the last US heavy units formed into convoys and over a 24-hour period quietly withdrew to Kuwait for a sea voyage back to America. The terrorists of ISI had many targets to choose from, but they didn’t raise a finger. America was gone, and in essence, Iraq was now their playground.

Almost immediately the al-Maliki government ruled Iraqi in such a way that all the guarantees and assurances that the Americans had promised vanished almost overnight. Al-Maliki sought to crush Sunni and Kurdish aspirations of any kind. By the withdrawal of US forces in 2011, AQI and its sister groups were moribund, its leadership decimated and manpower pools near extinction. They moved their operations in Syria and attacked points of weakness in Iraq until political bloody-mindedness of Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki became too much for the Sunnah ex-Saddamists. They turned back to terror and opened their arms to join AQI, now named ISIS.

Since that time the insurgency has never stopped and from its ashes rose “The Islamic State.”

Yet ISIS, as a terror organization, is not comprised strictly of foreign fighters. Since its inception, it was always bin Laden’s intention that younger Iraqis take over leadership of the group. In fact, since ISIS’s “liberation” of the Iraqi Sunnah regions, it has survived by expert manipulation of the local tribalism, an appeal to Sunnah nationalism, and a thick layer of fanatical religious piety. ISIS’s transformation into the most feared terror group in the world was an ingenious veil of an unwavering Islamic cultism cast over the ruthless, covert Ba’athist counter-intelligence structure. Not only could they detect and eliminate their enemies; the entire population could be kept under the dual heels of insane Islamic interpretations coupled with summary execution. ISIS based its population control tools on Saddam, which in turn had an organizational structure and training much like the infamous East German Stasi. This amalgamated organization of highly skilled terrorists, coupled with Saddam’s former commando, intelligence, and espionage officers, now dominate the center of the Middle East and seek to conqueror the Muslim world.

The current confusion about ISIS stems from a clash of dueling perceptions. ISIS has mastered the world of modern social media and easily consumed video clips for a society that does not give much time to the day-to-day affairs of the Middle East. The alternative is the sober but media-unfriendly reporting that reveals the hard realities of the people who are enslaved under their tyranny. ISIS wants the viewer to not only fear them, but dares the viewer to intercede and face the same fate. They challenge the dispossessed, the susceptible, the mentally defective, and the faithful to join them and take riches and spoils in both this world and the next. Who the terrorists of ISIS really are, and who they are not, what they want, and what they may achieve, becomes difficult to discern in light of superficial news media organs, the bigoted mischaracterizations of calculating politicians, and the woo-woo of conspiracy theorists in social media. In many respects, the portrayal of ISIS, like al-Qaeda before them, is of cartoonish, ten-foot-tall terrorist ogres who can be best avoided by hiding under our beds. But this plays directly into their goals; they are terrorists.

It is true that ISIS participants are younger, a less professional generation of jihadist than the traditional al-Qaeda terrorist. A more apt description is that they resemble a terror mob, but what they lack in professional skill they make up for in an almost berserker-like frenzy of passion to slaughter anyone who stands in their path, including their own.

The invasion of Iraq was not just an exhausting failure, unsuccessful in stamping out insurgency and terrorism; it actually created the entire legion of terror and tyranny that we know as the Islamic State. Had the invasion not toppled the existing social, political, and tribal structure of Mesopotamia, there would be no ISIS to fight. Al-Qaeda might well have died slowly in the mountains of Pakistan. Today however, the global jihad movement under the aegis of a newly minted ISIS has reinforced their ranks and even provided the old-guard al-Qaeda with enough recruits to conduct terrorist acts across such a widely diverse number of regions that the world is adjusting to the circumstances in what is becoming the “new normal.”

At this date, many pundits and politicians shun the prospect of being tied to the strategic debacle that was the Iraq war. Over the decade they have attempted to launder their reputations and demur at the mere mention of ever claiming to tie Iraq to WMDs and the 9/11 attacks on America. But now they want a new war. Not only in Iraq but in Syria, in an effort to cleanse the Middle East of ISIS—al-Qaeda Generation 5.0. Many say bringing justice to the deaths of the 3,000 Americans who were murdered on September 11 was our highest goal in Iraq. In that respect the mission missed its mark. ISIS may not yet have the operational capacity to perform a 9/11–style attack, but their ability to recruit and inspire may cause this to occur sooner rather than later.


The Sahwah Campaign

The request to the former regime insurgents was direct and to the point—we wanted them to agree to a cease-fire and during that time they were to eliminate or turn over all foreign fighters and Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) members—to the last man. With the Sahwah campaign many did just that, and the Sunnah tribes revolted and ran AQI out of many parts of the Northern and Western governorates. The plan was simple. Once these tribes had proved that the overwhelming number of foreign fighters were gone, the US Army would have no reason to remain in Iraq. Simply put, in exchange for a greater share of governance in Iraq, the Iraqi insurgents had to neutralize Zarqawi’s followers and destroy or compromise the AQI cells in their communities.



FROM AL-QAEDA TO ISIS: THE FIVE GENERATIONS

AQ Generation 1.0: 1988–1991

The original Arab nationals that fought the Soviet Union in Afghanistan gathered together in Peshawar, Pakistan in 1988. Osama bin Laden disagreed with his mentor, Abdullah Azzam, about what to do at the end of the war. Bin Laden and his lieutenants had designed a plan to establish an Islamic Caliphate across the Muslim world and prepare for the prophesied return of the savior and the prophet Jesus. To this end he formed a professional terror cadre to provoke America and the West to invade Afghanistan, where the US would be defeated militarily and economically like the Soviet Union. Bin Laden killed off Azzam and seized control of the vast number of foreign fighters who were about to depart Afghanistan at the end of the Soviet war. He formed a new group, Tenzim al-Qaeda al-Jihad (“Headquarters of the Holy War Organization”) and spread his ideology through books, audiocassettes, and pamphlets.

AQ Generation 2.0: 1991–1996

The followers of bin Laden and his new deputy, Egyptian Islamic Jihad leader Ayman al-Zawahiri, set up operations in Khartoum, Sudan. Soon after they carry out their first attacks against Western targets in Aden, Yemen. After defeating the regional warlords in Afghanistan, the Taliban invite bin Laden to establish his base of operations in Kabul. Here he cultivates select terror professionals to carry out attacks against the West, including bombing the World Trade Center in 1993, plans to blow up twelve airliners over the Pacific Ocean, assassinate the Pope, and fly a bomb-laden airplane into CIA headquarters.

AQ Generation 3.0: 1997–2003

Using newer, more inventive young terrorists, with older mentors, al-Qaeda attacked the American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania after bin Laden issues an official declaration of war on the United States and the West. The US retaliates with cruise missiles, almost killing bin Laden at the Zawar Kili terrorist base camp. An al-Qaeda suicide bomb boat successfully struck the USS Cole in Yemen harbor. The decade-long effort culminated with the 9/11 attacks on New York City and Washington DC, killing almost 3,000 citizens. America invaded Afghanistan. Inexplicably, President George W. Bush invaded Iraq, creating a new failed state for al-Qaeda to attack. Al-Qaeda rapidly professionalized.

AQ Generation 4.0: 2003–2011

The US invasion of Iraq shocked the Muslim world. Al-Qaeda calls for young men to fight America in Iraq. Al-Qaeda conducted mass-casualty terror attacks against civilians in Madrid, London, Moscow, and Mumbai. Hundreds of thousands die in Iraq. Saudi Arabia crushed a direct insurgency in the heart of the Kingdom by al-Qaeda of the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). The Arab Spring of 2011 led to the Syrian civil war. Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), now called the Islamic State of Iraq, seizes eastern Syria and forms ISIS.6

AQ Generation 5.0 (ISIS Gen 1.0): 2011–Present

The withdrawal of US forces from Iraq and the death of Osama bin Laden led to the Iraq insurgency as the center of terrorism in the Middle East. Al-Qaeda and its nominal leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri, found itself gradually sidelined to Yemen, Somalia, and the Saharan desert. In 2014 ISIS seized large parts of Iraq and combined them with captured regions of Syria, declaring a new Islamic Caliphate to be called the “Islamic State.” Former al-Qaeda loyalist groups in Egypt, Nigeria, Yemen, Afghanistan, and Libya swore loyalty to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the self-proclaimed Caliph Ibrahim. Attacks on Russia, Tunisia, and Paris led to the formation of a global coalition to destroy them.

CHRONOLOGY OF SIGNIFICANT HISTORICAL EVENTS

2006

Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) announces creation of the terrorist group Islamic State of Iraq (ISI).

April 2010

ISI Leader Abu Omar al-Baghdadi killed in April 2010. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi takes over the organization.7 The leadership of ISIS takes a new shape in 2010, filling its ranks with former Ba’athist Iraqi military officers and members of the Iraqi secret services.8

January 2011

Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi sends fighters to join rebel forces in Syria in 2011, which provides them with battle skills and helps them gain traction with Syrian Sunnis. Recruitment jumps.9

2012

ISI launches the terror campaign named Operation Breaking the Walls, a plan to conduct massive raids on Iraqi prisons to free hundreds of hardened AQI fighters and bring them into ISI.

2013

ISI attacks Abu Ghraib prison, freeing the most-wanted criminals and terrorists in Iraq.10

April 2013

Al-Baghdadi releases an audio message announcing that ISI and al-Nusra Front (ANF) are now one organization, and thus ISI’s new name will become the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham.11 In the message, al-Baghdadi claimed that the al-Nusra Front in Syria was a fully funded branch of ISI.12 Al-Nusra leader Abu Mohammad al-Julani refuses to accept this.13 As a result of the dispute, al-Qaeda emir Ayman al-Zawahiri issued a statement that ISI should confine its activities to Iraq. ISIS refused the order to vacate Syria.14 Al-Qaeda breaks with ISIS in February 2014.15

May 2014

The State Department added the following aliases to the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL): the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS), the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), ad-Dawla al-Islamiyya fi al-‘Iraq wa-sh-Sham, Daesh, Dawla al Islamiya, and Al-Furqan Establishment for Media Production.16

June 2014

ISIS blitz campaign “Lion of God al-Balawi” allows them to take control of a large swath of land across northern Syria and Iraq.17 The city of Mosul, the third largest in Iraq,18 falls to ISIS in June.19 Land under ISIS control runs from Aleppo to Fallujah to Mosul.20 On June 29, 2014, ISIS declares a new Islamic caliphate, to be referred to as “The Islamic State.”

July 2014

ISIS seizes the largest oilfield in Syria.21

August 2014

ISIS posts a video on social media showing the beheading of American journalist James Foley.22 US launches airstrikes on ISIS targets in Kurdish regions of Iraq.23

September 2014

ISIS posts the video of the beheading of another American journalist, Steven Sotloff. It appears that both Foley and Sotloff were beheaded by the same man, later identified as British subject Mohammed Emwazi, a.k.a. “Jihadi John.”24

March 2015

ISIS claims Nigerian Terrorist group Boko Haram (“Western Education is forbidden”) pledged their allegiance to the Islamic State.25

May 2015

Thirty-five global terror groups in total have sworn allegiance.26

October 2015

Ansar Beit al-Muqadis, an Egyptian ISIS group, claims responsibility for blowing up a Russian airliner over the Sinai Peninsula, killing 255 passengers.27

November 2015

ISIS terror cell launches multiple suicide attacks on Paris, killing 130.28




CHAPTER 2

THE ISIS CALIPHATE’S LEADERSHIP AND MEMBERS
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“THE CALIPH” ABU BAKR AL-BAGHDADI

(A.k.a. Caliph Ibrahim, Ibrahim Awwad Ibrahim Bou Badri bin Armoush, Dr. Ibrahim ‘Awwad, Ibrahim ‘Ali al-Badri al-Samarrai‘, Ibrahim ‘Awad Ibrahim al-Badri al Samarrai, Dr. Ibrahim, Dr. Abu Dua)

“Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi” is a nom de guerre. Among his fellow terrorists he was known as Abu Bakr, named after the first Caliph of Islam. The surname “al-Baghdadi” indicates that he claims to be from Baghdad. To the US Army he was detainee US9IZ-157911CI, and held under his real name: Ibrahim Awwad Ibrahim al-Badri bin Armoush, or just Ibrahim al-Badri. To the rest of the world he is the one terrorist who has almost equaled Osama Bin Laden in achievements, but not in name recognition. He is ISIS.

Not much is known about al-Baghdadi’s early life. Many argue this is by design, as Baghdadi took a lesson from the deaths of his two predecessors who suffered an early retirement via laser-guided missiles.29 He is an Iraqi citizen born in Samarra, Iraq, in 1971. The name on his birth certificate was Ibrahim Awwad Ali al-Badri al-Samarrai.30
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“[ISIS has] a statement to make that will cause the world to hear and understand the meaning of terrorism.”
—Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi



According to the declassified prison file developed by the US Army and Iraqi intelligence, he is from the Bu Badri tribe. Other parts of his resume are apocryphal. He is said to have a PhD in Islamic studies from Baghdad Islamic University. Some say he was a Sharia professor and a Salafi preacher.31, 32 He claims to be a Sayyed or a direct descendent from the bloodline of the Prophet Mohammed; others claim he was raised a Sufi, a mystical sect hated by jihadists like ISIS. In an interview with The Telegraph, a man named Abu Ali, from Baghdad’s Tobchi neighborhood and reportedly a contemporary of Baghdadi’s, saw a different view of the young man than the hagiography painted by the ISIS media. When asked about a widely circulated biography of Baghdadi portraying him as a wise scholar and preacher who toured multiple mosques around Iraq, Ali recalled things more humbly. “He wasn’t a preacher as people say… The mosque here had its own imam. When he was away, religious students would take his place. [Baghdadi] would sometimes lead the prayers but not give any sermons.” He was a severe religious conservative who once fought with his imam and distained mixing of sexes and dancing at weddings. 33

While in college at Baghdad’s Islamic University, Baghdadi, according to some sources, was more interested in playing soccer than in studying.34 ISIS maintains that Baghdadi has a doctorate in Islamic Studies and that he is descended from the Quraysh tribe, which is the tribe of Prophet Mohammed.35 This latter point is a stipulation of Sunni law—which imposes a set of conditions on any would-be caliph, including that he be a Qurayshi.36 This aspect of Baghdadi’s background is hotly disputed by those who know the family and the man; falsely claiming such lineage to seize control of Islam is tantamount to apostasy.

Whatever his origins, al-Baghdadi’s extremism was stoked by the American invasion of Iraq and forged in the terror resistance. At the start of the occupation he remained close to the Saddam Fedayeen and Ba’ath party members who were fighting America underground with their military and intelligence skills.37 In 2004, Baghdadi was detained at Camp Bucca on suspicion of being an al-Qaeda supporter. Camp Bucca was located near Umm Qasr, Iraq, deep in the Shi’ite south, where a Sunni escapee like himself would find no welcome or assistance. Baghdadi remained in American custody for about ten months before being released in late 2004.38

During his incarceration at Camp Bucca, nicknamed by US Intelligence as the Jihadi War College, he met the terror professionals who used the internment as a sabbatical and education center for a new generation of leaders. On his release Baghdadi wholeheartedly joined in the insurgency. In 2005 he formed the Iraqi terrorist group Jaysh al-ahli al-Sunnah wal Jamaa or “Army of the Family of the Sunnah and the Mosque.”39,40 This group announced in its formation communique that they were fighting in retaliation against the heavy-handedness of the Iraqi security forces and to remove America from Iraq. While in this role he may have served as a go-between for Abu Umar al-Baghdadi, the joint commander of Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and the Mujahideen Shura (advisory) Council (MSC). In that position he was a sure bet for filling the shoes as leader of Al-Qaeda in Iraq when Abu Umar was killed by US forces. The MSC went so far as to even announce the establishment of a Sunni Iraqi mini-Caliphate called “The Islamic State” in 2006. The name and concept never took, but al-Baghdadi kept it in his pocket until 2014.

According to ISIS’s official biography, in 2007 al-Baghdadi had assumed shadow leadership as executive officer of the al-Qaeda followers, now named the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI). He was Emir of ISI’s Sharia committees. With al-Baghdadi’s help, bin Laden’s mandate to transition the foreign-fighter-led AQI to all-local Iraqi leadership was assured. After the death of Abu Umar al-Baghdadi and his Egyptian co-commander Abu Ayyub al-Masri, his chance would come. On May 16, 2010, al-Baghdadi was announced as ISI’s Emir al-Mujahideen, prince of the holy warriors.41

According to one ISIS defector, Baghdadi’s appointment took many by surprise, and that his rise was orchestrated by Haji Bakr, a former colonel of the Iraqi Revolutionary Guard and later “the architect of the Islamic State” who oversaw its occupation of Northern Syria.42 Abu Bakr’s move was allegedly designed to put a Sayyed’s Qurayshi lineage, prestige, and religious face on an Iraqi who, like Saddam, would seize control of all Islam. Being Iraqi, he was familiar with how to harness the power and control of a police state like Saddam Hussein’s to bring Islam under its dictatorial control. That would require a Caliph who would foster a Saddam/bin Laden hybrid monster to retain absolute control within his Caliphate. That Caliph would be expected to carve out of Syria and Iraq a Sunnah nation-state and use bin Laden’s template of al-Qaeda terror expeditions to reach across the Muslim world and seize the rest.

In 2011, after the Syrian rebellion started, al-Baghdadi sent his fighters to join rebel forces in Syria. He named this group the Jebhat al-Nusra. This provided ISI with opportunity to acquire weapons, safe installations, and battle skills. Their presence helped them gain traction with Syrian Sunnis, and fed ISIS recruitment.43 It also ultimately precipitated the al-Qaeda–ISIS split, as Jehbat al-Nusra was made the official branch of al-Qaeda in Syria. Al-Baghdadi was furious and seized their best manpower and tried to kill their leaders. He then announced that he was changing the name of the group to the Islamic State of Iraq… and Syria.44 He realized that listening to Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri, an old man cowering in Afghanistan, was a loser’s game. He would take charge of the entire al-Qaeda global machine. He killed al-Qaeda’s emissaries and announced that he would no longer follow Zawahiri’s orders. He would transform it from the Iraq-centered terror force to a far grander vision—an Islamic State—and reintroduce an Islamic Caliphate with himself as the Caliph.45

In June 2014, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared the formation of the caliphate.46 To mark the event, he emerged to preach a sermon in Mosul. Wearing a freshly stolen Rolex, he came out of hiding to proclaim himself the ruler of all Muslims and exhorted all who follow Islam to abandon their lives and come live in the only religiously sanctioned Muslim land… or else.47

… the Islamic State—represented by ahlul-halli-wal-‘aqd (its people of authority), consisting of its senior figures, leaders, and the shūrā council—resolve[s] to announce the establishment of the Islamic khilāfah, the appointment of a khalīfah for the Muslims, and the pledge of allegiance to the shaykh (sheikh), the mujāhid, the scholar who practices what he preaches, the worshipper, the leader, the warrior, the reviver, descendant from the family of the Prophet, the slave of Allah, Ibrāhīm Ibn ‘Awwād Ibn Ibrāhīm Ibn ‘Alī Ibn Muhammad al-Badrī al-Hāshimī al-Husaynī al-Qurashī by lineage, as-Sāmurrā’ī by birth and upbringing, al-Baghdādī by residence and scholarship. And he has accepted the bay’ah (pledge of allegiance). Thus, he is the imam and khalīfah for the Muslims everywhere. Accordingly, the “Iraq and Shām” in the name of the Islamic State is henceforth removed from all official deliberations and communications, and the official name is the Islamic State from the date of this declaration.48—Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, June 29, 2014

Seizing the heart of the Middle East and carving out a Sunnah homeland from Damascus to Baghdad are the kinds of actions that have made al-Baghdadi far more effective than al-Zawahiri and the staid al-Qaeda leadership.49 In contrast to the leadership structure for al-Qaeda, which has always been covert, al-Baghdadi’s ISIS is an expeditionary Islamic army on the march; they have decided to be the ones kicking down the doors instead of waiting for theirs to be flattened. Al-Baghdadi is a directive commander and the organization is centralized exactly along the lines of Saddam Hussein’s Ba’ath party. Its henchmen do exactly what they’re told, when they’re told, and they will kill anyone or eliminate anything that opposes them.

THE ORIGINAL GANGSTERS

OSAMA BIN LADEN: “THE FOUNDER”
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The ideology and plan to restore the caliphate and bring on the apocalypse was developed well before ISIS existed; it was the fever dream of Osama bin Laden. When he formed al-Qaeda al-Jihad, “Headquarters of the Holy War,” he envisioned ISIS-like organizations all over the Middle East and seeded his organization in every Muslim nation. ISIS and its future variants will continue to be a vindication of the plan established a quarter century ago. Bin Laden’s challenge to any and all jihadists who followed was to work toward three goals: (1) Fight and die to establish a neo-Islamic Caliphate; (2) Re-engineer Islam to topple the existing power structures through terror and insurgency; (3) Provoke the West into a ground fight in order to economically break them and convert the rest of the world to fulfill the prophecies of the Islamic End of Days.50

ABU MUSSAB AL-ZARQAWI: “THE SLAUGHTERER”
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Before ISIS, the most experienced foreign Mujahideen in Iraq were the professional terrorists under the leadership of bin Laden protégé Ahmed Fadhil Nazzar Khalaya, a young Jordanian also known by his cover name, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. Zarqawi was an al-Qaeda follower trained in Afghanistan who led the Islamic extremist terrorist group Tawhid Wah Al Jihad, “Unity and Holy War.” When the Americans invaded Iraq, he brought his small band to the city of Fallujah. They filled several safe houses with weapons and explosives and let Saddam’s rule fall. Then they implemented their terror campaign to kill Americans. Zarqawi started by blowing up the United Nations headquarters. From there they would not stop attacking US forces for the entire three thousand days that US forces were in the country. Zarqawi was the point man for giving the Americans a Jihad like they had never seen before. With nearly unlimited weapons, Zarqawi would organize and take command of Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and wage a guerrilla war alongside the Saddam Fedayeen commandoes and Ba’ath party loyalists that the Americans would regret. Zarqawi popularized video images of his victims being beheaded and executed on social media. The “Prince of the Holy Warriors” died after bombs were dropped on his safe house during a Special Forces mission in 2005.
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ABU AYYUB AL-MASRI: “THE PROFESSIONAL”

When Abu Mussab al-Zarqawi was killed, al-Qaeda needed an immediate successor with combat experience. Bin Laden agreed that Zarqawi’s second-in-command, a former Egyptian army Special Forces officer named Abu Hamza al-Muhajir (a.k.a. Abu Ayyub al-Masri, “the Egyptian”), would take command. Al-Masri was a former member of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad terrorist group and a student of Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri, the secondary al-Qaeda terrorist leader. Al-Masri was previously assigned to coordinate Jihadi volunteer operations in Europe and the Middle East. He was sent to Iraq to assist Zarqawi and professionalize their terror operations. Additionally, he was to groom Iraqi leadership to take command of AQI and establish the Caliphate in the heart of historic Islam. He would work toward that goal with Abu Umar al-Baghdadi till both were killed by the same US missile in 2010.

ABU UMAR AL-BAGHDADI: “THE FIRST EMIR OF THE ISLAMIC STATE”
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Abu Umar al-Baghdadi was Iraqi-born Hamid Dawud Mohamed Khalil al Zawi. He was an Iraqi member of the Mujihdeen Shura Council (MSC) along with Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, spiritual advisor Sheikh Abd al-Rahman, and AQI operations officers Abu Ayyub al-Masri and Abu Shaheed, the Iraqi who was the AQC’s liaison to AQI.51 Abu Umar was highly successful at staying out of the line of fire, even as he was enemy number one to US forces in Iraq. Unlike Zarqawi, he led operations from the rear, maintained a high level of operational security, and managed the ISI like a CEO.

During this period Abu Umar was tasked to create an umbrella organization that would bind all Iraqi and foreign Islamic extremist groups under al-Qaeda. They called themselves Khalf al-Mutayibee, the “Coalition of Nobility.” In 2006, this group, with Abu Umar at the helm and Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi helping, would carve Iraq into an “Islamic State.” Abu Umar was elected as the first Emir of the Islamic State. In 2007 the MSC released a communiqué that proclaimed the establishment of a Sunnah Caliphate in Iraq. They delineated its boundaries and asked all to swear loaylity to its new Emir, Abu Umar al-Baghdadi. The announcement of the “Islamic State” read:

Your brothers announce the establishment of the Islamic State in Baghdad, Anbar, Diyala, Kirkuk, Salah al-Din, Ninawa, and in other parts of the governorate of Babel, in order to protect our religion and our people. Further, the Mujahid delivers a special call to the tribal heads in Iraq, and to all Sunnah Muslims in that country, to pledge loyalty to the Emir of the Believers, Abu Umar al-Baghdadi, by their adherence and obedience. 52

This announcement was lost in the tides of combat and the Islamic State tried other names, including the “Islamic Emirate of Iraq,” but settled on a new name, “The Islamic State of Iraq (ISI).” On April 17, 2010, a special reconnaissance unit observed a safe house containing al-Masri and al-Baghdadi. They called in that the signature of the residence indicated high-value targets and that the two leaders might be inside. A special operations force led by the Iraqi Special Forces and backed by US Army Rangers attacked the residence. The occupants fought, and helicopters with rockets and Hellfire missiles pummeled the building. The troops pulled the crushed corpses of al-Masri and the first Emir of the Islamic State, Abu Umar, from the rubble. Their identities were later confirmed by DNA. These deaths turned the entire mission of seizing an Islamic State into the hands of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

HAJI BAKR: “THE SPY”
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Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi did not rise to power on the shoulders of Al-Qaeda in Iraq alone. During his internment at Camp Bucca he met, slept, and broke bread with many Sunnah members of the former Saddam regime loyalists who were fighting in the largest insurgent contingent, the Army of the Mujahideen. These men were almost exclusively the Saddam Fedayeen, the Special Republican Guard, and the five Ba’ath intelligence agencies, just now in civilian clothes. While there, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi not only renewed his belief in Salafist Islam, but developed an appreciation for Saddam Hussein’s centralized power structure to control people and resources. One of the men he met was named Samir Mohammed Abdul al-Khlifawi, a.k.a. Haji Bakr. Haji Bakr was a former Lieutenant Colonel in the Internal security apparatus of the Air Force. That was meaningless, as it was just a cover name the counterintelligence men designated to hunt down armed services members who were suspected of disloyalty to Saddam. He was the worst kind of spy—the one detested by all intelligence officers—an internal spy catcher. Usually to prove one’s worth under Saddam a spy catcher had to catch spies, and in an intelligence agency that meant turning in one’s friends and family. Haji Bakr was accomplished at intelligence work, but when the Americans invaded he went underground with all the other intelligence officers and started supporting the insurgency in civilian guise. Upon his release, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was now a senior man in AQI and Haji Bakr was invited to bring his intelligence experience and organizational skills to improve the relations with the Ba’athists.


Camp Bucca, Iraq54

Camp Bucca was the principal detention facility for the bulk of the Iraqi extremist insurgents captured in the five previous years. Despite the best efforts of American security forces, the detention of so many suspected and real insurgents at Camp Bucca had inadvertently created a concentrated ideas and team-building environment. This location allowed the guilty, the innocent, and the unlucky, to convalesce, strengthen relationships, and hobnob among the terror elite. Camp Bucca allowed the lowest key insurgents to meet, share lessons and knowledge, and conduct terror practicums on what each different group had learned from dealing with a large-scale professional force such as the Americans. The detainees knew they would eventually be released and that the Iraqi army would just be a hollow, well-equipped shell of the US Army that designed it.”



One thing Haji Bakr excelled at was human terrain. He understood how Ba’ath intelligence used information collected in Stasi-like meticulousness to hunt and harm the opposition, real or imagined. He also knew that any future Sunnah nation would need such skills and he brought them to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. In 2011 he was sent to Syria to use his experienced relationships with Syrian intelligence during the insurgency to seize whatever he could and carve out a safe haven. He was the right man for the job, and with his support ISI managed to form and enter Syria with a force called the Jebhat al-Nusra, made up of Syrian AIS members and foreign fighters. They seized major military bases, intelligence, weapons stores, and equipment that gave Haji Bakr an instant covert spy agency with government-level high-tech weapons and equipment. While in Syria and commanding ISI troops, he sketched out the state management structure for the leadership. In January 2014, he was killed by members of the Syrian Martyrs Brigade in the Syrian town of Tal Rifaat. Der Spiegel magazine received his handwritten notes. His notes and charts organized a top-to-bottom-level spy agency with dossiers containing every detail of everyone’s life, for use against them. Haji Bakr has been called “Baghdadi’s Brain” or even “Baghdadi’s Ba’athist,” but the German magazine called him “The Architect of ISIS.”

Most ISIS leaders, like Haji Bakr, come directly from the ranks of Al-Qaeda in Iraq, where they joined their skills with Saddam Hussein’s former Ba’athist political and intelligence officers.53

THE DEPUTIES
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Abu Arkan al-Amiri (or Abu Arkan al-Ameri)

Head of Shura Council: Abu Arkan is a murky figure; such key facts as his birthplace and birthdate are unknown.55 He was appointed to the Shura Council, ISIS’s top advisory council56 by Baghdadi himself, and thus heads the one group that (in theory, at least) could overrule the caliph’s dictates and overthrow the caliph himself.57 In the event that Baghdadi for any reason ceased operating as caliph, this council would determine his successor.58 If that occurred, some sources count Abu Arkan as a strong contender for the position.59 60 As part of daily operations, the Shura Council’s main function is to communicate commands from Baghdadi and his two top deputies, as well as to recommend governors.61
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Sheikh Abu Mohammad al-Adnani: “The Voice of the Caliph”

Official Spokesperson, Member of Shura Council, Governor of Raqqa: Abu Mohammad al-Adnani was born Taha Sobhi Falaha62 in 1977 in Banash, Syria.63 He was detained at Camp Bucca for five years, between 2005 and 2010 under the name of Yasser Khalaf Hussein Nazal al-Rawi.64,65 In 2013, al-Adnani was reportedly head of Syrian operations.66 Al-Adnani achieved prominence as ISIS’s spokesman, thus serving as the voice behind such pronouncements ISIS’s creation of a caliphate,67 and in September 2014, a speech encouraging ISIS supporters to kill Westerners, including the following widely quoted excerpt:68

If you can kill a disbelieving American or European—especially the spiteful and filthy French—or an Australian, or a Canadian, or any other disbeliever from the disbelievers waging war, including the citizens of the countries that entered into a coalition against the Islamic State, then rely upon Allah, and kill him in any manner or way however it may be. Smash his head with a rock, or slaughter him with a knife, or run him over with your car, or throw him down from a high place, or choke him, or poison him.
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However, it is not his job as spokesman that makes him significant to the organization—ISIS relies much more on unofficial “crowdsourcing” of messages than al-Qaeda does.69 However, he possesses an understanding of the inner circle’s aims, born from his close relationship with ISIS leaders.70

Al-Adnani also serves as governor of Raqqa.71 ISIS took control of the Syrian town in 2014, transforming it into the capital of the Islamic State.72 In January 2016, he was reported wounded in an air strike.
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Fadl Ahmed Abdullah al-Hiyali (Abu Muslim al-Turkmani)

Fadl Ahmed Abdullah al-Hiyali was known by many names. Abu Muslim al-Turkmani was his nom de guerre, while he was also known as Abu Mutaz al-Qurashi and as Haji Mutazz.

Before his death, Al-Turkmani was said to be the second-in-command of ISIS in Iraq. In 2013, he was made deputy Emir of Iraq and Syria by Baghdadi; US officials reported that he wasn’t an executive officer, but high on the hierarchical ladder nonetheless.73 After the deaths of Abu Abdulrahman al-Bilawi and Baghdadi’s Deputy Samir al-Khlifawi in January of 2014, al-Turkmani became the senior-most ISIS leader under Baghdadi.

As Emir of Iraq, he was reported to be in charge of overseeing Iraqi Provinces under ISIS’s control. In this position he managed ISIS military operations, finances, media, operations, and logistics, and had sub-Emirs reporting to him on all province-wide events.

As a former Lieutenant Colonel in the Iraqi Army under Saddam Hussein, he served the regime’s intelligence apparatus and was said to have served in the Iraqi Special Forces and the Special Republican Guard. After the invasion of Iraq in 2003, he joined the Sunni insurgency against the coalition forces. It’s unknown whether he was arrested for being part of the insurgency or because he was a loyal Ba’athist member and close to Saddam Hussein and Izzat al-Douri. Either way, he was imprisoned and served inside a US-operated prison believed to be Camp Bucca.74 He was born in Tal Afar, Nineveh Governance, to a family of Sunni Muslims.

Despite numerous reports of Abu Muslim al-Turkmani’s death in the past, US officials are confident that al-Turkmani died on August 18, 2015, when a drone struck the car he was driving near the occupied Iraqi city of Mosul.75 Official ISIS spokesman Abu Mohammad al-Adnani confirmed his death.
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Abu Ali al-Anbari: Deputy Emir, Emir of Syria

Abu Ali al-Anbari served as a deputy Emir to Baghdadi and as Emir of Syria. In addition, he sat on the ISIS intelligence and security councils.76 He directed Syrian operations and also administered the governors who manage finances, weaponry, legal issues in the twelve Syrian provinces.77 78

Al-Anbari was an ethnic Turkman,79 was born in Mosul, Iraq, and resided in Raqqa, Syria.80 Like many senior members of ISIS, Abu Ali al-Anbari served in the military under Saddam Hussein at the rank of Major General. During the invasion of Iraq in 2003, Anbari joined Al-Qaeda in Iraq after being ejected from the Ansar al-Islam terrorist group for financial corruption.

After an airstrike allegedly left the Caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi with injuries, Abu Ali al-Anbari took over the role as acting Caliph until Baghdadi recovered. He was also positioned as successor in the event al-Baghdadi died.81 The Pentagon reported in December 2015 that Abu Ali al-Anbari was killed in November 2015 during an air raid, along with fifteen other terrorists.82
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Tarkhan Tayumurazovich Batirashvili, a.k.a. Omar al-Shishani, a.k.a. Omar the Chechen

Military Commander, Member of Shura Council: Al-Shishani is a Chechen who was born in 1986 in a region of Georgia known as the Pankisi Gorge, a breeding ground for separatist rebels83 where unemployment is 90 percent.84 He is rumored to be ISIS’s second-in-command and is the top commander of ISIS’s Syrian military arm, a post he assumed after his predecessor, Abu Abdul-Rahman al-Bilawi al-Anbar, was killed in Mosul in June 2014.85 Known as a “tactical mastermind,” he commands about 1,000 Chechen fighters who were instrumental in ISIS’s successes in Syria and Northern Iraq (and who are seen as some of the most brutal combatants in the Syrian conflict).86 Al-Shishani was once a sergeant of the Georgian army, where he served in the 2008 war with Russia.87 He was discharged from the army in 2010 after contracting tuberculosis.88 He spent at least two years in prison on a weapons possession charge,89 which is where his extremist ideology developed.90 According to his father, who is Christian (Shishani’s late mother was Muslim), al-Shishani was not particularly interested in religion in his youth.91

His rise has been precipitous in ISIS. In March 2012, al-Shishani arrived in Syria, transferring his loyalty to ISIS in May 2013, and was elevated to head of Northern Syria later that year.92 He has since been featured in so many ISIS videos he has become “the face of the ISIS conquests.”93
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Abu al-Athir Amr al-Absi: “The Propagandist to God”

Shura Council Member, Head of Media Council: Al-Absi is a Syrian national who was born in 1979 in Saudi Arabia.94 As head of ISIS’s media operations, al-Absi is considered by some to be among the top five most important members of ISIS leadership, and a serious candidate as Baghdadi’s successor.95 In fact, he is credited with bringing Omar al-Shishani to Baghdadi.96

Al-Absi marshals a large number of full-time media personnel, and through his efforts, ISIS has gained a reputation as “the first organization of this kind [to understand] the impact of social media,”97 deploying strategies such as “Twitter bombs” to drive recruitment online, especially among foreign fighters and younger fighters.98 In addition to social media, al-Absi relies on a host of (largely anonymous) bloggers99 and in July 2014 launched Dabiq, a high production value, glossy-style online magazine.

In late summer 2012, his older brother, the ISIS fighter Firas al-Absi (a.k.a. Sheikh Abu Mohammed al-Absi), was killed in Syria by other rebel forces.100,101 This event prompted al-Absi to join up with al-Baghdadi for whom he previously served as ISIS’s governor of Aleppo.102,103 In this capacity, sources speculate that he was responsible for many of the group’s kidnappings in Syria.104 Al-Absi is also responsible for engaging with important regional religious leaders and other significant players.105
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Jihadi John—Mohammed Emwazi: “The Face of ISIS”

For many, a black-hooded Mohammed Emwazi is the image that comes to mind when thinking of ISIS. He was the ISIS Lord High Executioner nicknamed “Jihadi John.”

Emwazi was born in born in al-Jahra, Kuwait in 1988 to Kuwaiti parents, and raised in North Kensington, London. He was known to have wanted to play for the Manchester United football team. One of his teachers described him as “reasonably hard working,” and noted he had been bullied. He would become the iconic voice and face of the ISIS death cult.106

After graduating from University of Westminster in 2009 with a degree in computing, he went to Tanzania under an assumed name, “Muhammad ibn Muazzam.” Upon returning, he said he had been interrogated by British authorities, who suggested he was involved with the al-Qaeda–backed al-Shabaab militia.107 He denied being involved with al-Shabaab, but according to hostages who met Emwazi he was obsessed with Somalia and forced them to watch videos about Somalia. After he successfully returned to England, he met with Asim Qureshi of the London-based CAGE, a human rights advocacy group, and told him “that he had been very unfairly treated” by British authorities.108

He later moved to Kuwait and worked in business. After a few trips back and forth between Kuwait and London, British authorities held him once again. He disclosed to Qureshi that he was frustrated at how he was being scrutinized, saying “I feel like a prisoner, only not in a cage, in London.” He then disappeared.

“Jihadi John” would become infamous after Aug 19, 2014, when a video called “A Message to America” depicting the graphic beheading of kidnapped journalist James Foley was broadcast worldwide. Then came “A Second Message to America,” which ended with the beheading of American journalist Steven Sotloff. He took part in beheading British citizens David Haines, then Alan Henning, twenty-one Syrian soldiers, and then Peter Kassig. In January 2015, “Jihadi John” was featured in the execution videos of Haruna Yukawa and then Kenji Goto.
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Emwazi was part of a crew that would guard Western hostages in the Syrian town of Idlib. Here his captives nicknamed the four British captors “the Beatles.” The hostages used the name to keep track of who was present and they had named Emwazi “John” after John Lennon.

Speculation on the identity of “Jihadi John” was rampant until February 2015, when friends of Emwazi identified him to the Washington Post, stating “He was like a brother to me… I’m sure it was him.” His mother claimed she knew it was him.”109

British intelligence pulled out all of the stops to locate and neutralize “the Beatles” and kill Emwazi in particular. British intelligence operated American MQ-9 Reaper drones to identify and kill high-value ISIS commanders. Somehow, Emwazi appeared to intelligence operators, allowing them to identify him through drones and track his movements. On November 12, 2015, a drone identified him leaving a building and entering a car in Raqqa, Syria. He was instantly vaporized.110

AN AMERICAN IN ISIS—THE LIFE AND DEATH OF DOUGLAS MACARTHUR MCCAIN

Douglas McArthur McCain was born in Chicago, Illinois on January 29, 1981. He frequently moved between Chicago and New Hope, a suburb of Minneapolis. He attended Robbinsdale Cooper High School and Robbinsdale Armstrong High School, played on the basketball team, and was known as a “fun guy to be around” according to his friends. In high school, he was best friends with Troy Kastigar, who went to fight and die with al-Shabaab in Somalia.

After he dropped out of high school, McCain accumulated a criminal record with misdemeanor theft, marijuana possession, disorderly conduct, obstruction of public official, driving without a license, and other charges starting in 2000.111 He eventually moved from the Minneapolis area to San Diego around 2004. Somewhere during that move he converted to Islam. A tweet posted on May 14, 2014 said “I reverted to Islam 10 years ago and I must say In sha Allah I will never look back the best thing that ever happen to me.”

He attended San Diego City College112 and worked for a Somali restaurant named “African Spice” in the City Heights area of San Diego. A local who saw him at the restaurant claimed he smoked and was not very religious. “He was just a regular American kid.”113 He claimed on Facebook that he worked for the Dawah-Calling to Allah.114 In San Diego, he attended the Masjid Nur mosque in City Heights. Attendees were quoted in local reports as being surprised at the reports of his death and association with ISIS.

After his conversion, McCain went to Sweden to compete in a rap battle. Those who interacted with him during this trip said he was very clearly devoted to Islam, but as one person, Kevin Kohlin, noted, “He respected my Christianity.”115

His Facebook account was under the name “Duale ThaslaveAllah;” on Twitter he was “Duale Khalid” with “It’s Islam over everything” as his tag line.116 He also reposted from this account a prayer for ISIS: “It takes a warrior to understand a warrior. Pray for ISIS.” In another tweet he said, “Ya allah, when it’s my time to go have mercy on my soul have mercy on my bros.”117 A subsequent tweet republished the entire translation of a speech given by ISIS spokesman, Abu Mohammad al-Adnani.
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He travelled to Syria via Istanbul. Locals who remember him said he travelled with the name “Duale” and was eager to talk about basketball.118 On June 9, 2014, he told another Twitter user “I’ll be joining you soon.” A day later he would post another tweet on June 10, 2014, saying “I’m with the brothers now,” perhaps indicating when he crossed the border and joined ISIS.

He was killed in Syria in August 2014, in a skirmish between ISIS and the Free Syrian Army. He was easily identified by his tattoos. He was found with $800 and his US passport (see below).119 He was one of fifteen young men to join ISIS from the Minnesota area.
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MANPOWER POOL OF THE CULT INTERNATIONAL
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HOW MANY MEMBERS?

There’s no exact headcount as to how many fighters are in the ranks of ISIS. This happens not only because any estimate is based on guesswork, but also because ISIS has grown rapidly since its self-proclamation as a caliphate: countless people around the world joined it daily. Depending on the source, there are wildly different numbers: 9,000–18,000 (US intelligence), 20,000–31,000 (CIA), 50,000 in Syria alone (Syrian Observatory for Human Rights), 70,000 (Russian General Staff), 100,000 (Baghdad-based security expert Hisham al-Hashimi), and 200,000 (the chief of staff to Kurdish president).120

Most fighters are, understandably, from Syria and Iraq. A Reuters report based on an inside source claims that 90 percent of fighters in Iraq are Iraqi and 70 percent of fighters in Syria are Syrian.121 Still, many of ISIS’s most effective fighters are foreigners from around the world. A UN Security Council report from March 2015 estimated that some 22,000 fighters from 100 different nations have traveled to Syria and Iraq to support ISIS.122

In December 2015, the Soufan Group released a report entitled “Foreign Fighters—An Updated Assessment of the Flow of Foreign Fighters into Syria.” The data was drawn from a variety of sources, including official numbers presented by governments and estimates by various organizations, regional specialists, or from news sources.

Soufan calculated that between 27,000 and 31,000 people from 86 countries have left their homes to join ISIS or other jihadist groups. By contrast, in June 2014, when ISIS declared itself a Caliphate, the Soufan Group estimated in “Foreign Fighters in Syria” that the initial number was around 12,000 fighters from 81 countries.

Additionally, they noted that thus far the efforts to limit fighters show limited impact. However, the increase in fighters is not uniform. Western Europe saw double the fighters since June 2014. North America saw no change, whereas Russia and Central Asia experienced a significant rise, an estimated 300 percent increase since June 2014. They speculate that the rate of return to the West may be as high as 20–30 percent.

In light of admissions that the existing insurgents have an ability to rapidly regenerate at a consistent rate, any numbers projected on their manpower could quickly become unreliable.

The US Combined Joint Task Force estimates ISIS has lost 23,000 soldiers and defectors since the air campaign began in June 2014. Rates of defections are also said to have increased. In November 2015, ninety fighters surrendered to Kurdish forces. Twenty-two surrendered that same month during an offense near Ramadi.

THE FIGHTERS

The Americas

Canada: Canadian officials place the number of fighters in Syria/Iraq at 130.123 One Canadian, André Poulin, was killed in Syria after being filmed for an al-Hayat video called “The Chosen Few of Different Lands.” Also Damian Clairmont, 22, died fighting with ISIS in Syria in January 2014.

USA: The House Homeland Security committee says around 250 Americans have traveled to Syria/Iraq to fight. October 21, 2015, FBI Director Comey said the rate of recruitment is down. Official: 150. Unofficial: 250+. Director of National Intelligence James Clapper stated in March 2015 that forty have returned to the US. 124

Brazil: Official: 3.125

Chile: One fighter from Chile has died in Syria: Bastian Vazquez, known as Abu Sifayya.

Trinidad and Tobago: After the Paris attacks, Trinidad confirmed that eighty-nine citizens had joined ISIS.126

Western Europe

Austria: Official: 300. Unofficial: 233. Returnees: 70.127

Belgium: The Belgian government suggested that there are 180–190 fighters in Syria/Iraq, with 60–70 killed. The official return count by the government is 118 as of July 2015. Belgian researcher Pieter Van Ostaeyen calculated 516 Belgians in ISIS.128

Britain: British police said that 700 or more people had joined ISIS. There are an estimated 350 who have returned home.129

Denmark: Danish Security and Intelligence Service put the number of Danes joining the fight in Iraq/Syria at 125. 130

France: Official: 1,700. Returnees: 250 (May 2015).131

Finland: According to Veli-Pekka Kivimaki at Finnish National Defence University, there are seventy Finns fighting in Syria/Iraq, whereas fifteen have been killed and twenty returned home. 132

Germany: Interior Minister Thomas de Maiziere stated that 760 Germans, many with dual citizenship, have joined ISIS, 120 have been killed, and that 200 have returned.133

Ireland: Alan Shatter, former Minister of Justice, said that there were around forty Irish fighters and that they associate with the British fighters. He noted that they were “perfect snipers.” 134

Italy: In September 2015, Italian Minister of Defense Roberta Pinotti stated that eighty-seven Italians are in the fight in Iraq/Syria135. Il Giornale reported ten fighters had returned to Italy in early 2015.136

Netherlands: Officials said that an average of five “jihadists” leave every month and as of October 1, 2015, a total of 220 had left to join ISIS. They believe around forty have returned home. The death count in Syria Iraq is “very likely” forty-two. They estimate that 140 fighters are left.137

Norway: Official: 81.138

Portugal: In early 2015, after the death of a boy named Abu al-Faruq and his father Abu Juwairiya al-Portughali, Lisbon officials give the estimate that twelve to fifteen citizens of Portugal have joined ISIS.139

Spain: Official: 133. Unofficial: 250.140

Sweden: Säpo (Swedish Security Service) official Anders Thornberg states around three hundred Swedes have travelled to Iraq/Syria to fight with ISIS. Forty have been killed. The Swedish Security Service has identified 115 returnees. 141

Switzerland: FIS states that there are seventy-one cases on record, fifty-seven who went to Syria/Iraq, fourteen who went to Somalia, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. It is believed that fifteen are dead including eight confirmed. There are seven confirmed returnees.142

Balkans

Albania: ICSR-International Center for the Study of Radicalisation and Political Violence published a report tracking foreign fighters suggesting ninety fighters; other estimates push the range up to one hundred.143

Bosnia: Official: 330. Unofficial: 217. Returnees: 51.144

Kosovo: The Minister of Internal Affairs stated in February 2015 the estimate number of fighters is around three hundred.145

Serbia: Unofficial: fifty to seventy.146

Russia and Eastern Europe

Azerbaijani: Official: 104+. Unofficial: 216. Returnees: 49.147

Georgia: Georgian officials say that fifty or more citizens have joined ISIS. The Integration Foundation of Caucuses People put the number closer to two hundred.148

Macedonia: Official: 146. Unofficial: 100.149

Moldova: 1+.150

Montenegro: The government of Montenegro hasn’t confirmed any numbers, but Radio Free Europe claimed a CIA document numbered thirty fighters in Syria/Iraq.151

Romania: 1+.152

Russia: Official: 2,400. 153

Central Asia

Afghanistan: Unofficial: 50. 154

Kazakhstan: Official: 300.155

Kyrgyzstan: Unofficial: 500.156

Tajikistan: Official: 386.157

Turkmenistan: Unofficial: 360.158

Uzbekistan: While Tashkent claims 500 Uzbeks are fighting in Iraq/Syria, the Crisis Group suggests that the number is closer to 2,500.159

Near East and Levant

Jordan: Official: 2,000+. Unofficial: 2,500.160

Lebanon: Official: 900.161

Turkey: Officia: 2,000–2,200. Returnees: 600+.

Arabian Gulf States

Saudi Arabia: The Brookings Institute has reported the number of Saudi fighters as 2,500.162

UAE: Unofficial: 15.163

Qatar: Unofficial: 10.164

Kuwait: Unofficial: 70.165

North Africa

Algeria: Official: 170. Unofficial: 200–250.166

Egypt: Official: 600+. Unofficial: 1,000.167

Libya: Unofficial: 600.168

Morocco: According to a study by the German Institute for International Security and Affairs, the growth of Moroccan fighters jumped from 1,122 in June 2014 to over 1,500. This does not include Europeans of Moroccan ancestry, which would add another 1,000.169

Tunisians: More than 6,000, Unofficial: 7,000. Returnees: 625+.170

Sub-Saharan Africa (Does Not Include Nigeria)

Somalia: Unofficial: 70.171

South Africa: In May 2015, Al Jazeera reported that twenty-three or more families went to Iraq/Syria. Two South Africans have been killed fighting in Syria. Official: 1.172

Sudan: The Ministry of Interior stated that around seventy Sudanese have traveled to Libya and Syria to join ISIS. 173

East and Southeast Asia

Cambodia: Official: 1.174

China: A Chinese state-run newspaper announced that around three hundred Uigurs have joined ISIS. China says fighters are coming from the East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM), though some have said ETIM is a regional interest not tied to ISIS.175

India: India has acknowledged twenty-three Indian citizens have joined ISIS, many going through Pakistan first. India says ISIS has no footing in India, but that 150 youth are under surveillance. 176

Indonesia: Official: 700. Unofficial: 500. Returnees: 162.177

Japan: Former Air Force official Toshio Tamogami stated that Israeli foreign ministry official Nissim Ben Shitrit reported nine Japanese citizens were in Syria/Iraq.178

Madagascar: Official: 3+.179

Malaysia: Official: 100. Returnees: 5+.180

Maldives: Despite the size of the country, the Maldives has an estimated two hundred fighters who joined ISIS. 181

Pakistan: Official: 70. Unofficial: 330.182

Philippines: Former President Fidel Ramos stated the total of Filipinos who had joined ISIS was around one hundred. The most recent report comes only after a few months of the establishment of “The Islamic State.” (Aug 2014)183

Singapore: Official: 2.184

Australasia

Australia: Assistant Secretary Cameron Gifford said that around 120 Australians are engaged in fighting in Syria/Iraq. Between 32 and 42 have been killed. He said approximately 30 Australians have returned home and that 170 people are providing material support.185

New Zealand: Official: 5–10. Unofficial: 6.186




CHAPTER 3

THE CALIPHATE ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE
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CALIPHATE LEVEL—LEADERSHIP

CALIPH

Caliph Ibrahim al-Qureyshi (Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi)

DEPUTY POSITIONS

Deputy/Emir of Syria

Abu Ali al-Anbari (KIA December 12, 2015)

Deputy/Emir of Iraq

Abu Muslim al-Turkmani. Real name: Fadil Ahmad Abdallah al-Hayyali (KIA August 18, 2015)

CABINET-LEVEL COUNCILS

Financial Council

Muafaq Mustafa Mohammed al-Khamoush (KIA)

Leadership Council

Abu Muslim al-Afari al-Turkmani

Military Council

Walid Mohammed al-Alwani, a.k.a. Abu Ahmad al-Alwani

Deputy to Alwani: Omar al-Shishani187

Feres Reif al-Naima (Chief of Logistics and Supplies)188

Abdul Rahman al-Afari (Oversees Martyr’s families)189

Khairy Abed Mahmoud al-Taey a.k.a. Abu Kifah (Supervises IED deployment)190

Abdullah Ahmed al-Mashhadani (Supplies Foreign Fighters)191

Previous Heads of Military Council:

Adnan Latif Hamid al-Sweidawi (KIA November 7, 2014 in Mosul)

Adnan Ismail Najm al-Bilawai al-Dulaimi a.k.a. Abu Abdulrahman al-Bilawi (KIA June 4, 2014 in Mosul)

Sharia Council

Abu Mohammed al-Ani

Internal Security

Abu Ali al-Anbari (possible KIA)

Intelligence

Unknown

Media Council

Abu al Athir Amr al Absi

SHURA COUNCIL

Abu Arkan al-Amiri (Head of Shura Council)

Abu Muslim al-Afari al-Turkmani

Abu Ali al-Anbari

Omar al-Shishani

Abu Ayman al-Iraqi

Abu al-Athir Amr al-Absi

Abu Muhammad al-Adnani

Border

Ridwan Taleh Hussein Ismail Hamduni (Abu Jarnas)

Other ISIS Leaders

Wahib Shaker al-Fahdawi (Abu Wahib)

Lafadarim Mohaskari (Abu Abdullah al-Kosovi)

Abu Khutab al-Kurdi (Led Kobani campaign)

Abu Hazifa al-Yamani

Abu Omar (the boxer)

Ahmed Abu Samra (American-Syrian)

Turki al-Banali (Abu Himam al-Athari), referred to as Emir of North Africa in some reports

Bashar Ismail al-Hamdani (Abu Mohammed)—prisoner control

Abdul Wahed Khudair Ahmed (Abu Luay)—general security official

Mohammed Hamid al-Dulaimi (Abu Hajer al-Assafi)—mail official

Auf Abdul Rahman al-Afawi (Abu Saja)

Ahmed Abousamra (Media Center Work)

THE SYRIAN COMMAND

DEPUTY/EMIR OF SYRIA

Abu Ali al-Anbari (KIA-December 12, 2015)

ALEPPO (HALAB)
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Governate Overview

Aleppo (Halab) is the most populous region in Syria, located in the semi-arid Aleppo Plateau with 10 districts, 32 towns, 1430 villages. The district borders Turkey along key entry points such as Gaziantep. The main cities are Aleppo, Manbij, As Safirah, Al-Bab, Ayn Al-Arab, Afrin, A’zaz, Dayr Hafir, Jarabulus and Atarib. Population: 4.9 million.

Organization

Wali: Omar Al-Absi a.k.a. Abu Atheer al-Absi (possibly removed)192

Army Leadership

Abu Osama al-Tunisi

Additional Commanders

Hassan Aboud al-Sarmini

Estimated Fighter Count

4,000193

Campaigns/Battles

Battle of Aleppo 2012–Present: The battle of Aleppo, also known as the “mother of battles,” began on July 19, 2012 and is still ongoing. The al-Nusra Front have about two thousand194 of the estimated 6–15 thousand rebel fighters195 196 from a vast array of secular and not-so-secular groups, which are widely outnumbered by the other side: 28–30 thousand members of the pro-Assad Syrian forces accompanied by Hezbollah.197

As for the “outcome” of this seemingly unending conflict, it is impossible to say who has won or lost. At this point, the city and its surrounding area are held, variously, by the Syrian Army, the Kurds, and the opposition, while the immense “state within a state” that is now under the sway of ISIS is less than 15 km from the Old City. At the same time, control of some of the other parts of the city and its environs are often more or less in play.198

Other Battles

Kuweires Offensive—September 14, 2015–November 16, 2015: ISIS held the Kuweires Military Airbase for two years. The Syrian Arab Army fought to uproot ISIS control of Kuweires Airbase with cooperation from the National Defense Forces and the Al-Ba’ath Battalion. Additionally, the operation notably involved support from the Iranian Quds force and from Russian airstrikes.199

Siege of Kobane: September 13, 2014–March 15, 2015: ISIS started its offensive against Kobane on September 13, 2015 with a massive campaign to overwhelm the local forces. Using freshly captured tanks, they took twenty-one Kurdish villages in twenty-four hours. Within two more days they had a total of sixty villages under their control. Forty-five thousand people fled to Turkey. By late September, ISIS was within 10 km of Kobane and was shelling the city from the outskirts. 200 By early October, ISIS had control of 350 villages.201 On October 5, ISIS began to enter the city of Kobane with the capture of Mistanour Hill, and then on further into the streets of the south side of the city. On October 6, ISIS raised its flag in the southeastern area of the city.202 The gains made on October 6, were reversed by Kurdish forces the next day with help from American airstrikes. Over the coming days, however, ISIS would continue its push until it captured the headquarters of the Kurdish forces on October 10, 2014.203

Over six months, the People’s Protection Units (YPG) would battle with ISIS through the city until they pushed ISIS out of both the city of Kobane by January 26, 2015 and recaptured the villages by March 15, 2015. The YPG and allies lost 1,405 people. Up to two thousand ISIS mujahideen died, with eighteen tanks destroyed.

BARAKAH A.K.A. AL-HASAKAH

[image: image]

Province Overview

Cities: Al-Hasakah, Jaza, Kahtanieh, al-Maabadah, al-Mnajeer, Tel Baydar, Tel Erphan, Tel Hamees. The population is approximately 1.5 million.

Organization

Wali: Abu Osama al-Iraqi204

Army Leader

Top Commander may be Abdul Mohsen al-Zaghilani al-Taresh205

Fighter Count

6,000

Notable Leaders

Ahmed Alaqqal was emir over Tel Abiad and Hesba. He was beheaded in Suluk after ISIS found him to be a drug dealer. The Alaqqal family was key to establishing ISIS. Their family is very involved in ISIS with lots of members as senior leaders. Hadi Alaqqal is a founder of al-Nusra Front.206
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