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			The Islamic State

			Key information

			
					Year founded: 2006, during the Mujahideen Shura Council in Iraq, which brought together five jihadist groups and around 30 Sunni tribes. The terrorist group proclaimed the Islamic State of Iraq in October 2006, before becoming the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant in 2013.

					Ideology: Salafi jihadism (Sunni Islam).

					Founders:	Abu Musab al-Zarqawi (1966-2006)

	Abu Omar al-Baghdadi (died in 2010)

	Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi (born in 1971).




					Names: al-Dawlah al-Islamīyah fī al-ʻIrāq wa-al-Shām, meaning Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) in English, Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), the Islamic State, or Daesh (Arabic acronym for ISIL, which is considered to be pejorative by members of the terrorist cell). Others prefer to refer to it as the so-called, self-proclaimed or self-styled Islamic State as a way of signalling their refusal to consider the terrorist group as a true state.

					Objectives:	to found a caliphate bringing together the entire Muslim world, on the model of the Abbasid Caliphate;

	to fight against the West, which it considers responsible for the persecution of Muslims over the centuries;

	to fight against Shia Muslims.




			

			Introduction

			In January 2015, the satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo was targeted by terrorists, along with a Jewish supermarket, where an armed man took staff and customers hostage. The death toll was high: 17 people were killed during the attacks. On 13 November of the same year, the French capital was once again hit by a series of attacks which claimed 130 victims, who were shot down in the street, in cafés or in the Bataclan theatre. On 22 March 2016, Belgium fell victim to multiple suicide attacks, when bombs were set of at Brussels airport and the Maelbeek metro station, a short distance from the European institutions, leaving 32 dead and over 200 wounded. These are just two examples among many: the USA, Iraq, Syria, Egypt and Turkey have also been hit by attacks.

			These attacks were claimed by an organisation which was until then largely unknown to the general public, and which goes by the name of the Islamic State or ISIS. This relatively young, but no less powerful, organisation claims to be aligned with Islam and is driven by the desire to wage jihad against all of Western civilisation, as well as by its intention to restore the Abbasid Caliphate, which fell in 1258. The group was founded in 2006 and developed in a specific historical context, namely the war in Iraq and Syria, which favoured the rapid rise of armed extremism, spread by men nostalgic for the former power of the Muslim world.
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			The flag of the Islamic State.

			
				
					JIHAD

					The concept of jihad was formulated after the death of Muhammad (570-632) by Muslim religious scholars. Originally meaning ‘struggle’, the term refers to the war effort against non-Muslims. It was decreed by the caliph himself, the head of the Ummah (the Muslim community throughout the world), or by one of his representatives. Although jihad has not been officially proclaimed since 1914, it is regularly taken up by groups of independent fighters who give it a warlike meaning. They use it to evoke a sort of anti-Crusade against the West and the fight against colonialism. This fight is waged while threatening Western culture and interests in the Middle East, which they claim corrupt the Muslim elites.

					From the 10th century onwards, some authors have developed a more moderate view of the concept by considering jihad as a defensive fight. Sufis (members of a Muslim mystical order) often distinguish between greater and lesser jihad. Greater jihad refers to the daily combat that each Muslim must wage against the temptations around them which could lead them to stray from the right path; in theory, therefore, it is not violent.

				

			

			Although the Islamic State often makes the headlines, the general public tend to have a poor understanding of it. The group raises many questions: what is really hiding behind the Islamic State? How was it created? How does it work? What are its pressure tactics? All these questions will be answered in this guide.

		


		
			The origins of the Islamic State

			The history of Iraq

			An unstable country

			The origins of the Islamic State are inextricably linked to the history of Iraq. The country was at one time the centre of the Arab world, but it became a British colony after the First World War (1914-1918) and only gained its independence in the second half of the 20th century, following a coup d’état by General Abd al-Karim Qasim (1914-1963) in July 1958. After the execution of the former leader of the country, King Faisal II (1883-1933), and those around him, the Republic of Iraq was proclaimed. It was led by the Ba’ath Party.

			
				
					THE BA’ATH PARTY

					The Ba’ath (literally ‘resurrection’) Party is an Arab nationalist political party in the Middle East. Its aim is to achieve Arab unification and to promote the economic, political and cultural independence of the Arab world. From 1950 onwards, socialist tendencies were added to this desire, resulting in a revitalisation of society.

					The Ba’ath Party has been present in Iraq since 1949. After a long period operating underground, it officially became a prominent part of the political scene after the revolution in 1958, and firmly established its power ten years later.

					In Syria, the Ba’ath Party came to power in the early 1960s and embarked on a policy of nationalisation. Hafez al-Assad (1930-2000), the father of Bashar al-Assad (President of Syria, born in 1965) was Secretary General of the party from 1970 onwards, before becoming president of the country the following year.
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					The al-Assad family: Hafez al-Assad and his wife (seated); behind him are his children, including Bashar al-Assad (second from left).

				

			

			In 1968, Iraq was shaken by another coup d’état, resulting in the overthrow of the president Abdul Rahman Arif (1916-2007) and the restoration to power of the Ba’ath Party, which had been removed several years earlier. Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr (1914-1982) then became the leader of Iraq, assisted by his vice president Saddam Hussein (1937-2006). Saddam’s power increased over time, and before long he took advantage of the president’s advanced age to seize the reins of power, before officially succeeding him in 1979. He then embarked on a series of purges, in particular within his party, which led to the deaths of hundreds of people.

			Following the Islamic Revolution in Iran, Saddam led Iraq into a bloody and destructive war against its neighbour, which lasted for eight years and brought the country to its knees. He then attacked Kuwait, aiming in particular to increase his oil reserves, but once again his venture ended in failure. The UN punished him with an embargo on oil from Iraq, which was the country’s main financial resource.

			In spite of the disastrous state his country was in and the poverty faced by the Iraqi people, Saddam not only managed to maintain his power, but even strengthened it through a system of cronyism and by portraying himself as a bulwark against Western imperialism. The country was torn apart as it was beset by internecine wars and had to deal with high levels of criminality and corruption.
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			Photograph of Saddam Hussein.

			A country split between several religions

			Iraq is characterised by a very high degree of religious and ethnic diversity (Arabs, Kurds, Assyrians and Armenians, among others). The vast majority of the population is Muslim (95%), but there are also Christians, Yazidis and Mandaeans.

			
				
					ANCIENT MONOTHEISTIC RELIGIONS

					The Yazidis follow a monotheistic religion drawn from ancient Kurdish beliefs dating back to before the 9th century BC. Their religion is based on the oral transmission of the faith, and believes that God entrusted seven angels with the mission of preserving the Earth that he created. At present, there are 600 000 Yazidis in Iraq.

					Mandaeism is also a monotheistic religion and was originally established around the Euphrates and the Tigris. Its followed believe that the world is constituted by an opposition between the ‘world of light’ up above, and the ‘world of darkness’ down below. Its main prophet is John the Baptist.

				

			

			The Muslim community, which makes up the vast majority of the population, is itself divided into two groups: the Shias, representing 65% of the country’s Muslims, and the Sunnis, who make up the remaining 35%. These two groups originally belonged to a unified Islam but split after the death of the Prophet Muhammad, when it was time to choose a successor. While some (those who would become Shias) chose Ali, the Prophet’s son-in-law, others (the future Sunnis) lent their support to Abu Bakr, his companion and father-in-law. In addition, the two groups did not share the same view of the role of the imam. While Sunnis saw him as one man among others who guided believers, for Shias he was a descendent of the Prophet who drew his power from God. This had political consequences, as Sunnis accepted the mixing of religion and politics, whereas Shias wanted to distinguish between the two. The Iraqi state apparatus has always been dominated by Sunnis, who are a minority in the country, with the Shias constantly subjugated. 

			
				
					RULE BY THE MINORITY IN IRAQ

					One of the reasons Sunnis are in charge in Iraq is historic. In the time of the Ottoman Empire, the caliph was a Sunni, so his community was favoured. The Shias then formed a poorer rural community. When Iraq became a British colony, the Sunnis, who controlled the majority of the administration, were able to maintain their position. The Shias, on the other hand, chose to reject the colonialist presence and distanced themselves from politics.

				

			

			Immediately after the end of the First Gulf War, which was triggered by Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the country had to deal with uprisings in some majority-Shia regions. The rebellion was repressed so violently that the UN decided to intervene and created no-fly zones with the aim of protecting the population. The situation was catastrophic, especially as the USA was bombing Iraq on an almost daily basis in the late 1990s. However, Saddam managed to hold onto his position as leader of Iraq.

			Rising violence

			In 2003, the USA decided to invade Iraq, claiming that there were weapons of mass destruction in the country and that Saddam had links with terrorist groups, including al-Qaeda. The USA was supported in its mission by British troops. They invaded the country on 19 March and toppled the regime a few weeks later. Shortly afterwards, the UN Security Council handed over control of Iraq to the American and British coalition, so that it could embark on the process of rebuilding and restoring peace to the country. In September, a provisional government was put in place, but there was little improvement in the situation, and the American and British troops often faced open hostility.

			In March 2004, the Shia Ayad Allawi (born in 1944) was appointed Interim Prime Minister, while the Sunni Ghazi Mashal Ajil al-Yawer (born in 1958) was chosen as President of Iraq. However, shortly afterwards, the guerrilla war between Sunnis and Shias resumed, resulting in destruction and bloodshed across the country. The Americans attempted to violently repress the fighting.
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			Photograph taken in 2004 in Fallujah, a city in central Iraq which became the scene of a series of violent clashes.

			Elections were held in January 2005; as many Sunnis refused to participate, they were won by Shia candidates backed by Ayatollah Sistani (born in 1930). After extensive negotiations, the Kurdish politician Jalal Talabani (born in 1933) was chosen as President, with the Sunni Ghazi Mashal Ajil al-Yawer and the Shia Adil Abdul-Mahdi (born in 1942) as Vice Presidents. Immediately afterwards, a new constitution was drafted, but instead of improving the situation, it exacerbated the differences between the religious communities. The actions of the United States, which was not used to this kind of situation, also played a part in worsening it. Further elections were held at the end of the year. After lengthy talks, Talabani kept his position and the Shia Nouri al-Maliki (born in 1950) became Prime Minister. A few months later, al-Maliki unveiled a government of national unity tasked with re-establishing order. However, the violence did not lessen, and the USA decided to retake control of the situation. They launched a series of operations in order to put an end to the insurrections.

			In 2008, an agreement for the withdrawal of foreign troops was signed. This withdrawal was slated to begin in June 2009 and be completed by December 2011. Further elections were held on 7 March 2010 in order to ensure a successful transition. Talabani and al-Maliki kept their posts.

			After nine years of occupation, the last American troops left Iraq on 18 December 2011, leaving the country alone to build its future. The death toll of the operation was catastrophic: while the USA had lost over 4000 soldiers, over 110 000 Iraqis had been killed. In addition, George W. Bush (president of the USA, born in 1946) had waged an extensive campaign of de-Ba’athification by eliminating members of Saddam’s party. There was a very large number of these, because many Iraqis had joined the party in the 1990s in order to become civil servants, without having any real affinity for the dictator and his ideas.

			In spite of the withdrawal of foreign troops, tensions remained high and provided a breeding ground for terrorist groups such as the Islamic State. These radical groups took advantage of the extremely tense atmosphere to sow divisions within Iraqi society, stirring up hatred among Sunnis towards Shias and the West. They accused the USA of having occupied Iraqi territory, and more broadly the entire Middle East, for decades in order to exploit oil reserves in the Gulf. The sense of bitterness was exacerbated by the fact that promises to establish democracy had never been fulfilled. Salafists (members of a fundamentalist branch of Sunni Islam advocating a return to the text of the Qur’an) portrayed the Sunnis as victims, offered them a plan to emerge from their isolation and called for the violent overthrow of Shia power, which was presented as illegitimate and a deviation from true Islam. Consequently, on 15 October 2006, Iraqi insurgents formed an alliance and proclaimed the Islamic State of Iraq (Dawlat al-ʿIrāq al-ʾIslāmiyyah).

			The founders of the Islamic State

			Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and the development of an armed group in Iraq

			The Jordanian Abu Musab al-Zarqawi presented himself as the leader of this jihad against not only the West, but also against the Shias, who he hated more than anything else. He pledged allegiance to al-Qaeda in October 2004 and became the leader of the Iraqi branch of the organisation. He grouped together a number of Sunni factions around him.

			Al-Zarqawi, originally called Ahmad Fadeel al-Nazal al-Khalayleh, was born in a working-class neighbourhood of Zarqa, a poor town in Jordan. His early life was turbulent and marked by a series of petty crimes. His mother was worried by his behaviour and decided to send him to a Qur’anic school, from which he emerged a changed man. Shortly afterwards, he decided to go to Afghanistan to fight against the Soviet Union, and adopted the new name Abu Musab al-Zarqawi.

			After the departure of Soviet forces in 1989, the young fighter chose to remain in Afghanistan, where he met Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi. Al-Maqdisi wanted to overthrow the Arab governments that he viewed as corrupt, with the goal of changing society. The two men went to Jordan together to set up a terrorist cell there, but they were arrested and sentenced to 15 years in prison. This was when al-Zarqawi absorbed the ideas of Salafism. He left prison before the end of his sentence and returned to Afghanistan.

			In 2000, he met Osama Bin Laden (1957-2011) for the first time in Kandahar, Afghanistan. He turned down his suggestion to join al-Qaeda, preferring instead to focus his efforts on the establishment of an Islamic state in the Middle East. He also led a training camp in Herat, Afghanistan, in order to prepare for suicide attacks in the Middle East. However, he was forced to leave Kandahar after American forces arrived in 2001.

			After becoming leader of the jihadist group Jama’at al-Tawhid wal-Jihad, he organised several attacks in Iraq in 2003. The following year, Bin Laden incorporated al-Zarqawi’s group into al-Qaeda, and it became known as al-Qaeda in Iraq. Thanks to this merging, al-Zarqawi was able to gather enough supporters and

			
			
			Abu Omar al-Baghdadi and the assertion of a group of fighters

			
			
			
			
			Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and the move towards the foundation of a caliphate
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