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Hello, I'm Dan Byman. I'm the lead faculty member for this class on terrorism and 

counterterrorism. One thing we're going to do in this class is we're going to look at a topic that is 

in the news in terrorism. And I might be talking or I might bring in a guest expert to talk about 

something important that is in the headlines. And we're going to do this every week. And we 

hope you'll not only view the material, but you'll also engage in our discussion boards, and in 

general, bring this to your interaction with the class.  

 

Today, I am delighted to bring Dr. Will McCants in to talk to us about the Islamic State, which is, 

of course, running rampant in Iraq and Syria. Dr. McCants is the director of the Brookings 

Islamic World Relations Project. Dr. McCants, let me begin with a simple question. The Islamic 

State has a confusing history. Can you explain to us how it got to where it is today?  

 

So the Islamic State's founding goes back to 2006. It was founded by, for the most part, Al 

Qaeda in Iraq. Al Qaeda in Iraq started I believe in 2004 when a group headed by Abu Musab 

al-Zarqawi joined Al-Qaeda Central and renamed his organization Al-Qaeda in Iraq. It was 

actually Ayman al-Zawahiri, the number two in Al-Qaeda, who first suggested to Zarqawi, the 

head of Al-Qaeda in Iraq, that he should think about establishing an entity called the Islamic 

State.  

 

But he advised that that entity not be established until the American troops had withdrawn from 

Iraq and until he had gotten enough popular support in Iraq for such a state. Soon after the 

death of Zarqawi, however, Al-Qaeda in Iraq decided to go ahead and declare the Islamic State 

in 2006.  

 

They did this without the knowledge of Al-Qaeda The folks in Al-Qaeda Central, including bin 

Laden and Zawahiri were very surprised by this development. But it was a fait accompli by that 

point and they had to go along with it. So Zawahiri soon after issued a statement saying he 

welcomed the new entity and they tried to paper over the differences between the two 

organizations.  

 

But for its history, since that point, there has been a lot of bad feeling between the Islamic State 

and Al-Qaeda. Al-Qaeda would issue directives to the Islamic State. The Islamic State would 

either ignore them or maybe they didn't even get the directive. This kind of beefing between 

them continued until last year, 2013, when they finally split from one another mainly over an 

issue of power-- who controlled Al-Qaeda's branch inside of Syria.  

 

How did this group which starts off in Iraq end up in Syria?  



 

For a long time, Al-Qaeda in Iraq has had ties to people in Syria. Many of the foreign fighters 

who came to fight for Al-Qaeda in Iraq back in the 2000s came through Syria. So a lot of its 

logistics went through there. But they didn't really have a strong presence as an organization 

until 2012 when the Syrian uprising began to turn violent and the decision was made in Al-

Qaeda Central but also in Al-Qaeda in Iraq, then the Islamic State, to go into Syria and to 

establish a new group called Nusra, which initially Al-Qaeda did not claim as its own, but was, in 

fact, an Al-Qaeda organization.  

 

Let's talk about the Nusra organization and its relation with the Islamic State. As you said, 

there's bad blood. As you said, there was a formal split. What does this mean for the jihadist 

movement in the region and in the world for that matter?  

 

This is the first time that a Al-Qaeda affiliate has broken, publicly broken, with the leadership in 

Al-Qaeda Central. And it has created a fissure in the larger jihadi, global jihadi movement. Until 

this point, it's been Al-Qaeda that's really led that movement. They don't control all the 

organizations in the movement. But they were the ideological and spiritual leaders of the 

movement.  

 

With this fissure, the jihadis in this movement are now choosing sides. You have team Nusra 

that's aligned with Al-Qaeda. And you have team Islamic State, which is now its own entity. The 

Islamic State is the one with the upper hand. And they've really in many ways surpassed Al-

Qaeda for leadership of the global jihad because they've captured the imagination of the jihadis 

around the world.  

 

When the Islamic State calls itself an Islamic State and says that it's declaring a caliphate, what 

does this mean to the group? And what does it mean to more ordinary Muslims around the 

world?  

 

Right, so the caliphate is an old, Islamic institution. For all intents and purposes, it really passed 

from existence back in the 13th century AD. When it first began, the caliph, who ruled at the 

head of the Islamic empire was both the political and the spiritual leader of the empire. Over 

time, the caliph's power eroded until the institution really disappeared with the Mongol invasions 

in the 13th century.  

 

The name of the caliphate was claimed by subsequent rulers, particularly the Ottoman sultan. 

When the Ottoman empire was overthrown in the early 20th century, Ataturk, who founded the 

modern state of Turkey, did away with the institution of the caliphate.  

 

For many jihadis, for all jihadis, they want a restoration of the caliphate, not just because they 

believe it is going to bring back justice and Islamic rule to the world, but also this is part of the 

prophecies about the end times in Islam that the caliphate will be a precursor to the appearance 

of the Muslim savior that is supposed to come back at the end of times and spread Islam 

throughout the entire world and lead the final battle against the West. So the reestablishment of 



the caliphate is really heady stuff for a lot of jihadis and is the main source of the Islamic State's 

appeal.  

 

Why didn't Al-Qaeda Qaeda do the same thing?  

 

Al-Qaeda probably wishes it had in hindsight. But Al-Qaeda was founded as a vanguardist-type 

organization. They saw themselves as a small, elite group that was leading a revolution, but 

was designed, sort of as a special forces group, to go around the world and assist oppressed 

Sunni Muslims in fighting against local rulers and against the United States and its allies in the 

West.  

 

As I said, Zawahiri envisioned the eventual establishment of the caliphate. But he saw it as 

something that was going to happen far off. And that you needed a very slow processes of 

establishing smaller Islamic emirates, or states, before you reach that point.  

 

And even then, he didn't want to see that happen unless there was popular support for it. That's 

usually where Zawahiri's mind is. He is focused on the population as the center of gravity in any 

conflict. That's not where the Islamic State is focused.  

 

It's September 2014 and the director of the FBI of the United States recently said that there are 

over 100 Americans that are with the Islamic State, or in Syria I should say. There are several 

thousand Europeans. What's the appeal for all the foreigners?  

 

I think one main source of the appeal for a lot of the foreigners fighting in Syria is the sense that 

the regional governments and the West all abandoned the Sunnis in Syria to the Assad regime. 

And so there is a sense of needing to protect the Syrian people, particularly the Sunnis that is 

driving a lot of these young men to go.  

 

Also, Syria is viewed as the main theater for the final battle against the anti-Christ and the final 

victory over the infidels, which will usher in the dominance of Islam throughout the world and 

lead to the final hour in the Judgement  Day. So you have a combination then of this sense of 

sympathy for the oppressed in Syria coupled with an apocalyptic fervor that is driving a lot of 

these recruits to go.  

 

It also has to be said that it's just easier for a lot of Europeans to get to Syria then it would be 

say to Pakistan or Afghanistan. You also have social media that is helping people in the West 

link up with facilitators who are able to get them across the border in Turkey. So in some ways 

it's easier for them to go now than in previous conflicts.  

 

This is a class on terrorism and a lot of what the Islamic State is about seems to be really 

warfare-- guerrilla warfare or civil war. What's the terrorism risk from this group?  

 

Right, I think it's right to think of the group right now as an insurgency with a capability to carry 

out attacks overseas. But that's not where its operational strength is yet. And I think President 



Obama was right last week to dismiss any idea that the group poses a direct threat now to the 

United States.  

 

From the counterterrorism officials that I've spoken to, they see this is more of a long-term 

threat. Their worry is that more capable people, for example, the bomb maker in Yemen with Al-

Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, people like that will join the Islamic State, bring their 

capabilities to the Islamic State. They could really reach out and touch the U.S.  

 

But in terms of a counterterrorism threat, it's really more of a problem for Europe than it is for the 

United States because even though we have 100 people fighting over there, that's still not a 

large number given that most of them probably won't come back. And if they do, they have to 

cross an ocean. And it's really hard to cross that ocean without tripping some sort of security 

wire.  

 

One thing that I think shocks many Americans is the incredible brutality of the Islamic State that 

even compared to Al-Qaeda, this is a group that seems to embrace atrocities. Why does it do 

that? And what's the impact of using such a bloody strategy?  

 

I think it's right to see this group as going beyond Al-Qaeda in terms of its tactics. This is 

something that goes back to Zarqawi, the founder of Al-Qaeda in Iraq. He had a disagreement 

with Zawahiri over the brutality of the tactics he was using-- things like beheadings, attacking 

Shia civilians. Zawahiri asked him to stop because he felt it was bad for the public image of the 

cause. The people that are leading the Islamic State today are what I call unreconstructed 

Zarqawists.  

 

They believe in Zarqawi's methods. And they are primarily designed to intimidate. You'll 

remember before they went into Mosul, they released a video them executing, or threatening to 

execute, Iraqi servicemen. They use those kind of tactics to intimidate their enemies and also to 

demonstrate to the people that they conquer that they will be willing to fight for them tooth and 

nail.  

 

But they also have a softer image they try to put out there of them providing public goods and 

services in the places that they take over. But that is kind of belied by the fact that they are quite 

brutal in carrying out Islamic forms of punishment, even for things that are not Islamically 

deemed to be punishable. Stuff like smoking, for example, they're much more strict then other 

Islamically-oriented militias in Syria or Iraq.  

 

Last question for you. As a dog person, I'm somewhat shocked by their love of cats. What's 

going on with the Islamic State and the constant footage of cats?  

 

So I have to go back and look. I know that dogs are ritually impure and can cancel out your 

prayer. You'd have to do your ablutions again. I'm not sure on cats. It may be the cats are more 

in a safe zone.  

 



I think it is also the case that a lot of these guys, particularly when they're from the West, cats 

are a big thing on social media. And I think it goes to show that a lot of them are very much a 

part of the West for as much as they despise its culture, they bring a lot of that cultural baggage 

with them.  

 

Thank you very much.  

 

You're welcome. 

 


