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1 Defeating  
the Islamic State
Reed Karaim

In the aftermath of the Islamic State’s March bombings of the 
Brussels airport and Metro station that killed more than 30, 
President Obama acknowledged the “difficult work” of defeat-

ing the terrorist group.
“It’s not because we don’t have the best and the brightest work-

ing on it; it’s not because we are not taking the threat seriously,” 
Obama said. “It is because it’s challenging to find and identify very 
small groups of people who are willing to die themselves and can 
walk into a crowd and detonate a bomb.”1

But as the violent reach of the Islamic State (ISIS) has spread from 
Iraq and Syria deep into Western Europe — the Brussels attack was 
preceded by an even deadlier one in Paris in November — the debate 
over how to stop the group has grown increasingly urgent and some-
times bitterly contentious.

Some argue that the United States and other Western nations 
have not been doing enough militarily to halt ISIS, while others 
say current strategies remain the wisest approach in a fight with 
few good options. Meanwhile, the Brussels and Paris bombings 
have exposed what critics say are deep flaws in European intelli-
gence gathering.

A key aspect of the debate is whether the United States needs 
to commit more ground troops to the effort to defeat ISIS. Obama 
has long resisted doing so, relying instead on a strategic bombing 
campaign by the United States and its allies, regional diplomacy 
and the deployment of small groups of military advisers and spe-
cial forces to help Iraqi and Syrian forces fight the Islamic State, 
known variously as ISIS, ISIL and the Arabic acronym Daesh.
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A woman and children mourn for the victims of 
Islamic State bombings in Brussels on March 23, 
2016. As the violent reach of ISIS spreads deep into 
Western Europe, critics are questioning not only the 
ability of European intelligence agencies to uncover 
ISIS plots but also whether the United States should 
launch boots-on-the-ground military operations 
against the terrorists.
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Pentagon officials say the bombing campaign, in con-
cert with raids by special operations forces, is seriously 
undermining ISIS and weakening its morale and fight-
ing capability. Officials cited the recent killing of two top 
Islamic State leaders — the group’s minister of war, 
Omar al-Shishani and its top commander in Syria, Abd 
al-Rahman Mustafa al-Qaduli — as evidence the U.S. 
strategy is working.

“We are systematically eliminating ISIL’s Cabinet,” 
Defense Secretary Ashton B. Carter said at a March 25 
press conference. “The momentum of this campaign is 
now clearly on our side.” However, he acknowledged 
that ISIS can replace its leaders and that continued effort 
is needed to defeat the group.2

But critics of Obama’s strategy argue that the Brussels 
and Paris attacks, combined with ISIS’s unrelenting 
atrocities in the Middle East, underscore the need for an 
all-out military campaign to eradicate the threat.

Alongside the debate over military strategy is a  
discussion over whether the United States and other Western 
nations are doing enough to counter ISIS’s sophisticated 
recruiting methods, which include the use of slick social 
media and “fanboy”-style zealotry aimed at luring disaffected 
Muslim youths from around the world into the organiza-
tion. Critics argue that U.S. efforts aimed at undermining 
ISIS recruiting are too scattered and subtle to be effective.

ISIS proclaims its devotion to a brutal, apocalyptic 
version of Islam based on a selective reading of parts of 

ISIS Expands Global Influence
The Islamic State (ISIS) occupies territory in Iraq, Libya and Syria, has formed alliances with groups in 12 
other countries and has large numbers of supporters who were arrested in four others. ISIS lost an estimated 
14 percent of its territory in 2015, much of it along the Turkish-Syrian border and near Tikrit in Iraq. However, 
the group captured additional areas in central and northeastern Syria and new territory along the Syrian- 
Lebanese border.

Sources: Lisa Curtis et al., “Combatting the ISIS Foreign Fighter Pipeline: A Global Approach,” Heritage Foundation,   
Jan. 6, 2016, http://tinyurl.com/gujefd2; “Islamic State’s Caliphate Shrinks by 14 Percent in 2015,” press release, IHS 
Conflict Monitor, Dec. 21, 2015, http://tinyurl.com/hn7z3x9
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the Quran and other Islamic texts — a reading that 
mainstream Islamic leaders have denounced as a gross 
misrepresentation of the faith. The group seeks to justify 
the killing of “kafir,” or nonbelievers, including Muslims 
who do not share its views. ISIS also engages in sexual 
slavery and the destruction of other cultures’ historic 
landmarks. On March 17, U.S. Secretary of State John 
Kerry declared that ISIS is committing “genocide against 
groups in areas under its control, including Yazidis [an 
ethnic minority], Christians and Shia Muslims.”3

ISIS, in fact, celebrates its most violent acts with online 
videos and photographs of its executioners shooting, 
beheading, blowing up, drowning and setting fire to its cap-
tives.4 Although no country recognizes it as a legitimate 
nation, ISIS has declared itself a caliphate — an Islamic 
state whose ruler has authority over all Muslims worldwide.5

More than a dozen countries are now battling ISIS on 
the ground or through the air.6 These include the Iraqi 
army and Syrian militants and the military forces of the 
autonomous Iraqi region of Kurdistan known as the 
“Peshmerga,” whom U.S. special forces troops are advis-
ing. The United States and its Western and Middle 
Eastern allies have conducted thousands of airstrikes 
against ISIS.7

Yet Obama has steadfastly resisted calls to boost the 
U.S. military presence, believing America risks being 
sucked into another lengthy ground war in the Middle 
East. He argues that the United States, working with its 
allies, can defeat ISIS through a more limited application 
of U.S. military power. This approach, emphasizing 
restraint and a determination to avoid overextending 
American commitments, is part of what has come to be 
called the “Obama doctrine.”8

“With coalition training, equipment and support — 
including our special forces — local forces continue to 
push ISIL back out of territory that they had previously 
held,” Obama said in February. “ISIL has now lost a 
series of key Iraqi towns and cities — more than 40 per-
cent of the areas it once controlled in Iraq.”9

Some observers say the Islamic State is under increas-
ing internal stress and has not recorded a major military 
victory in months. Critics, however, say Obama’s limited 
response isn’t working.

“After more than a year of an indecisive military cam-
paign, the U.S. still does not have the initiative,” Sens. 
John McCain, R-Ariz., chairman of the Senate Armed 

Services Committee, and committee member Lindsey 
Graham, R-S.C., said in a joint statement in December, 
just after ISIS had attacked multiple sites in Paris in 
November, killing 130. “The threat is growing and 
evolving faster than the administration’s efforts to coun-
ter it. What’s needed is a comprehensive civil-military 
strategy to destroy ISIS quickly.”10

Others argue that even as ISIS has been pushed out of 
one town or another in Iraq and Syria, it often pops up 
in other places, including, most recently, by increasing 
its presence in Libya.11 An analysis by IHS, a defense 
research firm in Colorado, found that ISIS lost only 14 
percent of its overall territory in 2015.12

Moreover, ISIS still controlled more than 30,000 
square miles at the end of 2015, notably a large expanse 
of territory along or near the Turkish border and 
stretching into northern and central Iraq.13 ISIS’s call 
for jihad, or a holy war, appears to be gaining support 
around the world. A recent study on how to defeat ISIS 
published by the Heritage Foundation, a conservative 
Washington think tank, found that the group has 
established a significant presence in 19 nations.14 The 
United Nations says 34 countries have ISIS affiliates of 
some kind.15

Part of ISIS’s continued support can be explained by 
the centuries-old schism between the Shia and Sunni 
branches of Islam and the political situations in Iraq and 
Syria.16 In both countries, autocratic Shia-dominated 
governments rule over large Sunni populations who feel 
their safety, or even existence, is threatened. Compared 
with those governments, some say, many consider ISIS’s 
extremist ideology the lesser evil.

“We have a population in the Middle East, especially 
the Sunni Arabs, who feel they are left with no other 
alternative,” says Nicolas Hénin, a French journalist held 
hostage by ISIS for 10 months in 2014-15.

The Brussels and Paris attacks were just the latest  
evidence of ISIS’s continued ability to direct or inspire 
terrorism where it has little or no visible presence. In the 
last three months of 2015, ISIS followers detonated 
bombs in Beirut, killing 43, and bombed a Russian air-
liner as it left Egypt, killing 224. An apparently ISIS-
inspired mass shooting in San Bernardino, Calif., on 
Dec. 2 killed 14 people.17

While most ISIS fighters have come from the Middle 
East, the group has drawn a significant number of 
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recruits from the West. Estimates of the total number of 
foreign fighters vary, but a House Homeland Security 
Committee study concluded last September that more 
than 25,000 fighters — including 4,500 Westerners — 
had traveled to Syria and Iraq to fight. More than 250 
Americans have traveled or tried to travel to Syria to help 
ISIS, according to the report.18

Some experts believe ISIS’s recruiting success proves 
it has not lost the war of ideas. Belief in its ideology is 
“unfortunately getting stronger,” says Stuart Gottlieb, an 
international affairs professor at Columbia University in 
New York City.

Analysts who have studied ISIS propaganda say bru-
tality is only part of the image the terrorist organization 
is selling. Using the Internet and social media, the group 
promotes a vision of life inside its borders where devout 
Muslims are welcomed, safe and respected. However, 
first-hand reports from ISIS defectors and escapees point 
to a far darker vision of life there.

As the United States and other nations struggle to 
find ways to defeat the Islamic State, here are some of the 
questions being debated:

Will defeating ISIS militarily  
destroy the group and discredit its ideology?
The area controlled by ISIS changes with each military 
advance and retreat. Still, an estimated 6.5 million peo-
ple live under its authority in a self-proclaimed caliphate, 
which in Islamic tradition is an area ruled by Sharia or 

Islamic law, under the leadership of a 
caliph — a supreme spiritual and 
political leader for all Islam.19

ISIS’s leader, Abu Bakr  al-Baghdadi, 
was declared caliph by his followers in 
2014. In an audio recording, the 
group declared that this made 
Baghdadi “the leader for Muslims 
everywhere.” The recording also 
instructed: “Listen to our caliph and 
obey him. Support your state, which 
grows every day.”20

The declaration of a caliphate 
marks a crucial difference between 
ISIS and other Islamic jihadist 
groups, such as al Qaeda, which has 
viewed such a move as premature. 

Experts note that al Qaeda did not believe it needed to 
hold territory and, after it lost its home base in 
Afghanistan following the U.S. invasion of that coun-
try in 2001, operated as a diffuse organization of small 
cells — common among terrorist groups.21

But for a caliph to be declared, he must have a caliph-
ate. A lengthy analysis of ISIS’s beliefs in a March 2015 
article in The Atlantic magazine concluded that the 
Islamic State “requires territory to remain legitimate, and 
a top-down structure to rule it.”22 Thus, many analysts of 
the war on ISIS say destroying it on the ground will 
largely destroy the group’s appeal, effectively ending it as 
a significant worldwide threat.

ISIS’s ability to call itself a caliphate — the one true 
Islamic state — is crucial to its existence, according to 
Peter Mansoor, a professor of military history at Ohio 
State University in Columbus and the former executive 
officer to Gen. David Petraeus, commander of coalition 
forces in Iraq in 2007-08.

“You cannot defeat ISIS’ ideology unless you destroy 
the Islamic State,” Mansoor says. “They are portraying 
themselves as being on the right side of history because 
they’ve created the caliphate. If they no longer have the 
caliphate, if they go down to bloody defeat, they’re no 
longer on the right side of history. That would tamp 
down a lot of the fervor around the world where people 
want to join ISIS.”

But Columbia University’s Gottlieb says although 
ISIS may be the most violent “jihadist” interpretation of 

Source: Justin McCarthy, “In U.S., 53% Oppose Sending 
Ground Troops to Fight Militants,” Gallup, Nov. 12, 2015, 
http://tinyurl.com/h7btpz2

Most Oppose Troop Deployment
More than half of American adults oppose sending U.S. ground troops 
to Syria and Iraq to fight Islamic State militants. About four in 10 favor 
deploying troops to the region.
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Islam, it is really part of a continuum that includes al 
Qaeda and several other groups operating in various 
countries. “Everyone forgets that ISIS is just the latest 
iteration of an ideology, and if you wipe out ISIS, you 
don’t wipe out that part of it,” Gottlieb says. “ISIS is only 
one component of what is really a broad global jihad 
[holy war].”

Gottlieb says defeating ISIS on the ground would sig-
nificantly hurt the group’s international recruiting efforts 
but not destroy its appeal. “You do have to deal them a 
humiliating blow,” he says. “That will take care of 50 
percent of the problem — maybe 50 percent of the 
recruiting gets knocked out by dealing them a fatal blow, 
but then the other 50 percent you have to deal with is 
the long-term ideology.”

An ideological struggle is going on within Islam, 
Gottlieb says. On one side, he says, are Muslims who 
adopt a moderate vision of Islam that can peacefully 
coexist with the West; on the other is the militant view 
promoted by ISIS, which analysts say has historical roots 
in seventh-century Islamic texts. Which side will prevail 
remains unclear, Gottlieb says. “There’s a civil war in the 
Islamic world,” he says. To discredit ISIS’s ideology, the 
West needs to “partner up with the moderate Muslim 
world. This can’t be a Western solution.”

Many political analysts agree the Muslim community 
needs to play a leading or major role in discrediting ISIS’s 
ideology. Already, an overwhelming majority of people in 
11 predominantly Muslim countries, including the 
Palestinian territories, have a negative view of ISIS, 
according to a 2015 poll by the Pew Research Center, a 
polling and data analysis organization in Washington, 
D.C. No more than 14 percent of the population in the 
countries surveyed had a positive view of ISIS. Pakistanis 
exhibited the most ambivalence, with 62 percent saying 
they didn’t know how they felt, while the Lebanese regis-
tered the strongest disapproval of ISIS, at 99 percent.23

Many Muslim leaders reject the idea that ISIS has any 
legitimate claim to represent Islam and say its vision of 
jihad against unbelievers is fundamentally incorrect. A 
more correct translation of the word, jihad, they say is 
“struggle,” which encompasses everything from an inter-
nal struggle against evil to efforts to improve society.

“ISIS is little more than a criminal gang that attaches 
itself like a leech to revered symbols of Islam,” wrote Nihad 
Awad, national executive director of the Council on 

American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), the nation’s largest 
Muslim civil rights and advocacy organization. “Islam pro-
hibits the extremism exhibited by ISIS. An essential part of 
the faith is moderation. . . . Muslim scholars around the 
world have repudiated and rejected ISIS’s twisted ideology, 
calling it not just un-Islamic, but ‘anti-Islamic.’ ”24

Others who have studied the region believe ISIS’s rise 
is tied to the political situations in Iraq and Syria as 
much as it is to dueling visions of Islam. With Shia-
dominated governments ruling over large Sunni popula-
tions in the two countries, the centuries-old Sunni-Shia 
theological split has become a matter of political power 
and security.

“Until we figure out a way to make Sunni Arabs feel 
protected, feel safe in both Iraq and especially in Syria, 
another ISIS will rise,” says Jessica Stern, a research profes-
sor at Boston University’s Pardee School of Global Studies 
and the co-author of ISIS: The State of Terror. “The bigger 
problem is much more political than military.”

But the Islamic State’s appeal still depends largely on 
its ability to maintain control in part of the region, says 
Lisa Curtis, lead author of the Heritage Foundation’s 
study on ISIS.25

“We have to deny them the ability to hold territory,” 
she says. “This is critical to stopping the flow of foreign 
fighters and reducing ISIS’ appeal, because we have to 
show that they’re not invincible. The longer they can 
hold on to territory and claim to have a caliphate, the 
harder it is to stop the flow of people moving to the 
region, or even other [jihadi] groups rebranding them-
selves as ISIS supporters.

“We’re seeing this a lot in places like Asia — people 
are attracted to the brand of ISIS because of their suc-
cess,” she continues. “Denying them territory is critical 
to stopping their appeal.”

Should the United States  
commit ground forces to defeating ISIS?
At the height of the Iraq War, which killed some 4,500 
Americans and up to half a million Iraqis, more than 
170,000 U.S. troops were in the country, operating 500 
bases.26 By the end of 2011, only 150 American military 
personnel remained to train Iraqi fighters. Obama, who 
had made ending the conflict a signature campaign 
promise, declared in December of that year: “After nearly 
nine years, our war in Iraq ends this month.”27
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Since ISIS first seized the Iraqi city of Fallujah in early 
2014 and began expanding its presence, Obama has con-
tinued to insist the group can be defeated without the 
return of U.S. ground troops, who had left Iraq by Dec. 
18, 2011. “It is not just my view, but the view of my clos-
est military and civilian advisers, that that would be a 
mistake,” Obama said shortly after last fall’s Paris attacks.28

The president made clear he viewed sending a large 
U.S. force the first step toward a potentially unending 
commitment. Absent a stable political situation, he said, 
ISIS or some offshoot would be likely to spring up again 
“unless we’re prepared to have a permanent occupation 
of these countries.”29

Nevertheless, U.S. involvement in the battle against 
ISIS has steadily increased. As of March 15, the United 
States and other European and Middle Eastern coali-
tion members had conducted 10,962 airstrikes against 
the Islamic State — about 77 percent of them by the 
United States.30

The United States also has 250 special forces troops, 
mostly members of the Army’s elite Delta Force, operat-
ing in Iraq and Syria.31 Pentagon sources say their mis-
sion is largely to raid ISIS targets identified as gathering 
places for leaders of the terrorist group or individuals 
thought to have so-called high-value intelligence.32 The 

United States has an estimated 3,700 military personnel 
in Iraq overall, providing logistical and intelligence sup-
port for Iraqi government forces.33 It also has begun to 
establish a small military presence in Syria, with the 
arrival of a contingent of about 50 special operations 
forces working with local Syrian fighters.34

But ISIS’s continued survival has led some military 
analysts to call for a more substantial U.S. military com-
mitment, including ground forces. Ohio State’s Mansoor 
says the current strategy isn’t uprooting and destroying 
ISIS. “All we’re doing is mowing the grass,” he says. “We’ve 
killed perhaps 20,000 ISIS fighters or sympathizers, but in 
that time, at least that many have joined the Islamic State. 
So we’re not destroying ISIS through attrition.”

Mansoor says victory requires a force that includes 
military personnel from regional and Western nations, 
including the United States. “If we just rely on the Sunni 
Arab states [such as Saudi Arabia] to do it, they can’t 
project that kind of power,” he says. “If we just rely on 
the local [Iraqi and Syrian forces] to do it, they don’t 
have that kind of capability either, and they’re badly 
divided. It’s going to take a multinational campaign, and 
it’s going to take U.S. ground forces.”

ISIS fighters have “a quite capable light infantry 
force,” Mansoor points out, “but they have no air force; 
they have no armor [tanks].” A mechanized military that 
uses air, armor and infantry in a coordinated fashion can 
destroy ISIS, he contends. “It won’t be painless or blood-
less, but it should probably be pretty quick. We should 
be able to do this in less than a year of fighting, and then 
stay just long enough to transition into a local force.”

Craig Whiteside, a professor of theater security deci-
sion-making at the Naval War College in Monterey, 
Calif., says the United States could undoubtedly defeat 
ISIS in relatively short order, but that that’s not the prob-
lem. “The United States military has this incredible 
mobility, where we could go a lot of places at will and 
defeat them pretty quickly, just like we did in 2003,” says 
Whiteside, who served as a U.S. Army officer in Iraq 
during the war there. “But it all goes back to — what do 
you do afterwards?” he says.

The problem is maintaining the peace, he says, 
because ISIS has support within the communities it 
rules. “They really have won the [Sunni] tribes over,” he 
says. “There’s significant support for the Islamic State 
throughout Iraq.”

Demonstrators in New York City’s Times Square on Nov. 21, 2015, 
mourn victims of the ISIS attacks in Paris and condemn the 
Islamic State’s radical interpretation of Islam. ISIS proclaims its 
devotion to a brutal, apocalyptic version of Islam based on a 
selective reading of parts of the Quran and other Islamic texts — a 
reading that mainstream Islamic leaders have denounced as a 
gross misrepresentation of the faith.
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But Mansoor says the question of how to deal with a 
post-ISIS Iraq and Syria will remain, regardless of how 
ISIS is finally beaten. “The same issue is at stake whether 
we defeat ISIS or the locals defeat ISIS,” he says, “but it 
would be much easier for us to train a local force to 
police and govern the area if we defeat ISIS quickly and 
decisively.”

James Jeffrey, a fellow at the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy and a former U.S. ambassador to Iraq, 
also supports sending U.S. ground troops — and sooner 
rather than later. “The Islamic State . . . has taken tens of 
thousands of innocent lives in the region, and now hun-
dreds more civilian lives in Turkey, Egypt, Lebanon and 
France. At what point does such a growing river of gore 
justify risking American lives?” Jeffrey asked rhetorically.35

But Boston University’s Stern says drawing the U.S. 
military into Iraq and Syria would be doing what the 
Islamic State wants: “It’s a stated objective of theirs to 
goad us into sending ground forces to attack their state.”

The group has contradictory reasons for wanting this 
to happen, she says. First, they believe it was foretold by 
the Prophet Muhammad that a huge battle will take 
place on the plains near the Syrian city of Dabiq that will 
lead to the defeat of the “crusader armies” — the modern 
forces of the West. This battle will be an important pre-
lude to the Day of Judgment, the apocalyptic battle 
between good and evil. In other words, enticing the 
United States into war fulfills a prophecy that ends this 
world and brings on a better one.36

On a less apocalyptic level, Stern says, ISIS thinks the 
overwhelming use of Western force will lead Muslims to 
choose sides, rallying many to the Islamic State’s cause by 
reinforcing the idea that the West continues to oppress 
and humiliate the Islamic world.

“They’re trying to polarize Muslim against Muslim, 
Muslim against non-Muslim, Sunni against Shiite,” Stern 
says. “That’s their strategy, and when we attack them, it 
encourages [support] beyond their current borders.”

Can the West counter ISIS’s appeal among 
disaffected Muslim young people?
The Islamic State’s success in attracting recruits has 
depended largely on persuading younger Muslims to 
join their cause — mostly men, but also women. More 
than 4,000 Muslim youths from Western nations have 
joined ISIS, leaving behind lives of security and relative 

prosperity to live and fight in a war zone. Others have 
been caught while trying to travel to territory controlled 
by the Islamic State.37

A study by a special House committee task force 
found that the average age of Americans who have tried 
to become ISIS fighters in Syria and Iraq was 24, with 
the youngest 15.38

In August 2015, for example, the FBI arrested two 
native-born Americans — newlyweds at Mississippi 
State University in Starkville — as they set out on their 
journey to Syria. Authorities had been tracking 
Mohammad Oda Dakhlalla, 22, and Jaelyn Delshaun 
Young, 19, online after they showed interest in the 
caliphate.39

About 80 similar ISIS-related cases have emerged in 
the United States since March 2014, according to 
Seamus Hughes, deputy director of the Program on 
Extremism at George Washington University’s Center 
for Cyber & Homeland Security, which monitors ISIS-
related law enforcement cases in the United States. 
Hughes says it is important to keep the relative size of 
the problem in mind: That’s 80 cases out of 3.3 million 
Muslims in a country with 322 million people.40

However, 61 of those cases occurred last year, Hughes 
points out — “orders of magnitude larger” than in previous 

Suspected ISIS members are detained by Kurdish Peshmerga 
forces in Sinjar, Iraq, on Nov. 16, 2015. “With coalition training, 
equipment and support — including our special forces — local 
[Iraqi] forces continue to push ISIL back out of territory that they 
had previously held,” Obama said in February.
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years. “Sixty-one is a small number when you look at the 
overall population,” Hughes says, “but it is unprecedented 
in terms of what we’ve been seeing in the past.”

The problem is more serious in Europe, which has 
seen a much larger number of young people travel to the 
Mideast to fight. In one well-publicized case, three 
London girls, ages 15 and 16 and considered top stu-
dents, snuck away together to join ISIS.41

Such stories have triggered a debate about what 
Western countries can do to counter ISIS’s appeal and 
recruiting efforts. The Islamic State’s ideology may be 
rooted in an ancient version of Islam, but analysts say its 
approach to spreading its message is thoroughly 21st 
century.

The largest number of Western recruits — more than 
1,500 — have come from France, according to a con-
gressional study.42 Some social scientists say discrimina-
tion and the lack of opportunity for Islamic youths in 
that country and other parts of Europe help to explain 
why the Islamic State’s message has attracted some young 
Muslims. Poor Islamic neighborhoods in suburban Paris 
are cited as a fertile recruiting ground for radical Islam.43

But counterterrorism experts who have examined the 
history of Western ISIS recruits note that many were 
from middle-class or even more successful backgrounds 
and became radicalized in various ways. Hughes has 
studied the cases of Americans who have joined or tried 
to join ISIS. “There is no typical profile for an ISIS 
recruit,” he says. “Their socioeconomic status runs the 
gamut. Their race runs the gamut.”

The Islamic State’s Internet presence extends from 
official ISIS videos, photography and statements to a 
legion of “fanboys,” who advocate for its cause through 
social media and online chatrooms, says Nikita Malik, a 
senior researcher with the Quilliam Foundation, an anti-
extremist organization in London that has studied ISIS 
propaganda and recruiting efforts. The fanboys are very 
Internet savvy, she says. “When their accounts are taken 
down, they’re able to quickly reappear elsewhere.”

Last year, the Obama administration expanded efforts 
by the State Department’s Center for Strategic 
Counterterrorism Communications, created in 2011  
to counter the message of ISIS and other extremist 
Islamic groups.44 The center seeks to use social media, 
Twitter and message boards — the same avenues used by 
ISIS –– to challenge the group’s propaganda.

But many analysts worry that anything connected to 
the United States or other Western governments is 
tainted in the eyes of the young people drawn to ISIS. 
For opposition to ISIS to be effective online, “the role of 
governments will have to be less visible,” says Malik. A 
more effective way for government to aid in the battle 
against ISIS recruitment, Malik says, might be to sup-
port “actors at a much more micro level — a mothers’ 
group combating extremism, for example.”

The Heritage Foundation’s Curtis says the most effec-
tive anti-ISIS message comes from other Muslims. “This 
is something that has to happen among the Muslim 
community, because the vast majority of Muslims obvi-
ously don’t support the ISIS ideology,” she says. “They 
have to point that out, and I think many Muslim leaders 
are doing just that.”

However, Richard LeBaron, a former director of the 
Center for Strategic Counterterrorism and Communi-
cations, said he sees “a legitimate role for an overt U.S. 
government mechanism that adopts a sharp edge to 
make prospective terrorists aware of the human conse-
quences of terror. People do listen to that voice, despite 
the skeptics who contend that only credible Muslim 
voices resonate.”45

Hughes also points out that it is difficult for Western 
Muslims on their own to effectively counter ISIS’s online 
propaganda and recruitment efforts, to which the Islamic 
State devotes extensive personnel and money and which 
also has the commitment of its fanboy network.

“ISIS supporters are fervent in their beliefs and are 
willing to devote endless time to this,” Hughes says. 
“Muslim-Americans who do engage in [countering 

“ISIS is little more than a criminal 
gang that attaches itself like a leech to 

revered symbols of Islam.”

— Nihad Awad, 

National Executive Director, 

Council on American-Islamic Relations
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them online] also have full-time jobs as doctors and 
lawyers or other positions. There’s clearly a lack of 
resources on one side.”

Malik says the West needs to recognize it isn’t win-
ning the online battle. “This war cannot be won through 
military and political means alone,” she says. “It is as 
much a war of information and propaganda as anything 
else and, currently, it is fatally imbalanced to the advan-
tage of [the] Islamic State.”

At the same time, however, Hughes and Malik cau-
tion that focusing solely on ISIS’s online presence misses 
the complexity of the path that can lead young people 
toward extremism. While some are radicalized and 
recruited simply through online conversation, “what 
tends to happen is that by the time they get in touch 
with someone from the Islamic State, they’ve already 
been radicalized,” says Malik. “The online conversation 
is for logistical purposes — ‘How do I get there? What 
can I do?’ ”

Young people can be radicalized through friends or 
people they look up to, or by their sense that Western 
society or Middle Eastern governments are treating 
Muslims unjustly, say scholars who have studied such 
cases. Altaf Husain, vice president of the Islamic Society 
of North America, one of the nation’s largest Islamic 
groups, says it is crucial to understand the root causes of 
alienation that can send a young person searching for 
answers from ISIS or other extreme ideologies.

Prejudice or feelings of exclusion can have a “toxic” 
effect on young minds, Husain says. “Are we doing 
everything possible to help them feel included in society, 
so they don’t feel they have to resort to these other means 
of critiquing our country?” he asks. “This is our first big 
challenge.”

Countering the appeal of extremist ideologies, Husain 
says, requires a proactive effort to make sure “our children 
come out stable and mentally healthy, feeling they can 
prosper as members of this particular faith here” so they 
can become “our greatest ambassadors to the Muslim 
world about what it feels like when democracy works.”

BACKGROUND
Birth of ISIS
The Islamic State began as Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) — an 
offshoot of the Qaeda terrorist organization responsible 

for the 1993 bombing of New York’s World Trade Center, 
the 1998 attacks on two U.S. embassies in Africa, the 
2000 bombing of the USS Cole destroyer in Yemen and 
the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks on the United States.46

In Iraq, al Qaeda was led by a notoriously ruthless 
Jordanian street thug, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, who had 
begun working with the terrorist group at its headquar-
ters in Afghanistan in the late 1990s even though he 
had not yet been officially accepted into the organiza-
tion. From the beginning, al Qaeda’s leaders worried 
that his views were too extreme even for them, particu-
larly his hatred of the Shia and his dismissal of all 
Muslims who did not share his view of what counted as 
the true faith.47

When al Qaeda had to abandon Afghanistan after the 
United States invaded in response to the 9/11 attacks, 
Zarqawi moved to Iraq to establish a terrorist network.48 
He was convinced the United States would invade Iraq 
and, as Brookings Institution scholar William McCants 
wrote, “When the Americans showed up in March 2003, 
Zarqawi’s cells in Baghdad were there to greet them.”49 In 
short order, Zarqawi’s group bombed the Jordanian 
embassy, the U.N. headquarters, both in Baghdad, and 
the mosque of Iman Ali in Najaf, one of the Shiites’ holi-
est sites. These acts played a significant role in steering 
Iraq into violent chaos.50

An Iraqi army commando conducts combat training in Baqubah, 
Iraq, on July 18, 2007. Today, more than a dozen countries are 
battling ISIS on the ground or via air strikes, including the Iraqi 
army and the military forces of the autonomous Iraqi region of 
Kurdistan known as the Peshmerga, whom U.S. special forces 
troops are advising.
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C H R O N O L O G Y

1989-2000 Al Qaeda organizes.

1989 Osama bin Laden, from a prominent Saudi family, 
founds the Sunni Muslim terrorist group al Qaeda with 
the goal of removing Western influences from Islam.

1993 Bin Laden sets up terrorist training camps in Sudan. 
Qaeda-trained operatives detonate a truck bomb at the 
World Trade Center in New York City, killing six and 
injuring more than 1,000.

1996 Al Qaeda is expelled from Sudan and relocates in 
Afghanistan.

1998 Qaeda-linked extremists explode bombs at U.S. 
embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, killing more than 231. 
United States retaliates with airstrikes against Qaeda 
terrorist camps in Sudan and Afghanistan.

2000 Suicide bombers believed connected to bin Laden 
attack Navy destroyer USS Cole in Yemen, killing 17 sailors.

2001-2010 Terrorist attacks plunge United States into 
war in Middle East.

2001 Nearly 3,000 people die after Qaeda operatives use 
three hijacked airliners to attack the World Trade Center 
in New York and the Pentagon outside Washington.  
A fourth hijacked aircraft — possibly targeting the 
Capitol — crashes near Shanksville, Pa., after passengers 
fight the hijackers. . . . United States goes to war in 
Afghanistan to destroy al Qaeda. Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, 
leader of the terrorist group that will eventually become 
the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), flees 
Afghanistan for Iraq.

2003 United States and allies invade Iraq, defeat Saddam 
Hussein’s forces and capture the Iraqi 
president. . . . Zarqawi deploys suicide bombers to destroy 
United Nations headquarters in Baghdad and kill Shiite 
Muslim leader Ayatollah Baqr al-Hakim.

2004 Zarqawi terrorist group joins al Qaeda and becomes 
al Qaeda in Iraq.

2006 A Qaeda bomb attack on a Shia shrine in Samarra, 
Iraq, unleashes wave of violence. . . . Zarqawi killed in 

U.S. airstrike and succeeded by Abu Ayub al-Masri, who 
renames the group Islamic State in Iraq.

2007 President George W. Bush announces “surge” in 
U.S. forces sent to Iraq to bring security to the country. 
U.S. Army works with Sunni tribes to defeat Islamic State 
in Iraq.

2008 Iraqi parliament approves security pact with the 
United States that says all U.S. troops will leave the 
country by 2012.

2010 Masri kills himself when surrounded by U.S. and 
Iraqi forces. Islamic State in Iraq names Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi its new leader, but the U.S. and Iraqi 
governments believe the group has been largely defeated.

2011-Present Islamic State resurfaces amid 
continued Middle East violence.

2011 Final U.S. troops leave Iraq as President Obama 
announces war there is over. . . . U.S. Navy SEALs kill bin 
Laden, who was hiding in Pakistan. . . . Assortment of 
groups rebel against Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, 
leading to civil war.

2012 Violence between Islam’s two major sects flares back 
to life in Iraq. At least 4,612 civilians are killed during the 
year.

2013 Senior Qaeda leaders escape in mass breakout from 
two Iraqi prisons.

2014 A reborn ISIS makes gains across Syria and Iraq, 
capturing Iraqi cities of Fallujah and Mosul. The group 
declares itself a caliphate, or political-religious state with 
authority over Muslims worldwide.

2015 ISIS attacks multiple sites in Paris, killing 
130. . . . Mass shooting in San Bernardino, Calif., that 
leaves 14 dead is blamed on couple whom the FBI says 
were inspired, but not directed, by Islamic 
extremists. . . . Iraqi army retakes Ramadi from Islamic 
State with help of U.S. air support.

2016 Islamic State is reported to have affiliated groups in 
34 countries, including a rapidly growing presence in Libya.
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When analysts look at the sequence of events that 
led to ISIS’s rise in Syria and Iraq, many trace the 
beginnings to the George W. Bush administration’s 
decision to invade Iraq, which removed Iraqi leader 
Saddam Hussein and his Sunni-dominated ruling 
Baath Party, creating a power vacuum and widespread 
Sunni resentment.

“By far the biggest mistake was the decision to 
invade Iraq in 2003,” David Kilcullen, formerly the 
chief strategist in the U.S. State Department’s Bureau 
of Counterterrorism, told the BBC recently. “None of 
this would have happened if we hadn’t invaded Iraq in 
the first place.”51

In 2004, Zarqawi pledged allegiance to al Qaeda, and 
his organization formally became Al Qaeda in Iraq. But 
his eagerness to attack the Shia and his brutal methods 
still worried Qaeda leaders, who believed they needed to 
win the support of a broader base of Muslims.52

A U.S. airstrike killed Zarqawi in 2006, but his 
successor, Abu Ayyub al-Masri, deepened the split 
between al Qaeda and its Iraqi wing when he declared 
the Islamic State of Iraq in 2006, a move al Qaeda 
considered premature.

The group’s brutality soon turned even the Sunni 
tribes against it. Working with the U.S. military, which 
had deployed an additional 30,000 troops to the country 
in a “surge” intended to quell Islamic State insurgency 
and restore order, local Sunni militias helped to crush the 
group. By 2010 when al-Masri blew himself up after 
being cornered by U.S. and Iraqi troops, the Islamic 
State in Iraq was considered effectively dead.53

ISIS’s Rebirth
Only four years after its initial defeat, ISIS not only reap-
peared in Iraq but swept to a series of victories in Iraq 
and Syria that gained enough territory for ISIS to pro-
claim itself the caliphate.

Several former U.S. officials who worked in Iraq say 
that didn’t have to happen. “ISIS was not inevitable,” 
says Emma Sky, a British Middle East expert who served 
as a political adviser to U.S. Gen. Ray Odierno from 
2007 to 2010, when Odierno commanded U.S. and 
multinational forces in Iraq.

Sky says the surge succeeded in creating a realistic 
chance for a stable Iraq, one that could overcome the 
country’s Shia-Sunni sectarian differences. She points to 

the 2010 Iraqi parliamentary election, in which a secular 
Iraqi political party that claimed support from both 
Muslim sects won the most seats.

“The U.S. should have upheld the right of the win-
ning bloc to [have] a first go at trying to form a govern-
ment,” she says. “Iraqi public opinion at the time was 
against sectarianism, wanted to put the sectarian war 
behind it. The U.S. should have seized the opportunity 
to broker an inclusive government.”

Instead, the United States allowed Iraqi Prime 
Minister Nouri Maliki to stay in power as part of a 
coalition government. That coalition collapsed after 
Maliki, a Shia, issued arrest warrants for several of the 
country’s high-ranking Sunni politicians. “This created 
the conditions for ISIS to rise up out of the ashes of Al 
Qaeda in Iraq and present itself as the defender of the 
Sunnis against the Iranian-backed sectarian regime of 
Maliki,” Sky says.

According to Kilcullen, the former U.S. State 
Department Bureau of Counterterrorism chief strate-
gist, the Obama administration failed to see that the 
sectarian conflict in Iraq had not been resolved. “We 
conflated leaving Iraq with ending the war,” he said. 
“We did successfully bring American troops out of Iraq; 
we didn’t successfully translate the military progress 
that had happened in the surge to long-term political 
stability.”54

The United States compounded the error in 2013 by 
not responding forcefully when the Syrian regime of 
Bashar al-Assad used chemical weapons against the 
Syrian population during that country’s civil war, 
Kilcullen added. That weakened Assad’s secular oppo-
nents and faith in the West, and ISIS stepped into the 
void, he said.55

Obama has said he felt a cruise missile attack against 
Assad — the proposed response to Assad’s use of chemi-
cal weapons — would not have destroyed the regime’s 
chemical arsenal and could have weakened U.S. standing 
in the region further. In addition, he said, the United 
States was able to get Syria’s chemical weapons removed 
through diplomacy by working with the Russians, a tra-
ditional Assad ally.56

As it re-emerged in Iraq’s Sunni territory after the 
2010 election, the Islamic State assassinated more than 
1,000 Sunni tribal leaders who had opposed it during 
the surge.57 In addition, a mass breakout from two Iraqi 
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Refugees Say ISIS Propaganda  
Paints a False Picture
“We went back to the Stone Age.”

As portrayed in Islamic State (ISIS) online propa-
ganda, life inside perhaps the most brutal terrorist                            
regime on Earth can seem idyllic. The group posts 

pictures of happy families, playing children and people 
going about routine life. It touts its health care and schools. 
Those images can be hard to reconcile with the other videos 
that the Islamic State shares online of its executions — 
including beheadings — and mass killings. But analysts 
who study the group’s propaganda say the two approaches 
have a purpose in recruiting followers.

“The violence can be a red herring that causes us to miss 
everything they’re trying to accomplish [with their online 
presence]. It’s done in a barbaric way to shock the West, but 
simultaneous with that they release lots of material depict-
ing . . . this utopia that they’re supposedly building,” says 
Nikita Malik, a senior researcher with the Quilliam 
Foundation, an anti-extremist organization based in 
London.

The Islamic State’s approach has proven a powerful 
draw to thousands of Muslims who have traveled from the 
United States and numerous other countries to join its 
cause. But many of those who have lived in the territory 
controlled by the group paint a far darker picture of life 
inside its ever-changing boundaries. Far from being the 
ideal Muslim state, they say, the Islamic State governs as a 
brutal occupying force, treating the local population 
harshly.1

The free housing, education and health care that the 
Islamic State touts online are largely reserved for its fighters, 
according to former residents. For the local population, 

exorbitant taxes and fees are levied to support the fighters 
and pay their salaries, while local schools and many hospi-
tals are often closed.2

Some former residents do say ISIS does a better job 
than previous governments of providing certain services, 
such as garbage collection, but water and electricity can be 
shut off for hours or days, and life’s basic necessities can be 
hard to find. “We went back to the Stone Age,” Mohammad 
Ahmed, who lived near Raqqa in northern Syria, told a 
reporter after fleeing to a refugee camp in Jordan.3

Those who have lived under Islamic State rule say what 
they find most oppressive is the fear of crossing the group’s 
many dictates concerning proper Muslim behavior. In a 
diary of his experiences smuggled to the BBC, a young man 
living in Raqqa recorded the nature of ISIS’s authority: His 
boss was beaten for smoking; a friend was arrested because 
his pants were too long; another was sentenced to death 
because he missed a compulsory class on Sharia; bystanders 
were forced to witness beheadings, stonings and even cruci-
fixions. “Many people just don’t go out on the streets any-
more,” he said.4

ISIS defectors also have shared their own disillusion-
ment at the reality of life in the Islamic State, saying the 
group’s narrow and unforgiving view of what constituted 
true Islam meant it was far from the paradise portrayed for 
Muslims. “Anything that contradicts their beliefs is for-
bidden,” said a defector who wished to remain anony-
mous. “Anyone who follows what they reject is an apostate 
[one who doesn’t follow the true faith] and must be 
killed.”5

prisons in 2013 freed some of ISIS’s leaders and most 
experienced fighters.58 But the Naval War College’s 
Whiteside, who worked with the Sunni tribes while serv-
ing in Iraq, says it is a mistake to underestimate the local 
support the group had. Many Sunnis made a calculated 
decision that they were better off with ISIS than the 
Shia-dominated central government and supported a 

reborn ISIS as it swept through the area in 2014, captur-
ing major cities such as Mosul and Fallujah.59

“You see that at Mosul, because a bunch of guys in 
pickup trucks doesn’t just take over Mosul and defeat 
three [Iraqi army] divisions,” he says. “It just doesn’t hap-
pen. The Iraqi army knew it wasn’t just the guys in pickup 
trucks they were facing. It was everybody around them.”
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ISIS devotes part of its propaganda to recruiting young 
women, claiming they will be welcomed with respect. But 
the lives of women are highly circumscribed, insiders say. 
The group’s rules specify when and how females are allowed 
to leave the home and how they must dress and behave. 
Even small violations can result in public lashings. The 
Islamic State believes the principal role of a woman is to be 
a wife, and it pressures single women to marry quickly, 
including girls as young as 9.6

Life is even worse for non-Muslim women. The Islamic 
State practices sexual slavery, condoning the enslavement, 
rape and trading of women it considers nonbelievers. Many 
of the slaves are members of the Yazidis, an ethic and reli-
gious minority in Iraq and Syria. At least 3,400 Yezidi 
women and girls were being held in captivity in late 2015, 
according to a report in Time.7

Nadia Murad Taha, a Yazidi who escaped captivity, tes-
tified before the United Nations Security Council last 
December about her life as the slave of an Islamic State 
fighter. She said the pictures of captive women were posted 
on a wall at the Islamic Court, along with the phone num-
ber of each woman’s owner so the men could swap them. 
When she once complained to her owner about her treat-
ment, he left her to be gang-raped by six men. Basee said 
several women killed themselves to escape their treatment. 
She said she also wished for an end to her captivity. “I did 
not want to kill myself,” she said, “but I wanted them to 
kill me.”8

— Reed Karaim

 1 Kevin Sullivan, “Life in the ‘Islamic State’: Spoils for the Rulers, Terror 
for the Ruled,” The Washington Post, Oct. 1, 2015, http://tinyurl.com/
qgy4s3r.
 2 Ibid.
 3 Ibid.
 4 “Life Inside ‘Islamic State’: Diaries,” Entries 3, 4, 5, BBC Radio 4, Feb. 
29-March 3, 2016, http://tinyurl.com/ho2xc9d.

Nadia Murad Basee Taha, a Yazidi woman abducted from her 
village in Iraq last August and held for three months by 
Islamic State militants, speaks with Greek President Prokopis 
Pavlopoulos in Athens on Dec. 30, 2015.
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 5 “More Islamic State defectors speaking out — report,” BBC News, 
Sept. 21, 2015, http://tinyurl.com/zbhhgcz.
 6 Kevin Sullivan, “Life in the ‘Islamic State’: Women, ‘Till Martyrdom 
Do Us Part,’ ” The Washington Post, Oct. 1, 2015, http://tinyurl.com/
q63trxe.
 7 Charlotte Alter, “A Yezidi Woman Who Escaped ISIS Slavery Tells Her 
story,” Time, Dec. 20, 2015, http://tinyurl.com/oevju3c.
 8 Ibid.

Global Movement
Several Islamic extremist groups outside of Iraq and Syria 
have pledged allegiance to ISIS since it re-emerged in 
2014. Estimates of how many vary from fewer than 10 
to more than 40.

ISIS calls its overseas affiliates “wilayat” — Arabic for 
province. The Islamic State already has announced 

wilayats in parts of Afghanistan, Algeria, Egypt, Libya, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Yemen and the Caucasus, 
the region between the Black and Caspian seas.60

Other groups proclaiming their loyalty to ISIS are  
less directly tied to the group. In February, U.N. 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said 34 militant  
groups had reportedly pledged allegiance to ISIS as of  
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Minnesota’s Somali-Americans Confront 
Extremism
At least 50 young people have sought to join Middle Eastern groups.

Those who knew the three young men in the 
Minneapolis suburb of Burnsville say they liked to 
shoot baskets and embraced social media. They also 

seemed somewhat adrift at times, and passionate about the 
world’s injustices. In other words, they were typical 
American youths in many ways. Except all three would try 
to join the Islamic State, or ISIS.

In March of 2014, Hanad Mohallim, 18, traveled to 
Syria, where he told his family he would be serving as a 
border guard. Some months later, the family received 
word he had been killed. Abdullahi Yusuf, 18, and  
Hamza Ahmed, 20 — who attended high school with 
Mohallim — tried to follow his path to Syria, but federal 
agents intercepted them before they left the country.1 
They were charged with conspiring to provide support to 
a foreign terrorist group.2

Between 50 and 60 young people of Somali descent in 
Minnesota either have made it to the Middle East to join 
extremist groups, been stopped en route or are under inves-
tigation for possibly planning to do so, law enforcement 
officials say. No other state has more young people who 
have tried to travel to the Middle East to become foreign 
fighters.3

Leaders of the Minneapolis Somali community, esti-
mated at between 30,000 and 100,000 people, are working 
to understand what has driven some of their young people 

to embrace extremist ideologies and how to counter that 
appeal.4 Most Somali immigrants are relatively new to the 
United States, having emigrated after the collapse of the 
Somali government in 1991.

Although many members of the community have risen 
to positions of success, Somalis have faced the traditional 
challenges confronting new immigrants, says Hodan 
Hassan, co-chairwoman of the Somali-American task force 
in Minnesota, a group that fights the radicalization of disil-
lusioned local youths. “There is going to be poverty. There 
is high unemployment. There are gangs,” she says.

These problems can leave young men, in particular, 
frustrated and at loose ends. But an even greater challenge, 
she says, can be the struggle to reconcile two cultures. “I 
grew up in this country. I know what it feels like not being 
American enough and not being Somali enough,” she says.

The extremist groups promise to provide a strong sense 
of identity. “These young people are looking for belong-
ing,” she says, “and the call they’re getting [from the Islamic 
State and other extremist Islamic groups] is: ‘Come and 
belong to something bigger than you, a cause you can 
believe in.’ ”

The Somali community, working with local, state and 
federal officials, is trying to present better options to its 
young people. Minneapolis, along with Boston and Los 
Angeles, is participating in a federal pilot program aimed at 

mid-December 2015, a figure he predicted would grow 
in 2016. Ban said the speed at which ISIS had expanded 
its “sphere of influence across West and North Africa, the 
Middle East and South and Southeast Asia demonstrates 
the speed and scale at which the gravity of the threat has 
evolved in just 18 months.”61

Southeast Asia appears to be the newest area of 
growth. ISIS claimed responsibility for a terrorist attack 
in Jakarta, Indonesia’s capital, in January that killed 
seven and wounded 23.62 Extremists groups in the 
Philippines, a key U.S. ally in the region, have pledged 

allegiance to ISIS, but the government there dismisses 
the significance of the claims.63

The deadliest ISIS affiliate is Boko Haram, a radical 
Islamic sect that controls parts of predominantly Muslim 
northeastern Nigeria. Seeking acceptance by ISIS, the group 
began emulating the Islamic State’s approach to online pro-
paganda and added ISIS’s signature black flag and Islamic 
chants to its videos.64 Boko Haram pledged allegiance to 
ISIS in March 2015 and was accepted by the group.

Boko Haram, which loosely interpreted from the local 
Hausa language means “Western education is forbidden,” 
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countering violent extremism by dealing with the root 
causes. Nearly $1 million has been committed to the effort 
through a public-private partnership, Building Community 
Resilience, that will provide mentorship and educational 
and job support for Somali youths in the Twin Cities 
through several nonprofit organizations.

The program has come under criticism from some 
Muslim leaders who say it profiles Muslim youths and, 
because some of the money came from the U.S. Justice 
Department, is too closely tied to federal law enforcement. 
Jaylani Hussein, the Somali-American executive director of 
the Council on American-Islamic Relations in Minnesota, 
told Minnesota Public Radio that the program “stigmatizes 
a community that is already getting backlash and pressure.”5

Others say $1 million simply isn’t enough. “The reality 
is, there needs to be more funding. There needs to be more 
resources. There needs to be more opportunities for these 
kids,” says Saciido Shaie, a Twin Cities Somali activist who 
sits on a state commission on juvenile justice.

Shaie is the founder and president of the Ummah 
Project, which hopes to build a recreation and community 
center that she says would give Muslim young people a cul-
turally appropriate place to study, workout or enjoy activi-
ties. For example, young men and women would enjoy 
separate swimming facilities, and the dress code would con-
form to Islam’s standards of modesty. “We want to create a 
safe haven,” she says.

Experts who have studied the cases of young people 
drawn to the Islamic State caution there is no one route 
toward radicalization. Not all those drawn to ISIS have 
been economically disadvantaged or part of recently arrived 
immigrant communities. But as reported in the news 
media, the lives of the three young men who attended 
Burnsville High indicate that they sought a place to fit in.

Mohallim and Yusuf changed schools several times. 
Ahmed was suspended for fighting while in high school and 
never graduated. Their online posts and tweets reflect 
young men trying to figure out who they were and what 
mattered to them. Ahmed tweeted about his desire to “help 
and fight for the Muslims in Syria.” Mohallim and Yusuf 
both shared their struggle to become better Muslims.6

Shaie says a crucial part of the solution is helping 
young Somalis understand they can embrace their dual 
identity as Somali-Americans and take advantage of both 
their heritage and the opportunities of the country in 
which they now live.

“We need to talk about the beauty of this community,” 
she says. “We’re bringing a rich, beautiful culture to the 
Twin Cities. We have people working in every sector of 
society. We came to America for a better life. We need to 
make sure our young people know they can share in this.”

— Reed Karaim

1 Laura Yuen, Mukhtar Ibrahim and Sasha Aslanian, “From MN 
suburbs, they set out to join ISIS,” Minnesota Public Radio, March 25, 
2015, http://tinyurl.com/ j237y58.
2 Joe Kimball, “Ten ISIS suspects have been charged in Minnesota, 
second most in U.S.,” Minnpost, Nov. 19, 2015, http://tinyurl.com/
h2p4yws.
3 Dina Temple-Raston, “Minneapolis Unveiling Plan to Counter 
Recruiting by ISIS,” NPR, Sept. 9, 2015, http://tinyurl.com/pzmfrsa.
4 Chris Williams, “New census data: Minnesota Somali population 
grows,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, Oct. 27, 2011, http://tinyurl.com/
juvuhyd; Teresa Welsh, “Sowing Trust at Home,” U.S. News & World 
Report, July 2, 2015, http:// tinyurl.com/h55n35j.
5 Temple-Raston, op. cit.
6 Yuen, Ibrahim and Aslanian, op. cit.

believes Muslims are prohibited from taking part in any 
activity, dress or customs associated with Western society. 
To that end, according to Amnesty International, it kills 
and kidnaps residents as it sweeps through towns and vil-
lages, looting, bombing and burning schools, churches, 
mosques and other public buildings. Like ISIS, it prac-
tices sexual slavery. In April 2014 Boko Haram captured 
more than 200 schoolgirls from the town of Chibok and 
announced it would treat them as slaves who would be 
given to its fighters.65 In all, the group kidnapped 2,000 
adults and children during 2014 through early 2015.66

Although it has not sought to expand its attacks 
against nonbelievers into the West as ISIS has, Boko 
Haram was ranked by the Global Terrorism Index as the 
world’s deadliest terrorist group in 2014, responsible for 
6,644 deaths. ISIS, which killed 6,073, was second. 
Together, the Islamic State and its Nigerian affiliate were 
responsible for nearly half the deaths attributed world-
wide to terrorism that year, according to the index.67

The index also found that 78 percent of all the 
deaths worldwide from terrorism occurred in just five 
countries — Iraq, Nigeria, Syria, Pakistan and 
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Afghanistan — underscoring the tremendous human 
cost of political instability and militant extremism in 
the Muslim world.68

CURRENT SITUATION
Preventing Attacks
In the aftermath of the attacks in Brussels, European 
Union (EU) officials struggled to see how they could 
improve their efforts to control ISIS-inspired terrorism 
across the 28-member union, with a welter of intelli-
gence and law enforcement operations and a tradition of 
open borders and free assembly.

Many officials said the lack of coordination between 
authorities in different countries leaves the region vul-
nerable to attack. President Recep Tayyip Erdogan of 
Turkey, which is not an EU member, pointed out that 
his government had warned Belgium and the Netherlands 
that at least one of the Brussels attackers, Ibrahim el-
Bakraoui, was dangerous when Turkey deported him to 
the Netherlands last year.

“Despite our warnings that this person was a foreign 
terrorist fighter,” Erdogan told a news conference in 
Ankara on March 23, “the Belgian authorities could not 
identify a link to terrorism.”69

Other analysts point out the extreme difficulty of pre-
venting random terrorist attacks in open Western societ-
ies, in which individual rights and freedom of movement 
are essential. After last year’s attack in Paris, Obama said, 
“The truth is that in a free and open society, we will 
never completely eliminate the possibility of a single ter-
rorist act happening in any given time.”70

American and European officials warned that the 
Islamic State remains determined to bring the war to the 
West. Testifying on Capitol Hill in February, Marine Lt. 
Gen. Vincent Stewart, director of the Defense 
Intelligence Agency, said ISIS probably would “attempt 
to direct attacks on the U.S. homeland in 2016.” James 
Clapper, director of national intelligence, also told 
Congress that ISIS was inserting operatives into the 
flood of migrants fleeing Syria and Iraq.71

About 20 to 30 percent of the Westerners, mostly 
young men, who joined ISIS in Syria and Iraq have 
returned to their home countries, according to a report 
by the Soufan Group, a security and intelligence consult-
ing firm in New York. About 1,000 returned to the 

U.K., France, Germany and Belgium, while about 40 
returned to the United States, the report said.72

British officials have warned that the danger posed by 
foreign-fighter returnees is one of the biggest threats fac-
ing the country. London Assistant Police Commissioner 
Mark Rowley said recent arrests of suspected extremists 
indicate ISIS is trying to get fighters with weapons and 
paramilitary training into Northern Europe.73

Speaking before the Brussels attack, Columbia 
University’s Gottlieb said the Paris attack last winter 
serves as a model of how ISIS hopes to strike at the West. 
“They want to do a major attack,” he says. “Their goal 
would be that we would react hyper-aggressively. They 
want to draw us back in. If we don’t respond, they pro-
claim it as a sign of weakness. If we do, they’ve provoked 
the response they want.”

War in Syria, Iraq
In late March, the latest round of negotiations between 
the various parties involved in the Syrian civil war, which 
includes the government of Syrian President Assad, most 
opposition groups and the United States and Russia, 
concluded without making substantial progress. The 
groups agreed to meet again later in April. The Islamic 
State, however, is not a part of the negotiations, and 
military action against it continues.74

Some 200 Assyrian Christians stage a demonstration in front of 
the United Nations office in Tehran, Iran, on March 12, 2015, to 
protest ISIS attacks on Assyrians in Iraq and Syria. The Islamic 
State targets anyone who does not subscribe to its narrow 
interpretation of Islam.
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A T  I S S U E

Are U.S. ground troops needed to defeat the Islamic State?
James Jay Carafano
Vice President, Foreign and Defense Policy 
Studies, Heritage Foundation

Written for CQ Researcher, March 2016

The United States should be prepared to send ground troops 
back to fight in Iraq and help keep the peace. The Middle East is 
too important to risk the region spiraling into war and chaos.

The Middle East matters. More than just a big gas pump, it is 
pretty much at the crossroads of global affairs. International 
routes of sea and air trade, finance and human migration criss-
cross the region. As a global power with international interests to 
protect, Washington cannot afford to ignore what is happening in 
the Middle East.

Most concerning is the rise of the Islamic State, or ISIS. 
Despite recent reversals, it still controls nation-size territory in 
Iraq and Syria, issues its own currency and commands a small 
army.

The capacity of a terrorist group to act as a state carries grave 
dangers. The ISIS “brand” as a rising caliphate animates Islamist 
extremists across the globe. As long as ISIS survives and thrives, 
it will inspire more terrorist attacks worldwide.

The terrorist state itself could become a global platform for 
transnational terrorism, just as Afghanistan was until the post-
Sept. 11, 2001, invasion by the United States and other 
Western nations. In some respects, ISIS already has assumed 
that role. What makes the possibility of terrorists mixing in 
with legitimate refugees heading to Europe so dangerous is 
that, once they make it there, they can fall in with existing ter-
ror networks.

Danger flows in the opposite direction, too. Nations such as 
Australia have found that once their radicalized citizens make it to 
the battlefields of Iraq, they reach back to try to set up terror 
networks in their homelands.

Beyond the transnational threat, a massive Sunni terrorist 
state in the center of the Middle East significantly raises the 
potential for regional war.

The United States thus has every reason to end ISIS’ territo-
rial control in Iraq. But what will it take? The Obama administra-
tion believes a light touch — supporting the Iraqi military, aerial 
bombing and selected special operations — will suffice. That 
plan has not worked yet.

Certainly, by the end of President Obama’s term, we’ll know if 
it has a chance. The key is Mosul. If the Iraqis can’t take that city 
back, they can’t break the back of ISIS. If ISIS retains Mosul, the 
only realistic option for rooting them out is to reintroduce sub-
stantial U.S. combat forces.

YES Daniel L. Davis
Retired Lieutenant Colonel, U.S. Army; Winner, 
2012 Ridenhour Truth-Telling Prize

Written for CQ Researcher, March 2015

NO

It seems intuitive to some people: “The battle against the 
Islamic State, or ISIS, using only airpower has been incon-
clusive, so if we want to defeat them, as unpalatable as it may 
be, we’re going to have to send in ground troops to finish 
them off.”

A number of counterintuitive facts, however, render that con-
clusion wrong. Deploying ground combat forces will not defeat 
ISIS, nor will it safeguard American security. Sending ground 
troops almost certainly will worsen the situation.

It is true that two years of airstrikes against ISIS targets in 
Syria and Iraq have proven inconclusive. But our failure to take 
out ISIS isn’t because we’ve deployed insufficient combat force. 
We haven’t succeeded because we’ve relied on the wrong instru-
ment. Military power does have a role, but it should be secondary 
to diplomacy. A national effort relying primarily on diplomacy has 
a chance to achieve U.S. objectives, whereas a military-first 
approach does not.

For ISIS to even exist, much less succeed, it must have an 
effective logistics system. No militant organization can fight 
unless it has steady deliveries of food, water, clothing, ammuni-
tion, weapons, spare parts and fuel for vehicles and generators, 
plus effective battlefield health care and a constant supply of 
replacement troops. Render that logistics system inoperative and 
ISIS dies in the field.

ISIS is landlocked everywhere it controls territory. It can 
sustain itself only if it has the secret support — either passive 
or active — of the states surrounding it: Iran, Turkey, Jordan, 
Saudi Arabia or others. The United States should use its 
robust intelligence capability to identify all the sources from 
which ISIS receives its massive logistics, then employ its dip-
lomatic might to pressure those groups or states to cease 
such support. The military would be used to enforce interdic-
tion efforts.

The 2004 battle of Fallujah against Iraqi insurgents graphi-
cally demonstrated that U.S. ground troops can destroy an 
enemy house by house but also can devastate civil infrastructure 
and embitter the population. After achieving an unequivocal mili-
tary victory on the ground, Fallujah was then lost to ISIS almost 
without a fight. So the battle was a tactical victory but a strategic 
defeat. If we don’t want to repeat the mistake on a much larger 
scale, we must subordinate the use of the military and unleash 
our full diplomatic force.
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Severe differences between the various parties exist — 
starting with a fundamental disagreement over whether 
Assad should be allowed to stay in power — and many 
analysts remain skeptical that the peace talks will suc-
ceed.75 If the negotiations did succeed, however, a peace 
agreement would allow the Syrian government to turn 
its attention from fighting domestic opposition groups 
to defeating ISIS.

In Iraq, ISIS operatives on March 6 reportedly deto-
nated a fuel truck filled with explosives at a police check-
point in Hilla, a town south of Baghdad, killing at least 
60 and wounding 70.76 The attack was the third suicide 
bombing in or near Baghdad in two weeks, according to 
press reports. Such attacks have killed more than 170 in 
the past month. The campaign, which has hit targets 
behind Iraqi government lines, is considered an attempt 
to force Iraqi forces to overextend themselves.77

Both Shiite militias and the Iraqi army, backed by 
heavy U.S. air support, have been striking ISIS forces. 
Last month the Iraqi army retook the city of Ramadi, 
which had fallen to ISIS in May 2015 in a humiliating 
defeat.78 U.S. military officers in Iraq say they consider 
the latest battle for Ramadi a sign that parts of the Iraqi 
military trained by U.S. advisers are gaining confidence 
on the battlefield.79

The small contingent of U.S. special operations forces 
in Iraq and Syria are also stepping up operations in care-
fully targeted raids designed to gather intelligence, free 
hostages or seize key ISIS personnel. Secretary of Defense 
Carter told reporters the raids are a sign that ISIS must 
fear “that anywhere, anytime, it may be struck.”80

Meanwhile, ISIS has expanded its reach in other parts 
of the Middle East and North Africa. About 6,500 ISIS 
fighters are believed to be in Libya, where the extremist 
group has strongholds along 150 miles of the 
Mediterranean coastline. ISIS is reported to be drawing 
fighters from across North Africa to the area.81

The Pentagon is planning for a possible expansion of 
U.S. airstrikes or covert special operations forces operat-
ing in Libya, according to The New York Times, which 
said clandestine reconnaissance missions to map out pos-
sible targets are underway.82

Overall, however, the U.S. and Western strategy is to 
depend on local forces to defeat ISIS on the ground, said 
an analysis in Military Times. American planners report-
edly believe the various militias and armies pressing on 
ISIS can eventually squeeze it out of existence. But they 
expect the conflict to take years and require more U.S. 
troops on the ground to provide support, along with 
stepped-up U.S. air support.83

To that end, the U.S. Air Force reportedly is prepar-
ing to add B-52 heavy bombers, which have a payload 
capacity of 70,000 pounds, in the air campaign against 
ISIS. The bombers, which first saw service in the 1950s, 
have been used for large-scale bombardment with old-
fashioned unguided bombs, but Air Force officials say 
the planes now can be outfitted with smart weapons that 
can be guided precisely to their target.84

News reports also indicate that a force of 40,000 
Syrian, Kurdish and Arab fighters, assisted by a small 
contingent of U.S. special operations forces and French 
and British commandos, has been cutting off supply 
lines to the Islamic State’s Syrian capital of Raqqa in 
preparation for an eventual assault to retake that city. 
However, no timeline for the operation has been made 
public.85

American Politics
The Brussels attack has heated up the U.S. presidential 
primary debate about how the United State should 
respond to the terrorism threat.

President Obama meets youngsters at the Islamic Society of 
Baltimore on Feb. 3, 2016. Obama’s visit was widely seen as a 
rebuke to anti-Muslim Republican campaign rhetoric. “We have to 
reject a politics that seeks to manipulate prejudice or bias and 
targets people because of religion,” Obama said, describing U.S. 
Muslims as part of “one American family.”

Ge
tty

 Im
ag

es
/T

he
 B

al
tim

or
e 

Su
n/

Ke
nn

et
h 

L.
 L

am

Copyright ©2018 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



d e f e at i n g  t h e  i S l a m i C  S tat e   19

Donald Trump, the reality TV star and real estate devel-
oper currently leading the Republican race for the nomina-
tion, reiterated his earlier call for a ban on allowing 
Muslims to enter the United States. “At this point, we can-
not allow these people to come into our country,” he said.86

Previously, Trump had urged increased surveillance of 
U.S. mosques and Muslims. “You have people that have 
to be tracked,” Trump said. “If they’re Muslims, they’re 
Muslims.”87 Trump also has said his administration 
would torture terrorists and kill their families, although 
he later said his administration would follow U.S. law in 
each case.88

Sen. Ted Cruz of Texas, running second to Trump in 
the GOP race, responded to the Brussels attack by call-
ing for law enforcement to “patrol and secure Muslim 
neighborhoods.”89 To deal with ISIS in the Mideast, 
Cruz has promised to “carpet-bomb them into oblivion,” 
an approach military experts have pointed out would 
lead to widespread civilian casualties.90

On the Democratic side, former Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton, leading in the Democratic presidential 
nomination race, and her rival, Sen. Bernie Sanders of 
Vermont, have stressed the need to work with Middle 
Eastern nations and traditional Western allies to defeat 
ISIS. They also have pledged to bolster security in the 
United States to prevent terrorist attacks.91 But both have 
rejected calls to discriminate against or ban Muslims.92

In February, Obama visited a Baltimore mosque in 
what was widely seen as a rebuke to Republican cam-
paign rhetoric. “We have to reject a politics that seeks to 
manipulate prejudice or bias and targets people because 
of religion,” Obama said at the Islamic Society of 
Baltimore mosque. The president described U.S. 
Muslims as part of “one American family.”93

OUTLOOK
Fertile Ground
Few, if any, analysts expect a quick defeat of the Islamic 
State. Nor do they expect a rapid solution to the larger 
problem of an extreme Muslim ideology that considers 
itself at war with billions of people worldwide who reject 
its religious vision.

George Washington University’s Hughes points out 
that the United States and its allies have defeated or deci-
mated other groups holding extremist Islamic ideologies, 

such as the Taliban in Afghanistan and al Qaeda, only to 
see similar ideas resurface in other forms. Defeating ISIS 
on the battlefield could have the same effect down the 
road, he says, especially if much of the Middle East 
remains in political chaos with weak or nonexistent local 
governments.

“The ideology has the ability to metastasize and 
adjust to the situation,” he says. “It will transform itself 
and move on to other ungoverned spaces as long as the 
underlying problems remain.”

Boston University’s Stern says the current military focus 
on defeating ISIS on the ground misses the nature of the 
challenge. “The problem is, . . . the Islamic State is partly a 
totalitarian state and partly a transnational terrorist organi-
zation,” she says. Any long-term solution to the problem 
must address the ideology behind the “whole jihadi move-
ment” that includes al Qaeda and other extremist groups, 
she adds, and must be led by the Muslim world.

Columbia University’s Gottlieb says many Middle 
Eastern countries likely will remain fertile ground for 
extremist ideologies until they work out stable political 
structures that effectively integrate Islamic beliefs and 
law with the requirements of the modern nation-state. 
“They’re going to have to find their own comfort zones,” 
he says. “They’re not going to be Jeffersonian democracy. 
They could be fundamentalist in nature.” But they will 
have to accommodate some difference, he says, “and not 
be dedicated to fighting a global war.”

A Heritage Foundation report that examined the 
inspiration for foreign fighters to join ISIS suggested 
that the West needed to address several fundamental 
problems in the region to undercut the appeal of extrem-
ist Islamic ideology. Among other things, the report rec-
ommended pressuring Saudi Arabia to stop exporting 
Wahhabism, a highly intolerant version of Islam to other 
countries, insisting that President Assad step down as 
leader of Syria and working to make the Iraqi and Syrian 
governments more religiously and ethnically inclusive.94

However, given the persistence of the Shia-Sunni 
divide in Iraq, the Naval War College’s Whiteside says 
partitioning Iraq so that the Sunnis have a semiautono-
mous region similar to that of the Kurds could be the 
best solution to the sectarian differences. “This isn’t a 
personal preference,” he says, “but if I had to put my 
money on something, that would be it, because it reflects 
the reality on the ground.”
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Sky, the former coalition official, who developed 
many friends in Iraq during her time there, sees a diffi-
cult road ahead for that country. “It is going to take a 
long time to rebuild the society,” she says. “Young people 
have only ever known war.” A better future, she says, will 
require an end to the civil war in Syria, greater regional 
stability and “a new generation of leaders in Iraq.”
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