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UNDERSTANDING THE ISLAMIC STATE OF IRAQ AND LEVANT

The Islamic State of Iraq and Levant (ISIL), also widely known as ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) or simply the Islamic State, emerged as one
of  the  most  formidable  and  brutal  militant  groups  of  the  21st  century.  Its  rapid  rise  from  a  beleaguered  al-Qaeda  affiliate  to  a  self-proclaimed
caliphate that controlled vast swathes of Iraq and Syria stunned the world and fundamentally altered the geopolitical landscape of the Middle East. To
understand the group’s impact, it is essential to examine its origins, ideology, key strategies, and the lasting legacy it has left behind.

ORIGINS AND RISE OF THE ISLAMIC STATE OF IRAQ AND LEVANT

The roots of the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant can be traced back to the aftermath of the 2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. The power vacuum,
sectarian tensions, and widespread instability created fertile ground for extremist groups. Initially, the organization was known as Al-Qaeda in Iraq
(AQI), led by the Jordanian militant Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. Under Zarqawi’s leadership, AQI gained notoriety for its extreme violence, including suicide
bombings and beheadings, specifically targeting Shia Muslims and coalition forces.
After Zarqawi’s death in 2006, the group rebranded as the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI). However, it suffered significant setbacks due to the U.S. troop
surge and the Sunni Awakening, where local tribes turned against al-Qaeda. The group appeared weakened, but it was merely biding its time. The
decisive turning point came with the onset of the Syrian Civil War in 2011. ISI leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi sent fighters into Syria to establish the
Jabhat al-Nusra, which later became a key player in the war.
In 2013, al-Baghdadi announced the merger of his Iraqi forces with the Syrian faction, declaring the formation of the Islamic State of Iraq and the
Levant (ISIL). This move was rejected by al-Qaeda’s central leadership, leading to a formal split. ISIL was now an independent, even more radical
entity, determined to outpace its former parent organization in brutality and ambition.

IDEOLOGY AND GOVERNANCE OF THE ISLAMIC STATE OF IRAQ AND LEVANT

The ideology of the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant is a radical interpretation of Salafi-jihadism, emphasizing the re-establishment of a caliphate
governed by a strict, literal application of Sharia law. Unlike many other jihadist groups that focused on targeting what they called the "far enemy"
(the West), ISIL prioritized the "near enemy"—apostate regimes in the Muslim world, particularly in Iraq and Syria.
One of ISIL’s most distinctive features was its focus on state-building and governance. In the territories it controlled, the group established a
functioning, if  tyrannical,  administration. It  imposed taxes, regulated education, issued its own currency, and provided basic services such as
electricity and water in some areas. However, this governance was overshadowed by a reign of terror. The group employed systematic violence,
including public executions, crucifixions, and the enslavement of Yazidi women and girls.
ISIL used sophisticated propaganda to attract foreign fighters from around the globe. Through high-quality videos, online magazines like Dabiq, and
social  media  campaigns,  it  projected  an  image  of  strength,  piety,  and  utopian  justice.  This  messaging  resonated  with  thousands  of  disaffected
individuals,  particularly  from  Western  countries,  who  traveled  to  join  the  self-proclaimed  caliphate.

KEY MILITARY CAMPAIGNS AND TERRITORIAL EXPANSION

The Islamic State of Iraq and Levant achieved its most dramatic territorial gains in 2014. In June of that year, the group captured Mosul, Iraq’s
second-largest city, in a lightning offensive that saw Iraqi security forces collapse and flee. The seizure of Mosul netted ISIL hundreds of millions of
dollars in cash from banks and a vast arsenal of U.S.-supplied military equipment abandoned by the Iraqi army.
Shortly after, al-Baghdadi declared the establishment of a caliphate from the Great Mosque of al-Nuri in Mosul, demanding allegiance from Muslims
worldwide. At its peak in late 2014, ISIL controlled an area roughly the size of the United Kingdom, stretching from eastern Syria to western Iraq. The
group also expanded into Libya, Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, Afghanistan (as ISIS-K), and other regions, though these branches often operated with
varying degrees of autonomy.
The group’s military strategy combined conventional warfare—using captured tanks, artillery, and Humvees—with terrorist tactics such as suicide car
bombs and IEDs. ISIL also demonstrated a capacity for unconventional warfare, including the use of chemical weapons like mustard gas on the

battlefield.

INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE AND THE MILITARY DEFEAT OF THE ISLAMIC STATE OF IRAQ AND LEVANT

The rapid rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant prompted an unprecedented international coalition. Led by the United States, a coalition of
over 80 countries launched airstrikes against ISIL in Iraq in August 2014 and extended operations into Syria in September. The coalition also provided
training, intelligence, and equipment to local ground forces, including the Iraqi Security Forces, Kurdish Peshmerga, and the Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF), an alliance dominated by Kurdish YPG fighters.
The war against ISIL was long and bloody. Key battles included the liberation of Tikrit (2015), Ramadi (2015–2016), and the grueling nine-month
campaign to retake Mosul (2016–2017), which left much of the city in ruins. Simultaneously, the SDF, backed by coalition airstrikes and U.S. special
forces, fought a ferocious campaign against ISIL in Syria, culminating in the capture of the group’s de facto capital, Raqqa, in October 2017.
By March 2019, the last physical territory held by the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant was eliminated when the SDF captured the village of
Baghuz in eastern Syria. However, the group’s military defeat on the battlefield did not mean its complete disappearance.

IDEOLOGICAL LEGACY AND CURRENT STATUS OF THE ISLAMIC STATE OF IRAQ AND LEVANT

While the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant lost its territorial caliphate, the ideology and the organization itself persist. The group has reverted to
its insurgent roots, carrying out guerrilla attacks, assassinations, and bombings in both Iraq and Syria. Thousands of suspected ISIL fighters remain in
detention facilities run by the SDF, while tens of thousands of family members, including women and children, live in overcrowded camps like al-Hol,
creating a humanitarian and security challenge.
ISIL  has also maintained a global  network of  affiliates and inspired lone-wolf  attacks throughout  Europe,  Asia,  and Africa.  The group’s  propaganda
continues to circulate online, encouraging followers to commit acts of terror wherever they are. Its ideology—rooted in a narrative of victimhood,
purity, and eschatological warfare—remains potent for those who feel marginalized or disenfranchised.
The long-term strategy of the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant  appears to be one of patience. By exploiting political instability, sectarian
grievances, and weak governance, the group aims to recover and eventually re-establish its caliphate. The underlying conditions that fueled its
rise—corruption, inequality, and the erosion of state authority—have not been fully addressed.

LESSONS LEARNED AND THE WAY FORWARD

The emergence and near-defeat of the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant offer critical lessons for counterterrorism and regional stabilization. First,
military force alone is insufficient. The destruction of ISIL’s caliphate was a necessary step, but without inclusive governance and reconstruction, the
vacuum left behind invites a resurgence. In Iraq and Syria, communities that were once under ISIL rule still suffer from destroyed infrastructure, lack
of basic services, and unresolved ethnic and sectarian tensions.
Second, the role of foreign fighters remains a significant concern. The repatriation and rehabilitation of these individuals, along with their families, is a
complex and politically sensitive issue. Many countries are reluctant to take back their citizens who joined ISIL, fearing the security risks and domestic
backlash.
Third,  the  fight  against  extremist  ideology  requires  a  comprehensive  approach  that  includes  education,  deradicalization  programs,  and  promoting
alternative narratives. The allure of the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant was not just its military successes but its powerful, if twisted, vision of a
just and pure society.

CONCLUSION

The Islamic State of Iraq and Levant has proven to be a resilient and adaptable adversary. Though its territorial caliphate has been dismantled,
the organization continues to pose a threat through its insurgency and global network of supporters. Understanding the factors that gave rise to
ISIL—political instability, sectarian divides, and the failure of governance—is crucial to preventing similar movements in the future. The world must
remain vigilant, not only against new attacks but also against the conditions that allow extremism to thrive. Only by addressing these root causes can
the legacy of the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant be truly overcome.
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