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Understanding the origins and appeal of the Islamic State group (ISG, also known as 
ISIS or ISIL) is crucial to fighting the movement, according to Hassan Hassan. Hassan 
is the co-author of the new book, ISIS: Inside the Army of Terror, which examines 
the evolution of an insurgent group linked to al Qaeda into a jihadi army that in 2014 
declared a caliphate in parts of Syria and Iraq. He spoke at a CSIS Middle East Program 
Gulf Roundtable entitled “Fighting the Islamic State” on March 13, 2015.

Hassan identified three historical changes in the region that have contributed to the rise 
of the ISG. The first dates back to the early 1990s, following Iraq’s expulsion from 
Kuwait in the Gulf War. In the aftermath of that conflict, Saddam Hussein initiated an 
“Islamic faith campaign” to Islamize the secular Ba‛athist ideology by encouraging 
mosque attendance, promoting religious instruction, and inscribing “Allahu akbar” on 
the national flag. Through this campaign, he infused an already violent ideology with 
religious devotion, leading some Iraqis to abandon Ba‛athism in favor of salafism. 
The ISG later benefited from this inadvertent blend of fascism and jihadism under 
Saddam’s rule.

The second major development, according to Hassan, occurred ten years later with the 
U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. The collapse of the Iraqi state opened the door to foreign 
fighters who brought with them their own approach to jihad. The most notable newcomer 
was Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the Jordanian leader of al Qaeda in Iraq. Whereas Osama 
bin Laden had focused on attacking the West, Zarqawi’s primary target was the local 
Shi‛ite community, the so-called “enemy within” that Zarqawi portrayed as having 
fought against the Sunni establishment throughout Islamic history. Iraq was the 
perfect environment for this sectarian narrative to gain traction as Kurds and Shi‛a 
rose to prominence after the fall of Saddam. The policies of former Prime Minister 
Nouri al-Maliki and the growth of Shi‛ite militias trained by Iran only exacerbated 
Sunni grievances. Zarqawi’s focus on the Shi‛a later became one of the distinguishing 
features of the ISG’s ideology.
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Hassan described Ankara as following a reckless policy, 
believing it can deal with the consequences of providing 
access to—or at least not stemming the flow of—jihadists 
to fight in Syria. Finally, he claimed that Egypt is unable to 
play a large role in the region today because it is inward-
looking, focused first on dealing with the insurgency in the 
Sinai.

Hassan also addressed several setbacks that have hampered 
the international effort to defeat the ISG. He stressed that 
the ISG’s appeal is genuine and derives from its political 
project to restore Sunni dominance, tapping into anti-Shi‛a 
and anti-Persian sentiment. Even if the ISG is defeated 
militarily, Hassan argued, a more radical group will emerge 
as long as these core grievances are not addressed. ■

The third historical change Hassan noted was the Arab 
Spring. The democratic ideals that spurred the uprisings 
also contributed, paradoxically, to the rise of a group 
anathema to them. A core principle of the Arab Spring 
protests had been the rejection of political and religious 
elites’ monopoly over politics and public discourse. Young 
people in the region wanted to think for themselves and 
determine their own future, a sentiment the ISG was 
able to exploit. The disillusionment with stalled political 
transitions fed a sense of desperation that drove some 
Arab youth to support any movement that could produce 
change. In the Gulf states, for instance, support for the ISG 
can be found among Islamists who, though they do not 
subscribe to the same ideology, are nonetheless attracted 
to the caliphate project the group is building in Syria. The 
appeal of the ISG beyond Iraq and Syria thus derives from 
the attractiveness of its emphasis on challenging Arab 
governments and ending political stagnation.

Regarding the fight against the ISG, Hassan claimed that 
Gulf governments generally regard the organization as 
a threat, but also as an opportunity to undermine Iranian 
influence in Iraq. In this context, they saw the ISG’s 
takeover of Mosul as potentially delivering a broader 
strategic victory for the Gulf against Iran. That assessment 
has changed, he noted, as the fight against the ISG has 
allowed Iran ever greater access to Iraq and strengthened 
Iran’s relationship with the Kurds in the north.  

Hassan also noted that Gulf priorities have shifted since 
King Salman came to power in Saudi Arabia. Salman 
believes that the Muslim Brotherhood has lost relevance 
following its setbacks in Egypt and Tunisia. His main 
concern now is managing the outcomes in Yemen, Iraq, and 
Syria, for which Turkey has emerged as a natural partner. 
To this end, King Salman adopted a division of labor to 
roll back Iranian influence in the region: Saudi Arabia will 
coordinate with Turkey on Syria and Iraq and with Qatar 
on Yemen, while the UAE will work to prevent Egypt from 
drifting toward Iran.

According to Hassan, Qatar believes that only Islamists 
are capable of defeating the Bashar al-Assad regime, and 
the Qatari leadership sees support for these groups as 
realpolitik. This accounts for Qatar’s support for jihadi 
groups over secular elements of the Free Syrian Army. This 
approach has also led Doha to pursue a two-stage strategy 
of first defeating Assad and then dealing with the jihadists, 
but not fighting both at the same time. Turkey’s attitude is 
similar to that of Qatar, but more aggressive and insistent. 
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