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INTRODUCTION

 F ar too much is written about terrorism. Even 
worse, most of it is sensationalist claptrap, which 
means there is a constant need to deflate the 

bubble of fabricated fear and restore some kind of perspec-
tive. Some body has to do it, and maybe it’s my turn.

What makes me particularly reluctant to wade into 
the subject of terrorism again is that it means discussing 
a lot of foolish, fanatical or just plain evil people who are 
also Muslims. After a while you start to feel that no 
matter how many times you say that Islamist terrorists 
and those who support them are only a small minority of 
the world’s Muslims—certainly a smaller minority than 
the proportion of Irish Catholics who supported the IRA, 
or Sri Lankan Tamils who supported the Tamil Tigers—
you still wind up sounding like you are saying that 
Muslims are the problem. On the other hand, three of 
the four terrorist incidents I was personally witness to 
(Bombay 1993, Moscow 2001, London 2007) did involve 
bombs set by Muslim terrorists. In the past decade and a 
half, the great majority of the terrorist attacks in the 
world were carried out by Muslims, so how can we not 
discuss it?
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Al Qaeda is out, and ISIS is in. The latter’s executions 
are more dramatic, and they make better videos: the one 
of the Jordanian fighter pilot being burned alive in an iron 
cage was shot simultaneously from seven different camera 
angles. ISIS attracts more lost young men and women 
from the Muslim diaspora in the West than stuffy old al 
Qaeda: there are practically line-ups at the Turkish-Syrian 
border. And now they even have their own “Islamic State,” 
with its own flag and a caliph and everything. Let’s have a 
book about that.

Well, okay, but I don’t want to scare people. They are far 
too frightened already, because the actual threat is very 
small unless you happen to live in one of the worst- affected 
countries of the Middle East. It is the media-fuelled fear 
gripping people in the West that empowers and indeed 
compels Western governments to do reckless things that 
actually serve the terrorists’ agenda. No surprise in that: 
these hair-trigger responses are precisely what today’s ter-
rorism is designed to produce. That’s why I call this book 
DON’T PANIC (with humble thanks to Douglas Adams).1

On the other hand, we have to take the terrorists seri-
ously. That’s not to say that we must take them at their own 
valuation; they are considerably less important than they 
think they are. But ISIS, al Qaeda, al Nusra, Boko Haram, 
al Shabaab and the rest are revolutionaries with a political 
programme, not just vicious idiots with guns. Their politi-
cal programme, for those who do not share their own very 
particular religious convictions, starts at the implausible 
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and ends up deep into the surreal, but all their actions, 
even the sickest and most cruel, are calculated to bring the 
day nearer when that programme will be fulfilled.

A lot of the foot soldiers in any army haven’t the slight-
est idea what the strategy is, or any interest in learning 
about it. All that the men with the box-cutters on the 
hijacked flights of 9/11 needed to know was that they were 
going to be “martyred” and go straight to paradise. They 
neither knew nor much cared what strategic benefits for 
the cause Osama bin Laden expected to gain from the 
massacre they were about to commit. But the people who 
make the plans and choose the targets are not only compe-
tent strategists; they are also good psychologists, for ter-
rorism succeeds mainly through the perceptions it creates, 
not the actual damage it does. Being wicked does not make 
you stupid—more’s the pity.

So this book will have to do a number of things, if I get it 
right. First, it will explain why the Muslim world, and in 
particular the Arab world, has become the global capital of 
terrorism (the great majority of the victims being Muslims 
themselves, and in particular Arabs). Second, it will explain 
how terrorism works, by which I mean how it often (not 
always) brings those who employ its tactics closer to their 
expressed goals. Third, it will trace the evolution of terror-
ist strategies and terrorist organizations in the Arab world, 
for they have both mutated over time. Finally, it will offer 
some thoughts on what we ought to be doing about the 
“terrorist threat.”

Dyer_9780345815866_5p_all_r2.indd   3 1/12/16   5:04 PM



•  4  •

GW YNNE DYER

I will be treating these four themes in parallel, or even 
all at once, because this is a story that has unfolded over 
more than thirty years and I would distort matters too 
greatly if I told it thematically rather than in sequence. 
Experts will spot places where I am eliding some of the 
finer detail of the story in the interest of concision, but I 
have tried not to leave out anything important.

The past dozen years, since the misbegotten U.S. inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003, have seen an almost continuous growth 
in the scale and reach of the Islamist revolutionary groups 
in the Arab world. In 2015 the Global Terrorism Index 
recorded 32,658 deaths, an 80 percent jump in just one 
year and a ninefold increase since 2000. Of those deaths, 
78% occurred in only five countries—Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, Nigeria and Syria—and almost all of the victims 
were Muslims. So were the groups that did most of the kill-
ing: Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, Boko Haram in Nigeria, 
the Taliban in Afghanistan, the various franchises of al 
Qaeda, and the assorted Islamist groups in Pakistan. The 
Islamists are definitely on a roll now, and we will probably 
see more seizures of territory in out-of-the-way parts of the 
Arab countries and in Muslim-majority regions of the adja-
cent African countries, followed in all likelihood by further 
pledges of allegiance to the “Islamic caliphate,” whose seat 
is currently in Raqqa in eastern Syria. 

But this rapid territorial expansion has been accompa-
nied by a slide in the dominant Islamist ideology, away 
from the patient, pragmatic and flexible style of al Qaeda 
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towards the intoxicating “End-Times” eschatology of ISIS. 
History as they see it now has a script, and the duty of those 
who serve Islamic State is to bring about the Apocalypse, 
all the way from the great battle at Dabiq (a town in north-
ern Syria) that starts the sequence running down to the 
Last Battle at Jerusalem, where Isa—Jesus, to Christians—
spears the anti-messiah, Dajjal, and then the world ends.

You would certainly not like to see such people in charge 
of a powerful modern state, but that is unlikely precisely 
because they are that kind of people. Bin Laden wanted to 
achieve such a state, spanning first the whole Arab world, 
then the entire Muslim world, and ultimately the whole 
world, and he was prepared to take any path that opened up, 
for however long it took, to reach his goal. The ISIS lot just 
want to live out the apocalyptic script in the shorter term. 
Which does help the situation a bit, because they cannot 
deviate from the script. We know where they want to go.

One last thing. The Muslim world, or at least its Middle 
Eastern heartland, now stands on the brink of a sectar-
ian confrontation between Sunnis and Shias that is 
potentially as big, as long and as violent as the religious 
wars between Catholics and Protestants in sixteenth- 
and seventeenth- century Europe. This looming threat is 
often portrayed, especially in the Western media, as an 
inevitable clash between two groups of fanatics, but it is 
nothing of the sort.

No reputable historian would explain Europe’s religious 
wars as merely a matter of rival religious doctrines. They 
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were intensely political events, in which sectarian loyalties 
were ruthlessly manipulated in the service of domestic 
and foreign political goals. The same goes for the Middle 
East today—and the right question to ask is: why now?

There’s an obvious explanation for why the Christian 
religious wars happened when they did: they were trig-
gered by the second great schism in Christianity, which 
involved all of Western and Central Europe. It’s less 
obvious why Sunnis and Shias should be at each others’ 
throats right now, given that the schism between the two 
main branches of Islam happened thirteen centuries ago. 
There were many bloody clashes between them at that 
time, but in most subsequent generations, in places where 
the population was mixed, ordinary Sunnis and Shias 
lived in peace. In modern secular states like pre-invasion 
Iraq, even intermarriages between the two communities 
were commonplace.

Moreover, nine out of ten Muslims are Sunni. You can 
imagine that this might lead to an occasional massacre of 
Shias, but certainly not to a stand-up fight. However, in 
the Middle East the Sunni-Shia ratio is much less lopsided. 
In the space between Egypt and Iran, Sunnis have a two-
thirds overall majority, but the country-by-country ratios 
range from 85 percent Shia in Iran to 90 percent Sunni in 
Egypt. And in the countries bordering on the Gulf—Iran, 
Iraq, Saudi Arabia and the smaller Gulf kingdoms and 
emirates—Shias have an overall majority of at least a two-
to-one, due mainly to the very big population of Iran. 
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(This large body of water used to be known in English as 
the Persian Gulf, but that annoys Arabs so much that tact-
ful people now say simply “The Gulf”.)

The trigger for the current Sunni-Shia confrontation was 
the 1979 revolution in Iran, which became an “Islamic 
Republic” ruled to a large extent by Shia clerics. The over-
throw of the Shah and Iran’s successful defiance of the 
West made the Iranian revolution very popular among 
Arabs, even Sunni Arabs, who were living under dictators 
and absolute monarchs who were for the most part in thrall 
to the West. The alarmed rulers of some Arab countries, 
especially those in the Arabian peninsula, sought to counter 
this trend by emphasizing that Shia are heretics deserving 
punishment (from a Sunni point of view), and in this enter-
prise they were greatly aided by the tens of billions of dol-
lars that Saudi Arabia has spent in spreading its particular 
version of Sunni Islam, Wahhabism, throughout the Arab 
world (and the broader Muslim world as well). Wahhabism 
has been virulently anti-Shia ever since its emergence in 
northern Saudi Arabia in the eighteenth century.

If we were talking about Christian sects, we would 
classify Wahhabism as fundamentalist. It is deeply con-
servative, even to the point of retaining traditional pun-
ishments like beheading and stoning that had largely 
disappeared in other parts of the Muslim world. It is very 
concerned with ridding Islam of what it sees as later dis-
tortions of the original faith and getting back to the values 
that it believes were embodied in the lives of the first 
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generations after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. 
This fundamentalism naturally intensifies the Wahhabis’ 
hostility towards the Shias, whose split with the Sunnis 
dates from the first generation after the death of Muhammad 
in the seventh century.

Wahhabi leaders have been closely allied with the Saudi 
ruling house since 1744, and Saudi Arabia’s enormous 
wealth now gives their ideas great influence in Muslim 
communities everywhere, even among people who would 
not describe themselves as Wahhabis. A 2012 study by Pew 
Research, a non-partisan “fact tank,” revealed that 40 per-
cent of Sunni Palestinians, 50 percent of Sunni Moroccans, 
and 53 percent of Sunni Egyptians now say that Shias are 
not Muslims. No opinion polls were done on this topic fifty 
years ago, but a mass of circumstantial evidence indicates 
that as recently as the 1960s such extreme views were very 
rare among Sunnis.

Other varieties of Sunni believers who will crop up in 
this book are Salafis and takfiris. The Salafis share the 
basic Wahhabi conviction that it is necessary to get back to 
the early values of Islam, and are similarly puritanical and 
literalist in their approach to religion—indeed, some 
Wahhabis actually prefer to be called Salafis—but they do 
not have ties with the house of Saud. Some are militant 
and willing to use violence to further their cause; others 
work peacefully towards the same goals. Takfiris also 
espouse the basic Wahhabi beliefs, but are distinguished 
by their conviction that any Muslim who does not share 
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them is an “apostate” whom it is lawful and even neces-
sary to kill. They also believe quite strongly in the need to 
kill Shias and expunge this great heresy from the planet. 
They are not exactly a sect, but it is they who populate the 
Sunni extremist movements now fighting to overthrow 
Shia-dominated governments in Syria and Iraq.

On the Shia side there are also various sects with differ-
ent beliefs, though none as extreme as the Sunni takfiris. 
The Alawites, who dominate the regime of Bashar al Assad 
in Syria, are a divergent and secretive sect of Shia Islam 
that incorporates elements of Christianity and other reli-
gions, and is seen even by some other Shias as not really 
Muslim. Another group sometimes mistakenly seen as an 
even more divergent Shia sect are the Druze, who also live 
mostly in Syria. However, their faith, while it is a mono-
theistic religion largely in the Abrahamic tradition, incor-
porates elements of Jewish, Christian, Muslim, and even 
Hindu and Buddhist beliefs, and they do not see them-
selves as Muslims.

Sorry that took so long, but you really can’t tell the  players 
without a programme.
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…b ut it does help to predict the terrorists’ 
actions and respond intelligently. Unfor-
tunately, the West has been spectacularly 

bad at doing that. 

 We will conduct a systematic campaign of air strikes against 
these terrorists.

– U.S. president Barack Obama on ISIS, 2014

 This is about psychopathic terrorists who are trying to kill us. 
Like it or not they have already declared war on us. 

[So bomb them in Iraq.]
– U.K. prime minister David Cameron on bombing ISIS, London, 2014

 We cannot stand on the sidelines while ISIL continues to pro-
mote terrorism in Canada as well as against our allies and 
partners, nor can we allow ISIL to have a safe haven in Syria. 

[Bomb them in Syria too.]
– Canadian prime minister Stephen Harper, Ottawa, 2015

Bomb, bomb, bomb, bomb, bomb Iran . . . 
– U.S. Senator John McCain during the 2008 presidential campaign2
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To be fair, Senator McCain has not actually advocated 
bombing Iran for the past few years. He has been too busy 
advocating bombing Syria. At first he only wanted to bomb 
the regime’s troops, but latterly he has urged the Obama 
administration to bomb both Syrian president Bashar al 
Assad’s forces and the new “Islamic State” founded by ISIS 
on Syrian and Iraq territory. Why not? Two enemies for 
the price of one.

John McCain comes close to self-parody, but the dis-
tance between him and more “serious” Western leaders is 
not very great. Some of them (probably including Barack 
Obama) privately understand that bombing generally 
makes more new enemies for the West than it kills old 
ones, but domestic politics usually trumps foreign policy, 
and the domestic audience wants its leaders to “do some-
thing.” Bombing people in the Middle East is something 
Western governments can do without incurring signifi-
cant casualties on their own side, so it is politically safe 
and answers the public demand for action. More often 
than not the action ends up being counter-productive in 
foreign policy terms, but that is a lesser consideration.

A more serious approach would begin by trying to 
understand the motives, goals and strategies of the dispa-
rate terrorist groups that allegedly threaten us. That is not 
easy, because their perspectives on history, their political 
values, and their understanding of their religion are all 
quite unfamiliar to most people in the West. Indeed, parts 
of their belief system still seem pretty bizarre (if no longer 
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unfamiliar) to a majority of mainstream Sunni Muslims 
as well. (Shia Muslims, by and large, do not indulge in ter-
rorist attacks on Western targets.) To make matters more 
complicated, the Islamist terrorist groups have differing 
theological views and different specific goals, although 
they all have a lot in common. 

In order to get a sense of just how complex the situation is, 
consider the range of attacks and initiatives by Islamist fight-
ers between March 18 and April 3, 2015. (I chose this period 
simply because that’s when I was writing this chapter.) 

March 18: Two young Tunisians who had crossed the 
border into Libya for weapons training return home and 
attack cruise-ship tourists visiting the Bardo Museum in 
Tunis. Twenty-two people are killed, all but three of them 
foreign tourists, before the terrorists run out of bullets and 
are killed by Tunisian police. ISIS claims responsibility for 
the attack two days later, saying it was a “blessed invasion of 
one of the dens of infidels and vice in Muslim Tunisia.”

March 22: ISIS in Yemen sends four suicide bombers to 
attack two Shia mosques in Sana’a, killing 137 people. 
Houthi (Shia) rebels from the north, having already taken 
central Yemen, including the capital, push south to drive 
the incumbent government from its last stronghold, Aden. 
Fighters from AQAP (Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula) 
also approach Aden from the east, causing U.S. Special 
Operations troops who controlled drone strikes in the 
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region to blow up their heavy equipment at a nearby air-
base and flee across the Red Sea to Djibouti. Now no 
American troops remain in Yemen.

 March 25: Libya’s Tobruk-based government-in-exile 
announces an offensive to retake the city of Derna from 
ISIS and other militant groups. It presumably fails, as 
nothing further is heard about it.

 March 26: Saudi Arabia, convinced that the Houthi rebels 
in Yemen are controlled by Shia Iran, creates a coalition 
that includes most Sunni-ruled Arab countries (Saudi 
Arabia, Egypt, Sudan, Jordan, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, 
the United Arab Emirates and Morocco) plus Pakistan, 
and begins bombing targets across the whole of Houthi-
controlled Yemen. A ground invasion by Egyptian, Saudi 
and Pakistani troops will follow, the Saudis announce, if 
deemed necessary.

 March 27: Syrian rebel forces dominated by the al Qaeda-
linked Nusra Front capture Idlib, only the second Syrian 
provincial capital to fall in almost four years of war.

 March 28–29: Boko Haram gunmen kill at least forty-three 
voters during the Nigerian national elections. Earlier in the 
month, Boko Haram’s leader, Abubakar Shekau, formally 
declared his organization’s allegiance to Islamic State, the 
ISIS-run “caliphate” in eastern Syria and western Iraq.
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 March 31: ISIS rebels gain control of much of the Palestinian 
refugee camp of Yarmouk, a southern suburb of Damascus. 
It is the first foothold of ISIS forces in the Syrian capital.

 April 2: Al Shabaab gunmen from Somalia make a pre-
dawn attack on Garissa University College in northeastern 
Kenya (near the Somali border) and kill 148 people, the 
overwhelming majority of them students. The students are 
asked their religion and Christians are killed at once, while 
Muslims are spared. Kenyan authorities say the attack 
was organized by Mohamed Mohamud, a Somali-speaking 
Kenyan citizen who was a lecturer at the college.

 April 2: Attacks on army checkpoints by Islamist mili-
tants of the Ansar Beit al Maqdis group in Egypt’s north-
ern Sinai region kill ten soldiers and two civilians. In 
November 2014, the group had declared its allegiance to 
Islamic State: “In accordance with the teachings of the 
Prophet, we announce our allegiance to the Caliphate, and 
call on Muslims everywhere to do the same.”

 April 2: Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula forces seize 
the port city of Mukalla and the largest army base in east-
ern Yemen, effectively establishing AQAP control over the 
sparsely populated eastern half of the country.

 April 3: The Iraqi government announces that it has recap-
tured the almost entirely Sunni city of Tikrit, the first 
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significant loss of territory by ISIS since it overran western 
and northwestern Iraq in July 2014. But it takes Iraqi gov-
ernment forces almost a month to retake the city, and the 
fighting is done mostly by Shia militias, not by the Iraqi 
regular army (which collapsed during the ISIS offensive in 
2014 and still has only a few units that are fit for combat).

The Shia militias celebrate their victory by lynching not 
only captured ISIS fighters but also some of the few Sunni 
civilians who had stayed in their homes (on the grounds 
that they must have been ISIS supporters if they hadn’t 
fled). They also loot and burn hundreds of businesses and 
private homes. On April 4 Iraq finally pulls the militia-
men out of the city, but the damage has been done: their 
behaviour will produce even more Sunni recruits for ISIS 
forces in the rest of the Iraqi territory controlled by Islamic 
State, and make its recapture even more difficult.

Confronted with all these complex alliances, bitter hatreds 
and inherited obsessions, and bewildered by all this 
churning violence, the average outsider is tempted to 
decide they’re all crazy and just ignore the whole mess. 
That could even be the best thing to do in some cases, but 
the problem is that at least some of the violence will affect 
the West no matter what it does or doesn’t do. So it’s worth 
trying to understand what’s actually going on and why. 

Take the sixteen days of atrocities listed above, for 
example. At first glance it seems that almost half of the 
victims enumerated were non-Muslims, but that is an 
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optical illusion. We know the actual numbers of dead in 
the Tunisian and Kenyan attacks, but comparable killings 
in Syria, Iraq and Yemen were not enumerated, because 
innocent civilian dead are rarely counted accurately (or 
even at all) in that kind of fighting. Even excluding those 
who died in combat or were part of the “collateral damage,” 
and counting only those who were deliberately executed 
for being the wrong kind of Muslim, the Muslim death 
toll during that period would certainly be at least a low 
multiple of the non-Muslim victims of terrorism.

The slaughter at the Bardo Museum in Tunisia (March 
18) was intended to advance the cause of Islamist revolu-
tion in a Muslim country. The victims were foreign tour-
ists, and Tunisia depends on tourism for about 10 percent 
of its Gross Domestic Product and an even higher propor-
tion of its jobs. The Bardo attack frightened many tourists 
away, and the subsequent slaughter of 38 foreign tourists 
by a lone terrorist on Sousse beach on June 26 pretty well 
closed Tunisia’s tourism industry down, so most of those 
jobs will now vanish. This may destabilize the country, 
which is a high priority for Islamist revolutionaries, because 
the country was home to the sole successful non-violent 
democratic revolution of the Arab Spring. For the Islamists’ 
project to succeed there, they need to discredit and destroy 
the reforms of that revolution.

The fighting in Yemen (March 22, March 26 and April 2) 
began as just one more of the tribal power struggles that 
litter Yemeni history. The Houthis, who have had great 
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success in the current civil war, are Shias (as are about 
two-fifths of the Yemeni population), but the war is not 
primarily about religion. At least as important is the fact 
that the Houthis are northerners in a country with a deep 
historical split between north and south. Moreover, they 
are allied with Yemen’s former president, Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, who was forced to resign in 2012 under the terms of 
a “Gulf Initiative” that had strong Saudi Arabian support.

The air strikes and the threat of a land invasion by a 
Saudi-led pan-Arab alliance of Sunni countries are intended 
to stop the Houthis from taking control of Yemen because 
the Saudis, who see an Iranian plotter behind every bush, 
have convinced themselves that the Houthis are actually 
just a tool in an Iranian power play to establish a Shia 
base on Saudi Arabia’s southern border. But in amongst 
all this paranoia and folly, two Islamist groups, al Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula and ISIS, have set themselves up 
in the less populated south and east of the country with 
the intention of creating bases of their own. Indeed, they 
are doubtless hoping at this point that if the Saudi-led 
coalition breaks the Houthi hold on Yemen but does not 
get its own troops on the ground fast enough and in suf-
ficient numbers, the Islamists will be able to sweep the 
board with their own fighters and create another branch 
of “Islamic State” like the existing one in Syria and Iraq. 
AQAP and ISIS would probably end up fighting each other 
for control of that state, but they may be capable of coop-
erating long enough to set it up, if they get the chance.
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The Syrian civil war (March 27 and March 31) stumbles 
on, with advances by Islamist anti-regime forces both in 
the north and in the outskirts of the capital, Damascus. 
The point to note here is that all the non-Islamist forces 
have been either driven out of business or absorbed by the 
Islamists in the course of four years of fighting. The U.S. 
government, which still wants to believe it can avoid sup-
porting either the Islamists or Bashar al Assad’s blood-
soaked dictatorship, continues to insist that it can build 
some “third force” of rebels who will defeat both the regime 
and the Islamists, but that is sheer fantasy. Sooner or later 
Washington will have to choose.

Boko Haram (March 28–29) has had things all its own 
way for the past three years, mainly because the Nigerian 
army could not or would not fight, but the government was 
finally forced to focus on the insurgency in the northeast 
because of the upcoming general election (which had to be 
postponed), and the death toll during the voting was much 
lower than had been feared. The decision of Abubakar 
Shekau to affiliate his organization with Abu Bakr al 
Baghdadi’s Islamic State is largely symbolic at this point, as 
little or no direct contact is possible between the two, but it 
does show the power of the idea: the territories controlled 
by the two men are 3,000 miles (5,000 kilometres) apart.

The massacre of Christians in northeastern Kenya 
(April 2), one of a number of massacres carried out by the 
Somali terrorist group al Shabaab in the past three years, is 
“retaliation” for the dispatch of Kenyan troops to Somalia 
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as part of an African Union force. The force has the task of 
restoring peace in the country after a quarter century of 
anarchy and civil war, but in practice its main enemy has 
been al Shabaab, which has been part of the al Qaeda net-
work for more than three years. (It had been asking to join 
since 2009, but Osama bin Laden rejected its application, 
urging it to review its operations “in order to minimize its 
toll to Muslims.” This is probably why it now kills mainly 
Christians in its attacks in Kenya, but in Somalia itself the 
great majority of its victims are, of course, Muslims.) 

The Ansar Beit al Maqdis group in Egypt (April 2) has 
not yet extended its operations to Cairo, where other 
Islamist terrorist groups have been active since the mili-
tary overthrow of the elected Muslim Brotherhood gov-
ernment led by Mohamed Morsi in 2013. However, it does 
enjoy a fair degree of control over the northern Sinai 
coastal region, particularly in the area close to the Israeli 
frontier. In the ongoing competition between al Qaeda 
and Islamic State franchises, Ansar Beit al Maqdis has 
opted for the latter. 

The atrocities in Iraq during the reconquest of Tikrit 
(March 3) were one more sign that the local power strug-
gles in various Arab countries where Sunnis and Shias 
used to live side by side in relative peace (Lebanon, Syria, 
Iraq and the kingdoms and emirates of the Arabian pen-
insula) are beginning to coalesce into a generalized Sunni-
Shia war. This would be a catastrophe that could blight the 
entire region for a generation.
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One overriding conclusion is unavoidable: the people 
of the region, regardless of their specific political and 
sectarian loyalties, are very, very angry. Angry at their his-
tory, angry at those whom they hold responsible for their 
history, angry even at themselves for allowing themselves 
to become the victims of that vicious, lethal history.

They tell a story in the Middle East—if you’ve heard it 
before, stop me now—about a scorpion who wanted to 
cross a river. Being unable to swim, he asked a frog to 
carry him over on his back. The frog refused, fearing that 
the scorpion might sting him and kill him, but the scor-
pion pointed out that he would never do such a thing 
because if the frog died, he would drown. “Okay, hop on,” 
said the frog, and set out across the river. Halfway across, 
the scorpion stung the frog. As they both sank beneath the 
water, the frog gasped out, “Why?” “This is the Middle 
East,” the scorpion explained. 

Among the educated Arab elite there is a pervasive his-
torical melancholy about the lost Golden Age, the first four 
centuries after Arab armies overran the southern and east-
ern territories of the (by then Christian) Roman Empire in 
the latter 600s. As the Arab conquerors had the wit to retain 
and even improve upon the administrative and scientific 
accomplishments of the Greco-Roman cultures they now 
ruled, the early Arab empires were culturally, technologi-
cally and intellectually superior to any other civilization in 
western Eurasia except, perhaps, Byzantium (what was left 
of the Eastern Roman Empire after the conquests).
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The tide began to turn with the real start of the Christian 
reconquista in al Andalus (Muslim-ruled Spain) in the 
mid-eleventh century, although it took four more centu-
ries to extinguish Muslim rule in all of Spain and Portugal. 
Around the same time, the Arabic-speaking parts of the 
Levant (Palestine, Syria, Iraq) were conquered by the 
Seljuk Turks, an Islamized pastoral people from Central 
Asia who originally spoke Turkish but used Persian as 
an administrative language. By the time that the First 
Crusade, a Western European campaign to recapture the 
formerly Christian lands on the eastern shores of the 
Mediterranean, culminated in the Christian conquest of 
Jerusalem in 1099, the whole of the eastern Arab world 
was already under foreign rule. The resistance to the 
Crusaders was commanded mainly by Kurdish and 
Turkish leaders, not by Arabs.

The Crusades finally petered out in defeat with the fall 
of the last Christian stronghold in the Holy Land in 1291, 
but by then a far greater calamity had struck the Arab 
world: the Mongol destruction of Baghdad, and indeed of 
all of Iraq, in 1258. (Iraq did not recover to its pre-Mongol 
level of population until the early twentieth century.) The 
Arab Golden Age was over, and no genuinely Arab regime 
again ruled over the agricultural heartland of the Arab 
world, from Egypt to Iraq, until the latter part of the 
twentieth century. Indeed, from the early sixteenth cen-
tury on it was all part of the Ottoman Empire, and its 
rulers spoke Turkish. 

Dyer_9780345815866_5p_all_r2.indd   24 1/12/16   5:04 PM



•  25  •

DON’T PANIC

Arab intellectuals know every bitter step in this story of 
decline and defeat. The great majority of ordinary Arabs 
don’t know the details of the story, of course, but they are 
well aware that something went terribly wrong in Arab 
history a long time ago, and that it has been downhill 
ever since. The last century is particularly bitter, and is 
well remembered by all parties. The Arabs were promised 
independence by the British during the First World War 
(Lawrence of Arabia and all that) and duly revolted against 
Ottoman rule, only to discover that Britain and France 
had made a secret deal in 1916 to carve up the Arab world 
between themselves. Under the Sykes-Picot Agreement, 
Britain got Iraq, Palestine and Jordan, and France got 
Syria and Lebanon (the British already had Egypt). Some 
Arabs refused to accept this carve-up, but their protests 
were crushed, and after 1918 there were once again no gen-
uinely independent Arab countries except for a few impov-
erished sheikhdoms in the desert parts of Arabia.

After the Second World War ended in 1945 the European 
empires went into retreat, and during the 1950s and 1960s 
every Arab country got its independence (although some 
of them had to fight quite hard for it). The post- independence 
priority everywhere was not democracy but “moderniza-
tion.” These countries hungered desperately for prosperity 
and respect, and both seemed to be most readily attainable 
by following the Eastern European/Soviet model of rapid 
industrialization and educational uplift, which was doing 
quite well economically at the time. (Economic growth in 
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Soviet-bloc countries did not fall behind the capitalist/
democratic model until the later 1960s.) So a flock of 
young Arab military officers seized power from the kings 
and parliaments left behind by the departing imperial 
powers—Gamal Abdel Nasser in Egypt, Hafez al Assad 
in Syria, Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, and so on—promis-
ing to deliver a rapid rise in both national power and indi-
vidual living standards. They also promised to put an end 
to the Israeli state, which had fought its way into existence 
in the very heart of the Arab world, with much Western 
support, in 1948. 

The new leaders failed everywhere. They failed militar-
ily, losing further wars to Israel in 1956, 1967 and 1973, 
mainly because they lacked the organizational ability to 
take advantage of their vastly superior numbers: in every 
war from 1956 onwards, the Israelis actually had more 
troops on the battlefield than their Arab opponents (plus, 
of course, strong support from Britain and France, and 
later from the United States as well). They failed economi-
cally because they were military officers whose training 
had not prepared them in any way to run countries and 
manage economies. And even if they had had the right 
skills, the development model they adopted, which in the 
end did not work that well even in the “socialist” countries 
of Eastern Europe, was hopelessly inappropriate for coun-
tries with low literacy, low urbanization, almost no indus-
trial or scientific establishment, strong tribal and clan 
identities, and deeply rooted patriarchal values. At any 
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rate, they failed, and by the late 1970s it was clear to every-
body that they had failed.

A six-paragraph tale of woe spanning almost a millen-
nium, but it does explain why Arabs are so angry. They feel 
cheated by the West, by their own governments, by history. 
Even today there is little modern industry and almost no 
serious scientific research happening in the Arab coun-
tries. Average incomes (except in the few oil-rich states) 
are lower than in any other region of the world except 
sub-Saharan Africa—and on current trend lines will fall 
even below Africa’s in another ten or fifteen years. Half the 
women in the Arab world are illiterate.

As for the military rulers who had presided over this 
full-spectrum failure, they did not retire from power in 
disgrace; they clung fiercely to power despite their failures, 
and as their popularity declined their regimes compen-
sated by becoming more brutally oppressive. And they (or 
their lineages) survived a very long time: Gaddafi lasted 
forty-two years, Bashar al Assad is still in power forty-five 
years after his father took power in Syria, and General 
Abdel Fattah al Sisi is the fourth general to rule Egypt in 
unbroken succession (apart from the brief democratic 
experiment in 2011–13) since 1954. The surviving monar-
chies, like Morocco, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, have like-
wise changed little over the decades.

And so, naturally enough, many young Arabs who 
came to adulthood in the 1970s, trapped in the dead end of 
the generals’ failed “modernization” projects, were driven 
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to consider revolution as a way out. But a revolution needs 
an ideology, and in practice will not thrive if the ideology 
on offer is simply a warmed-over version of the one the 
revolutionaries are seeking to overthrow—“We will carry 
out the same modernization project, based on Soviet-style 
crash industrialization, but we will do it more efficiently 
than the lot currently in power.” A completely different 
approach was needed, and many of the revolutionaries 
found it in the “Islamist” thought of an Egyptian writer, 
scholar and poet called Sayyid Qutb.

Qutb, born in a small village in upper Egypt in 1906, 
worked in Cairo as a senior official in the ministry of edu-
cation but was also a successful literary figure who moved 
in high political and intellectual circles. Like many 
Egyptian men of his generation, he held deeply conserva-
tive social views, but there was nothing radical about him 
until he went on a two-and-a-half-year study tour in the 
United States in 1948–51 to study American educational 
methods. There he observed and was appalled by American 
ways, decided that he hated “Western civilization,” and 
committed himself fully to an austere and fundamentalist 
version of Islam. He described churches as “entertainment 
centres and sexual playgrounds” and was particularly dis-
mayed by the freedoms enjoyed by American women, 
writing that: “The American girl is well acquainted with 
her body’s seductive capacity. She knows it lies in the face, 
and in expressive eyes, and thirsty lips. She knows seduc-
tiveness lies in the round breasts, the full buttocks, and in 
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the shapely thighs, sleek legs—and she shows all this and 
does not hide it.” (It need hardly be mentioned that Qutb 
never married because he could not find a woman of suffi-
cient “moral purity and discretion.”)3

On his return to Egypt Qutb quit the civil service and 
joined the Muslim Brotherhood, an organization that was 
itself then turning from peaceful agitation to violence, and 
became the chief of its propaganda section. In 1952 he 
began writing his eight-volume work, In the Shadow of the 
Qur’an. It was a strongly fundamentalist commentary on 
the holy book that emphasized the institution of jihad and 
depicted Jews, Christians and even those Muslims who 
did not fully obey the rules of Shari’ah (Islamic religious 
law)—including almost all of the dictators and kings who 
ruled the Arab countries but failed to impose Shari’ah 
law—as enemies of God. Qutb had no explicit views on 
what form of governance should follow once the rulers 
were overthrown—he has even been accused of “anarcho- 
Islamism”—but he was definitely anti-nationalist. There 
was only one Umma (the community of Muslim believers), 
and it must not be divided by national borders. 

Where the military rulers and conservative monarchs 
of the Arab world peddled the fading vision of powerful 
Arab national states on the European model (but still 
Muslim, of course), Sayyid Qutb offered a return to the 
glorious Golden Age of the undivided caliphate. The 
revived caliphate would be very powerful too, of course—
indeed, one day it would encompass the whole world—but 
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he was largely silent on the physical sources of its power. 
Would it be heavily industrialized, urbanized, organized 
for efficient production? He didn’t say, but one gets the 
impression that he thought not. Would it be democratic? 
Certainly not: it would function in accordance with God’s 
laws as interpreted by Islamic scholars, not in response to 
the whims of mere men.

For many young Arabs who were deeply disillusioned 
by the failures of the existing order, it was an entrancing 
vision, but to those then in power it was clearly a mortal 
threat, and they responded accordingly. In 1954 Nasser 
ordered the arrest of Qutb and many other members of 
the Muslim Brotherhood. Qutb spent the next ten years in 
prison but after a few years was allowed to resume writ-
ing, and he managed to finish In the Shadow of the Qur’an. 
He was released in 1964, but rearrested in 1965 after an 
assassination attempt against Nasser by members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood. During his time at liberty he wrote 
his Islamist manifesto, Milestones, which argued that the 
corrupt, Westernized regimes of the Muslim world had to 
be overthrown in order for the world’s Muslims to live as 
God intended. This policy could actually make it a reli-
gious duty for true Muslims to kill their “apostate” rulers 
and those who support them, a proposition that he 
defended in his last trial and which was used to justify his 
death sentence. He was not directly involved in the plot to 
kill Nasser, but he was tortured, given a show trial, and 
hanged in August 1966.
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There were other prominent philosophers of the nascent 
Islamist movement like Rashid Rida, Hassan al-Banna and 
Maulana Mawdudi, but Sayyid Qutb was the most influen-
tial and the one most willing, despite his own rather meek 
and shy persona, to espouse and justify the use of violence 
in the construction of an Islamic state (or, as it is now called, 
“Islamic State”). After his death, his brother Muhammad 
Qutb moved to Saudi Arabia, where he became a professor 
of Islamic Studies at King Abdulaziz University and did 
much to publish and promote Sayyid Qutb’s work. It is 
reported by a college friend of Osama bin Laden’s that the 
founder of al Qaeda regularly attended Muhammad Qutb’s 
weekly public lectures and read Sayyid Qutb’s works.

So there you have it: why it is Arabs and not Indonesians 
or Turks or other Muslims who carry out most of terrorist 
attacks; why many Arabs are so very cross—and how a few 
Arab intellectuals rationalized not only the turn to vio-
lence but the killing of fellow Sunni Muslims. (Sayyid 
Qutb and his colleagues didn’t actually work out justifica-
tions for killing Shia Muslims, because there were virtu-
ally no Shias in positions of power in Egypt and the nearby 
Arab countries they were mostly concerned with, but that 
was easily done when it became tactically desirable to start 
killing Shias.) 
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T he untimely demise of AQI’s leader, Abu Ayyub al 
Masri, and of Abu Omar al Baghdadi, the titular 
head of the “Islamic State of Iraq,” in April 2010 

was a turning point for the organization: it was only four 
years from that nadir of its fortunes to its conquest of 
most of the Sunni areas of Iraq in the summer of 2014. The 
person most closely associated with that turnaround is 
Abu Bakr al Baghdadi, who succeeded to the leadership of 
the ISI in the following month at the age of thirty-nine. 
(The name al Qaeda in Iraq was dropped shortly after-
wards, and the division between the two organizations, 
never more than titular, was erased.)

Abu Bakr al Baghdadi grew up in the small city of 
Samarra, a predominantly Sunni town. According to 
research done by the Süddeutsche Zeitung newspaper and 
Germany’s ARD television channel, he was a mediocre 
student who had to repeat a year in school because his 
English was so bad, but he was a very good football player 
and a pious youth (the children to whom he gave Quran 
lessons called him “the believer”). He failed to gain admis-
sion to the law faculty of the University of Baghdad because 
of his poor marks, but the Islamic University of Baghdad 
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accepted him into the theology faculty in 1991. He gradu-
ated eight years later with a PhD in Islamic theology, and 
he appears to have passed the remaining four years of 
Saddam’s rule as a junior cleric at a mosque in the Baghdad 
suburb of Tobchi.

The American invasion in 2003 galvanized him, and 
he promptly helped to found Jamaat Jaysh Ahl al-Sunnah 
wal-Jamaah (Army of the Followers of the Sunnah and 
the Community), a small “army” of militants who began 
launching attacks on U.S. troops, although, as the head of 
the Shari’ah committee, Baghdadi probably did not see 
combat. He was arrested by U.S. forces in February 2004 
and imprisoned as a “civilian internee” at Camp Bucca in 
southern Iraq near the Kuwait border. American intelli-
gence had little or nothing on him, however, and he was 
not seen as particularly dangerous—just another of the 
thousands of Iraqi men swept up in various raids and held 
without charge for looking suspicious. But it was probably 
his eleven months there that transformed him from an 
outraged Islamic scholar into a militant and ruthless ter-
rorist leader.

Camp Bucca was a terrorist university. Jihadis who 
spent time there—and there are thousands of them—still 
refer to it as “The Academy.” Divided into about twenty 
separate compounds, it held 22,000 people at its peak, 
including Islamist militants, ex-Ba’athist bureaucrats and 
army officers who were suspected of being active in the 
resistance, and many confused people who had no idea 
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why they were there. It was a pressure cooker where new 
links were forged and new ideas were explored. “We could 
never have got together like this in Baghdad,” said a senior 
officer in ISIS who was interviewed by Martin Chulov of 
the Guardian in 2014: “It would have been impossibly 
dangerous. Here, we were not only safe, but we were only a 
few hundred metres away from the entire al-Qaeda leader-
ship.” Not only that, but the same compounds held many 
former senior Ba’athists, ex-military men and bureaucrats 
who had been fighting the American invaders in quite sep-
arate organizations. An alliance between the two groups 
would offer many advantages if it could be achieved, for 
the Ba’athists had precisely the professional military skills 
and the experience in running large state organizations 
that the ISI lacked.

Chulov’s informant, who used the pseudonym Abu 
Ahmed, had not known anything about Abu Bakr al 
Baghdadi before arriving at Camp Bucca, but was impressed 
by his calm and his charisma. It was the ideal place for 
Baghdadi to deploy his two most valuable assets—his PhD 
in Islamic theology and the fact that his family could claim 
a direct line of descent from the Prophet Muhammad—in 
order to gain the respect and trust of his fellow prisoners. 
At the same time, Baghdadi made himself useful to his 
American captors by mediating in quarrels between rival 
factions in the camp and keeping matters calm. “He was 
respected very much by the U.S. army,” Abu Ahmed said. 
“If he wanted to visit people in another camp, he could, 
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but we couldn’t. And all the while a new strategy, which he 
was leading, was rising under their noses, and that was to 
build the Islamic State. If there was no American prison in 
Iraq, there would be no Islamic State now. Bucca was a fac-
tory. It made us all. It built our ideology.”21

This new ideology was a radical departure from the 
ideas of Osama bin Laden and the other leaders of the 
original al Qaeda organization. Bin Laden was a cautious 
man who may not have expected to see such a thing as 
an “Islamic State” come to pass in his lifetime. His plans 
assumed that he was working for long-term results: first 
you have to attack the “far enemy” (the Western coun-
tries) and get them to invade Muslim countries; that will 
eventually radicalize the Muslim peoples so much that 
Islamist revolutions will become possible; and then, even 
after the revolutions, you have to proceed cautiously 
towards the ultimate goal of a restored caliphate, always 
aware that nationalists in every Muslim country will furi-
ously resist being submerged in a pan-Islamic state that 
would erase their national identities. To use a Marxist 
analogy, if Osama bin Laden was Lenin, Abu Bakr al 
Baghdadi was Pol Pot.

What Baghdadi was proposing was the creation of an 
“Islamic State” right here and now by means of military 
conquest. It wasn’t as rash an idea as it seemed, for two of 
bin Laden’s essential conditions had already been met: 
the infidel “Crusaders” had invaded Iraq, and the Sunnis 
of Iraq were pretty radicalized already as a result. Keep 
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pushing down the same road for a few more years, be 
utterly ruthless in using violence to frighten people into 
submission, and there really could be an Islamic State here 
and now. It was a tremendously seductive message, deliv-
ered by someone far better educated in Islamic theology 
than most of his audience, and nobody minded that it 
would all have to be done by force. Practically all the states 
in the world before the twentieth century had been built 
by war (and well over 90 percent of them had ultimately 
been destroyed by war). Every traditional Islamic caliphate 
had been built by conquest, not by sweet persuasion. If you 
can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen.

Baghdadi would have known that taking this course 
would inevitably mean an eventual break with al Qaeda, 
but he didn’t necessarily dwell on that with his audience. 
He presumably already had the vision of the apocalyptic 
End Times that would be unleashed by the recreation of 
the caliphate, which now drives the whole ISIS project, but 
he wouldn’t necessarily have gone deeply into that at 
Camp Bucca either. What the troops needed was a vision 
of a glorious victory that could be achieved before they 
were too old, and—since they were very angry men—
theological license to use extreme violence in the service 
of that goal. Baghdadi gave it to them, and by the time he 
left Camp Bucca in December 2004 he was a made man.
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 When Abu Bakr al Baghdadi was released by the U.S. 
occupation authorities as a “low level prisoner,” he imme-
diately joined al Qaeda in Iraq. (Almost every militant 
who left Camp Bucca carried with him a list of useful con-
tacts to help him rejoin the jihad; most had the telephone 
numbers written on the elastic of their boxer shorts.) By 
2006 he was the general supervisor of the Islamic State of 
Iraq’s Shari’ah committee and a member of the group’s 
senior consultative council. After the death of Zarqawi in 
mid-2006 he became a senior adviser to the two men who 
shared the succession, Abu Ayyub al Masri and Abu Omar 
al Baghdadi, and when they blew themselves up to avoid 
capture in May 2010 he was elected leader of the ISI by a 
Shura council (a religious consultative assembly) in Iraq’s 
northern province of Nineveh. Nine of the eleven mem-
bers voted in favour of Baghdadi.

The organization he inherited was certainly not doing 
well. It continued to assassinate people and blow things up 
in crowded places, but it no longer controlled substantial 
chunks of Iraq territory as it had in 2005–07. Certain 
things were moving in its favour, however: the American 
troops were finally pulling out of Iraq; the Maliki govern-
ment in Baghdad, in its second term after an election in 
2009, was more corrupt and incompetent than ever but 
relentless in its anti-Sunni bias—and elsewhere in the 
Arab world revolutions were stirring. Not Islamist revolu-
tions, but non-violent democratic revolutions against 
the sclerotic dictatorships that had ruined their people’s 
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lives for so long. The first came in Tunisia in December 
2010. Less than two weeks after that revolution succeeded 
in overthrowing President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali on 
January 14, 2011 (after twenty-four years in power), the 
Egyptians came out in the streets against their own dicta-
tor, Hosni Mubarak, the last of three generals who had 
ruled the Arab world’s biggest country and cultural capi-
tal for an unbroken forty-seven years. Further non-violent 
protests broke out in Morocco and Jordan (where the 
kings quickly offered major concessions to protesters), in 
Yemen, in Bahrain, and—most important for Abu Bakr al 
Baghdadi—in Syria.

The wonder is that it took so long for non-violent revo-
lutions to come to the Arab world. The phenomenon only 
started to spread after the Philippine revolution of 1986, 
but by 2010 it was a quarter-century old and everybody 
knew (in principle) how to do it. Non-violent revolutions 
had brought down dictatorships similar to those of the 
Arab world in Thailand, Bangladesh and South Korea. 
Non-violent protests very nearly brought down the Chinese 
Communist dictatorship in 1989, and they did bring down 
all the Communist regimes of Europe in 1989–91. Others 
ended almost all of the dictatorships in Latin America, and 
the apartheid regime in South Africa was forced to negoti-
ate its own retreat from power by the mere threat of one. As 
a result, for the first time ever, more than half of the world’s 
people lived in more or less democratic countries with free 
speech, the rule of law, and all the usual appurtenances of 
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democracy. The Arab world was bringing up the tail of the 
parade, but that was all the more reason why the Arab 
Spring should have succeeded. Unfor tunately, apart from 
the admirable exception of Tunisia, it did not.

The Egyptian revolution did succeed in removing 
Mubarak from power, writing a new constitution and 
holding free elections, but the result, to the dismay of the 
protesters who had brought about the revolution, was a 
government dominated by the Muslim Brotherhood. This 
was hardly surprising, since rural people and the urban 
poor make up over half of Egypt’s voting population. In 
general they are socially conservative and deeply religious, 
so most of them would of course vote for the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

The right strategy for the disappointed Egyptian liber-
als in the cities would have been to wait four years and 
then vote out the new president, Mohamed Morsi, for the 
Brotherhood had accepted a poisoned chalice: the first 
democratically elected Egyptian government was bound 
to become extremely unpopular with time, given the par-
lous state of Egypt’s post-revolution economy. They should 
also have understood that Morsi had to walk a narrow line 
between respecting Egyptians’ constitutional rights and 
satisfying his own supporters, who expected their votes 
to translate into a more “Islamic” Egypt. Nothing Morsi 
was doing was extreme or irreversible, and he was doomed 
to be a one-term president. So if you don’t like it, grit 
your teeth and wait for the next election. That is how 
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democracy is actually supposed to work, but the heroes of 
the revolution (or most of them) couldn’t wait. They asked 
the army to get rid of this problem for them, and the army 
was only too happy to oblige.

Just over a year after Morsi became president, the army 
arrested him and took over. The military government 
dealt with the inevitable protests by killing around a thou-
sand Muslim Brotherhood supporters in the streets, a 
massacre of non-violent protesters comparable in scale to 
Tiananmen Square in 1989. So now yet another general, 
Abdel Fattah al Sisi, is running Egypt, although he at least 
had the tact to hold an election before assuming the presi-
dency. The Egyptians won their revolution, but then they 
threw their democracy away.

The non-violent protests in Bahrain were ended vio-
lently in 2011 by the Saudi Arabian army, which entered 
the country allegedly at the request of the king, Hamad 
bin Isa al Khalifa, to put down the demonstrations. Saudi 
Arabia had no intention of allowing a democratic revolu-
tion to occur on an island just off the coast of its own 
Eastern province. The protests in Yemen were reduced to 
irrelevance by the spreading civil war in the country. And 
the protests in Syria turned into a war that has already 
killed a quarter of a million Syrians and reduced much of 
the country to rubble.

This overall failure begs for an explanation, since the 
success rate for non-violent revolutions is generally much 
higher than that. Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan, in 
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their remarkable book Why Civil Resistance Works,22 pre-
sented a statistical survey of all the violent and non- violent 
revolutions of the past century, including failed attempts 
as well as successful ones, and concluded that the success 
rate for non-violent revolutions in each of the past three 
decades has been higher than 50 percent (which is far 
higher, by the way, than the success rate for violent revolu-
tions). One success out of five tries in the Arab Spring 
therefore seems low, but actually the Egyptian revolution 
did succeed; it was the follow-through that failed. If Egypt 
were still a genuine democracy today, we would probably 
count the Arab Spring as a generally positive event, and 
Syria as the tragic exception. But Syria is the exception 
that concerns us most, since the Syrian civil war created 
the opportunity for Abu Bakr al Baghdadi’s organization 
to expand beyond its Iraqi origins and become a phenom-
enon of real international significance.

 

 Syria, like Iraq until 2003, was ruled by the Ba’ath Party, a 
party organized along Leninist lines whose original goal 
was a single Arab socialist nation. The party was founded 
in Syria in the 1940s, and both its Iraqi and its Syrian 
wings managed to gain power in their respective coun-
tries by the mid-1960s. The two countries never united, 
however, as the two ruling Ba’ath parties promptly split 
apart in 1966, and remained hostile ever after. Indeed, 
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the hostility between the two former sister parties was so 
intense that the Syrian government actually backed Iran 
in the Iran-Iraq war.

Hafez al Assad, an ex-air force officer, took over the 
leadership of the Syrian Ba’ath Party in a military coup in 
1970, and ruled the country as president until his death in 
2000—whereupon the presidency went to his son, Bashar 
al Assad. But Syria was a very difficult country to rule: 
Sunni Arabs account for 60 percent of the population, but 
traditionally for less of the urban population. Other Sunnis, 
mostly Kurds and Turkmens, make up another 12 percent 
of the population, but will not necessarily be found on the 
same side of any given argument as Sunni Arabs. Shia 
Arabs are 13 percent of the population, a large majority of 
them being from the Alawite sect (which other Shias tend 
to see as heretical). Christians are 10 percent of the popula-
tion, but are divided into many sects, including Antiochian 
Orthodox, Syriac Orthodox, Catholics of many Eastern 
varieties, and Protestants. In addition there are 750,000 
Druze, plus small numbers of Yazidi, Mandaeans and 
Baha’i. But all real power was concentrated in the hands of 
the Alawite minority, some 10 percent of the whole.

This situation had come about because the French colo-
nial authorities, building their own local military units 
(troupes spéciales) in Syria between the First and Second 
World Wars, had chosen to recruit almost exclusively from 
the minorities on the grounds that they were more likely 
to be loyal to the imperial power because they did not wish 
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to be dominated by the Sunni Arab majority. These 
minorities included Alawites, Christians, Druze and 
Kurds, but the infantry regiments were almost all Alawite, 
so when France withdrew from Syria in 1946, Alawites 
dominated the section of the army most useful for politi-
cal intervention. It was three Alawite officers who led the 
1963 coup that brought the Ba’ath Party to power, and 
Syria has essentially been ruled by Alawites ever since. 
Sunni Arabs are often appointed to very senior positions, 
but the key military, police and intelligence posts have 
always remained in Alawite hands.

Running a tough dictatorship for half a century gives 
you time to accumulate quite a lot of enemies, especially 
if your rule has included episodes like the bloody sup-
pression of the revolt in Hama in 1982. When the Arab 
Spring reached Syria in 2011, therefore, the Alawites were 
genuinely afraid that they would suffer severely from 
revenge-taking if they lost power, and clung to it more 
fiercely than other Arab regimes facing non-violent pro-
tests. Moreover, both Saudi Arabia and Turkey (probably 
not in coordination with each other) began supplying 
arms and money to militant groups who would actually 
fight the Assad regime. At a somewhat later date it is likely 
that the United States began funnelling weapons into the 
hands of Syrian rebels from the ample stocks left in Libya 
after the overthrow of Muammar Gaddafi, although it 
never publicly admitted it. The net result, at any rate, was 
that the non-violent tactics which had brought down the 
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Tunisian and Egyptian dictatorships and so many others 
elsewhere in the world were never properly tried in Syria, 
and by October 2011, when the Syrian government first 
used artillery and air strikes against rebel-held sections 
of its own cities, the confrontation had turned into a full-
scale civil war.

The Syrian regime rapidly lost control of large rural 
areas where Sunni Arabs made up most of the population. 
It lost most of Aleppo, the country’s biggest city, although 
it was more successful in holding the rebels around 
Damascus off in the outer suburbs. But most of the minori-
ties either sided with the regime or stayed neutral, so by 
early 2012 the military situation had stabilized to a consid-
erable extent, with the government holding most of the 
major roads and at least part of every provincial capital, 
but lacking the manpower to take back the rest of the 
country. At that time most observers still expected that 
Assad’s regime would fall quite soon, but in fact the map 
has changed little in the succeeding years except for the 
loss by the government of two provincial capitals, Raqqa 
in March 2013 and Idlib in March 2015, and the conquest 
of the easternmost part of the country by ISIS. Which 
brings us back to the question of Islamic State.

When Abu Bakr al Baghdadi assumed its leadership in 
May 2010, the group was still called Islamic State in Iraq 
and it still didn’t control any significant swath of territory 
either in Iraq or elsewhere. There was not much point in 
launching major attacks in Iraq that might delay the final 
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departure of American troops from the country (by then 
postponed to December 2011), but the outbreak of the 
Syrian civil war presented Baghdadi with an unexpected 
opportunity. In August 2011 he sent Abu Muhammad al 
Golani, a Syrian-born militant who had been fighting for 
al Qaeda in Iraq since the early days of the invasion, to 
create a Syrian branch of ISI.

Golani was a powerful figure in his own right, an alum-
nus of Camp Bucca who had subsequently been a close 
associate of Abu Musab al Zarqawi. In 2011 he was serving 
as the head of ISI operations in Mosul province in north-
ern Iraq. (As an Islamist organization dedicated to the 
creation of a single globe-spanning Islamic state, ISI has 
never paid attention to the nationality of its fighters as 
long as their Islam was of the right sort.) He took some 
Syrian fighters who had been serving with ISI in Iraq back 
to Syria with him, accompanied by some individual Iraqi 
experts. The new Syrian branch announced its existence 
in January 2012 as the Jabhat al Nusra li Ahli al Sham (The 
Support Front for the People of Syria)— generally known 
in English as the Nusra Front—and rapidly grew into one 
of the largest Islamist organizations among the diverse 
groups fighting the Assad regime.

Being, like Islamic State in Iraq, an affiliate of al Qaeda, 
the Nusra Front was placed on the United States’ list of 
foreign terrorist organizations and banned from receiv-
ing any American aid. However, it was flush with cash, 
allegedly coming in part from private donors in Saudi 

Dyer_9780345815866_5p_all_r2.indd   124 1/12/16   5:05 PM



•  125  •

DON’T PANIC

Arabia and Qatar, and could buy all the weapons it needed 
(including American weapons) from non-Islamist groups 
who needed the money. While active in the fight against 
Assad, it devoted a large part of its time and effort to 
securing a firm territorial base across northern Syria.

ISI fighters coming from the long war of insurgency in 
Iraq, whether Syrian or Iraqi by origin, had experience 
and skills that made them more effective than most of the 
newly formed, often poorly armed and led militias that 
jostled for attention in the Syrian insurgency, and so there 
was a constant drift of Syrian fighters towards the Nusra 
Front. It was an Islamist organization, of course, holding 
extreme views on the proper way to interpret the rules of 
the religion and imposing them on the population within 
the territory it controlled, but with the whole Syrian insur-
gent movement becoming steadily more Islamic and less 
secular in its tone, this extremism did not isolate it polit-
ically. Al Nusra grew, it expanded territorially, and it 
prospered. By 2012, with the Syrian civil war essentially 
stalemated and the front lines barely moving, al Nusra had 
grown from around five hundred to about five thousand 
fighters in a year. 

 Meanwhile, back in Iraq, things were slowly starting to 
look up for ISI. The alienation of Sunni Iraqis by the deeply 
sectarian and staggeringly corrupt government of Nouri 
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al Maliki led eventually to popular protests in Anbar prov-
ince. Beginning in December 2012, the protests spread rap-
idly to all the Sunni-majority parts of Iraq, and in the 
course of the year hundreds of protesters were killed in 
numerous clashes with the Iraqi army and police. By May 
2013 mass-casualty bomb attacks targeting Shia areas of 
Baghdad resumed after a three-year hiatus (presumably the 
bombs were ISI doing its bit to help the confrontation grow). 
By the end of the year Sheik Abdul Malik al Saadi, an influ-
ential Sunni cleric, was calling the Maliki government “a 
sectarian government that wants to smash and eradicate the 
Sunni people in its own country,” and demanding that all 
Sunni politicians resign from their posts and abstain from 
the political process. It wasn’t exactly a Sunni Arab declara-
tion of independence from Iraq, but it came close. So things 
were coming along quite nicely for ISI in Iraq, and even 
better for its al Nusra branch in Syria.

It was probably the brightening prospects for his organi-
zation that emboldened Abu Bakr al Baghdadi to take the 
fateful step in April 2013 of declaring the transformation of 
ISI into ISIS: the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria. (The last 
word of the title in Arabic is actually “al Sham,” a word that 
denotes not only Syria but also Lebanon and Palestine, but 
for practical purposes just “Syria” will do. Both the United 
States and the U.K. governments translate al Sham as “the 
Levant,” a rather antique English term for the entire Arabic-
speaking eastern coast of the Mediterranean, and so ISIS 
is sometimes referred to in those quarters as ISIL.) By 
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adopting the new title “Islamic State of Iraq and Syria” 
Baghdadi was implicitly folding al Nusra back into the 
mother organization and downgrading Golani, the leader 
of al Nusra, to merely the Syrian branch manager of ISIS. 
He probably foresaw the consequences, but he did it anyway.

 We inform you that neither the al-Nusra command nor its 
consultative council, nor its general manager were aware of 
this announcement. It reached them via the media and if 
[Baghdadi’s] speech is authentic, we were not consulted.”

Statement attributed to Abu Muhammad al Golani, head of al Nusra23

Golani predictably rejected the re-merger. There were 
probably personal and national motives at play here 
(Golani really was a Syrian, even if his ideology prevented 
him from saying so), but by now there were real differ-
ences between the two organizations as well. The basic 
religious ideology was the same, but the Nusra Front gen-
erally (not always) refrained from mass-casualty terrorist 
attacks on civilians, and did not engage in the spectacular 
public acts of extreme cruelty that ISI was making its 
trademark. Moreover, Golani had the support of al Qaeda 
in resisting the takeover bid: Ayman al Zawahiri, the 
Egyptian militant who had taken over as leader of al 
Qaeda after U.S. Special Forces killed Osama bin Laden 
in 2010, ruled that the merger should not go ahead. So 
Baghdadi finally took the inevitable last step and broke 
relations with al Qaeda: later in April he released an audio 
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message in which he rejected Zawahiri’s ruling and 
insisted that the merger of the two organizations would go 
ahead. “I have to choose between the rule of God and the 
rule of Zawahiri,” he said, “and I choose the rule of God.”24 
A significant number of al Nusra fighters defected to ISIS, 
heightening the tensions between the two, and the war 
between ISIS and al Nusra got underway.

You may be wondering, at this point, why we should be 
lavishing such attention on the tangled political intrigues 
of organizations that were then (with the exception of al 
Qaeda) quite obscure. One answer is obvious: because 
that’s how everybody wound up where they are today, and 
even if you can’t remember all the names you get the idea. 
The other is subtler. ISIS, over the past couple of years, has 
acquired a vastly overblown reputation as the ultimate 
“terrorist” juggernaut, sprung from nowhere and led by an 
evil genius. It is nothing of the sort. Baghdadi is a clever, 
industrious man who truly believes in what he is doing, 
but any management expert would recognize that the way 
these organizations are behaving is well within the bounds 
of normal business competition. (Except for the particular 
business they are in, of course.)

The war of words between al Nusra and ISIS in Syria 
only turned into full-scale war in January 2014, when 
Golani gave ISIS a five-day ultimatum to accept mediation 
to end the infighting or be “expelled” from the region. ISIS 
responded by describing the Nusra Front as the “front of 
betrayal and treason,” and in the heavy fighting of the next 
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four months, Al Jazeera reported, the two organizations 
lost about three thousand fighters killed.25 A major offen-
sive by al Nusra was defeated, and during the summer of 
2014, ISIS drove the rival Islamist organization out of one 
of its key strongholds in Deir ez-Zor, capturing oil fields 
that had been an important source of al Nusra’s income. 
That income now went to ISIS, and the group had also 
consolidated a strong territorial base in eastern Syria, 
where it no longer faced any serious pressure either from 
the Assad regime or from rival militant groups. So, natu-
rally, it turned its attention back to Iraq.

Dyer_9780345815866_5p_all_r2.indd   129 1/12/16   5:05 PM



 C H A P T E R  1 0

 THE LESSER EVIL

Dyer_9780345815866_5p_all_r2.indd   185 1/12/16   5:05 PM



Dyer_9780345815866_5p_all_r2.indd   186 1/12/16   5:05 PM



•  187  •

 Q: [Why is Islamic State] not fighting Israel but instead 
shedding the blood of the sons of Iraq and Syria?

A: The greater answer is in the noble Quran, when Allah 
Almighty speaks about the near enemy. In the majority of 
verses in the noble Quran, these are the hypocrites, for they 
pose a greater danger than the original infidels [those who 
were not born Muslims, like Jews and Christians]. And the 
answer is found in Abu Bakr al-Sadiq, when he preferred 
fighting apostates over the conquest of Jerusalem, which was 
conquered by his successor, Omar al-Khattab.

Exchange on one of IS’s question-and-answer websites33

A bu Bakr al Sadiq was the first caliph, ruling from 
the Prophet Muhammad’s death in 632 until his 
own death in 634, and his main achievement 

during his short reign was to force the “apostate” Arab 
tribes to return to the proper practice of Islam. Many of 
the Arabian tribes that had submitted to Muhammad’s 
armies abandoned the new religion after his death, or at 
least combined it with elements of their old beliefs, and al 
Sadiq waged ruthless jihad against the tribes—tens of 
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thousands of Arabs were burned, beheaded, dismem-
bered, or crucified—to force them to return to the fold of 
orthodox Islam. It was only after these “apostates and 
hypocrites” had been dealt with that the second caliph, 
Omar al-Khattab, embarked on the conquest and forcible 
conversion of the neighbouring non-Muslim peoples. 
Today’s Islamists, therefore, believe they should have the 
same priorities.

Islamic State leaders almost never use the actual names 
of the groups of Muslims they want to kill or convert, 
preferring to use Quranic or historical examples to indi-
cate their targets. There is no doubt, however, that Shias 
are the primary target: in the same reply on the IS website 
quoted above, the spokesperson refers to the policy of 
Saladin, the commander who won Jerusalem back from 
the Crusaders: “It was said to Salah ad-Din al-Ayubi: ‘You 
fight the Shia and the Fatimids in Egypt and allow the 
Latin Crusaders to occupy Jerusalem?’ And he responded: 
‘I will not fight the Crusaders while my back is exposed to 
the Shia.’” In other words, kill the Shias first.

All the Islamist groups share this ancient obsession with 
the Shias to a greater or lesser extent, but it has been partic-
ularly prominent in the chain of jihadi organizations that 
culminated in Islamic State. Abu Musab al Zarqawi’s deci-
sion in 2006 to start using suicide bombings to slaughter 
Iraqi Shias had a specific strategic purpose—to trigger a 
violent Shia reaction that would drive Iraqi Sunnis into the 
arms of his organization—but it also conformed to his 
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deeply held belief that Shias should be killed. His succes-
sors, down to “Caliph Ibrahim” today, share that belief, 
and are equally willing to put it into practice. 

This is good news, at least in the short term, for Jews, 
Christians and others who are also on the Islamic State’s 
hit list. If the Assad regime were to fall, however, it would 
be very bad news for Syrian Alawites and other Shias, who 
are seen as “apostates” and therefore eligible to be killed if 
they refuse to convert, and for the Druze, who are seen as 
pagans. It should be somewhat less bad news for Syrian 
Christians, since Islam traditionally gives Christians the 
additional option of accepting the loss of all their political 
rights and paying a heavy annual tax in order to be allowed 
to live as a subject people; but Islamic State has killed sig-
nificant numbers of Christians on grounds that they are 
part of the “nation of the Cross,” which is allegedly at war 
with Islam. (Unbelievers and those like the Druze who 
follow religions other than Judaism, Christianity or Islam 
may be killed or enslaved according to taste.) Hitherto, 
Islamic State has conquered only areas where non-Sunni 
Muslims were a very small proportion of the population, 
and the minorities have been dealt with very harshly. To 
expect IS to deal in a gentler manner with the very large 
minorities in the parts of Syria still controlled by the 
Assad regime would probably be a mistake. When reli-
gious fanatics tell you what their beliefs compel them to 
do, you should probably take them at their word. Millions 
may be killed. 
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Here we are, burying the first American Crusader in Dabiq, 
eagerly waiting for the remainder of your armies to arrive.

Islamic State executioner, speaking on a video of the beheading  
of the American aid worker Peter Kassig on November 16, 201434

Islamic State is strictly constrained in what it can and 
cannot do by what it believes are traditional Islamic rules 
governing the behaviour of the caliph. The caliphate must 
not join the United Nations or any international organi-
zation, because that would be to recognize an authority 
other than God. It must not establish diplomatic relations 
with any other country, including other Muslim countries. 
(The Taliban regime in Afghanistan in 1996–2001 was 
severely criticized by Islamists for exchanging ambassa-
dors with Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and the United Arab 
Emirates.) The caliphate may not even recognize perma-
nent international borders of any sort, since all will even-
tually be swept away by its own expansion. And although 
it is not obliged to wage jihad all the time against every-
body, temporary peace treaties may last no longer than 
ten years (although they are renewable)—and the caliph 
must wage jihad against at least one enemy each year. 
Islamic State can never be at peace.

The caliphate is even more constrained, however, by its 
adherence to what it calls “the Prophetic method” and its 
belief that it is living out the prophecies. Early Muslims, 
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like early Christians before them, were convinced that 
they were living in the End Times, and that the Day of 
Judgement would soon be upon them. Contemporary 
Islamists, wishing to return to the faith as practised by the 
first three generations of Muslims (as-Salaf as-Saleh, the 
pious predecessors), have restored that “end-times” theme 
to a central place in their own theology as well. Indeed, 
they believe they have a script for how the end times will 
occur, and that they are the divine instrument for making 
those prophecies come to pass. 

This is where Dabiq comes in, for it is where the great 
battle that sets the End Times in motion will, they believe, 
take place. It is on the plain outside the town of Dabiq, just 
north of Aleppo in Syria, that the “army of Rome” will set 
up camp. (The Byzantine Empire, originally the eastern 
part of the Roman Empire, was known to the Muslims as 
“Rum” right down to the fifteenth century. The assump-
tion is that the “Crusader” army that arrives there in the 
near future will be the army of the United States, the Rome 
of our time.) The armies of Islam will defeat the Americans 
and will go on to capture Constantinople, now known 
as Istanbul—which you might think would have given 
Turkey’s president, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, cause to recon-
sider his policy of allowing foreign jihadis to cross the 
border into Syria and join ISIS.

The rest of the prophetic story need not detain us long. 
It’s fairly standard Middle Eastern apocalypse fare: a one-
eyed “false messiah” known as Dajjal appears and leads 
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many Muslims astray. He kills the vast majority of the 
caliphate’s fighters, and the survivors, only five thousand 
strong, retreat to Jerusalem. They are about to be destroyed 
when the Mahdi, the successor to the Prophet Muhammad, 
appears, accompanied by Isa, the Islamic version of Jesus. 
Isa will kill Dajjal with a spear, and the Mahdi will rule 
over the world for seven years (or nine, or nineteen, depend-
ing on the version of the story), bringing peace and justice 
everywhere. Then, after some further turbulence, comes 
the end of the world and the Day of Judgement.

All very dramatic, but the only bit that really matters 
from our point of view is the first bit: the battle at Dabiq 
that triggers the events of the apocalypse. This is so central 
to the beliefs of Islamic State that its main propaganda 
magazine is simply called Dabiq. Indeed, this fixation on 
the End Times was a main source of the dispute between 
al Qaeda and the various predecessors to Islamic State that 
finally led to a decisive break between the two organiza-
tions. (It is also the principal obstacle today to any recon-
ciliation between the two, their beliefs and goals being 
otherwise very closely aligned.)

Islamic State has a different strategy than earlier Islamist 
movements like al Qaeda, but oddly it envisages the same 
result. Al Qaeda launched terrorist attacks on Western 
countries to provoke them into sending their armies into 
the Muslim world, hoping to use those invasions to mobi-
lize the Muslim masses and lead revolutions that would 
create true Islamic states. Islamic State already is one, at 
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least in its own eyes, and it depends on conquest, not on 
revolutions, for its expansion.

This difference ought to mean that it does not need to 
launch major attacks on Western targets, and indeed 
Islamic State does put other tasks like killing Shias and 
destroying local Arab regimes higher on its agenda. But 
the need to fulfill the prophecies means that the “armies of 
Rome” must show up at Dabiq, and so the West must still 
be provoked into invading Islamic State. In fact, it must 
somehow be persuaded to send a large army to Dabiq. That 
may be quite difficult to arrange, but sooner or later attacks 
on the West are bound to rise to the top of Islamic State’s 
agenda. So what should the West do about that?

  The Western countries face three options: to do a lot, to do 
a little, or to do nothing. Islamic State’s fixation on Dabiq 
creates a great temptation to do a lot. Why not just put a 
big Western army into Dabiq? The jihadis would flock 
there in great numbers, determined to be part of the great 
victory foretold by prophecy, and they could then be 
destroyed by Western firepower in the kind of big con-
ventional battle that the West is sure to win. Islamic State 
would be discredited in the eyes of its own supporters, and 
everybody else would live happily ever after.

This temptation should be resisted. Why? Even the pros-
pect of such a large army from Western countries arriving 
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in Syria might well force a reconciliation between Islamic 
State and al Qaeda, which would be a most undesirable 
outcome. It would also create even greater anger at Western 
intervention in the Arab world, and it would be practically 
impossible to just withdraw such an army again after a 
victory at Dabiq. The pressure to push on and finish the 
dismantling of Islamic State would be well nigh irresist-
ible, and staying on to complete the job would lead to the 
kind of military occupation and prolonged anti-guerrilla 
campaign that the West has shown itself to be very bad 
at—and neither of its major allies in the region would be 
willing to help. 

Saudi Arabia’s relationship with the jihadis has been 
complicated from the start. Part of its policy, from the 
Islamist seizure of the Grand Mosque in Mecca in 1979 
onwards, has been to encourage and even pay Saudi 
Islamists to go and live out their extremist fantasies in 
other Muslim countries rather than practising them at 
home. That’s how thousands of Saudi Arabians ended up 
as mujahedeen in Afghanistan in the 1980s—and since 
Saudi financial support was mostly funnelled through pri-
vate donations in a relatively uncontrolled way, it’s quite 
likely that some Saudi money even helped finance the 9/11 
attacks on the United States.35

When the non-violent revolutions of the “Arab Spring” 
spread to Syria in 2011, Saudi Arabia’s preferred outcome 
was not the democratic, secular republic the original pro-
testers wanted. It wanted a sectarian Sunni triumph over 
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the Alawites, Shias, Druze and Christians who make up 
about a third of the population. So Riyadh and some of the 
smaller Gulf kingdoms and emirates poured money into 
the jihadi groups in Syria, and it was precisely those groups 
that were the first to move to armed insurrection. Saudi 
money was not the only reason that the non-violent, dem-
ocratic protests were sabotaged by anti-regime violence 
(which was then used by the Assad regime to justify savage 
repression)—but it was probably the biggest reason.

Saudi Arabia’s rulers showed little hesitation in support-
ing the jihadis as long as they were not within their coun-
try’s own borders. They are, after all, kindred spirits in 
many ways. All the jihadi movements in Sunni Islam have 
borrowed much from the Saudi kingdom’s own state- 
supported fundamentalist form of Islam, Wahhabism, 
including their views on women, their love of antique pun-
ishments like beheading, their contempt for democracy, 
and their visceral hatred for Shias and other minority 
Islamic sects. It never seemed to occur to the head of Saudi 
intelligence, Prince Bandar bin Sultan, who was then run-
ning the Syrian operation, that what American strategists 
call “blowback” could affect them too.

Having helped drive Syria into a civil war, Saudi Arabia 
continued to supply money and arms to various jihadi 
groups there until March 2014, when Riyadh finally took 
fright at the monster it had helped create. Bin Sultan was 
dismissed and replaced by his deputy at the Saudi equiva-
lent of the CIA, Youssef bin Ali al Idrisi. Islamic State, al 
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Qaeda, the Nusra Front and other jihadi groups were con-
demned as “terrorist,” and Saudi citizens who offered 
them public support or gave them moral or material aid 
would thenceforward face long prison terms. It was made 
a crime for a Saudi citizen to fight in a foreign conflict, and 
Riyadh called on all other foreign fighters (an estimated 
seven thousand at that time) to leave Syria as well. 

Al Nusra solved this little problem by forming a broad 
coalition called Jaysh al Fatah (the Army of Conquest). 
The coalition is dominated by al Nusra and its fellow 
Islamists of Ahrar al Sham, who together account for 90 
percent of its troops, but it continues to receive the Saudi 
money and arms that can no longer flow to al Nusra 
directly. “Caliph Ibrahim” of Islamic State, by contrast, 
responded by calling for ISIS fighters to launch attacks in 
Saudi Arabia and, despite arrests of hundreds of suspected 
jihadis in the kingdom, the attacks duly began. Yet the 
Saudi elite remains firmly committed to the overthrow of 
the Assad regime at almost any cost, because it will never 
accept that an Alawite (that is, a Shia) regime closely allied 
to Iran should continue to control Syria. This means that 
it will not actively collaborate in the destruction of the 
Islamist organizations that now dominate the Syrian 
insurgency, even though the cost of this policy for the 
Saudi regime could ultimately be very high.

Turkey, the other most inf luential Muslim member 
of the motley “coalition” that President Obama cobbled 
together in late 2014, has until recently been equally 
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determined to see Assad fall. Although a large majority of 
Turks are Sunni Muslims, it was, and formally still is, a 
secular and democratic republic. For the past decade, 
however, Turkey has been governed by the Justice and 
Development Party, an Islamic and conservative grouping 
that has finally broken the secularists’ long stranglehold 
on power. Its leader and Turkey’s current president, 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, gradually let his religious and spe-
cifically Sunni impulses off the leash as he consolidated his 
hold on power, and when the Syrian civil war broke out he 
publicly aligned Turkey with the Sunni rebels and against 
the Assad regime.

In practical terms, Erdoğan’s most valuable and indeed 
almost indispensable contribution to the jihadi cause was 
to keep Turkey’s 500-mile (820-kilometre) border with 
Syria open. Most of the foreign arms, money and supplies 
that reached the Syrian rebels came in across that frontier, 
as did the great majority of the foreign volunteers coming 
to fight for Islamic State or the Nusra Front. Erdoğan pre-
sumably allowed this because he would even rather see 
Islamic State survive than see Syria’s Alawite ruler, Bashar 
al Assad, stay in power. Since he could not justify the 
open-border policy to Turkey’s allies on those grounds, he 
simply pretended that he was unable to close it. “We cannot 
put troops everywhere on the border,” is how Prime 
Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu put it. 

This is nonsense. Turkey could station a soldier every 
ten metres along the full length of its border with Syria, 
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and it would only require a quarter of its army’s soldiers 
(who do not have a great deal else to occupy their time) to 
do the job. Obviously, that’s not exactly how you would 
actually go about closing the border, but the point is that 
the manpower to do the job was not a problem—and 
neither, given Turkey’s new status as a major developed 
country, was the technology you would actually deploy 
along the border. The border stayed open because Erdoğan 
wanted it that way.

It’s hard to see how a Syria under the control of fanati-
cal Islamists would be to Turkey’s advantage, or even to 
Erdoğan’s personal political advantage, and the only thing 
that their take on Islam and his own have in common is 
that they are both Sunni Muslim. Nevertheless, al Jazeera 
reported in May 2015 that Turkey and Saudi Arabia had 
signed a pact two months earlier to coordinate assistance 
to rebel forces trying to overthrow the Assad regime. The 
forces to be aided may have excluded Islamic State’s 
troops, but they would certainly have included the Nusra 
Front’s fighters, who now dominate rebel operations in 
western Syria. But all of this was put at risk by the disap-
pointing outcome for Erdoğan’s Justice and Development 
Party in the June 2015 parliamentary elections in Turkey.

After eleven years as prime minister, Erdoğan chose to 
run for the presidency in 2014. He was duly elected to 
this largely ceremonial office—but his intention was to 
follow that with a constitutional amendment that would 
turn it into a powerful executive presidency. In the June 
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parliamentary election, quite unexpectedly, his party not 
only failed to achieve the 60 percent “super-majority” of 
seats that is required for constitutional amendments; it 
actually didn’t even win half the seats. If he formed a coa-
lition government he wouldn’t be able to create an execu-
tive presidency, so he chose to force a new election instead. 
And to win that, he needed a war.

On July 24 Erdoğan’s caretaker government announced 
that its aircraft had attacked ISIS targets in Syria; on July 25 
it also began bombing the former separatists of the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in northern Iraq. It linked 
the two groups under attack as “terrorists” who threatened 
the Turkish state, but there were two big differences. One 
was that ISIS is a genuine terrorist state—though one that 
Turkey had indirectly aided in the past—whereas the PKK 
had been engaged in peace talks with Erdoğan for the past 
two years and observed a ceasefire for the last four. The 
other and even more important difference was that in 
subsequent months Turkey bombed only a small number 
of ISIS targets of no great significance, while carrying out 
many hundreds of air attacks against the PKK and also 
against the Syrian Kurds (who are America’s principal 
allies on the ground in the war against Islamic State).

A cynical but obvious conclusion would be that Erdoğan 
was making token attacks on ISIS (and even making Incirlik 
air base available to “coalition” aircraft, which halved the 
distance they must travel to ISIS targets) as a sop to the 
United States, in order to obtain American support for 
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his attacks on the PKK. Moreover, that he was making an 
essentially unprovoked attack on the Kurdish organiza-
tion as the key part of his strategy for forcing and winning 
another election.

Erdoğan lost the June 2015 election mainly because 
conservative Kurdish voters abandoned his party for a 
new one that favours reforms that would give Kurds in 
Turkey full political, social and cultural rights. His only 
hope of victory in the second election he forced in 
November was to win over the right-wing nationalist 
voters, who were furious at his peace talks with the PKK. 
So he needed to end his dalliance with the Kurds in a 
dramatic way, and what better to do it with than bombs? 
The rest is window-dressing, mainly to keep the United 
States happy. Erdoğan’s strategy worked: in November 
his Justice and Development Party managed to win a 
majority of the seats in parliament (though not enough to 
change the constitution). So long as he is in power, ISIS 
need not fear a full-scale Turkish attack, and even the 
Turkish-Syrian border may remain porous. 

The only other potential American ally of any military 
consequence in the region is Iran, which would certainly 
like to see the destruction of Islamic State, but Iran has no 
common border with Syria and is not a politically accept-
able partner for Washington. It is a de facto ally of the 
United States in the struggle against Islamic State in Iraq, 
but it is not a member of the “coalition” because the Saudi 
Arabians would never permit it (nor would American 
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domestic politics let the Obama administration allow it). 
On several occasions when the Iraqi army has got into 
trouble fighting ISIS, only a combination of U.S. air power 
and Iranian ground troops has been able to save the day, 
but these two most powerful supporters of the Iraqi gov-
ernment will not exchange even time-sensitive informa-
tion about incoming air strikes and the like directly. At the 
insistence of the U.S. government, they only communicate 
through official Iraqi intermediaries, however long that 
may take. And in Syria, Iran is Assad’s most important 
ally, while the United States remains pledged to the over-
throw of the Syrian regime.

A coalition with divisions and contradictions as deep 
and complex as these is never going to destroy Islamic 
State by a decisive ground offensive, so the United States is 
quite rightly determined not to commit large numbers of 
American troops to the task. For a time it played with the 
idea of building its own Syrian army to destroy Islamic 
State, but that fantasy has now collapsed as well.

The core of Obama’s plan was a $500 million programme 
to train and equip five thousand “moderate” Syrian rebels 
a year in bases outside the country (mainly in Turkey), 
who would then go back to Syria and do the heavy lifting 
of fighting Islamic State on the ground. The recruiters had 
great difficulty finding men to join the “train and equip” 
programme – mainly because most Syrian fighters would 
rather fight the Assad regime, one suspects – and fewer 
than a hundred graduates were sent back into Syria in its 
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first year of operation. Sixty of them were attacked by 
al Nusra shortly after they entered the country in July 2015 
(probably because it had been warned of their arrival by 
Turkish intelligence), and most were killed or captured. 
At least two were subsequently executed. Another group 
simply handed its weapons over to al Nusra in return for 
safe passage home. In October 2015 the United States 
finally “paused” the programme—i.e., shut it down.

The option of “doing a lot,” therefore, does not really 
exist. Doing nothing, or at least doing as little as possible, 
is also tempting. It would have been the right choice in 
almost every “terrorist” crisis of the past fifteen years: 
Western military interventions have always made things 
worse. What happens in Syria is not a vital national concern 
of any Western country. Indeed, what happens in the entire 
Middle East is of much less importance to the rest of the 
world than the media and the hawks in Western capitals 
pretend: the entire region accounts for only 10 percent of 
the world’s population, and only half of the region’s popu-
lation is Arab. In economic terms the Middle East is prac-
tically irrelevant, except for its oil. Nor does it really matter 
to the rest of the world who the leaders of the oil-exporting 
countries are: no matter who is in charge, they would have 
to go on selling their oil in order to feed their populations.

On the other hand, doing absolutely nothing might be 
enough to bring about the fall of the Assad regime and an 
Islamist takeover of all of Syria, which could mean the 
death of millions. Preventing that is not a “vital national 
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interest” for Western countries, and whether it is a moral 
obligation or not is a matter of opinion. The West did noth-
ing to interfere with the genocide in Cambodia in 1975–79, 
and next to nothing to stop the genocide in Rwanda in 
1994, primarily because it did not want to risk the lives of 
its own troops. It was very slow in intervening to stop the 
slow-motion genocide directed against Muslims in former 
Yugoslavia in the mid-1990s, although it finally did use 
air power to stop the Serbs after Srebrenica in 1995, and 
again in Kosovo in 1998–99. So you might say (if you are 
very cynical) that intervention to save the Assad regime is 
only a moral obligation for the West if it can be done from 
the air, without risking the lives of its own troops in 
ground operations.

That brings us to the third option: doing just a little. 
Although the Syrian army is not in good shape, its core is 
still intact and quite professional. With better weapons, 
close air support from a competent modern air force and a 
consequent boost in morale, it would still have a decent 
chance of containing (though not decisively defeating) its 
Islamist enemies. In theory the United States and its allies 
could deliver that assistance to the Syrian government if 
they chose, but in practice their alliances with regional 
powers that are determined to destroy the Assad regime 
make that impossible. So is there anyone else who might 
do that “just a little” to put the Syrian army back on its feet 
and stop the looming catastrophe?
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If Hitler invaded Hell I would make at least a favourable 
reference to the Devil in the House of Commons.

Winston Churchill just after Hitler  
invaded the Soviet Union, June 21, 194136

 You don’t get the choices you would like to have; you get 
the choices that are on the table. Anything that outside 
powers do to weaken Islamic State and the Nusra Front 
in Syria automatically increases the survival chances of 
the brutal Assad regime. Churchill did not think that 
Stalin was a good man, and he knew that the Soviet 
Union was a terrible place. But in mid-1941 Britain was 
still effectively alone in the struggle against Hitler, and 
Churchill knew that it needed a powerful ally to win, 
maybe even just to survive. So he unhesitatingly recom-
mended an alliance with the Soviet Union to his cabinet 
and to Parliament.

The analogy is not perfect. If Islamic State and/or al 
Nusra drove Bashar al Assad from power and took over 
Syria, the damage would be largely limited to the Arab 
world. It is not an existential issue for the great powers. 
But terrible things would happen to Syrian minorities, 
and with Syria and much of Iraq as a base, the Islamist 
militants might be able to conquer or subvert other Arab 
countries, or at least frighten them into silence. These are 
not desirable outcomes, and if it is possible to avert them 
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at a reasonable cost, then the appropriate course of action 
to achieve that end should be considered.

The appropriate course of action is to ensure the sur-
vival of the Syrian regime. Yes, Assad and his Ba’ath Party 
have done terrible things (as Stalin did), but they are still 
preferable to the alternative (as was the survival of the 
Soviet Union in 1941). The Assad regime’s cruelty and tyr-
anny are comparable to Saddam Hussein’s record in Iraq 
but, at least in retrospect, it is clear that it would have been 
preferable to leave Saddam Hussein in power. Any reason-
able observer would agree that Iraq would be a far better 
place, and that hundreds of thousands of people who died 
would still be alive, if the United States and its sidekicks 
had not invaded the country in 2003. The best of the bad 
options now is to leave Assad in power in Syria. 

But it’s not really just a question of “leaving” Assad in 
power. Left to its own devices, the Syrian regime would prob-
ably fall within the year. If it is to survive, it must have help.

The creation of the Jaysh al Fatah umbrella grouping 
(dominated by the Nusra Front) in March 2015 and the 
coordination of Turkish and Saudi military aid to the 
Syrian rebels after the pact of May 2015 dramatically 
improved the military effectiveness of the rebel troops. In 
March the Nusra Front and its smaller Islamist allies took 
Idlib and Jisr al Shugur in the northwest, opening a possi-
ble route down to the Mediterranean coast and the 
Alawite heartland. (The Syrian government claimed that 
Turkey helped the insurgents by jamming Syrian army 
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telecommunications.) Islamic State took the Damascus 
suburb of Yarmouk in April, while the Nusra Front made 
significant advances in the south near the Jordanian 
border. In May Islamic State took the desert city of 
Palmyra, thanks mainly to the United States’ failure to 
bomb the ISIS troops attacking it (as that would be helping 
the Assad regime). The conquest of Palmyra opened the 
road to Homs—and if Homs fell back under rebel control, 
Damascus would effectively be cut off from the sea.

The Syrian army, war-weary and very short of man-
power, is clearly tottering. It has lost almost half its pre-
war strength of 325,000 as a result of deaths, desertions 
and draft-dodging. It can also call on the People’s Army 
militia of 80–100,000 men for local operations, and it has 
the help of several thousand Hezbollah fighters from 
Lebanon and some five thousand Shia fighters from Iraq 
and Afghanistan who are recruited and paid for by Iran, 
but it is very thinly stretched. (In July Syria declared an 
amnesty for draft-dodgers who agreed to do their military 
service, extended the tours of many serving soldiers and 
ended the ban on drafting men whose families had already 
lost a son.) On July 26, Assad went on television to explain 
why he was not fighting to the last ditch to hold all the ter-
ritory controlled by the regime: “Sometimes, in some cir-
cumstances, we are forced to give up areas to move those 
forces to the areas that we want to hold onto. We must 
define the important regions that the armed forces hold 
onto so it doesn’t allow the collapse of the rest of the areas.”
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Assad did go on to assure his audience that the army 
could still defend the core areas of Damascus, the cities of 
Homs and Hama, and the coast—so-called “useful 
Syria”—but that too was becoming doubtful. It was a cry 
for help, and there was no point in hoping that help would 
come from the Americans. The United States is too deeply 
committed to its alliances with Turkey, Saudi Arabia and 
Israel to switch sides and save Assad (even if some people 
in the State Department and the Pentagon have reached 
the conclusion that to do that is the least bad remaining 
option), and President Obama himself is too constrained 
by his many past declarations that Assad must go. But 
even as Assad was giving his speech in Damascus, General 
Qassem Soleimani of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps was in Moscow, reportedly urging President 
Vladimir Putin to intervene directly in the war, as Assad 
would other wise go under.

Soleimani has been in charge of Iran’s military aid to 
Syria and spends much of his time in the country. He was 
getting direct reports from the Iranian officers advising 
the Syrian army, and if he said it was near the breaking 
point then the Russians had to take him seriously. Moscow 
has had a close military relationship with the Damascus 
regime since 1971 and has vetoed four proposals in the 
U.N. Security Council to impose sanctions on the Syrian 
government since 2011, but it had not previously inter-
vened directly to help the Assad regime in the civil war. 
Putin took Soleimani’s warning to heart, however, and 
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began moving troops, tanks and artillery to Syria in 
August—not to go into combat, but to prepare and defend 
two major air bases near Latakia on the coast for use by 
Russian aircraft.

The Russian warplanes arrived in Syria in September, 
and at the end of the month they made their first air 
strikes against rebel targets. At this point Moscow was 
insisting that the strikes were all against ISIS forces, 
because the United States could not complain about that 
since it was bombing ISIS in Syria itself. But Moscow was 
actually intervening to save Assad, and he could not be 
saved just by bombing ISIS. The most immediate military 
threat to Asssad’s survival, for geographical reasons, was 
from al Nusra and its allies, so that was where most of the 
Russian bombs were falling.

The U.S. government’s public response to this Russian 
initiative was stereotypical. It resurrected its old claim 
that the Free Syrian Army was still a viable force, although 
American officials had admitted that it was practically 
defunct more than a year before, and it loudly protested 
that the Russians were bombing “moderate” Syrian rebels 
(leaving the public to assume that their main target was 
the U.S.-backed Free Syrian Army, whereas most Russian 
bombs were actually falling on the Nusra Front, the Syrian 
branch of al Qaeda, and its close but unaffiliated Islamist 
allies in Ahrar al Sham). The United States complained 
that the Russian bombs were killing civilians, which 
was true enough but a rather brazen accusation in the 
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same week that an American plane accidentally bombed 
a hospital in Afghanistan and killed twenty-two people. 
It uttered vague platitudes about Russian intervention 
in Syria “pouring fuel on the fire.” It said that Russia’s 
real motive was to protect its only naval base in the 
Mediterranean, or to get a bargaining chip for use against 
Western sanctions over Ukraine, or just to reassert Russia’s 
presence as a great power that could not be ignored. It con-
demned Russia’s intervention in every way it could think 
of—but it did not say that Russia had to withdraw its forces 
from Syria, or threaten Moscow in any way.

This remarkably moderate American response may have 
been due to the fact that realists in the State Department 
and the Pentagon were secretly grateful that Russia was 
doing what needed to be done but that the United States 
could not do. By the end of October, with the help of 
Russian air power, the Syrian army had taken back some 
territory and the front lines between the Damascus regime 
and its enemies had stabilized. At which point the real 
strategy behind Russia’s intervention became clear.

Russian strategies are sometimes wrong, but no Russian 
military initiative is ever “strategy-free.” Moscow was 
reacting to events in Syria that threatened its interests, but 
its reaction (unlike, say, that of the United States in Iraq 
after the ISIS conquests of 2014) definitely included a 
coherent longer-term strategy. 

Moscow certainly does not think the Syrian army can 
defeat all the insurgents and reconquer all of Syria’s 
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territory, even with additional help from Russia and Iran. 
Putin has no intention of committing large numbers of 
Russian troops to a bloody ground war in Syria. Although 
there have been unconfirmed reports that a couple of 
thousand Iranian Revolutionary Guards are now in the 
country in combat units, Iran is very unlikely to commit 
large numbers of its own troops to a long campaign of 
reconquest either. And on its own the Syrian army simply 
lacks the manpower to control much more territory than 
it currently holds.

The Russians cannot expect to achieve much more mil-
itarily by their intervention than to push the rebels further 
away from key regime assets and restore the precarious 
stalemate that prevailed before the spring of 2015. The 
recapture of the rebel-held half of Aleppo would be a nice 
bonus, but it is not essential to the real Russian strategy, 
which must be to re-establish the Syrian regime’s firm 
control over “useful Syria” and use a renewed stalemate to 
broker a ceasefire with all the Syrian rebel groups except 
ISIS. (It is most unlikely that ISIS would consent to such a 
ceasefire, and none of the other players would want it to 
anyway. Much better to leave it surrounded by enemies 
who could then concentrate on undermining and perhaps 
ultimately destroying it.)

On the initiative of Russian foreign minister Sergei 
Lavrov, he and his American, Turkish and Saudi Arabian 
counterparts met in Vienna on October 23, 2015, and 
agreed to start a new round of Syrian peace talks (to which 
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the “non-terrorist” Syrian parties involved in the civil war 
would eventually be invited as well). Nobody admitted 
that a definitive peace settlement was next to impossible 
but that they hoped such talks might at least get as far as 
agreeing on a ceasefire. Certainly nobody was admitting 
that such a ceasefire might well harden into the de facto 
partition of Syria, but the Russians and the Americans, at 
least, were probably willing to consider that outcome as 
acceptable.

If such a ceasefire were to be signed, all the base motives 
that Washington attributes to the Russian intervention 
would be served. The Russian naval base at Tartus would 
be preserved. Russia’s diplomatic prestige would be 
enhanced and its importance as a great power recon-
firmed. If the Western powers wanted to assist in the cre-
ation and enforcement of a ceasefire, then Syria would 
indeed constitute a bargaining chip that Russia could use 
to try to get the Western sanctions over its Ukrainian 
intervention lifted. But the most important effect would be 
to avert the calamity of a jihadi victory that gave the Nusra 
Front and Islamic State control of the whole country and 
led to massacres and the mass flight of the minorities and 
the Sunni Muslims who had served the government in 
some capacity (at least a million people) and their families. 
Preventing that outcome is particularly desirable from a 
Russian perspective, since a jihadi regime in Damascus 
would certainly incite Russian Muslims (about 8 percent of 
the population) to wage jihad in their own country.
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Despite the West’s reflexive anti-Russian propaganda, 
there is nothing in this set of outcomes that damages core 
Western interests. On the contrary, preventing a jihadi 
victory in Syria is just as much a Western priority as a 
Russian one, although the West’s alliances and past  
commitments don’t allow it to take decisive action to avoid 
it. Maybe that’s what President Obama was getting at when 
he said in early October 2015: “This is not a contest between 
the United States and Russia. It is in our interest for Russia 
to be a responsible, successful actor on the international 
stage that can share burdens with us  . . . because the  
problems we have are big.” He certainly can’t be more 
explicit than that in the current political atmosphere in 
Washington, but the objective reality is that Russian and 
American interests in Syria largely coincide: avoiding a 
jihadi victory, isolating ISIS, and ending the fighting more 
or less along the present front lines.

To meet these interests would indeed imply the de facto 
partition of Syria into four parts, but that is already the 
reality and could only be reversed by a decisive jihadi vic-
tory over the Assad regime. After a ceasefire, the areas in 
northwestern and southern Syria controlled by the Nusra 
Front and its fellow Islamists in Ahrar al Sham would 
probably be consolidated into a jihadi-led mini-state that 
would be very intolerant towards the relatively small 
number of its residents who are non-Sunni Muslims. The 
Syrian Kurds would similarly use the ceasefire to continue 
the process of building a new state on the territory they 
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call “Rojava.” “Useful Syria,” still under the Assad regime’s 
control and by now, after so many refugees have fled, prob-
ably not much more than half-Sunni in population, would 
survive; but without much financial help from Russia or 
Iran, both of which have their own money troubles, it 
would struggle to rebuild. Hostilities of some sort would 
continue along the borders of Islamic State, and ISIS ter-
rorist attacks beyond its borders might well intensify. 
Syria’s long-term future would remain unclear, but at least 
the war would stop.

That is the best result that can be expected from the 
Russian intervention, if everything works out exactly as 
Moscow hopes. It is a sufficiently plausible outcome that 
Turkey’s President Erdoğan has gone quite far in trying to 
sabotage it. The shooting down of a Russian bomber by a 
Turkish fighter on November 24, 2015, was almost cer-
tainly a deliberate attempt by Erdoğan to cause a NATO-
Russia confrontation that would derail the peace/ceasefire 
negotiations in Vienna.

Turkey’s NATO allies took its side in public at once, but 
they clearly had some private doubts about Erdoğan’s 
intentions. The radar plots published by the two countries 
suggested that the Russian plane either never entered 
Turkish airspace and was shot down over Syrian territory 
(the Russian version), or was shot down during the seven-
teen seconds when it was transiting Turkish territory (the 
Turkish version). In either case, it was shot down by 
Turkish fighters that were already loitering in the area 
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where it would be operating, possibly because Turkey had 
access to the flight plans that Russia was passing to the 
U.S. forces in the region. (There was certainly not enough 
time to scramble the Turkish fighters from their base.) 
Why would Erdoğan order such an action? Presumably 
because a ceasefire agreement at the Vienna talks would 
leave the Ba’athist regime in power in Damascus (even if 
Assad himself were eventually to be replaced), and would 
also give the emerging Kurdish state along Turkey’s south-
ern border time to consolidate, two things that Erdoğan 
very much does not want to happen.

At the time of writing, Russia’s response to the attack 
has been limited to diplomatic protests and restrictions on 
Russian-Turkish trade and travel, but there are many other 
ways that the Russian strategy might fail, and there is no 
American strategy. We may therefore still see the collapse 
of the Syrian army and government and the establishment 
of a jihadi state in all of Syria (although final reunification 
might have to wait for the result of a second war between 
al Nusra and Islamic State). It is even imaginable that the 
jihadis would follow closely on the heels of the great surge 
of refugees that their victory would generate, extending 
their control into parts of Lebanon and Jordan as well. At 
that point the Israelis might intervene to keep al Nusra 
and/or ISIS well away from their own frontiers.

There are no easy solutions to the problem posed by the 
rise of ISIS and its Syrian offspring the Nusra Front (unless 
you have a time machine, in which case the solution is to 
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not invade Iraq in 2003). But a jihadi victory in all of Syria 
remains the less likely outcome, and it would still be 
mostly a regional problem, not a global one: more like the 
victory of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia in the 1970s 
than Hitler’s rise to power in the world’s third-strongest 
industrial power in the 1930s.

A jihadi-ruled Syria would be an extremely hostile and 
dangerous neighbour for Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Israel, 
and a distant menace for Arab countries further away 
from its borders, but for everybody else it would just be an 
enormous nuisance. There would certainly be more ter-
rorism in Western countries and in Russia, and perhaps in 
other nations as well, but we should have learned by now 
to distinguish between a chronic but containable problem 
and a mortal threat. The jihadis have a ferocious line of 
rhetoric, but they are not going to eat us hair and all.

 We will conquer your Rome, break your crosses, and enslave 
your women. If we do not reach that time, then our children 
and grandchildren will reach it, and they will sell your sons 
as slaves at the slave market.

Abu Muhammad al Adnani, official spokesperson, Islamic State

Don’t panic. That’s not going to happen.
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