
ISIS Overview 
 

What is ISIS?  

 Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS), also referred to 
as the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) or, as it 
now calls itself, simply the Islamic State (IS). 

 A jihadist organization that aims to form an Islamic 
state (caliphate) over the region stretching from 
Turkey, to Syria, to Egypt, to Jordan and to Lebanon, if 
not beyond. 

 The leader of ISIS is Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. Yet, after 
ISIS declared the creation of the so-called "Islamic 
State," he began using the name Al-Khalifah Ibrahim, and now goes by that name with his followers. 

 

Where did it come from? 

 The group, formed circa 2000, has had many names including, most recently, as al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). The 
group rebranded itself in 2013 adopting a new name that reflected a more ambitious objective. 

 In February 2014, al-Qaeda expelled ISIS after rejecting al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri’s demand that 
it restrict its activities to Iraq. 

 

What are its capabilities? 

 Military: estimated at 17,000, including roughly 100 Americans and 500 UK citizens. 
o The group has seized heavy weaponry, including tanks, artillery pieces and surface-to-surface missiles, 

from Iraqi and Syrian forces. 

 Resources: reports have put the group’s wealth as high as $2 billion. 
o The Islamic State group controls oil fields, power plants, dams, and factories in Iraq and Syria. It is 

estimated the group is capable of bringing in some $2 million a day just from the sale of oil. The group 
has long generated cash too from extortion, kidnapping for ransom, illicit businesses, and other 
gangland-style criminal activity 

 Territory: a snaking band in eastern Syria and western and northern Iraq that amounts roughly to the size 
of Belgium. 
o It holds roughly a third of Iraq and Syria, including several strategically important cities like Fallujah and 

Mosul in Iraq and Raqqa in Syria. It rules over a population of several million people with its strict 
interpretation of Islamic law. 

 Government: has set up its own civil administrations and judiciaries.  
o “It acts as a state in areas that don’t have a state at the moment. It’s effective because it provides 

services, it has a military presence, it speaks as a state,” said Hassan Hassan, an analyst at the Delma 
Institute in Abu Dhabi. 

 Goals: In propaganda videos, the group lays out ambitious expansion plans that include targets such as 
Baghdad, Damascus, and Islam’s holiest city of Mecca, Saudi Arabia. 
o The group is implementing Sharia Law, rooted in eighth century Islam, to establish a society that 

mirrors the region's ancient past. ISIS is known for killing dozens of people at a time and carrying out 
public executions, crucifixions and other acts. 

 

How does it differ from al-Qaida? 

 Al-Qaida: Al-Qaida was able to flourish and plot the Sept. 11, 2001 attacks in large part because it had a 
safe haven in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan.  



o While al-Qaida operated on the basis of a loose network of various cells in different countries—a 
decentralization that worked in its favor in the beginning—the group eventually could no longer 
centralize its command.  

 ISIS: The Islamic State group is a far superior threat today than al-Qaida was in 2001. It is richer, operates a 
modern, effective media arm, and holds much more territory than al-Qaida ever did.  
o “With the Islamic State we are seeing a highly centralized command and governing structure which will 

require a new counterterrorism strategy in the region,” said Lina Khatib, director of the Carnegie 
Middle East Center in Beirut.  

 

Who is joining ISIS? 

 Both Iraq and Syria are rife with corruption and weakened by sectarian divisions that the Islamic State 
group and other extremists exploit.  

 In July [2014], the group’s leader, al-Baghdadi, listed instances of alleged oppression of Muslims around 
the world, describing the “Islamic State” as one that “will return your dignity, might, rights, and 
leadership.” The group’s leader has called on scholars, judges, doctors and engineers to flock to the region 
to help build the state. 

 

Impact on the West 

 The Islamic State group so far has shown little desire, let alone the capability, to launch major terrorist 
attacks in the West. But that could change.  

 Islamic State militants called American journalist James Foley’s gruesome videotaped beheading revenge 
for U.S. airstrikes against the group. Apart from Foley’s killing and random threats by individual fighters, 
however, there are few other instances in which the Islamic State group officially threatened the U.S. or 
the West. This sets apart the group from al-Qaida, which has long made attacks on the West a priority. 

 Analysts believe the group is foremost a regional threat but acknowledge that “lone wolf” attackers 
inspired by the group’s ideology do threaten the West.  

 

Responses Against ISIS 

 So far, external military operations against ISIS have focused largely on airstrikes. By the end of 2015 over 
half of the United Nations membership was part of this militarily driven approach: although membership 
of coalitions is fluid, there are over 60 countries in a United States-led coalition, 34 in a newly announced 
Saudi-led coalition and 4 in the Russian-led coalition. 
o The air campaign has had mixed results, with critics arguing that it has done little to undermine the 

appeal of ISIS’ ideology and could in some cases have strengthened that appeal. 

 Since the effectiveness of airstrikes is limited, there are some calls for ‘boots on the ground’. While private 
citizens, including a number of US veterans, have volunteered to fight against ISIS, there is currently little 
political appetite in any Western capital for the deployment of ground forces. There is no purely military 
solution to defeating ISIS. 

 Like all organizations, money matters to ISIS, and so cutting off its sources of funding is a possible 
alternative. For example, oil sales to local intermediaries are a crucial source of income for ISIS, although 
air strikes on oil-related infrastructure in 2015 reduced that income. 

 Whether or not one should negotiate with ISIS is a controversial question. Those who argue against 
negotiation fear that it gives legitimacy to terrorists and their methods 
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Timeline of Major ISIS Events 

2004  Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) is established. 

October 2006 AQI leader Abu Ayyub al-Masri announces the creation of Islamic State of Iraq (ISI), and establishes 
Abu Omar al-Baghdadi as its leader. 

Feb. 3, 2014 Al Qaeda renounces ties to ISIS after months of infighting between al-Nusra Front and ISIS. 

June 20, 2014 The United Nations announces that more than one million Iraqis have been displaced. 

June 29, 2014 ISIS announces the creation of a caliphate (Islamic state) that erases all state borders, making al-
Baghdadi the self-declared authority over the world's estimated 1.5 billion Muslims. The group also 
announces a name change to the Islamic State (IS). 

June 30, 2014 The United Nations announces that an estimated 1.2 million Iraqis have been forced from their homes. 

June 30, 2014 The Pentagon announces the United States is sending an additional 300 troops to Iraq, bringing the 
total US forces in Iraq to nearly 800. Troops and military advisers are sent to Iraq to support Iraqi 
security forces and help protect the US Embassy and the airport in Baghdad. 

August 8, 2014 Two US F/A-18 jet fighters bomb ISIS artillery units in Iraq. President Barack Obama has authorized 
"targeted airstrikes" if needed to protect US personnel from fighters with ISIS. The US military also 
could use airstrikes to prevent what officials warn could be a genocide of minority groups by the ISIS 
fighters. 

Aug.-Oct. 2014 ISIS releases videos over a serious of moths of several American journalists being decapitated by ISIS 
militants. 

September 23, 
2014 

The United States carries out airstrikes against ISIS. 

February 11, 
2015 

President Obama asks Congress to formally authorize use of military force against ISIS. 

March 7, 2015 In an audio message purportedly from Boko Haram leader Abubakar Shekau, the Nigeria-based radical 
Islamic group pledges allegiance to ISIS. 

March 12, 2015 In an audio message, a speaker identified as an ISIS spokesman claims the caliphate has expanded to 
western Africa and that ISIS leader al-Baghdadi has accepted Boko Haram's pledge of allegiance. On 
the same day, Iraqi forces retake most of Tikrit from ISIS, and ISIS blows up the Iraqi army 
headquarters north of Ramadi, killing at least 40 Iraqi soldiers. 

June 1, 2015 During a speech, Gen. Hawk Carlisle describes how the US military uses social media as a tool to track 
militants. Carlisle says that an ISIS member posted a selfie on social media, revealing a command post. 
Within 22 hours, the US military was able to identify the target and perform airstrikes, destroying the 
compound. 

June 19, 2015 The State Department issues its annual terrorism report, declaring that ISIS is becoming a greater 
threat than al Qaeda. The frequency and savagery of ISIS attacks are alarming, according to the report. 

August 2015 ISIS destroys antiquities in the historic city of Palmyra in Syria, including the nearly 2,000-year-old 
Temple. UNESCO, the UN's cultural organization, calls the destruction of the temple a "war crime." 

December 28, 
2015 

Iraqi troops retake the city of Ramadi from ISIS and raise the Iraqi flag on top of the government 
compound in the city's center, according to an Iraqi military spokesman. 

March 22, 2016 Attacks on the airport and a subway station in Brussels, Belgium kill more than 30 people and wound 
about 270 more. ISIS claims its "fighters" launched the attacks. 

October 17, 
2016 

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi makes a televised statement announcing the start of the mission 
to retake the key city of Mosul, Iraq's second largest city and the last remaining ISIS stronghold. 

April 9, 2017 ISIS claims responsibility for two deadly bombings targeting Coptic Christian churches on Palm Sunday 
in Egypt. At least 49 people were killed and 119 others injured in the blasts. 

April 13, 2017 The US military drops its most powerful non-nuclear bomb on an ISIS compound in Afghanistan. An 
Afghan official later tells CNN that 94 militants were killed in the blast. 
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