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Terrorist Groups (Al Qaeda and ISIS) And Counter Terrorism 

 Adil Rasheed 

 

 UN-designated transnational terrorist organizations Al-Qaeda and 

ISIS1follow the Salafi-jihadist ideology,2 a virulent offshoot of the Salafi 

movement within Sunni Islam.3 

 The Salafi movement does not fully conform itself to any of the four 

orthodox schools (madhahib)4 of Sunni jurisprudence (fiqh)5— Hanafi, Shafai, 

Malaki and Hanbali — and claims to follow Islam as practiced by the ‘Salaf’ 

(the first three generations of Muslims) before the emergence of the 

aforementioned juristic schools. In practice, the Salafi movement is closer in its 

theological orientation to the ‘zahiri’ (literalist)6 school of Athari and early Ahl-

e-Hadith movement led by Ahmad ibn Hanbal (780—855 CE).7 

The Salafi Movement 

 Today’s Salafism, which is based on a distinctive ‘the Salafi Manhaj’ 

(Salafi Methodology),8 emerged in the 1960s as an intellectual hybrid of three 

analogous, yet separate anti-Sufi ‘reform’ movements around the world. First 

among these movements is the so-called Wahhabi movement (although its 

followers never call themselves ‘Wahhabi’, but prefer the nomenclature 

‘Salafi’, earlier ‘muwahideen’) which was founded by Muhammad Abdul 

Wahhab in Najd region of Arabian peninsula in the eighteenth century.9 The 

second movement isTariqa-e-Mohammedia , which was initiated by Shah 

Abdul Aziz Dehlawi and Syed Ahmad Shaheed10in 18th century India. The third 

movement sprung fromthe originally modernist and rationalist 

Salafiyya movement of Jamaluddin Afghani and Mohammed Abduh, which was 

followed by the more Islamist ideologue Rashid Rida (read it as Rasheed Rida) 

in Egypt of the late-19th and early 20th centuries.11 

 The Salafi movement claims to followIslam as it was practiced before the 

formation of the orthodox juristic schools, which covers the period of the first 



three generation of Muslims (starting with the Companions of the Prophet), 

known as the ‘Salaf’, (pious predecessors) from which the movement derives its 

name. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the Emirate of Qatar are two 

prominent states that follow the Salafi-Wahhabi version of Islam as their state 

religion.12 

 Some of the important principles of the Salafi Manhaj (methodology) 

centre around the conceptual terms: tawheed, tawassul, bidaa and taqlid. The 

most fundamental of these ideals is the concept of ‘tawheed’, which refers to the 

strict adherence of a Muslim in the belief of God’s (named Allah in Islam) 

oneness. According to the Salafi Manhaj, Muslims in their praise of any human 

being or created entity should never accord or ascribe God-like status or 

attributes to it because that is tantamount to committing ‘shirk’ (the biggest sin 

in Islam in that it equates a created entity to the status of godhead). The Salafis 

are very strict in observing the purity of ‘tawheed’.13 

 The second term closely related to ‘tawheed’, which concerns the Sufi 

creedis the rejection of ‘tawassul’ (seeking intercession of a saint in prayer). 

The Salafis insist that a Muslim should not only believe in the oneness of Allah 

but also pray to Him alone, without seeking the intercession (or wasila from 

which the word tawassul is derived) of any prophet or saint because that leads 

people to venerate the prophet or saint as a god itself, which is blasphemous. 

Thus, Salafis oppose the Sufi practice of invoking even Muslim prophets, pious 

leaders or saints while praying for help. They particularly object to Muslims 

going to graves of saints and asking the latter to intercede on their behalf from 

God. Some extremist Salafis even declare such Muslims apostate (kafir), even 

though declaring Muslims as kafir is itself considered a heinous sin (known as 

takfeer) in Islam.14 

 The next term of concern for Salafi belief is ‘bida’a’,15 which refers to 

the introduction of anything foreign or innovative in Islamic belief, custom or 

practice, particularly that which is not mentioned or approved by in  the Quran 



or by the Prophet. The inclusion of any ‘non-Islamic’ ritual, custom, belief or 

ideal that is not stated and approved of in the Quran or in the Sunnah (Prophet’s 

practice) is considered bida’a. The Salafis charge that Sufi mystics and the 

Shiite sect have incorporated many non-Islamic beliefs and practices (such as 

the monistic concept of ‘Wahdatul Wujud) that has led to the corruption of 

Islamic faith, taking it away from monotheism and closer to pantheism and idol-

worship that are antithetical to Islam.16 

 Salafis also charge that some of the classical jurists such as Abu Hanifa 

employed excessive reasoning and ‘ijtihaad’ (independent judgment) as well as 

were quite indulgent in their ‘qiyas’ (analogical reasoning) while interpreting 

and enunciating their understanding of Shariah (divine law as enshrined in 

Quran and Hadeeth). Therefore, Salafis even posit these excesses veer close to 

bida’a and do not in principle follow any of the four classical schools of  Sunni 

jurisprudence—Hanafi, Shafai, Maliki and Hanbali—as they believe these 

schools were established by jurists who belonged to a later generation than the 

more pious and wise Salaf (the first three generations of the Prophet’s 

followers). 

 To the Salafis, the concept of taqleed (unquestioned adherence to any of 

the four schools of Sunni jurisprudence) and also to the established Sufi 

‘silsilah’, is erroneous and illegitimate. They believe that Muslims who strictly 

follow an orthodox fiqh confuse it with Shariah and that Muslims should abide 

by the rulings of the Quran and Hadeeth and not by jurists who interpret them. 

They contend that is possible that the orthodox jurists (faqih) may have made an 

error of judgment in their understanding of Shariah, as they were humans. 

Therefore, blind adherence of Hanafi or Shafi schools by their followers may 

cause Muslims to act in variance to God’s injunctions. Thus, Salafis have 

always opposed the practice of triple talaq as bidaa (innovation of the jurists) 

that is not found in Quran and Hadeeth.17 



 However, the Muslim detractors of Salafis often charge that Salafis are 

fundamentalists, who practice extremism and are prone to violence because of 

their ‘takfeeri’ mindset—the tendency to declare people kafir and then to 

dissociate or kill them on the basis of such a charge. 

Salafi Followers—Quietist, Activist, Militant 

 The vast majority of Salafi ulemas are apolitical and non-militant, albeit 

conservative in their interpretation of Islamic laws and traditions (closer to the 

older ‘Athari’ school of literalism) and have been dubbed by some Western 

scholars as ‘Quietist’ Salafis. Prominent religious figures of this group are 

Shaikh Nasiruddin al-Albani, Muhammad ibn al Uthaymeen and Abd al-Aziz 

ibn Abd Allah ibn Baaz.18 

 A smaller group of Salafis constitutes the so-called ‘activist Salafis’, 

those who are political but largely non-violent in their campaigns and are often 

associated with Islamist organizations such as the Muslim Brotherhood (Ikhwan 

Al Muslimeen) the Egyptian Hizb Al Nour as well as the Sahwa Al-Islamiyya 

movement (Awakening Movement) in Saudi Arabia and in some of its 

neighbouring countries. Prominent figures among these so-called ‘Activist’ 

Salafis areSalman al-Ouda or Safar Al-Hawali of Saudi Arabia.19 

 A thin sliver of the Salafi community are what Gilles Keppel terms as 

‘Salafi-jihadists’, who call for revolutionary overthrow of the existing ruling 

order in the Arab world and the rest of the world in order to form a global 

caliphate through militancy and acts of violent extremism and terrorism.20 

 These groups enjoin indiscriminate violence in the name of jihad, hitherto 

forbidden in the classical schools of Islamic jurisprudence. They dismiss the 

spiritual nature of jihad and claim it has become a ‘farida al ghaib’or ‘forgotten 

incumbent’ among modern Muslims, and refute the classical Islamic position 

that jihad in its militaristic sense can only be declared by a head of state (Raees) 

and therefore it is ‘fard al kifayah’ (duty performed only under special 



circumstances). Instead, Salafi Jihadists call it a ‘fard al ayn’ (incumbent duty at 

all times) till the formation of a global caliphate.21 

 Salafi-jihadists often use the Salafi arguments of bida’a and taqleed 

against not just Sufi and Shiite Muslims, but even the average Sunni or even 

Salafi Muslims who may be ideologically opposed to the Salafi jihadist groups 

and use it as an excuse to declare them as ‘kuffaar’ (apostates) fit for execution 

or slaughter, a practice known as ‘takfeer’. However, this practice of killing 

people after declaring them ‘kafir’ (which then makes them liable to their 

execution) is not restricted to so-called renegade Muslims, but is understood to 

apply to all non-Muslims by Salafi-jihadist groups.22 

Al Qaeda: Origins, Ideology and Methodology 

 The state ideology of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) is based on the 

puritanical teachings of the eighteenth century Islamic scholar Muhammad ibn 

Abdul Wahhab, but the kingdom has often faced rebellion from the adherents of 

so-called Wahhabism itself. 

 For instance, the founder of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Abdul Aziz Al 

Saud had to crush a mutiny from a large section of his own legion, the Ikhwan, 

which had led to his conquest of much of the Arabian peninsula in the early 

decades of the twentieth century. It was in the Battle of Sabilla in 1929,23 that 

the monarch crushed the mutiny by dissident Ikhwan forces, who opposed his 

close ties with the British. It was only after the rebellion was fully quelled that 

the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was formally established in 1932. Another major 

rebellion was the unfortunate Grand Mosque Seizure of 1979, when some of the 

progeny of the Sabila mutineers sought to overthrow the  ruling family and took 

control of the Masjid Al Haram in Mecca, the holiest site in Islam. The Saudi 

army fought for several days before reclaiming the Grand Mosque.24 

 The main criticism of the dissident religious groups has been regarding 

the defence and foreign policies of Saudi Arabia, which have always established 

close relations with Western nations. Extremists object to the kingdom’s 



longstanding policy of making Western powers—viewed as the erstwhile 

crusading nations against the Muslim world—as becoming ‘net security 

providers’ for its territory that includes Islam’s holiest sites in Mecca and 

Medina.25 

 It was in this environment that Osama bin Laden, founder of the 

transnational terrorist organization Al-Qaeda, was born in Riyadh (some reports 

suggest Jeddah) in Saudi Arabia on 10 of March 1957.26 The son of one of the 

kingdom’s billionaire construction magnate Mohammad bin Awadh bin Laden, 

Osama got a degree in business management (some reports say civil 

engineering) from King Abdul Aziz University in 1979 and had earlier studied 

English language from Oxford in 1971. In his formative years, Bin Laden was 

swayed by the writings of the firebrand Muslim Brotherhood ideologue Syed 

Qutb.27 

 Some experts find a Qutbian strain in the ideology of Bin Laden and his 

organization, Al-Qaeda in their rejection of modern political ideologies and 

institutions such as socialism, democracy, secularism and communism. Bin 

Laden subscribed to the literalist Athari school of Islamic theology.28 

In his letter published in late 2002, Bin Laden enunciated his justification for 

indiscriminate violence and killing of non-combatants as legitimate jihad, 

saying that Islamic prohibition against killing of women, children and the 

elderly does not apply when the adversary (referring to the US) does not care 

about the killing of civilians and does not declare its Hiroshima bombing a 

terrorist act. He even believed that as civilian voters put in place democratic 

governments in the West, which wage aggressive wars against Muslim nations, 

the killing of Western civilians is legitimate as they cannot be deemed as 

innocent.29 

 Under the influence of such violent extremist ideas, Bin Laden left Saudi 

Arabia after completing studies in 1979 and joined Abdullah Azzam in 

Afghanistan, a jihadist radical who had propounded the theory of waging 



transnational militant jihad against Islam’s adversaries, without ever resorting to 

any negotiation or compromise. In 1984, Bin Laden used his family fortunes to 

set up Maktab Al Khidmat for channelling money, arms and fighters to the 

Mujahideen resistance against Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. In 1986-87, 

Bin Laden set up a base in eastern Afghanistan for several Arab fighters like 

himself. He is said to have engaged in combat activities in the Battle of Jaji 

against the Soviets in 1987, which has since been much lionized by his 

followers.30 

 Lawrence Wright, in his Pulitzer Prize winning book,The Looming Tower 

writes,31 Al Qaeda was formed on 11 August 1988 in a meeting between Bin 

Laden, leaders of Egyptian Islamic Jihad including Ayman Al Zawahiri and 

Abdullah Azzam. In the meeting, it was agreed that Bin Laden would finance 

the militant activities of Egyptian Islamic Jihad and the two sides would spread 

their so-called jihadist activities to other regions of the world after Soviet 

withdrawal from Afghanistan.32 

 Following Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan in February 1989, Bin 

Laden returned to Saudi Arabia to a hero’s welcome. But the Iraqi invasion of 

Kuwait in 1992 and Saudi call to the US military for freeing Kuwait from the 

occupation of Saddam’s forces angered Bin Laden. He reportedly met King 

Fahd of Saudi Arabia and urged the kingthat non-Muslim forces from the US 

must not be allowed to attack Iraq and that only Muslim forces be allowed to 

fight Iraq ‘with faith’. When Bin Laden’s suggestion was not heard, he publicly 

denounced Saudi dependence on the US forces and said that the Quran 

prohibited non-Muslims from setting foot in the Arabian peninsula.  

 Meanwhile, the US intelligence and Saudi defence ministry found 

evidence of Al Qaeda terror plots to attack American military facilities in the 

country. Therefore, Bin Laden was expelled from Saudi Arabia in 1991 and in 

1994 Saudi king Fahd even stripped off his citizenship. For some time, Bin 

Laden left with his team of Mujahideen to Sudan, but eventually re-established 



Al-Qaeda’s headquarters in Afghanistan in 1996 under the patronage of 

the Taliban, whom he called ‘the only Islamic country in the Muslim world.’33 

 In 1996, Bin Laden declared war against the US and in 1998, he 

consecrated the earlier announcement in a fatwa with the title,‘Declaration of 

War against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holy Places”.’34 Al 

Qaeda set up training camps for Muslim militants from around the world, 

training thousands of terrorists in combat skills, and carried out several terrorist 

attacks including the bombing of US embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es 

Salam, Tanzania (1998), and a suicide bomb attack against the US 

warship Cole near Aden (2000). In 2001, 19 militants associated with al-Qaeda 

carried out the 9/11 attacks in the United States.35 

 With the subsequent US invasion of Afghanistan and the dismembering 

of Al-Qaeda’s base from the country, Al Qaeda carried out several attacks 

around the world through its affiliated groups in Jordan, Kenya, Iraq, Saudi 

Arabia, Indonesia, Turkey, the United Kingdom, Israel, Algeria, Spain and 

elsewhere.36 It also started radicalizing and recruiting many impressionable 

youth through the Internet. Several local and grass-root insurgent groups around 

the world got affiliated with the Al-Qaeda and the organization became a 

worldwide terror conglomerate. On 2 May 2011, bin Laden was killed by US 

military forces after US intelligence located him residing in a 

secure compound in Abbotabad, only about 50 km away from Pakistan’s capital 

of Islamabad.37 

Al-Qaeda’s Terror Methodology 

 Al-Qaeda and ISIS use similar methodology while conducting terrorist 

attacks against countries.  They are well known for carrying out simultaneous 

strikes—that is, having different terror cells hit more than one location at 

approximately the same time. Through such a tactics they create greater chaos 

and panic to give the impression that law and order and the security systems of 

a country were taken completely unawares and collapsed for at least the period 



of the attacks. This sends the message that the terror group is capable of 

outsmarting a state’s highly elaborate and advanced military and security 

system. The terror groups also carefully choose the method and location of their 

attack in order to achieve political or economic destabilization of the targeted 

government. They hit at the most valued and vulnerable sites in order to garner 

maximum media attention to generate publicity of their terror.38 

Al Qaeda’s Threat to India 

 A 2005 report by the US Congressional Research Service stated that 

Osama bin Laden trained militants (particularly from Harkatul Ansar) to 

conduct attacks in Kashmir, while he lived in Sudan in early 1990s.39 Bin Laden 

even wrote in his ‘Letter to American People’ (2002) that one of the many 

reasons he was fighting America was because of the US support to India on the 

Kashmir issue. 

 According to counter-terrorism expert Bruce Reidel, Al Qaeda and the 

then Taliban along with Pakistan intelligence agencies were closely involved in 

the 1999 hijacking of Indian Airlines Flight 814 to Kandahar.40 Even Lashkar-e-

Taiba, which is the Pak-based terrorist group responsible for the 2008 Mumbai 

blasts, is known to have strong links with Al-Qaeda as one of the leader’s top 

leaders Abu Zubayda was arrested while being sheltered in one of LeT’s 

safehouses in Faislabad in Pakistan in 2002. Ansar al Ghazwatul Hind, a 

terrorist group once led by the deceased Zakir Musa, was officially affiliated 

with Al Qaeda in 2017.41 

 In 2014, Al-Qaeda leader Ayman Al Zawahiri announced the 

establishment of a new branch Al Qaeda in Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) in an 

online video and made an Indian, Asim Umar its head.42 However, AQIS has 

not been able to establish any significant presence in India. In 2019, Afghan 

forces reported to have killed Asim Umar in a US-Afghan military raid in the 

Helmand province. 

 



ISIS: Origin, Ideology and Methodology 

 The origins of the terror group ISIS or the Islamic State can be traced 

back to the founding of Jamat-al-Tawheed-wal-Jihad (JTJ), translated as the 

‘Organization of Monotheism and Jihad,’ by the notorious Iraqi militant Abu 

Musab Al-Zarqawi in 1999.43 

 Al-Zarqawi had established contacts with Bin Laden while he was 

commanding his own group of fighters in Herat, Afghanistan, in the late 

1990s.44 Then in 2001, he moved to northern Iraq and joined the AnsarAl-Islam 

and formed a group (JTJ) of militants who had fought in Afghanistan, Bosnia, 

Chechnya and Kashmir45 with the aim of deposing the Jordanian monarchy. 

However, after the US-led invasion of Iraq, JTJ focused primarily on fighting 

US-led coalition forces in Iraq. Here, the terrorist group was not only involved 

in carrying out attacks on US-led coalition forces but also conducted suicide 

attacks on civilian targets and the beheading of hostages. Then on 17 October 

2004, Al-Zarqawi and the JTJ organization issued an online statement pledging 

allegiance to Al-Qaeda and its leader, Osama bin Laden.46 

 However, tensions reportedly grew between Al-Qaeda central and 

Zarqawi’s AQI, as the latter was seen as acting more independently and was 

accused of indulging in gruesome acts of violence that even Bin Laden did not 

approve of, for example the 2005 bombings by AQI of three hotels in Amman47.  

 After Al-Zarqawi’s death in a US airstrike on 7 June 2006, the leadership 

of the group passed on to Abu Ayyub Al Masri, also known as Abu Hamza Al 

Muhajir. By May 2007, the group had changed its name to Islamic State of Iraq 

(ISI) and had come up with a draft constitution entitled ‘Notifying Mankind of 

the Birth of the Islamic State’48, which was posted on a website based in Britain. 

 However, the group faced a major blow when its two top leaders, Abu 

Ayyub Al-Masri and Abu Omar Al-Baghdadi were killed on 18 April 2010. To 

revive its fortunes, ISI started inducting former soldiers of the disbanded 

Baathist army of Saddam Hussein, such as the now infamous Gen. Haji Bakr. It 



was Gen. Haji Bakr who first proposed the name of a rather unknown member 

of the Islamic State of Iraq, Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi for inclusion to Majlis Al-

Shura. Col. Haji Bar’s recommendation was so persuasive that in almost a 

month Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi was appointed the new leader of the ISI (16 May 

2010).49In the wake of the Arab Spring, Syria was getting destabilized and a 

civil war loomed in that country. Sensing an opportunity to spread the ISI 

menace, Al-Baghdadi sent his foreign fighters, particularly Syrians to enter that 

country and form their insurgent group there. 

 Eventually, ISI was able to create in Syria its affiliate group Jabhat Al-

Nusra li Ahl-As Sham (JN) or the Nusrah Front—came into existence on 23 

January 2012, under the leadership of Abu Muhammad Al-Jawlani. The success 

of JN, with its growing popularity among Syrians, huge financial support from 

Sunni donors in the region, large cache of weaponry and munitions seized from 

Assad’s military, created a rift between Al-Baghdadi and his protégé Al-Jawlani 

in Syria. 

 In October 2013, Al-Qaeda’s top leader, Ayman Al-Zawahari issued an 

explicit order for the disbanding of the ISIS and making JN solely in charge of 

Al-Qaeda’s war effort in Syria. When Baghdadi failed to conform to the ruling 

and ISIS continued to wage war in Syria on its own, Al-Qaeda finally 

disavowed any relation with ISIS in February 2014. Al-Qaeda statement to this 

effect read: ‘ISIS is not a branch of the Qaidat al-Jihad (Al-Qaeda’s official 

name) group, we have no organizational relationship with it, and the group is 

not responsible for its actions.’Since then, the hatred became so intense that the 

two sides started killing one another in battle. 

The Name: ISIS, ISIL, Islamic State (IS) or Daesh? 

 Till date, there remains a lot of confusion and mystery surrounding many 

aspects of the ISIS—its secret patrons and benefactors, its modus operandi and 

its highly adaptive style of warfare, the size and composition of its forces and 

even its actual influence and control over territories. 



The confusion extends to the very name and identity of the group, which 

was known by several names in the past and even today is called by different 

appellations, as the ISIS, ISIL, DA’ISH or by its latest self-proclaimed moniker 

‘the Islamic State’ (abbreviated as IS). It is ironic that the group’s new acronym, 

when read as a word underscores this ontological confusion. 

This article has used the acronym ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Al-

Sham) for the group, simply because it is the most widely used and known 

acronym associated with the group, and has been in vogue ever since it first 

captured global media spotlight with its capture of Mosul (Iraq) in June 2014. 

ISIS’sDifferences with Al-Qaeda 

 The ISIS has built on both the ideology and methodologies of Al-Qaeda, 

making them more radical and dangerous. 

For its part, Al-Qaeda never actively pursued the goal of establishing the 

Caliphate and never named a Caliph of its own. Its principal stated objective has 

mainly been bringing an end to Western occupation and military presence in 

Muslim countries and shores, although it has not discounted on expanding 

Islamic domination on non-Islamic states. Yet, the rhetoric of global domination 

of Islam has been more pronounced in ISIS literature. From its inception, ISIS 

has sought to upstage its parent organization by appointing a ‘Caliph’ for 

extending its sway over the entire Muslim ummah, and for defeating the so-

called ‘crusading’ Western powers, along with ‘taghut’ (infidel regimes) in the 

Muslim and non-Muslim domains. In fact, ISIS has used the Caliphate bogey as 

an effective public relations gimmick to gain resonance in the Muslim world. 

In the words of Bernard Haykel, ‘For Al-Qaeda, violence is a means to an 

end; for ISIS, it is an end in itself’50Since the time of Al-Zarqawi, Al-Qaeda and 

its Iraqi protege had differences over saving the ‘umma’ (Muslim community) 

from apostasy. Al-Zarqawi believed in violently purging those Muslims who do 

not conform to the Salafi ideals of monotheism, while Al-Qaeda’s Al-Zawahiri 

believed that it was not Muslims but the ‘apostate’ institutions that needed to go. 



 In fact, the unbridled excesses of Al-Zarqawi forced Al-Zawahiri and his 

deputy Sheikh Atiyat Allah Abdal Rahman Al-Libi51 to write two letters in 2005 

urging their Iraqi commander to bring down the violence and refrain from heavy 

handed enforcement of the Shariah, as it was alienating the Sunni 

community.52Thus, Bin Laden was more of a pan-Islamist and we find many Al-

Qaeda operators like Bin Laden’s son (Said Bin Laden) finding refuge in Shia 

Iran. However, ISIS is stridently Salafi, which calls Hanafi-Deobandi Taliban 

heretic in its beliefs and opposes its regime as a non-Islamic emirate. 

Another ideological dimension that clearly sets the ISIS apart from Al-Qaeda 

is its emphasis on Islamic eschatological references (end-time prophecies) for 

legitimizing itself as a genuine Caliphate. ISIS has a preponderance to validate 

its existence by making far-fetched interpretationsof some lesser known and less 

authentic Hadeeth traditions about an end-time Caliphate, which will herald the 

coming of the prophesized Mahdi. For example in July 2014, ISIS released the 

first two issues of Dabiq, a digital magazine, which is named after a Syrian 

town believed to be the site of a future apocalyptic battle—Islamic Armageddon 

(‘Al-Malhama Al-Kubra’)—to be fought between Muslims and ‘Romans’. By 

projecting itself as theprophesized army of ‘rightly guided’ Muslims fighting 

against the West (‘Romans’), as purportedly stated in a hadeeth (sayings of the 

Prophet), the ISIS cleverly seeks to emotively draw impressionable Muslim 

youth into its ranks. The now deceased leader of ISIS, Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi 

repeatedly spoke of carrying out attacks on the city of Rome to foment a war 

between the Christian West and Islam. The ISIS propaganda literature is replete 

with references to ‘Ilmu Akhiru Zaman’ (Islamic Knowledge of the End Times). 

 According to US Gen. Martin E. Dempsey, chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, the only way the ISIS seeks religious legitimacy among 

Muslims is by claiming to be the army that will fight the so-called Romans (that 

is, the West), as mentioned in the Islamic eschatological literature. As their 

extremist ideology discards all classical forms of Islamic scholarship, its only 



legitimacy comes from its speculative claim of being the promised end-time 

army. 

At the Aspen Institute Forum 2014, Gen. Dempsey emphasized that this 

narrative of the ISIS is similar to that of several doomsday cults of the 

past.53‘They actually—at least the senior leaders of ISIS—believe themselves to 

be the heir to the caliphate. They can only sustain that religious legitimacy if 

they continue to succeed.  So, this is not a group that can go halfway. It has to 

keep moving toward its ultimate end-of-days apocalyptic narrative or it will lose 

support because it loses religious legitimacy.’54 

ISIS Methodology 

 Unlike Al-Qaeda, ISIS has devised a five-stage process for achieving its 

caliphate in a particular region and eventually a global caliphate. These stages 

are described in the Arabic language as ‘Hijrah’ (migration to the territorywhere 

it seeks to establish its seed Caliphate), ‘Jamaah’ (Consolidation of Muslims of 

various nationalities and orientation as citizens of that proto-state), operations to 

destabilize and overthrow‘taghut’ (the so-called evil regime controlling the 

region), ‘tamkeen’ (stage for consolidation and control over newly 

acquiredterritory) and khilafah (a wider Caliphate under ISIS’ version of 

Shariah).55 

 Although its basic structure is that of a terrorist organization, ISIS has 

proven capable of fighting as a light infantry force backed by heavy weapons 

and as a Maoist-style guerrilla organization that in the words of former US 

Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld is able to “blend into the landscape”.56 

 The ISIS formula for carrying out its attacks is based on Al-Baghdadi’s 

formula of ‘centralized control but decentralized execution’ in that his command 

cell finalizes the date of attacks but the regional (wilayat) commanders setting 

their level of participation as per local conditions. The executive orders of the 

group are said to be brief, setting out what the mission is in the simplest of 

terms, leaving how it is to be carried out to field units. ISIS generally launches 



multiple attacks on several axes which help it in overwhelming the opponent’s 

capacity to defend. 

 The book that has most influenced ISIS’ military operations around the 

world is said to be Abu Bakr Naji’s The Management of Savagery57(Idārat at-

Tawahhush:Akhtar marhalah satamourrou bihal ummah). Posted online in 2004 

and circulated in Sunni Jihadi circles, the book offers an ‘expansive plan for 

how a group of Muslim militants could violently seize land and establish their 

own self-governing Islamic state—much like the ISIS is doing today.’58 The 

book demonstrates patterns of ‘abominable savagery,’ which are witnessed in 

both the Islamic State and its earlier manifestations under Zarqawi. 

 Al-Naji calls on so-called jihadists to carry out a merciless campaign to 

polarize populations and foment religious and sectarian strife in order to create 

its own order out of the prevailing chaos. Thus, the book states: ‘The 

management of savagery can be defined very succinctly as the management of 

savage chaos!’ Thus, it unabashedly states,‘We must make this battle very 

violent, such that death is a heartbeat away, so that the two groups will realize 

that entering this battle will frequently lead to death.’59 

 According to William McCants, fellow at the Saban Center for Middle 

East Policy and director of the Project on U.S. Relations with the Islamic World 

at the Brookings Institution, who translated the book into English in 2006, ‘[The 

book] provides a roadmap for how to establish a caliphate.’ McCants adds60, ‘It 

lays out how to create small pockets of territorial control … and how to move 

from there to a caliphate.’ 

 According to Al-Naji, the killings are not just attempts to create terror, 

but are also meant to ‘polarize’ the population. The violence is intended to 

foment sectarian tensions and force sects to choose sides and drag the masses 

into battle. Thus, ISIS uses methods of creating chaos and large-scale violence 

as explained in the book and as practised in its style of operations by one of its 

original founder, Abu Mu’sab Al-Zarqawi. The feature entitled ‘Hijarah to 



Khilafah’, appearing in the first edition of the ISIS’ magazine Dabiq, extolled 

the indiscriminate violence of Zarqawi, including acts of provoking sectarian 

strife between Sunnis and Shiites: 

“Shaykh Abu Mus’ab (rahimahullah) implemented the strategy and required 
tactics to achieve the goal of khilafah without hesitation. In short, he strived 
to create as much chaos as possible … using attacks sometimes referred to as 
operations of “nikayah” (injury) that focus on causing the enemy death, 
injury, and damage. 
 

With chaos, he intended to prevent any taghut (so-called oppressive and 
infidel) regime from ever achieving a degree of stability that would enable it 
to reach a status quo similar to that existing in the Muslim lands ruled for 
decades. Such a status quo – consisting of powerful intelligence and security 
agencies – allowed the tawaghit (plural of taghut) to crush any Islamic 
movement that tried to only slightly raise its head and whisper its creed. 
 

To achieve maximum chaos, the Shaykh focused on the most effective 
weapons in the arsenal of the mujahidin for Shaykh Abu Mus’ab 
(rahimahullah) creating chaos—vehicle bombs, IEDs, and Istishhadiyyin 
(martyrdom-seekers).”61 

 

 As part of its operations of tawahhush (savagery), ISIS is well known for 

its videos of beheadings, immolations and other kinds of executions of soldiers 

and civilians, destruction of religious sites of other faiths (Yazidi, Christian, Sufi 

and Shia shrines), ethnic cleansing, sex trade and obliteration and loot of 

historical buildings and relics. 

ISIS Post-Baghdadi 

 By the end of 2015 ISIS territory under its caliph Abu Bakr Al Baghdadi 

was at its peak. From western Syria to eastern Iraq with Raqqa as its capital, 

ISIS ruled over an estimated eight to twelve million people and had an annual 

budget of more than US$1 billion and more than 30,000 fighters.62 

 However, the US-led international military coalition in 2014 and Russian 

intervention in Syria in September 2015, started making significant gains 

against ISIS from 2017 onwards. By the end of that year, ISIS controlled merely 

2 percent of the territory it had held in Syriaq in 2015.63 By March 2019, ISIS 



lost even its last posts in Al Baghus Fawqani to Syrian Defence Forces. On 27 

October of the same year, the first ISIS Caliph Abu Bakr Al Baghdadi was also 

killed in a raid at Al Barsha in Syria’s Idlib Province. Later Baghdadi’s 

successor, Abu Ibrahim al-Hashimi al-Qurashi was also killed in Atme (Syria) 

on 3 February 2022. Since then, ISIS claims it is being headed by a shadowy 

figure by the name of Abu Hasan al-Hashemi al-Qurashi.64 

 However, ISIS forces in Iraq and Syria are gradually making a resurgence 

in Iraq and Syria, but it is ISIS affiliates, who continue to thrive in various 

regions of the world. It has wilayats (regional affiliates) in different parts of the 

world—Algeria (Al-Jazair), Caucasus (Al-Qawqaz), Central Africa (Wasat 

Ifiriqiya), Khurasan (Central Asia and Indian Subcontinent), Sinai, Somalia (Al-

Somal), West Africa (Gharb Ifriqiya), Sinai (Sina), Philippines (affiliate group 

Abu Sayyaf) etc. In recent years, the West African and Khorasan wilayats have 

been increasing their terrorist activities and territories under their control.65 

ISIS-Khorasan in the Indian Subcontinent 

 ISIS established its wing IS-K in eastern Afghanistan in January 2015, 

although its membership is spread out in Pakistan, Bangladesh, India and 

Myanmar. Its early leader was Hafiz Saeed Khan, who was killed by US forces 

in July 2016,66 while its other later Abdullah Orokzai was captured by Afghan 

forces under then President Ashraf Ghani in April 2020.67 

 After a few years of uncertainty, IS-K has become highly active since 

2018, that is, since the time the US started negotiating with the Taliban in order 

to withdraw its forces from Afghanistan, which the US completed by end of 

August 2021. In July 2018, an IS-K blast killed 149 in Mastung, Pakistan and in 

August 2021, IS-K killed 13 US military personnel and at least 169 

Afghans during the US evacuation of Kabul.68 

 The spike in IS-K terrorist bombings is fast outstripping violence done by 

other jihadist groups in the Af-Pak region such as the TTP, AQIS and some 

Baloch liberation movements. IS-K is also aligning itself with terrorist groups 



like ETIM and IMU (allegedly even with Haqqani network) to destabilize 

Central Asian Region, Iran and Xinjiang province of China and is constantly 

embarrassing for seeking diplomatic relations with its erstwhile enemy states.69 

The IS-K menace is also harming Indian interests with its attacks on Sikh 

gurudwaras in 2020 and 2022, its terrorist activities in Afghanistan that disrupt 

connectivity into Central Asia as well as with its radicalization of Indian youth 

in Jammu and Kashmir, northern India and Kerala through its e-magazines 

‘Voice of Hind’ and ‘Voice of Khurasan’. 

India’s Counter-Terrorism Measures 

 India has been fighting terrorism in all its manifestations since the 

time of independence. However, the focus has shifted in recent decades from 

home grown insurgents to transnational jihadist groups like Al Qaeda and 

ISIS as well as terrorists sponsored, abetted and financed by Pakistan. 

 At the legal level, the Unlawful Activities Prevention Act (UAPA) has 

been strengthened to handle terrorism in all its manifestations70. The 

limitation of inadequate security forces has also been addressed by opening 

National Security Guards (NSG) hubs in order to ensure faster and more 

effective reaction to crisis situations.71 Intelligence gathering, sharing and 

dissemination became a priority and the NATGRID has been established.72 

A Multi Agency Centre has been instituted which is likely to evolve into the 

NCTC, thereby making the inter-agency capability to fight terrorism more 

effective. 

 At the diplomatic level as well, India has pushed for international 

recognition of terrorism in all its forms and a number of UN Resolutions 

have been passed to provide a cohesive effort against terrorism. 

 Yet another initiative has been the targeting of terrorism finance, 

which has received an impetus with both the UAPA and Anti Money 

Laundering legislations becoming more effective. 

 A long-term step has also been to address the alienation of certain 



sections of the population through better integration, concessions, and 

targeting of hardline propaganda machinery, both from within and outside 

the country. 

 India’s central government has thus far given enough latitude to 

provincial administration and state police to carry out their counter-terrorism 

(including surveillance, deterrence and detection measures with state forces 

intervening when required), counter-radicalization and deradicalization 

programmes in keeping with the nature and sensibilities of each region at a 

given time and has avoided imposing any singular set of measures on the 

national level. 

 However, plans have been drawn by the central government to introduce 

a set of clearly articulated, standardized set of programmes and counter-

terrorism special forces, but such details have not been disclosed in the public 

domain. 

 In this regard, the state of Maharashtra has launched an effective 

deradicalization programme and has reportedly reclaimed many individuals 

affected by ISIS indoctrination. The programme is said to focus on the four 

aspects of the individual, family, religion and psychology and seeks to bring 

about a lasting change in the individual’s belief system. 

 In the state of Jammu and Kashmir, attention is being paid to reclaiming 

drug addicts who often become victims of terrorist designs. Various other states, 

such as Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Gujarat, Assam, 

Jammu and Kashmir, Delhi, Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh have been 

running their own counter-radicalization programmes, which involve innovative 

and effective, multi-vector approaches. The state of Kerala has an elaborate 

public outreach and engagement programme called ‘Janmaitri’ and a more 

specific programme to dissuade young and impressionable minds from not 

leaving Kerala to join terror groups in foreign lands named ‘Operation 

Pigeon’.73 



 The Indian government has also introduced schemes for greater 

engagement with communities affected by the scourge of radicalization, their 

religious and political organizations, civil society, educational centres (schools 

and colleges), research and social activist groups. 

 Various prison programmes have been devised to prevent radicalization, 

as well as to de-radicalize offenders, etc. through religious and psychological 

counselling, vocational and other rehabilitation programmes. Greater inter-

communal interaction through the hosting of literary and poetic symposiums, 

sporting events, etc. are being conducted. Inter-communal housing schemes to 

prevent ghettoization and polarization of communities have also been initiated. 

As stated above, the government has also started research for developing 

effective counter-narratives and strategic communications measures, as well as 

for formulating appropriate legislative measures. Steps are also being taken to 

clampdown on drugs trafficking and to bust the linkages of drug trade and 

radicalization.74 
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