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ISIS, ISIL, ISI, ISIS-K, Daesh, are all names both given and used by the international terrorist organisation which is most commonly referred to as IS or Islamic State (UK Government, 20201). The organisation was proscribed by the Home Office (2021) in 2014, along with its splinter or alternatively named factions falling under the umbrella group or classification of “IS”. Although the proscription of this group occurred in 2014 (Home Office, 2021), the organisation has a long history prior to this year, with the terrorist group having a predecessor organisation known as “Jama’at al-Tawhid wa’al-Jihad” (JTJ) which was founded by IS’ creator Abu Musab al-Zarqawi (CISAC, 2021) in the early 1990s. The group would further evolve into “Al Qaeda in Iraq” (AQI) in the early to mid 2000’s, before eventually becoming a new and separate entity, with AQI’s new leader - following the death of the founder, and his replacement - Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, denying Al Qaeda’s leadership and declaring their own caliphate and organisation known as “Islamic State”, which further splintered the extremist jihadist terrorist structure (Byman, 2015).

Although the group had a long history of differing leaders, goals, and loyalties, Muro (2015) claims that it was the belief of many counter-terrorism experts that the focus of IS was to hold their conquered territory in Iraq and Syria under their “caliphate”, however, this perception of the organisation required reassessment following the 2015 Paris terror attack which resulted in the death of 129 people, and injured 352 in a series of synchronized bombings and mass shootings throughout the city (BBC News, 2015). Muro (2015) attributes the attack as a response to French opposition and military assistance against IS, with France being the most active EU state to fight in Syria, with further motivation being the supposed insults against Islam’s prophet from French media.

Despite the view of the global coalition that Islamic State had been defeated in 2018 following the drastic loss in territory and a heavily weakened military loosening their control of Iraq and Syria, IS’ leader Baghdadi claimed in April 2019 that although their caliphate was no more, it was only a temporary defeat and the organisation would return, with the aim being to re-centralise the terrorist groups goals (CISAC, 2021). Following Baghdadi’s subsequent death in October 2019, CISAC (2021) claims that the organisations’ newspaper “An-Naba” published a list of the next steps for the group, with a focus to go back to the founding principles of the organisation -  under Zarqawi - which was the doctrine of focussing on the “near enemy” but also maintain some observation on the “far enemy”, with the new direction being a focus towards recruitment through religious rule on communities that may be sympathetic towards their cause, as well as reaffirm their outreach on social media through expanded activity (CIASAC, 2021).

To better understand the organisation, it is important to look at the ideological beliefs or goals of the terrorist group. CISAC (2021) state that Islamic State’s ideological principles come from a combination of two pillars known as Salafism and Jihadism, with modern understanding of Salafism being that of perceived Islamic struggle, with the belief that violent defensive warfare is necessary to defend against secularism, with Jihadism as a concept being used to justify violent terrorist activities as both a defiance to and defence from western nations. CISAC (2021) observes that Salafi jihadists fuel their justification by emphasising the historical precedent of opposition to the west, with this history being viewed as divine justification for continuations of this combined ideological legacy.

Aryaeinejad and Reed (2021) state that despite the IEP’s (2020) annual release of their Global Terrorism Index (GTI) showing a rapid decline of activity from Islamic State in areas of both Syria and Iraq, for the year 2019 IS directly or through their affiliates still accounted for causing 74% of all deaths from terrorism globally, with signs showing an increase in frequency for attacks occurring in Africa, with approximately 41% of global deaths from terrorism occurring on the continent (Aryaeinejad and Reed, 2021).

One of Islamic State’s key strategies is the maintenance of momentum gathered for their cause, this is in the form of recruitment and falls in line with Kydd and Walter’s (2006) five principle strategic logics for terrorism, with this principle being one of “outbidding”, by telling the world and potential supporters they have a greater resolve than their enemies both foreign and rivals that are domestic, with outbidding also demonstrating two of the five persistent goals of terrorism, with recruitment falling under “social control”, as well as “status quo maintenance” (Kydd and Walter, 2006).

Furthermore, Khan and Khawaja (2016) consider Islamic State’s use of social media as one of the most sophisticated and technologically savvy examples of the power of propaganda and the ability to portray an organisation in a different light to appear as not only a religious and political institution, but to also inspire their fighters, as well as recruit international youth (Khan and Khawaja, 2016). Khan and Khawaja (2016) continue and argue that although the military capabilities of the organisation were vast, it was the social media strategy that constructed images and positive public perceptions that favoured the organisation for recruitment.

Ward (2018) further supports this by stating Islamic State’s social media tactics demonstrates the resourceful-ness of the group, with an estimate that the terrorist organisation recruited 40,000 foreign nationals from 110 countries to join their jihadi mission, with the famous Bethnal Green trio being amongst those recruited (Moaveni, 2019). 

The use of social media by terrorist organisations is not something unheard of, as according to Ward (2018) it has been used by Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) for over a decade, with the creation of a digital English language magazine which even inspired the 2010 Boston Marathon Bombings being one such example. Additionally, Bodetti (2016) states that other terrorist groups have attempted to paint a picture of legitimate governance in the form of social media campaigns, with the Taliban broadcasting channels that provide news, articles and updates to Afghanistan, with Ward (2018) further stating that organisations like the Taliban want to try and show the local communities that they are there for the people, with Ward (2018) giving the example of 56% of AQAP’s tweets and other online posts show community development projects, with these posts attempting to demonstrate a legitimate and viable alternative to the Yemeni government in a heavily produced propaganda push (Ward, 2018).

Yarchi (2019) explores in depth the media strategy used by Islamic State and how audio statements made by the leaders of their organisations, as well as official videos, magazines and news reports have helped maintain their image as a powerful entity on the stage of global terrorism. Furthermore, Yarchi (2019) observes three main themes portrayed by IS in their propaganda and media strategy, with the themes being: projection, violence, and religious messages, with most messages being targeted towards Muslims from around the world in hopes of recruitment, and other messages being used to threaten and intimidate the group’s enemies.

Before IS rose to prominence, Weimann (2006) discussed how through the internet, terrorists can transmit their ideological views without ever making face to face contact, with the internet enabling information to be published without scrutiny as well as enable the mass redistribution of information should the original upload be deleted. For example, if a handwritten journal or pamphlet was confiscated or destroyed, the writer would have to recreate it and distribute once again, however, through the internet, digital documents maintain their integrity no matter how many times they may be deleted from social media or online forums, enabling the documents to be constantly reuploaded and placed into circulation (Weinmann, 2006).

Yarchi (2019) continues and argues that contemporary terrorism is inseparably connected to the modern media and the way in which technological advancements has enabled instantaneous communication, with Weimann (2016) stating that from their research, roughly 90% of online terrorist activity and communication is done through traditional social media networks. Weimann (2016) further expands by stating that although the dark web is used for bomb making manuals and other heavily illegal documents, sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube are also being used with little to no consequences, with the sites according to Weimann (2016) enabling terrorist recruiters to radicalise, interact, teach and launch attacks simultaneously.

Although prior to the rise of Islamic State the internet was used by terrorist organisations, the way in which Islamic State utilises the internet and propaganda in such a large and produced scale is unheard of, with Yarchi (2019) stating that Zelin (2015) found within one week of April in 2015, IS produced and published 123 media releases, with the daily average being 18 publications per day. This large expansion of an online presence is further fuelled by the addition of media releases being available in 28 other languages, enabling the organisation to reach out to as many individuals as possible and to capitalise on the usefulness of the internet that arguably enables online radicalisation and recruitment for the terrorist organisation to take place (Milton, 2016; Yarchi, 2019).

Despite prior mass propaganda distribution witnessed in the height of 2015, with Winter (2017) claiming the most active summer period showed 892 unique propaganda material published per month, Winter (2017) claims that this momentum did not hold and started to decline, with a productivity loss of 36% in 2017, and further projections becoming accurate in recent years with almost a complete decline after the western coalition declared the collapse of Islamic State in 2019 (Aryaeinejad and Reed, 2021).

An additional standout strategy of Islamic State is its ability to accumulate mass quantities of wealth in a relatively short period of time, using a variety of tactics. Clarke (2018) notes that although IS lost 98% of its territory that it controlled, the organisation is almost guaranteed to come back in force due to its skill at generating streams of revenue, with its previous financial success keeping them afloat until new revenues are taken advantage of. The researcher (Clarke, 2018) continues by stating at the organisation’s height, it had amassed a fortune of $6 billion which made it the wealthiest terrorist group in history, with the driving economic factors being three key sources: oil and gas, taxation and extortion, and looting of large cities such as Mosul, where it is estimated that the terrorist group stole roughly $500 million from bank vaults in 2014 alone.

CISAC (2021) claims that an investigation by the U.S Treasury Department found that even though the organisation lost all its territory in 2018-19, it is estimated that in December 2018 IS transported more than $400 million in cash out of its territory in Iraq and Syria, with this money then being laundered through various regional businesses in Turkey, such as investments in both car dealerships and real estate. CIASAC (2021) further states that through the stealing of $1-$2 billion worth of oil in 2007, IS was making revenue from these reserves at a rate of approximately $1-$2 million per day, however, this economic gain was acknowledged as a significant financial tactic of the organisation and was therefore thwarted by the global coalition when air strikes took out 90% of the oil reserves in 2017. Despite this setback, IS continued to gain revenue through criminal activities such as kidnapping and extortion, as well as taxation on the local population, with additional funding coming from agricultural commodities such as the taxation on the selling of wheat, which generated $56 million, and additional civilian taxes for other agricultural goods totalling a revenue of $800 million annually (CIASAC, 2021).

Although the complete loss in territory impacted the organisation’s media but mostly financial strategy and tactics - with a reliance on land and population to generate large quantities of income and propaganda - Clarke (2018) clarifies that the terrorist group continued to finance themselves by diversifying their financial portfolio, with the group maintaining their wealth due to having no expenses on commodities such as health care, education, public works, and infrastructure, which therefore reduced their need for a high budget when the territories were in control, with even less expenses now that the organisation lost their holding. This diversity came in the form of ransom, extortion, robbery, theft, drug smuggling and the trafficking of antiquities seized from their conquest (Clarke, 2018), with additional revenues coming from both investments in cryptocurrency, as well as receiving foreign donations from untraceable transactions through cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin and Ethereum, further demonstrating their repertoire of internet and financial skills and interests (CIASAC, 2021).

The recent Kabul airport attack which took place in the final days of the Afghanistan military withdrawal at the hands of IS (BBC News, 2021a) demonstrates another tactic employed by Islamic State, with the suicide bombing targeting civilians and military personnel which resulted in 95 deaths, with 13 U.S personnel amongst the casualties being a type of tactic known as “provocation” (Kydd and Walter, 2006). Kydd and Walter (2006) describes provocation as a terrorist tactic that tries to provoke or induce an enemy to react or respond to terrorism with “indiscriminate violence”, which in turn may radicalise the population and change support from the communities and transform the perception of the provokers from violent antagonists to defensive freedom fighters. This attack potentially fits within this tactic as the U.S military was primarily present at the airport to evacuate civilians, with service personnel being killed in a period of agreed upon peace between the Taliban and U.S (BBC News, 2021b), with the possible aim of the attack by IS being an attempt to reignite the conflict, which further falls in line with Kydd and Walter’s (2006) terrorist strategic tactics, with this particular example being one of “spoiling”, which attempts to undermine peace talks and also display moderates that are willing to sue for peace as weak-willed.

Jadoon and Mines (2021) further expand on this observed tactic by noting that IS try and recruit fighters from other terrorist groups, with IS trying to recruit members of the Taliban who were against the peace talks with the U.S, with additional goals of creating chaos and weakening infrastructure by targeting medical workers, journalists and security personnel, with the aim being: undermine the current terrorist or governmental authority in hopes of having veteran fighters defect, which may cast doubt over any rulings made by organisations in authority, as well as change the hearts and minds of the people (Jadoon and Mines, 2021).

When it comes to actual terror attacks Islamic State have displayed a variety of methods, with Harrison (2018) explaining that the majority of operations carried out by IS in Europe required little to no tactical planning or training, with the use of rudimentary and easily accessible resources such as cars and kitchen knives enabling IS cells or sympathisers to carry out attacks anytime, anywhere and be conducted by anyone. MI5 (2016) backs up this fact by stating Islamic State themselves even acknowledged this, with the organisation releasing a speech in 2014 calling for lone actors to commit atrocities against the west, with the organisation saying: you do not need to travel to Syria to join IS, if you simply carry out attacks in the name of the organisation you will be a recognised member (MI5, 2016).

Although more simplified means of attack methods have been utilised by Islamic State, more advanced and severe plans have also been seen, such as the 2015 Paris attack which required tremendous time, planning and resources, with the use of explosives, firearms, and online communication to enable synchronisation and coordination in the attack (MI5, 2016), as well as the 2017 Manchester Arena Bombing which is the deadliest terror attack in the United Kingdom since the 7/7 event in 2005, with the use of a suicide bomb resulting in the death of 22 people and the injury of over a hundred (Kerslake Report, 2018).

Pantucci (2018) discussed the array of terror attacks which occurred in the United Kingdom in 2017 with the lead counter terrorism officer Neil Basu, where the officer said the combination of Islamic State leadership giving permission for IS supporters to commit attacks without express permission, as well as the nature of the attacks that occurred - such as the use of minimal resources and planning - has given radicalised individuals the belief that the UK is not as difficult to target as it appears to be. Additionally, the officer believes that what attacks such as Westminster Bridge and London Bridge achieved is the view that simple attack methods such as the use of cars and knives, can be just as damaging and even more repeatable than the more advanced attacks such as Paris and Manchester, with the “success” of Khalid Masood, and the 3 London Bridge attackers demonstrating that a simple methodology could succeed (Pantucci, 2018). 

Furthermore, according to Pantucci (2020), a rather recent phenomena has occurred as part of IS attack methods, and that is the inclusion of wearing fake suicide vests. Pantucci (2020) states that since suicide is against Islamic beliefs, “suicide by cop” is the new strategy that has been copied by attackers after it’s “success” seen in the London Bridge attack, where 3 terrorists were shot dead by armed police due to the attackers wearing what appeared to be suicide vests similar to the ones used in the Manchester Arena attack, with the supposed aim of the fake vests according to Pantucci (2020) being guaranteed death, or martyrdom for the attackers.

With Islamic State’s use of both simplified and complex attack methods, the difficulty in predicting the terrorist organisations next attacks is significant, with Turner (2021) stating that the Director General of MI5 has stated over 31 detailed terror attacks have been foiled within the UK over the last four years, with 6 attacks even prevented during the pandemic (Turner, 2021). Turner (2021) further states that the head of MI5 attributed small scale, low-resource intensive attacks as making up the largest threat dealt by MI5, with the success of prior smaller scale attacks influencing those considering such actions, with the withdrawal and subsequent fall of Afghanistan likely to “embolden” anticipating terrorists in the UK.

Throughout this analysis it has become clear that Islamic State is perhaps one of the most effective terrorist organisations in history and throughout the modern world. Although with the collapse of their caliphate and the declaration of the global coalition that IS is no more (Blinken, 2021), the organisation’s success in many areas is not something that should be ignored. This success can be found when analysing its mastery of media and propaganda which led to the virtual radicalisation of over 40,000 people from over 110 countries to join their cause, as well as the ingenuity displayed when creating financial streams of revenue, with Islamic State at its height being the wealthiest terrorist organisation ever, with a fortune of $6 billion at the height of its wealth being higher than the 20 least wealthiest countries in the world (O’Neill, 2021).

Additionally, Islamic State’s capability to reach out, radicalise, motivate and inspire individuals from the other side of the planet to commit attacks by publishing articles and videos, as well as convince individuals to commit attacks with little to no resources is a feat not many other terrorist organisations have been known to do, at least not to the scale or damaging effect that has been witnessed in Europe over the last six years. To conclude, since the devastating 2015 Paris attack Islamic State has dominated the world's attention by being the largest contributor to terrorism in western civilisation, with numerous attacks in the UK and Europe taking place in recent years, contributing to the death of many dozens of people. Therefore, the group’s effectiveness is something that should not be diminished, with the potential for many lessons to be learned should the appropriate organisations seek to prevent the return or the creation of a group similar in expertise and effectiveness as Islamic State.
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