
ISIS Lecture Notes 
Definitions and Names 

 

ISIS:  The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria. 

al-Qaeda: a Salafi (see below) Sunni militant jihadi organization founded by Osama bin Laden 
in Afghanistan and now led by Ayman al Zawahiri. 

Sunni:  a branch of Islam that traditionally believes the leader could be any male member of the 
Quraysh tribe chosen by the authorities of the Muslim community.  

Shi’a:  a branch of Islam that recognizes Ali, Muhammad’s son-in-law, and only his direct 
descendents as the rightful leaders of the Muslim community.  There are other significant 
differences between Sunni and Shi’a Muslims based on long standing conflicts over lots and lots 
of stuff.  It is more than just a conflict over leadership. 

Terrorists:  non-state actors who engage in violence against non combatants. 

Abu al Zarqawi:  founder of al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI).  Zarqawai was a follower of a jihadi strain 
of Salafism.  Zarqawi is the father of ISIS before it was known as ISIS. A really bad dude. The 
words “thug, savage and brutal” aptly describe him.  Osama had a very low opinion of him. 

al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI): a jihadi group which would later become the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI) 
and ultimately –at least as of now for Westerners --the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). 
AQI was neither a part of, nor ever controlled by Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organization. 

Islamic State (IS): the name ISIS started calling itself after it declared the existence of the 
Caliphate in June 2014.  Most of us call it ISIS.  President Obama called it ISIL (Islamic State in 
the Levant). 

Jihad: the literal translation of the word is “struggle.”  It describes a broad range of activities 
from spiritual struggle to become a better person to armed conflict under conditions of a “holy 
war.” 

Salafism: a fundamentalist Sunni Islamic movement that believes in strict adherence to Islam as 
they believe it was practiced by Muhammad more than twelve hundred years ago. There are 
three “flavors” or types of Salafists: quietist, political, and jihadi. Everybody who belongs to 
ISIS is a jihadi Salafist.  As such, they believe that a government that does not rule according to 
a strict interpretation of Sharia law is infidel and should be violently opposed.  They are the ultra, 
ultra extreme equivalent of our Puritans but with a really, really bad attitude. (Not to mention 
guns, knives, and tanks).  
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Wahhabism: a fundamentalist Sunni Muslim movement which is almost identical with the 
Salafi version of Islam. Wahhabism claims to restore Islam from what it sees as innovations, 
superstitions, deviances, heresies and idolatries in the religion. The aim of Wahhabism is the 
purification of Islam. (I think their greatest fear is that somebody somewhere might be having 
fun).  The tribal desert environment in the area we now call Saudi Arabia had a profound effect 
on the development of the movement. Wahhabism is less tolerant and less accommodating of 
varying opinions than other Muslim traditions.  Wahhabism has sought to completely dominate 
traditional Sunni Islam. Wahhabism is the official state religion of Saudi Arabia.  The 
overwhelming majority (99.5%) of Muslims in the world are not Wahhabi. 

Abd al Wahhab: the founder of the movement (Wahhabism) which bears his name.  Al 
Wahhab allied himself with the leader of the House of Saud, a man named Muhammad bin Saud, 
in the mid 18th century. The Wahhabi religious types joined with the Saud tribe/family and united 
the people living on the Arabian Peninsula under a single religious and political authority.  Saudi 
Arabia is the only nation state in the world named after a family or tribe.  The Saudi royal family 
and the Wahhabi religious leaders have a close (and somewhat bizarre) relationship.  
 

Sharia law:  the Islamic moral and religious law.  There are massive disagreements among 
Muslims all over the world about correct interpretation of Sharia law and how it does or does not 
fit into modernity.  ISIS and al-Qaeda both subscribe to a harsh, fundamentalist interpretation of 
Sharia, but even they differ greatly over the details.  They have fairly similar views on the 
broader Islamic paradigm and global Islamic goals. 

Takfirism:  the practice of naming someone to be a non believer in Islam based upon his/her 
actions.  Your outward behavior is indicative of your inward faith. To ISIS jihadists this means 
they have the religious authorization to kill a person they deem to be a non-believer. (You do not 
want to be labeled a non-believer if ISIS lives in your neighborhood.  Get out pronto). 

Nouri al-Malaki:  Shi’a prime minister who replaced Saddam. Malaki messed lots of things up 
big time.  Very big time. 

Caliphate: a form of Islamic government led by a caliph (a person considered to be the political 
and religious successor to Muhammad) and leader of the entire Islamic world. A man named 
Abu Bakr was the first caliph.  He was Muhammad’s father-in-law. Abu Bakr al Baghdadi is the 
current head of ISIS and the self proclaimed caliph of world-wide Islam.  He was born Ibrahim 
Awwad Ali al-Badri.  You will note that he changed his name to “Abu Bakr al Baghadi.”About 
1.697 billion of the world’s 1.7 billion Muslims do not agree he is their caliph. 

Bashar al Assad: Syrian President.  Assad is an Alawite . 
Alawites: a branch of Shi’a Islam which has gone so far along its own path that many Muslims 
no longer regard it as a form of Islam. Today they can be found almost entirely in Syria. They 
have Christian elements in their religion.  Alawis celebrate Christmas, Easter, and the Epiphany. 
They use sacramental wine in some ceremonies.  Alawis consider themselves to be Muslims. 
Most tenets of their faith are secret.  
Fundamentalism: a term used originally used to describe an early 20th century American 
movement.  So, we should be careful when applying it to other groups.  One scholar writes, 

2 
 



“What unites fundamentalists is not a common set of religious beliefs or practices; instead 
fundamentalists share an attitude toward religion itself in which religion is…the best defense 
against the threatening encroachments of secularism.”  In other words, both Salafi Wahhabists 
and other religious fundamentalists turn to their religion to respond to what they see as the 
destabilizing changes of a modern, secular, and rapidly evolving world.  For what it is worth. 
Eschatology: a branch of theology concerned with the final events in the history of the world or 
of humankind.  It also involves a belief concerning death, the end of the world, or the ultimate 
destiny of humankind including Christian, Jewish, and Islamic views of the Last Judgment. 
Muhammad and Islam.  It is said Muhammad was born around 570.  I find nothing of 
significant interest about his early life.  He lived in Mecca. When he was around the age of forty 
he started having visions. These consisted of a series of messages from God. He did not want to 
talk about any of these things at first.  His wife prevailed upon him to tell his friends and family 
about these experiences.  His message to the community was not well received.  His message 
came down to saying polytheism is sinful, there is only one God, and you people had better 
shape up and reform yourselves.  Or else. 
Tensions erupted and Muhammad decided to get out of town while the going was good.  So he 
and his supporters went to Medina. This move to Medina was a big deal and remains a big deal 
to contemporary Muslims.  The move is known as the hijra (migration).  It was a big deal 
because they went from being a repressed minority movement to a self governing political and 
religious community. He died around 632. 
The Five Pillars of Islam: 

1. The profession of faith 

2. Daily prayer 

3. Almsgiving 

4. Fasting during the month of Ramadan (no sex sun up to sun set/perhaps the cruelest 
rule of any religion) 

5. Pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in a lifetime (if you can afford it) 
For those of you who are totally lazy stop here. 
For those of you who want to learn more, but do not wish to put out much effort, go online and 
watch three Frontline programs: 

“The Rise of ISIS” 
“Escaping ISI“ 
“ISIS in Afghanistan” 

They are each one hour in length. I would view them in the order presented above. 
 
A painless way to view how and why we invaded Iraq is to watch Bush’s War. It is a one hour 
video and is normally somewhere in the Sarasota library system (unless I have it checked out).  It 
is also on line.  Google it on Frontline. 
 
A fairly easy, short, and ok book on the war in Iraq is Unintended Consequences: How War in 
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Iraq Strengthened America’s Enemies by Peter Galbraith.  It is in the Sarasota library system 
also. 
 
There are several TED Talks programs that may be worth your time to watch. As you know, 
TED Talks are all 18 minutes or less. I recommend the following three: 

“Why Global Jihad is Losing” by Bobby Ghosh. (In this talk, Ghosh argues that we have 
defeated Jihad, al-Qaeda, and Osama. I do not agree with everything he says but he is 
worthwhile listening to.  He also discusses the meaning of jihad.) 

“Faith versus Tradition in Islam” by Mustafa Akyol.  Akyol explains that cultural 
traditions of a people (like honor killings) are often misunderstood by people in the West as 
religious traditions. 

“The Surprising Way Groups like ISIS Remain in Power” by Bernadetta Berti.  This talk 
lasts about seven minutes. 
 
For those of you who are ambitious, I would read the following books: 

Islam—A Short History by Karen Armstrong 
The Islamic State: A Brief Introduction by Charles Lister 
Black Flags: The Rise of ISIS, by Joby Warrick.  This is a non-scholarly, journalistic style 
of book. 

These are beach reading books which are written clearly and intended for the non specialist.  
For those of you who are really, really ambitious (and probably need to get a life) read the 
following books:  

Our Last Best Chance: The Pursuit of Peace in a Time of Peril, by King Abdullah of 
Jordan 
Days of Fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House, by Peter Baker 
At the Center of the Storm: My Years at the CIA, by George Tenet (Tenet was the 
Director of the CIA in the Bush Administration during the time we invaded Iraq). 
Zarqawi: The New face of Al-Qaeda by Jean-Charles Brisard 
“Takfir,” Oxford Dictionary of Islam, John P. Esposito, ed 
Evil in Modern Thought: An Alternative History of Philosophy by Susan Nieman 
Contemporary Muslim Apocalyptic Literature by David Cook 
Death by Government: Genocide and Mass Murder since 1900 by Rudolph Rummel 
Small Arms: Children and Terrorism by Mia Bloom and John Horgan 
No God but God by Reza Aslan 
 

These are not beach reading books.  However, using Yogi Berra’s logic, nobody goes to the 
beach anymore because it is too crowded. 

 
Finally, there are some folks who maintain that Saudi Arabia is somewhat responsible for the rise 
of religious extremism in general and ISIS in particular.  The ISIS movement is jihadi, Salafist 
and Wahhabi. Saudi Arabia has been an influential champion of both Salafism and Wahhabism. 
Thus, some people suggest, Saudi Arabia is at least partially responsible for extreme Islamic 
religious fundamentalist movements because the Saudi government has paid big bucks to spread 
Wahhabi doctrine all over the place.  The Saudi’s oppose ISIS for its brutality (but the Saudi’s 
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continue to behead people convicted of certain crimes).  
For those of you who want to get a quick  grip on Saudi Arabia, the Saudi royal family, the 
Muslim Brotherhood, Wahhabism, oil, and US-Saudi relations, etc., a fairly painless way to do 
so is to watch Frontline’s The House of Saud on line.  
The Kingdom, a book written by Robert Lacey is a good introduction to Saudi Arabia. 
 
For those of you who want to keep up to date go to Intelwire.com for topics that I have 
discussed in this lecture. 
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