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A global coalition led by the United States of 
America has been constructed to defeat the Islamic 
State (IS, also known as the Islamic State of Iraq 
and the Levant, ISIL/ISIS, or the Arabic acronym 
Da’esh). Current operations underway are focusing 
on efforts to retake Mosul, Iraq, with the eventu­
al goal of recapturing all IS-controlled territories.1 
However, several important strategic impediments 
face the coalition: the IS maintains a narrow but 
deep root of support in the region, they use an un­
conventional and hyper-violent form of fighting, 
and they have claimed a significant amount of ter­
ritory, thus placing themselves at the forefront of 
other conflicts.2 Finally, and most importantly, the 
IS considers itself a legitimate caliphate and state, 
and has declared itself as such. The following paper 
will address this claim and assess the IS’s foreign 
policy in terms of complex realism. This paper does 
not defend the legitimacy or illegitimacy of the IS’s 
claim, but rather explores what would be the con­
ventions of an IS proto-state.

Complex realism is used because it recognizes 
foreign policy as being developed and enacted in 
a complex international arena by self-concerned 
states. Moreover, it furthers the realist claim which 
identifies the relative balance of power as the driving 
force behind foreign policy by including state, re­
gional, and global variables in its analysis. Through 
this lens, this paper will begin by delving into the 
foreign policy environment and regime type of the 
Islamic State. Additionally, an analysis of the state, 
regional, and global security environment of the 
Islamic State will be conducted. Finally, this under­
standing of the foreign policy and security environ­
ment of the Islamic State will be illustrated through 
a case study of the foreign policy response of the 

Islamic State toward Syria.
Foreign policy consists of the attributes of a 

state’s identity and orientations toward its neigh­
bours, regional powers, and the global state sys­
tem.3 The IS lays its foreign policy foundations in 
its identity of religious fundamentalism, conceptu­
alizing itself as a militant manifestation of Muslim 
identity. This paves the way for its aggressive pol­
icies in trying to influence, control, and overtake 
territory in the region. The IS sees itself as the sav­
iour of the Sunni Muslim world, in anticipation of 
the Day of Judgment, and as the legitimate state to 
which the true Muslim people will flock. Its foreign 
policy aggressively pursues the manifestation of this 
worldview.4 Furthermore, the IS identity includes 
a modus operandi of political terrorism reminiscent 
of earlier terror groups, such as Al-Qaeda, but with 
a claim of legitimacy to a fairly large region, giving 
it much more authority.

For the IS, the world around them is full of infi­
dels. The IS is tied to a very particular set of Islam­
ic legislature. Their ideology has been influenced 
by teachings that go back several hundred years, 
to Wahhabism. This is a view not altogether dis­
similar to some of the traditions Saudi Arabia pro­
mulgates.5 With this ideology, “the interpretation 
or understanding of the Quran is to restore Islam’s 
early days of glory through a jihad waged against in­
ternal and external enemies; the Salafist movement 
perceives the time of the Prophet Muhammad as 
ideal and the first Caliphs who succeeded him as 
role models.”6 However, whether the IS acts as a 
distortion of these teachings is not being debated 
by the IS. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the IS’s current 
leader and the latest of successive self-proclaimed 
caliphs, goes to great lengths to ensure that all of 
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the IS’s actions are justified in the Quran or Had- 
ith. Not unlike the other states in the region, then- 
ideology is authoritarian, but is much more strong­
ly based in the presence of an unwavering religious 
identity that seeps into every aspect of the state.7

The IS has institutionalized a belief of offensive 
realism, whereby obtaining territory is the primary 
goal. This goal supports the IS’s further aspirations 
of a Sunni Muslim hegemony in the region, and 
ultimately the destruction of all non-believers.8 As a 
proto-state, the IS has not achieved the point where 
security is their priority. Instead, the state strives for 
legitimacy through force and terror. The IS ascribes 
to a particular strategic doctrine of radical violence; 
for example, IS fighters have destroyed thousands 
of years of culture in Mosul as a display of power 
and have spread propaganda videos of beheadings 
and burnings.9 In fact, the behavioural culture of 
the IS is noteworthy and is almost unlike anything 
seen before—it has combined the hyper-violence of 
a terrorist organization into state-mandated action 
that makes attacking or trying to contain it incred­
ibly difficult.10 The IS’s methods of governance are 
brutal and unjust, which makes it difficult to pre­
dict what the proto-state will do next or how they 
will respond to an attack.11

At its peak, some 10 million people lived in 
IS-controlled territory, however current esti­
mates hover around 6 million.12 Geopolitically, 
the proto-state encompasses large and under-pop­
ulated swaths of territory in both Iraq and Syria, 
yet these are both heavily contested and not po­
litically recognized. The IS is a categorical ‘hard’ 
power, using guerrilla warfare and hyper-violence 
to achieve its goals. The state has almost no ‘soft’ 
power over allies, given that it is an unrecognized 
state and exerts its influence by attracting followers 
through ideology or from other terrorist organiza­
tions.13 Though unrecognized, the IS does wield a 
great deal of influence in the region, both as a mil­
itary unit and a religious power. This has allowed 
the proto-state to hold their territories quite well 
in the face of Western opposition, despite its lack 
of allies.

To quote the Centre for the Analysis of Terror­
ism (CAT): “the theoretical value of assets under 
ISIS control (oil reserves, gas reserves, minerals, 
cash assets) was estimated at $ 2,260 billion by the 
end of 2015, i.e. up 11% compared to late 2014.”14 
Its “economic model, unprecedented for a terrorist 
organization, is based upon its territorial control, 
which provides it with financial self-sufficiency and 

diversified resources.”15 Although this model was 
unsustainable in 2016, the value of IS holdings 
are still high due to their diversification and other 
means of cash flow.

One of the key ideas that separates the IS from 
other terrorist organizations is its regimental struc­
ture. As Col. Dr. Jacques Neriah of the Jerusalem 
Centre for Public Affairs notes:

IS is much more than a terrorist organization; it is 
a terrorist state with almost all governing elements. 
Over the last three years, since the beginning of the 
civil war in Syria, the Islamic State developed from an 
extremist fringe and marginal faction participating in 
the civil war to become the strongest, most ferocious, 
and best funded and best armed militia in the reli­
gious and ethnic war.16

The regime is a religious autocracy, a caliphate, 
headed by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.17

Little is known about Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, 
otherwise known as Caliph Ibrahim. Nonetheless, 
there is a general understanding that he is a bru­
tal leader who retains full control over the foreign 
policy of the proto-state.18 Consequently, the IS is 
a regime “in which the power is personalized and 
concentrated, and especially in times of fluidity or 
crisis, [al-Baghdadi’s] personal style, values, percep­
tions, and misperceptions make an enormous dif­
ference.”19 This regime and leadership style has led 
to the IS-induced violence in the Middle East to­
day. As caliph, al-Baghdadi is the sole decider in all 
decisions regarding the state, though this is not to 
say that he works alone.20 The IS has developed an 
intricate governing structure based around a mix 
of regional administrations and national councils.

The IS elite is cohesive, to the extent that there 
appears to be almost no dissatisfaction within the 
leadership coordination. As a whole, the IS can be 
described as a risk-acceptant entity, opting for an 
aggressive foreign policy. Thanks to the religious 
doctrine holding them together, the IS rarely ex­
periences in-fighting. As Neriah said, “even though 
little has been published about the structure gov­
erning the Islamic State—mainly for security rea­
sons—the Islamic State seems to be partly com­
posed of former military officers who served in the 
Iraqi Army until Saddam Hussein’s ousting.”21

The structure of the state is composed of five 
councils. The Military Council includes three mem­
bers whose task is to plan and supervise the military 
commanders and the actual operations in the field. 

34



The Shura (Consultative) Council is tasked with 
supervising state affairs. The Judicial Authority 
deals with all judicial issues as well as spreading the 
message of the Islamic State by means of recruit­
ment and preaching. The Defense, Security and 
Intelligence Council is responsible for the personal 
security and safety of the Caliph; also serves to im­
plement orders, campaigns, and judicial decisions 
and is responsible for the collection and dissemina­
tion of intelligence. The Islamic State Institution 
for Public Information is the propaganda wing of 
the IS.22

The security environment of a state can be ex­
amined through three levels of analysis: state, the 
dimensions inside of a nation; regional, where 
the state fits relative to others in the region; and 
global, whether the state exists in a one-power or 
two-power system.23

One must also note that the IS is, as Graeme 
Wood described, a hermit kingdom.24 It enjoys a 
small but fiercely loyal level of support that is spread 
thin throughout a region where every one of its 
‘neighbours’ wants it destroyed. As previously stat­
ed, the state has the absolute obedience of its peo­
ple. Estimates suggest that areas the IS can tax had 
a pre-war population between 2.8 million and 5.3 
million people.25 This population is, for the most 
part, non-revolutionary. This is most likely out of 
fear of violent backlash from the government’s in­
credibly strict religious police, who control the re­
gion using propaganda displaying the might of the 
state, and violence to queU any subversion.26 Since 
the proto-state does not have globally recognized 
borders, it is difficult to fully understand the social 
divisions that exist within the state. However, given 
that its region encompases large swaths of Iraq and 
Syria, it is likely that the state has the same social 
cleavages between Sunni and Shi’a, and Arab and 
non-Arab.27 Within the area the IS controls, there 
is opposition from both non-Sunnis and Sunnis 
who view the actions of the IS as illegitimate.23

Regionally, the IS does not have political affilia­
tions in the conventional sense, given that it is not 
a globally recognized state. However, what does 
merit consideration in this regard is its influence in 
the region. The proto-state is decidedly anti-West­
ern, promotes violence against opposition groups, 
and is politically weak in the region.29 Other than a 
few splintered terrorist organizations, the IS has al­
most no allies in the regions that it controls. More­
over, its enemies include: the Iraqi government and 
military, Shia militias, Kurdish fighters in Iraq and 

Syria, the Syrian regime, the U.S.A., Iran, Turkey, 
Saudi Arabia, and the Lebanese militants Hezbol­
lah.30 Given the balance of power in the region be­
ing tilted so heavily against them, however, it is re­
markable that the proto-state has managed to stay 
intact and sustain relatively few losses (at the time 
of writing, Mosul—an IS stronghold—has still not 
been fully captured, despite a global coalition try­
ing to do so). The proto-state possesses relatively 
poor military capabilities but has a large army and is 
risk-acceptant, leading them to invade and attempt 
to control new territory regularly.31

In the current one-power world, the IS has an 
antagonistic relationship with the hegemony of 
the U.S.A.32 The IS seeks to promote a view that is 
threatened by cultural globalization. Consequent­
ly, the IS invests heavily in controlling the discourse 
of the region.33

The culmination of the IS’s foreign policy can be 
observed in its current role in the Syrian conflict. 
For instance, Ruth Sherlock notes that:

Over the last three years, since the first stirrings of the 
civil war in Syria, the Islamic State - formerly ISIS 
- has burgeoned from an extremist fringe group to 
the strongest, best funded and best armed militia in 
modern history. The group became flush with cash 
from revenues of selling oil from the fields it controls 
in Syria’s northern province of Deir al-Zour.34

The IS grew out of what was al-Qaeda in Iraq. 
They quickly became a major force in the country’s 
sectarian insurgency. According to BBC News, 
the group joined a rebellion against Syria’s Bashar 
al-Assad, giving it access to weapons and person­
nel in 2011. At the same time, the US’ withdrawal 
from Iraq—as well as anger from the Sunni popu­
lation at the country’s Shia-led government—cre­
ated a power vacuum in the region, one that the 
IS Med.35 In 2013, the group began seizing terri­
tories in the region and officially changed its name 
to ISIS—the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant. 
The following year, ISIS overran large swathes of 
northern and western Iraq, claimed a caliphate, and 
changed their name to the Islamic State.36

The IS’s role in Syria is complex. The IS respond­
ed to the power vacuum with aggressive territorial 
expansion. However, given that the proto-state is 
not an actual state, its foreign policy does not align 
with a conventional state policy.37 For instance, the 
IS does not concern itself with balance of power 
politics like Iran would and does not have to as­
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cribe to conventions of warfare or military sports­
manship.38 The IS has been able to move aggres­
sively in the region, even without the aid of allies, 
using the discord in Syria to annex territory.

The arrival of the IS in Syria has proved a further 
headache for all conflicting parties in the state, spe­
cifically around Aleppo. Many actors, including the 
Free Syrian Army, the Assad Regime, Turkey, and 
the USA, are already gridlocked in trying to fight 
for territorial dominance. An added complexity is 
that many of the parties that are denouncing and 
fighting the IS are the ones who initially supplied 
and funded it. Among them were Turkey and the 
USA.39 The IS is a creation of the in-fighting that 
has occurred in the region. By continuing attacks 
and disrupting peace talks, they have made resolu­
tion difficult to achieve.40

In terms of the IS’s territorial ambitions, some­
times the territory they appear to dominate does 
not have any strategic importance, but rather a re­
ligious significance. As Wood said:

The Islamic State has attached great importance to 
the Syrian city of Dabiq, near Aleppo. It named its 
propaganda magazine after the town, and celebrated 
madly when (at great cost) it conquered Dabiq’s stra­
tegically unimportant plains. It is here, the Prophet 
reportedly said, that the armies of Rome will set up 
their camp. The armies of Islam will meet them, and 
Dabiq will be Rome’s Waterloo or its Antietam.41

Wood’s statement is further supported by the 
fact that the aimed result of the IS is a caliphate 
that sees the Day of Judgement come to fruition.

This paper has engaged in an exploration of the 
claims made by an unprecedented political group. 
In closing, however, one thing must be reiterated: 
the Islamic State, ISIS, Da’esh, or however else it 
may be called, is not a recognized state, but a vi­
olent terrorist organisation. However, the Islamic 
State has managed to somewhat successfully do 
what no other Muslim terrorist organisation has 
done: establish an existing, though contested, ca­
liphate. The IS is notably different from any other 
terrorist organization seen before—it is not only ul­
tra-violent and fundamentalist, but also operates as 
though it were a state. Its leader, Abu Bakr al-Bagh- 
dadi, is a charismatic megalomaniac supported by 
an incredibly loyal cast of former Iraqi military 
leaders and terrorist organizers. Despite having al­
most no allies, the IS has managed to retain terri­
tory in a region marred by instability and crisis—a 
lot of which it caused itself. In Syria, the IS has 
been aggressive in its claim for territory. Recently, 
the proto-state has been losing key battlegrounds 
in both Iraq and Syria, which suggests uncertainty 
for the future of the IS. However, it is unlikely that 
the IS will be disappearing anytime soon, even if it 
does not survive as a proto-state. Indeed, perhaps it 
is a sign of a new kind of state: shifting, uncertain, 
and ready for the unconventional fight.
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