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banuazizi:  The origins of ISIS and the 
reasons for its rapid rise have of course 
been the subject of much recent debate. 
There are those who attribute its success 
to the breakdown of state authority in its 
base countries. This certainly sounds like 
a plausible explanation when we consider 
the fact that ISIS and, more generally, 
Islamic extremism, have thrived most 
readily in countries as Iraq, Syria, Libya, 
Afghanistan, and Yemen. And, without a 
doubt, some of our ill-conceived policies 
in the region—most notably the invasion 
of Iraq and the manner in which the war 
and the occupation were handled—must 
carry some of the blame.

Others see the rise of the “Islamic state” 
as case of terrorism writ large. They point 
out that the fighters on the frontlines of 
ISIS are typically unemployed, alienated, 
and angry young men, some with past 
criminal records, who act more out of a 
sense of desperation and lust for pow-
er and glamor than religious fervor or 
devotion. We see many of these charac-
teristics in the background descriptions 
of some of the captured or killed ISIS 
operatives and its potential recruits. I 
recall press reports, for example, that two 
young men who joined ISIS from the 
U.K. last May (2014) had bought copies 

of Islam for Dummies on their way to the 
holy war. 

I believe our principal task as scholars 
of religion and politics is to understand 
the causes and consequences of religious 
extremism and violence, whether in the 
form of the politicization of religion or 
in the ill-conceived quest to sacralize 
politics. In this pursuit, it is certainly im-
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