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The ISIS Reader: Milestone Texts of the Islamic State Movement is the descendant of a genre of book that has 
become common in the post-9/11 era in attempting to understand the ideas that undergird the jihadi organiza-
tions that are at war with the United States and its allies in the Arab and Muslim world, the West, and beyond. 
Between 2005 and 2010 there were three books that published primary sources from Usamah Bin Ladin and 
al-Qaeda, while a second wave of books in the two years prior to The ISIS Reader’s release covered al-Qaeda in 
the Ayman al-Zawahiri era and Boko Haram/the Islamic State’s West Africa Province.[1] 

What sets The ISIS Reader apart from these past enterprises is that although there are introductory remarks at 
the beginning of each book, at the front of sections separating themes or years, or short biographies on par-
ticular individuals, The ISIS Reader not only presents the primary sources themselves, but helps analyze and 
contextualize each specific document they present in the book. This adds an extra layer for both individuals 
that are new to the topic and those that have studied it for longer since it helps clarify and situates the Islamic 
State not only within its own history, but also compared with its jihadi competitors. This is further bolstered by 
the fact that the three authors of this book come from different academic disciplines or areas where they have 
previously done research on leadership, insurgency and war, and propaganda messaging, among other things, 
thereby allowing a deeper look at particular documents without sacrificing nuance.

The greatest strength of this work is that unlike many discussions about ISIS that usually begin with its en-
trance into Syria in April 2013 or its Caliphate announcement in June 2014, the book provides texts from the 
Islamic State, its predecessor groups and its leaders going as far back as 1994. This allows not only for a greater 
background on ISIS’s full history, but provides an opportunity to see how the thinking of the group has either 
evolved or remained the same overtime. Therefore, the monograph is divided into sections between the Abu 
Mus’ab al-Zarqawi years of the group, the years it became known at the Islamic State of Iraq, the rise of the 
territorial Caliphate, and the fall of the territorial Caliphate. 

Many of the documents presented in The ISIS Reader are about the group’s strategy, its status at the time and 
how the Islamic State sought to move forward whether when it was winning or losing, advice to its members 
and followers, the role of women and media individuals within the organization, and the structure of its bu-
reaucratic organization. One particular text is worth highlighting: the 2009 Fallujah Memorandum (pages 107-
148). As the authors note, at the time, very few individuals took it seriously because it was at the nadir of the 
Islamic State of Iraq (page 107). However, it provided the blueprint for how the Islamic State would build itself 
back up and become the entity individuals in governments would become surprised by when it came back with 
such force since ISIS was not truly defeated as many assumed by the Sunni tribal awakening and the U.S. surge 
of troops in the latter years of the 2000s. 

In this text, ISIS noted that it wanted to unify the ranks of the remaining insurgents in Iraq whether through 
absorption or coercion (pages 117-124), a leadership decapitation strategy against the leaders of the tribal 
awakening, local collaborators, and specialized leaders within Iraqi military and security forces (pages 125-
129), establishing relations and contacts with other tribal leaders (pages 134-137), and acting as intermediaries 
to settle disputes between different parties locally and building up a dawa (outreach/proselytization) apparatus 
to teach people about the realities of the Islamic State and its ideology (pages 141-143). And since many locally 
in Iraq as well as those in Washington, DC, did not take the group seriously anymore, it provided the space 
for the Islamic State to take advantage from 2009-2013 before it became an immediate concern to local and 
international security. 
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Unlike the tactical defeat of the Islamic State of Iraq by 2009, when the Islamic State lost its last slice of territory 
in Baghuz, Syria in March 2019, many within the government and the analytical communities were aware of 
the lessons of not taking the Islamic State seriously even if it appeared defeated. Due to its resurgence there was 
a greater understanding of the group’s trajectory over time too. In contrast to the Fallujah Memorandum, when 
then official spokesperson of the Islamic State Abu Muhammad al-Adnani made a speech in May 2016 (pages 
249-262) discussing ways forward and preparing for the group’s loss of territory and return to insurgency it 
was not brushed aside. 

Yet even with that knowledge, more than a year-and-a-half since the fall of Baghuz, the Islamic State continues 
to harass its enemies in Iraq and Syria following the same playbook as before. It is also attempting to further 
build greater infrastructure in its external wilayat (provinces). This highlights again that even having the in-
formation sometimes does not protect against history potentially repeating itself. Time will tell, however, on 
that front.

The latter point about external wilayat is this reviewer’s only major critique of this work, in that the authors 
did not include Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s November 2014 speech announcing the expansion of the Islamic State 
beyond its core territories of Iraq and Syria to a range of locations outside from Africa to Asia. 

Nevertheless, this is an important work that should be read by anyone interested in truly understanding the 
history of the Islamic State - whether new students to the field or those within government or practitioner fields 
attempting to get up to speed on an issue they may have not focused on deeply before. Moreover, it is a useful 
reference guide for those that have been studying the Islamic State for a while to look back on and recall or cite 
particular releases from the group over time. 
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