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BOOK REVIEWS

PATRICK COCKBURN

The Rise of Islamic State 
ISIS and the New Sunni Revolution
London: Verso, 2015. 192 pp.

Since bursting into the world-historical scene in the seventh century, 
Islam has largely had a bad name. From medieval Europeans to 
contemporary commentators, it has been perceived as, among other 
things, a fanatical religion, prone to violence and extremism, of which 
9/11 was arguably the sine qua non. The gunmen who attacked the Paris 
office of the magazine, Charlie Hebdo, and the members of the rising 
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS1), have not done Islam’s image 
much good. If anything, news of massacres and brutal beheadings has 
given the religion additional bad press. 

But what’s new? The motif that Islam-is-a-violent-faith permeates 
much of mainstream media, and those on ISIS are no exception: news 
about the organization focuses primarily on its beheadings and jihad 
broadcasts. But no matter how gruesome and newsworthy these are, 
there’s more to ISIS than decapitations and declarations of war. 

Thanks to books like The Rise of Islamic State, we get a different, 
and arguably a more comprehensive, picture of ISIS. Cockburn 
doesn’t deny the brutality of this Islamist group, but takes us beyond 
the headlines and offers an equally tragic reality: the local, regional, 
and international factors that led to the rise of ISIS. Braving risky 
conditions in the region and relying on a network of sources, he 
admirably provides the proverbial facts on the ground. His account 
is enriched by interviews with and stories about soldiers, residents, 

1	 Patrick Cockburn uses “ISIS” to refer to the organization, but the organization now 
goes by “The Islamic State.”
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and leaders. He even shares emails of Iraqis who offer glimpses of life 
before and after the rise of ISIS. 

At the same time, Cockburn gives us the bigger picture, tracing 
the emergence of ISIS to the US involvement in Iraq, the failure of 
the War on Terror, the Syrian and Libyan uprisings of 2011, and the 
geopolitical rivalries between select Persian Gulf countries on the 
one hand, and Iran, Turkey, and Syria on the other. As if that weren’t 
complicated enough, Cockburn discusses the relations of ISIS—
mostly adversarial—with other jihadi groups, especially those in Syria. 

The Rise of Islamic State was previously published in 2014 by OR 
Books as The Jihadis Return, but was updated and republished with a 
new title by Verso in January 2015. Covering events up to October 
2014, much of the book’s content was developed as lectures and articles 
in The Independent and The London Review of Books. 

Chapter 1 discusses the regional/international factors that allowed 
ISIS to rise: the botched occupation of Iraq; the War on Terror; 
the prominent role of Saudi Arabia; and the financial, military, and 
logistical support of the United States, Turkey, and other Persian Gulf 
Countries for the uprising against Syrian President Assad in 2011.  

Chapter 2 explains the fall of Mosul (the second largest city in 
Iraq) to ISIS on 10 June 2014, an event, according to Cockburn, as 
momentous as the Sykes-Picot agreement, which redrew the map of 
West Asia during the First World War. Cockburn highlights not just 
the sequence of events and military encounters leading up to 10 June, 
but also the reasons for the success of ISIS: the disintegration and low 
morale of the Iraqi army, and the discrimination against Iraq’s Sunni 
community under the Shia government in Baghdad. 

This provides an occasion to examine, for the next few chapters, 
the political dynamics of Iraqi society before and after the rise of ISIS. 
In chapter 3, Cockburn characterizes the responses (or lack thereof ) 
to and sentiments of Iraqis—both Sunni and Shia, politicians and 
citizens alike—on the emergence of ISIS. The chapter also considers 
the immediate impact of the fall of Mosul on the Syrian uprising, 
and the response of the West, who harbored “fantasies” of supporting 
a moderate but largely nonexistent force (for Cockburn) that would 
oppose both Assad and ISIS.

In chapter 4, Cockburn profiles the leader of ISIS, Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi; traces the origins of the movement from Al-Qaeda in Iraq; 
discusses the political failings of former Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri 
al-Maliki; and describes the role and impact of ISIS on the Syrian 
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uprising. He then backtracks to elaborate on the United States’ and 
Western governments’ late acknowledgment of and naive response to 
the rise of ISIS. Cockburn explains this engagement in light of the 
failed War on Terror and of the focus on al-Qaeda, both as a threat 
and as a term to describe jihadi movements. Chapter 5 continues 
Cockburn’s overview of Iraqi society, this time stressing corruption 
and the bitter relationship between the country’s Sunni and Shia.  

The next two chapters look more closely at the two major 
regional players in the rise of ISIS. Chapter 6 zeroes in at the political 
dynamics in Syria; illustrates how ISIS benefited from the support of 
Gulf monarchies; and describes how ISIS helped “hijack the Syrian 
uprising” against President Assad. Chapter 7, focusing on the increasing 
dominance of Wahhabism in Sunni Islam, examines the involvement 
of Saudi Arabia in fostering sectarian and regional conflict in Western 
Asia, in which ISIS is a major player.

The Rise of Islamic State provides a valuable counterbalance, if not 
corrective, to mainstream reports about ISIS and West Asian politics. 
It takes pains to show the glaring differences between the realities and 
the headlines, and the fact ISIS is not simply about religious fanaticism, 
if one could call it that. Armed with the facts on the ground, and much 
else besides, Cockburn throughout the book provides timely jabs at 
Western policies and pronouncements towards the Syrian rebellion 
and the rise of ISIS. In chapters 8 and 9, he provides a devastating dig 
against questionable reporting on the conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Libya, and Iraq. A journalist himself, Cockburn shares behind-the-
headlines anecdotes about the press during these conflicts, and speaks 
authoritatively on the nature and challenge of covering such events. He 
offers a more sobering look at social media, which is championed in 
the West as a tool of democracy, but has also been used to disseminate 
jihadi content. 

I find it hard to find any substantial fault with a book that captures 
the complexities of a major, ongoing political development of our time, 
and shares information that few would or could not otherwise obtain. 
There may be little theoretical discussion on the role of religion and 
politics in Muslim society, or on the theological underpinnings of 
ISIS’s brand of Islam. But these are barely flaws; for the book, I suspect, 
was not written primarily for scholars but for a general reading public. 
Plus, given the novelty and flux of events, it may be take some more 
time to put them into a more theoretical perspective. At any rate, it is 
undeniable that The Rise of Islamic State provides a wealth of data and 
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insight, one that can used later to build even more extensive studies of 
ISIS and its impact on contemporary West Asian politics.  

JANUS ISAAC V. NOLASCO
Asian Center, University of the Philippines Diliman 

<jvnolasco@up.edu.ph>

Pax Chimerica 
Asia’s Contested Order
Bill Hayton. The South China Sea: The Struggle for Power in Asia. London: Yale University 
Press, 2014. 298 pp.

Robert Kaplan. Asia’s Cauldron: The South China Sea and the End of a Stable Pacific. New 
York: Random House, 2014. 225 pp.

Henry Kissinger. On China. New York: Penguin Press, 2011. 586 pp.

Henry Kissinger. World Order. New York: Penguin Press, 2014. 420 pp.

Evan Osnos. Age of Ambition: Chasing Fortune, Truth, and Faith in the New China. New 
York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2014. 403 pp.

The decisive collapse of the Soviet Union unleashed a euphoric discourse 
over a simple, yet profoundly consequential question: “So what now?” 
After almost a century of cataclysms—beginning with the First World 
War, which upended the relatively peaceful, post-Napoleonic order 
in Europe—there was now a genuine hope for lasting peace. Yet, the 
sheer weight of history, especially the violent and devastating nature of 
the 20th century, beckoned a more fundamental philosophical inquiry 
into the essence of the post-Cold War age and how it would look like.

Among progressive circles, the demise of Stalinist regimes served 
as a double-edged sword. The evisceration of what many saw as the 
perversion of Communism provided a unique opportunity to espouse 
a more benign, democratic, and enlightened version of Marxism on 
a universal scale. Finally, Marxism would escape the grip of “oriental 
despotism.” 

At the same time, there was now less pressure on Western 
governments to ameliorate the excesses of capitalism. After all, as 
Margaret Thatcher—the “Iron Lady” who emasculated the European 
welfare state—brutally put it: There is no (ideological) alternative. 
Even social democrats had to recalibrate the coordinates of their social 
agenda on conservatives’ terms, giving birth to Blairite “Third Way,” 
which was essentially social democracy along neo-liberal lines—a 
hollow, if not toxic, cocktail that appalled many progressives. 
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