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Abstract 

This study explores the geopolitical and strategic implications of ISIS’s 

transformation from a territorially-based caliphate to a stateless, decentralized, and 

transnational guerrilla network. The central research question is how this transition 

has influenced the security dynamics and strategic responses of the Axis of 

Resistance—primarily composed of Iran, Hezbollah, Syria, and Iraqi Shiite militias. 

The hypothesis posits that ISIS's statelessness has not diminished its threat, but has 

diversified and amplified it through asymmetric warfare, cyber operations, and 

transregional terror networks. Employing a descriptive-analytical methodology and 

relying on library sources and document analysis, this study demonstrates that post-

2017, ISIS adopted non-conventional warfare tactics, enhanced its media apparatus, 

and expanded its network into Africa, Central Asia, and Afghanistan. The findings 

suggest that the Axis of Resistance has had to recalibrate its strategies—shifting 

from conventional military operations to intelligence-driven counterinsurgency, 

border control, and cyber defense—to adapt to the emergent, fluid, and non-

territorial nature of the ISIS threat. 
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Introduction 

The rise and fall of ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) marked a significant shift 

in the dynamics of non-state violence in the Middle East. Between 2014 and 2017, 

ISIS exerted territorial control over large swathes of Iraq and Syria, presenting itself 

as a proto-state. However, the subsequent collapse of its territorial caliphate led not 

to its demise, but to a transformation into a stateless insurgency. This "statelessness" 

marks a transition from conventional occupation to a diffuse guerrilla structure, 

where ISIS survives through asymmetric operations, digital propaganda, and 

decentralized cells. For the Axis of Resistance—a strategic bloc led by Iran and 

comprising Syria, Hezbollah, and Iraqi militias—this development has had profound 

implications. No longer facing a defined adversary within fixed borders, the Axis is 

now challenged by a mobile, unpredictable, and ideologically driven enemy. 
 

Materials & Methods 

This study is grounded in critical geopolitics theory, particularly as articulated by 

scholars such as Gearóid Ó Tuathail and John Agnew, who stress the importance of 

discourse, mobility, and the erosion of fixed territoriality in shaping contemporary 

security threats. Methodologically, the research is descriptive-analytical, relying on 

secondary sources including academic literature, policy reports, ISIS primary media 

(e.g., Dabiq, Rumiyah), and geopolitical data. By integrating discourse analysis with 

empirical security developments across the region, the study deciphers how the Axis 

of Resistance has adapted to ISIS’s evolving threat matrix. 
 

Discussion & Results 

The statelessness of ISIS can be analyzed across five primary dimensions: 

-Territorial Displacement and Decentralization: 

Following the fall of Mosul and Raqqa, ISIS lost its centralized command hubs. 

It responded by relocating to security-vacuous zones such as the Syrian desert, Iraq's 

Anbar province, and parts of Afghanistan. These regions lack effective state 

governance, allowing ISIS operatives to reconstitute cells and launch hit-and-run 

attacks. The loss of territorial governance forced ISIS into a guerrilla posture, with 

loosely connected cells operating semi-independently across multiple fronts. For 
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Iran and its allies, this means facing a threat that no longer adheres to geographic 

limitations. 

Shift to Asymmetric Warfare: 

ISIS adopted tactics such as suicide bombings, IED ambushes, targeted 

assassinations, and sporadic assaults on civilian and military targets. These 

operations are cheaper, require fewer resources, and are more difficult to preempt. 

For instance, Iranian-backed Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) in Iraq have faced 

repeated ambushes in Diyala and Kirkuk provinces, areas previously cleared of ISIS 

presence. The persistence of these attacks illustrates that military victories over 

ISIS's territory did not translate into the neutralization of its operational capacity. 

Cyber and Information Warfare: 

ISIS leveraged platforms such as Telegram, Twitter, and encrypted dark-web 

channels to distribute propaganda, recruit foreign fighters, and coordinate 

operations. The group's media arms—Al-Furqan, Al-Hayat, Dabiq, and Rumiyah—

strategically used visual and rhetorical tactics to craft a heroic image of jihad while 

inspiring lone-wolf attacks globally. Iran, Hezbollah, and Syrian cyber units 

responded by ramping up digital surveillance, content takedown campaigns, and 

counter-narrative production. Yet the adaptability of ISIS’s online presence has 

made it an enduring digital menace. 

-Emergence of Transnational Networks 

Without a central base, ISIS cultivated regional affiliates: ISIS-K in Afghanistan, 

ISIS-West Africa in Nigeria and the Sahel, and latent cells in Central Asia. These 

groups operate under a shared ideological umbrella but possess local autonomy. 

Iran’s eastern borders with Afghanistan and Pakistan, already vulnerable due to 

ethnic and sectarian complexities, are now under heightened surveillance due to 

infiltration concerns. Similarly, Hezbollah has had to reinforce its eastern Lebanese 

borders to thwart infiltration attempts from Qalamoun and Arsal. 

-Ideological Persistence and Recruitment Evolution 

With territorial ambitions temporarily shelved, ISIS pivoted to promoting 

“individual jihad” via lone-actor operations. The group’s shift from a state-building 

narrative to a decentralized insurgency model made it harder to track and predict 

recruitment patterns. Instead of field camps, ISIS now relies on encrypted 

communication to incite followers worldwide. Iran’s domestic intelligence apparatus 

has repeatedly disrupted cells inspired or directed by ISIS media, underlining the 

group's ongoing ideological resonance despite its military setbacks. 
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Conclusion 

The transition of ISIS from a territorial caliphate to a stateless network represents a 

paradigm shift in the nature of non-state threats in the Middle East. For the Axis of 

Resistance, and particularly Iran as its central node, this evolution demands not only 

military recalibration but also strategic innovation across information, intelligence, 

and border security domains. The stateless ISIS thrives in "ungoverned spaces"—

both physical and digital—and its persistent ability to adapt and regenerate 

underscores the limitations of traditional counterinsurgency frameworks. As critical 

geopolitics posits, power is no longer strictly tied to territorial control but to the 

ability to mobilize narratives, exploit liminal spaces, and construct globalized 

ideological flows. In this context, the Axis of Resistance must engage with ISIS not 

just through kinetic force but through a deeper understanding of the fluid, 

networked, and discursive nature of modern insurgency. 
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