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During the last years of the U.S. occupation of Iraq, the Islamic State’s immediate
founding fathers, by contrast, saw signs of the end times everywhere. They were
anticipating, within a year, the arrival of the Mahdi—a messianic figure destined to lead
the Muslims to victory before the end of the world. McCants says a prominent Islamist
in Iraq approached bin Laden in 2008 to warn him that the group was being led by

millenarians who were “talking all the time about the Mahdi and making strategic
decisions” based on when they thought the Mahdi was going to arrive. “Al-Qaeda had to

write to [these leaders] to say ‘Cut it out” ".
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