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 Why the Guardians of Religion? This is an important question that
 merits an answer, since it is a relatively small organization
 compared to al-Qaeda, ISIS, or al-Nusra Front, and has dealt with
 major crises from the outset. However, the case of the Guardians of
 Religion sheds light on what happened to al-Qaeda in the Arab

Mashriq

 This book examines the ideological and organizational dimensions
 of al-Qaeda’s efforts to penetrate the Levant. This is a history
 marked by moments of transformation, beginning with the shift
 from local jihad against the “near enemy” towards a globalized
 jihad against the “far enemy.” This later evolved into al-Zarqawi’s
 project in Iraq, which combined both approaches. The book traces
 the progression of the Syrian crisis, including the rise of al-Nusra
 and the ensuing ideological conflicts, critiques from the central
 branch of al-Qaeda, political conditions, and foreign policy that
 have all contributed to the rise and fall of al-Qaeda-affiliated

organizations

 It is of the utmost importance that al-Qaeda’s trajectory in general,
 and its project in the Mashriq (Iraq and the Levant) in particular, be
 understood within its local, regional, and international contexts.
 Al-Qaeda’s ideology developed within specific historical, strategic,
 and political conditions that help account for the shifts it
 underwent, as well as the diverse networks and branches that
 emerged. This began with local jihadist groups that saw fighting
 local regimes as the “neglected duty” (al-farida al-gha’iba), in the
 words of Muhammad Abd al-Salam Faraj. The formation of the
 Guardians of Religion was the culmination of all the ups and
 downs of al-Qaeda’s project in the region since the occupation of

   Iraq in 2003
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