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Abstract 

This thesis analyses Islamic State’s (IS) e-magazines, Dabiq and Rumiyah, and Al Qaeda’s (AQ) 

e-magazine, Inspire, to identify terrorist propaganda and radicalisation arising from social media 

platforms – Facebook and Twitter – by media units of both IS and AQ. Some of the main uses of 

the Internet by terrorist organisations are psychological warfare, publicity and propaganda, data 

mining, fund raising, recruitment and mobilization, networking, information sharing, and 

planning and coordination.  

This thesis applies discourse analysis, visual analysis and multimodal analysis to Dabiq, 

Rumiyah and Inspire and to digital texts and images that constitute the social media narrative.  

The analyses identified five ideological filters in the case of AQ’s Inspire, namely the 

Palestinian sufferings (causation filter), the US as the Western aggressor (enemy identification 

filter), the 9/11 terror attacks (retaliation or motivation filter), Usama bin Laden and Al-Suri 

(reasoning filter), and ‘Open Source Jihad’ (action filter). In the case of IS’s Dabiq and 

Rumiyah, five major narratives were identified:  the jihadi narrative through social media and 

digital platforms, the mythological narrative surrounding Dabiq and Rumiyah, the imposition of 

Al-walā' wa-l-barā' (loyalty and disavowal to Allah), Statehood (the Ummah), and the targeting 

of IS soldiers and child soldiers premised on jihad as an intergenerational war. The analysis is 

followed by a discussion on the comparative aspects based on the similarities and differences 

between AQ and IS in terms of the ideological differences between IS and AQ, their target 

audiences, e-magazines and social media content, main targets and opponents, and how both the 

terrorist organisations (AQ and IS) differ in terms of their propaganda. Their similarities are also 

discussed, particularly in terms of the use of Western journalists and scholars for ideological 

promotion, and the shift to lone-wolf terrorism. 

This thesis found that with the rise of social media platforms and mobile devices, terrorism has 

become a mobile and personalised affair. The intermingling of social media applications and 

terrorism has given rise to a new manifestation of terrorism which I term ‘social media 

terrorism’ or ‘smartphone terrorism’ where mobile phones have been weaponised.  

In conclusion, the new phenomenon of social media terrorism and the shift from mass-mediated 

terrorism is summarised. This thesis offers resourceful insights for counter-terrorism agencies to 

devise impactful social media counter-narratives to combat terrorist organisations such as IS and 

social media terrorism in general. 
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Preface 

From 2014-2019, the Islamic State (IS) has arisen from being an affiliate of Al Qaeda (AQ), to a 

full-fledged organisation spanning large territories across Iraq and Syria, to its physical demise 

(that is as a physical entity attempting to be a Caliphate) when it was stripped of its last piece of 

land in Baghouz in Syria in 2019. At present, IS continues to prolong its virtual Caliphate through 

internationalisation of the wilayats (provinces) in Southeast Asia, Africa, the Middle East and in 

Asia. The idea of the Caliphate is no longer restricted to Iraq and Syria, but keeping the virtual 

Caliphate alive through the constant circulation of ideas on social media means that, even in the 

case of IS, the end of the physical Caliphate is not the end of what can be termed the virtual 

Caliphate that seeks physical expression. This physical expression of the virtual Caliphate can be 

seen in the recent terror attacks in Sri Lanka in April 2019 where a local Islamist terror group, the 

National Thowfeek Jamaath, with the help of IS managed to carry out a terror attack. Similarly, in 

the recent Niger ambush, 28 Nigerian soldiers were killed near Mali on 17th May 2019, which has 

been claimed by another provincial affiliate of the IS named IS in the Greater Sahara. Thus, what 

we now see is the internationalisation of the Caliphate through IS wilayats being set up across 

different regions. Recently, IS has claimed to set up a new province in the disputed region of 

Kashmir in India, called the ‘Hind Province’ (Gul, 2019). The province was earlier under the 

‘Khorasan Province’ or ISKP and now has been named as a completely independent wilayat (Gul, 

2019). These are some concrete examples of how IS is moving towards internationalisation of the 

Caliphate itself, with the constant circulation of ideas and tactics by way of the Internet and social 

media. It is in the midst of this that New Zealand Prime Minister, Jacinda Ardern, and French 

President, Emmanuel Macron, have come together with an initiative towards curbing online 

extremism emerging from social media platforms. The Christchurch Call, an initiative proposed 

by Jacinda Ardern, came to fruition after 17 governments and social media giants including 

Facebook, Twitter, Google, Microsoft and Amazon signed the non-binding agreement. Some of 

the imminent concerns that Ardern has raised after the Christchurch terror attack are the possible 

delaying of the live streaming of content that includes violence, and looking at the algorithmic 

functioning of these platforms to avoid displaying content which has similar content containing 

violence.   

During the course of my PhD research, I have witnessed the rise and fall of the IS between 2015 

and 2019. IS was a failed affiliate of AQ, the AQ of Iraq (AQI), which began in 1999 and gained 

momentum towards becoming IS. AQI’s strength was catapulted due to several disturbing factors 

such as the War on Iraq in 2003, the Arab Spring in 2011 and the civilian unrest in Syria in 2013. 

This gave rise to a ripe fertile ground for AQ’s Iraqi affiliate, AQI, to take advantage of the failed 

state of affairs left by the Iraqi and Syrian governments. Gradually, post 2013, AQI gained 

prominence in both Iraq and Syria and, from being an affiliate of AQ, AQI’s nomenclature 
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changed to the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant (ISIL) or the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 

or simply IS, as a rogue affiliate disaffiliated itself from the main centre of AQ base, the AQ of 

the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in 2013. In Arabic, IS also came to be known as Daesh which is 

an acronym for al-Dawala al-Islamiya fi al-Iraq wa al-Sham, however this nomenclature wasn’t 

much favoured by the terrorist organisation as the term ‘Daesh’ was close to the Arabic word, 

daes, which means one who is crushed or trampled underfoot, which wasn’t something that the 

terrorist organisation was ready to accept. In 2014, IS threatened “to cut the tongue of anyone who 

publicly used the acronym Daesh”, according to the Associated Press (Reston, 2016). However, 

with all these changing nomenclatures over the years from 2014 – 2019, IS as a physical, territorial 

entity was at its zenith as a prosperous proto-state in 2014 and 2015 until its collapse in 2019.  

IS’s trajectory from an AQ affiliate to a full-fledged terrorist organisation in its own right was 

driven within a span of five years (2014-2019) by three main factors. The first was the failed state 

of affairs and two war-ravaged states – Iraq and Syria – which offered fertile ground for AQI and 

later to IS to radicalise and recruit its followers. The second was the huge swathe of resources (oil 

and gas) that IS amassed which helped in funding the terrorist organisation and its elaborate set 

up. Thirdly, was the use of online means through which it gained global recognition. The power 

of social media was well harnessed by IS media centres and IS followers which skyrocketed IS 

popularity globally. As I discuss in my thesis, one of the significant differences between AQ and 

IS is the way in which they came to global prominence. For AQ, it was the traditional means – 

radio, television and newspapers – that brought it into the limelight after the 9/11 terror attacks, 

whereas, IS created its own on-going media spectacle through its countless social media streams 

and self-made audio and video productions which were circulated across diverse global and local 

social media channels. The communicative power of both these terrorist organisations varied 

greatly and, as a result, what AQ took decades to achieve, IS achieved within a span of five years. 

AQ was attacked by the US, which later also resulted in a war between AQ and the Taliban, 

resulting in AQ losing its physical presence from Afghanistan as well. However, AQ recouped 

due to its franchise model that enabled future operations, while IS operates on an out-sourcing 

model and digital-connection model (Hoffman, 2019). 

In this thesis, I examine the communicative power of IS as a terrorist organisation and its elaborate 

media set-up which uses diverse media channels to reach its audience across the globe. IS has set 

a roadmap or a pathway for future terrorist organisations by demonstrating the social media 

potential of information dissemination to propagandise and radicalise the online audience and 

persuade them to fight for a radical cause. This thesis also considers the multimodal functions of 

digital texts and images and asks what this new social media language tells us, to enable 

understanding of the upcoming “digital native” (Prensky, 2001) and, moreover, the social media 

generation. This thesis asks: are our counter-terrorism agencies and think tanks sufficiently up to 
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date to decode and deconstruct the millennial slang that proliferates in the social media world, and 

what happens when social media tactics are exploited by terrorist organisations like IS and are 

successfully used to recruit jihadi brides and jihadi fighters as young as 15-16 years old? 
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Chapter 1 

The Internet age of terrorism and terrorist organisations  

 

1.1 Terrorism and the Internet   

The Internet has been an important facilitator for terrorist organisations to disseminate 

propaganda and look for potential recruits. However, with the diversification of the Internet as a 

medium into different forms, for example blogs, vlogs, email and social media platforms, 

terrorists have used different platforms within the Internet for different means. For example, on 

the one hand, from early 2000 onwards, AQ used emails and chatroom forums to attract potential 

recruits (Rogan, 2006), and on the other hand, IS being a millennialist terrorist organisation (in 

terms of a generation) (Katulis et al., 2015, p. 3) emerged in the present social media 

environment (post 2003 onwards) and has used social media platforms such as Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram, WhatsApp and Telegram extensively “to plan, coordinate and execute their 

deadly campaigns” (Weimann, 2008, p. 74). There have been several studies in the recent past 

where scholars such as Berger (2015), Dean, Bell and Newman (2012), Klausen (2015), Parek, 

Amarasingam, Dawson and Ruths (2018) and Weimann (2010b) have discussed the rise of 

online terrorism through social media platforms. Terrorist organisations are increasingly relying 

on information and communication technologies (ICT) to strengthen their presence and 

transcend geographies and nationalities. Apart from carrying out terror attacks and violence by 

terrorist groups, there has been, alongside the rise of the Internet, a rise in terrorist networked 

groups described as ‘Netwar’ (Arquilla & Ronfeldt, 2001). “Netwar refers to an emerging mode 

of conflict (and crime) at societal levels, short of traditional military warfare, in which the 

protagonist uses network forms of organisation and related doctrines, strategies and technologies 

attuned to the information age” (Arquilla & Ronfeldt, 2001, p. 6). These are measures which are 

short of traditional warfare “in which the protagonist is likely to consist of small, dispersed 

groups who communicate, coordinate and conduct their campaigns in an ‘Internetted’ manner 

and without a precise central command” (Weimann, 2008, p. 75).  

With the emergence of mass-mediated terrorism, several communication and terrorism scholars 

such as Conway (2006), Keene (2011), Weimann (2006, 2014) and Weimann and Von Knop 

(2008) have re-conceptualised the new mode of terrorism in the midst of communication 

theories. The Internet and social media platforms have become attractive avenues for the terrorist 

groups due to a number of factors. The Internet and social media platforms are “cheap, 

accessible and anonymous” (Bott et al., 2009, p. 1). These media are cheap because of the low 

average cost of buying internet data for mobile phones and having a system of pre- and post-paid 

data through high speed internet dongles compatible with any computer device, be it desktop 
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computer or laptop. The Internet has become accessible through having a mobile device, the 

most common one being smartphones, which have become a portal to the Internet and all social 

media platforms. These avenues are anonymous, because it is very easy to create a new profile in 

social media platforms and post media content from anywhere at any time. Terrorists have 

exploited the aspect of anonymity enabled by Facebook and Twitter to post video footages of 

attacks with the purpose of circulating content online and then suspending their Facebook or 

Twitter accounts to seek anonymity. The Internet offers terrorists a diverse range of 

opportunities to spread messages and connect recruiters with potential recruits (Bott et al., 2009). 

The Internet and social media platforms, as mediums for this, have further diversified, giving 

rise to several web-based applications. This has led to new technologies and online applications 

now being at the disposal of terrorist organisations. For example, the use of ‘instant messaging’ 

on social media platforms has significantly increased youth involvement in the online sphere 

(Bott et al., 2009). The social media platforms have offered constant connectivity and 

communication. Terrorist organisations are exploiting these platforms to fulfil their objectives 

and are devising innovative ways to reach out to the maximum potential audience.   

The modernisation of communication technologies has also led to different manifestations of 

terrorism. The advancement of communication technologies has led to terrorists and terrorist 

organisations using new communication technologies to further their motives. This has also 

meant that there is an ongoing change in the nature, the impact of, and the structure of terrorist 

organisations, as was first identified in 2001 in the ‘Netwar’ argument. Integrating new 

communicative technologies with terror attacks has also led to a change in the modus operandi 

of terrorists, who not only commit terror attacks but also live-broadcast the attacks. These new 

manifestations of terrorism in all the three forms co-exist to some extent. This thesis will argue 

that the combination of physical and digital war has become so intertwined that we can think of a 

whole new category of terrorism: ‘Terrorism 3.0’. Thus, Terrorism 3.0 is a useful way of 

drawing out how IS has been distinctive alongside AQ and other terrorist groups based on the 

value of their communicative potential.  

Terrorism 1.0 Terrorism 2.0 Terrorism 3.0 

Local in terms of impact  Global in terms of export; 

potential to export conflict  

Global through online means  

Secular in nature Fundamentalist in nature Fundamentalist and driven by 

ignorance.  

Nationalist and state-related Transnational and global Online and virtual 
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International in terms of 

collaboration and solidarity 

among various groups and 

organisations   

International in terms of 

scope of targets  

International in terms of 

attracting potential recruits 

and spreading propaganda 

and radicalisation irrespective 

of time and place  

Messages directed to specific 

target populations defined by 

location, state or territory 

(Shavit, 2004 cited in 

Weimann, 2006, p. 22)  

Message addressing global 

communities 

Addressing online 

communities through social 

media channels more than 

ever before 

Examples of terrorism 1.0 

terrorist organisations are 

Baader-Meinhof gang of 

Germany, Red Brigades of 

Italy, the Palestine Liberation 

Organisation  

Examples of terrorism 2.0 

terrorist organisations are Al 

Qaeda, Al-Shahbab and Boko 

Haram being regional groups 

but having sporadic 

international reach  

Example of terrorism 3.0 

terrorist organisations are the 

Islamic State which has 

emerged as a “a globally 

dispersed, highly lethal, 

financially capable, deeply 

innovative organisation” 

(Stavridis, 2019) 

Terrorism 1.0 is more of a 

rigid hierarchical 

organisation that has a 

physical base through which 

the organisation asserts its 

authority; has a vertical 

structure  

Terrorism 2.0 is terrorism by 

a franchise model in which 

terror acts are operated by 

small cellular units; has a 

horizontal structure; mass-

mediated terrorism  

Terrorism 3.0 is terrorism 

integrating a terror attack and 

social media channel. A 

terror attack is live-streamed 

through social media 

channels; has no particular 

structure, is scattered and 

dispersed  

 

Table 1. Manifestation of terrorism – terrorism 1.0, 2.0 and 3.0 

With the inclusion of social media, a terror attack has become a media event which includes real 

time broadcasting through social media in effect, with the victims and on-lookers now the first to 

spread the terror of the event unfolding through social media channels. As was demonstrated in 

this and similar attacks, terrorist events are also now ‘lone wolf’ attacks undertaken by 

individuals proclaiming loyalty to a particular ideology. When it comes to IS, its fighters play a 

twin role in the battlefield or in an event of a terror attack. On the one hand, an IS soldier is a 
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fighter in the battlefield, with arms, ammunition and guns, and on the other hand, the IS soldier 

also acts as a source of social media documentation of events and happenings in real time. IS has 

been organised into what can be described as a new version of the “media-military relationship 

in times of war” (Oram, 1993; Ramić, 2015). The use of IS fighters as first hand witnesses  is a 

pro-IS propaganda mechanism whereby the videos are  disguised as objective eyewitness 

accounts using Go Pros and drones to capture images from the battlefield (Winter, 2017). IS 

fighters acting as social media witnesses adds to what has been recognized, pre -IS, as the 

theatrics of war (Tuosto, 2008). “At first, there is a build-up and expectancy of a Hollywood 

script about to unfold, but then reality hits and we are reminded that war feels like war” states 

journalist, PJ O’Rourke1 (Tuosto, 2008). IS has fused social media witnessing and the soldier 

together and created a hybrid which I claim to be the ‘self-mediated armed soldier’ who fights 

on the battlefield and simultaneously broadcasts through self-mediation via social media 

channels, Go Pros and drones. It is a remarkable achievement of IS to embed military and media 

within one individual who enacts the role of a fighter and of a digital witness (Chouliaraki, 2015) 

at the same time. They have been able to do this because of the millennial fighters who are used 

to undertaking, in a sense, a digital witnessing (Chouliaraki, 2015) in their daily lives through 

their constant use and updating of social media content; so, what IS has done is to transfer digital 

witnessing of the self into battlefield reporting. Finally, IS has shifted from the framework of 

“structured organisation to loosely knit networks” (Weimann, 2006, p. 116) functioning through 

the Internet and social media platforms. The phenomenon of this new terrorism has been further 

advanced with terrorist organisations’ full integration of the use of online communication 

technologies into their daily efforts. 

1.2 Research positioning   

IS, especially, has extensively used social media such as Facebook and Twitter, to reach out to 

its followers globally. After the terror attacks in Paris, France, and in a gay night club in 

Orlando, Florida, US, in 2015 and 2016 respectively, social media companies such as Facebook, 

Twitter and Google stepped up efforts to remove extremist content from their platforms after the 

then French Interior Minister, Bernard Cazeneuve, criticised social media companies for their 

failure to regulate extremist content. “Later in February 2016, Twitter announced that it had 

taken down more than 125,000 accounts since the mid-2015 on accounts of threatening or 

promoting terrorist acts” (Schechner, 2016). Moreover, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Google 

agreed with the European Commission to adhere to a “code of conduct” to combat “illegal online 

hate speech” (European Commission Press Release, 2016). With the emergence of social media 

platforms, terrorist organisations have come up with their own self-styled media units to frame 

‘spectacular’ mass-mediated attacks (Winter, 2017). This research emerged from observing a 

 
1 Uyarra, Esteban (2004), War Feels Like War (DVD), United Kingdom, UK: In Focus Productions. 
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lack of qualitative research on social media platforms and how modern terrorist organisations are 

using social media platforms to advance propaganda and radicalisation in the online sphere. The 

prior existing research on social media has been mostly quantitative in nature through network 

analysis or assimilating quantitative data in terms of number of tweets from Twitter, or number 

of times Facebook posts are shared (Krishnamurthy et al., 2008; Moriarty, 2015; Parekh et al., 

2018; Wadhwa & Bhatia, 2013). There is also a dearth of research when it comes to qualitative 

research with respect to social media. IS and AQ’s e-magazines have been of recent interest in 

the field of media-and-terrorism studies because of IS’s recent e-magazine publications in the 

past few years (2014-2016). IS’s e-magazines, Dabiq and Rumiyah, reflect the contemporary 

landscape of Islamic terrorism and are different in presentation, style, format and content from 

AQ’s e-magazine Inspire. Thus, the reason to choose these three e-magazines has been to apply 

discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2013; Gee, 2014; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002) and to look at 

narratives that are emerging from these e-magazines. Previous academic literature regarding e-

magazines published by IS and AQ have looked at content analysis (Colas, 2016; Ingram, 2016, 

2017). However, there is a lack of understanding regarding the framing of texts and images to 

shape audience perception within these e-magazines.  This research is in line with the growing 

scholarly work in media and terrorism studies along with research scholars such as Roy (2018) 

and Hegghammer (2017) who are looking at jihadi personification (personal meaning of jihad to 

an IS fighter) and jihadi culture respectively in their research. This research looks at terrorism 

via social media and applies discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2013; Gee, 2014; Jørgensen & 

Phillips, 2002) to understand different discourses that emerge from AQ and the IS’s e-

magazines. Further, the visual analysis premised on Leeuwen & Jewitt (2001) suggests that 

images are appropriated to build false narratives in the online sphere. 

This thesis is an interdisciplinary study of terrorism bringing together expertise from the field of 

sociology and media and communication. The researcher has applied research reasoning from 

the sociology field and has understood the communicative power of AQ and IS from the media 

and communication disciplines. This thesis applies multimodal analysis (Bezemer & Kress, 

2015; Machin, 2013; O’Halloran, 2015) to study Facebook and Twitter and to understand themes 

that arise from social media platforms and e-magazines published by AQ and IS. Multimodal 

analysis looks at interpretations and meaning of digital texts and images that are posted on social 

media platforms and are used in e-magazines to frame online discourse. During the 

methodological process, while applying discourse analysis, it was realised that discourse analysis 

has limitations of its own when it comes to digital texts and images, which have more 

functionality than just simple written words and sentences to build narratives. Digital texts and 

images are more functional in terms of hyperlinks embedded in digital texts themselves, which 

takes the reader to new online narratives. Thus, the printed text did not have this functionality in 

building discourses where sub-categorical discourses were embedded within digital texts. 
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Bezemer & Kress (2015) discuss multimodality of texts to a great extent but do not talk 

specifically about the functionality of digital text. Even with having software tools such as 

concordancers and proprietary tools such as Wordsmith and the software tool, NVivo, I thought 

it best to apply discourse analysis, visual analysis and multimodal analysis to evaluate social 

media texts. The software tool, NVivo, does identify and segregate words that have been used 

repetitively in different contexts, however, in cases such as digital text in Graphic Interchange 

Formats (GIFs) the use of text and images in varying contexts cannot be assessed with NVivo. 

Thus, in such cases, it seemed legitimate to extend the methodological tool of discourse analysis 

to social media platforms and to analyse magazine content especially for IS’s Dabiq and 

Rumiyah.  For, in the case of IS, once these digital text and images are combined, they give rise 

to new digital narratives which are constantly being produced and consumed, and new narratives 

added, when they are being circulated from one social media user to another. Thus, digital 

narratives in social media are constantly evolving or are in a constant state of change, with each 

social media user adding their own personal interpretation to the original narrative. The additions 

can be in the form of commenting on the main post, sharing the post in their own profile feed, 

and even messaging them within their peer network. There are fewer restrictions than in mass 

media over how digital narratives that emerge in social media are going to be perceived by the 

social media audience and to what extent they are circulated. Narratives are in a constant state of 

change in social media spaces. Therefore, using multimodal analysis, I examine how texts and 

images are used as tools to frame digital narratives which are no longer static and have varied 

interpretations by the social media user.  

The Internet has now diversified, with various applications such as blogs, vlogs, websites and a 

plethora of social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat, 

Telegram and many more. Contemporary terrorist organisations are using social media platforms 

to advance their extremist ideologies. Social media channels have become new communication 

channels for modern terrorist organisations for reaching out to potential followers. With the 

increased accessibility of social media applications through various mobile devices, terrorism 

has become endemic. The nature of extremism through social media platforms is more visual 

than terrorist propaganda in textual form and is being propagated through various media such as 

audio, images and videos. Social media platforms have catered to a mass-multiplying effect in 

ideology dissemination with their greater reach. “One person or a group can instigate a domino 

effect of events, influencing the attitudes and behaviours of populations worldwide with one 

tweet or social media update, which forwards the information to all other major social media 

applications” (Thompson, 2011, p. 171). The easy format of social media platforms and the 

inter-connectedness of one platform with another have also made it easier to post images, videos 

and content in one platform which is posted simultaneously to other platforms automatically.  
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The omnipresent social media scenario has transformed terrorism and how modern terrorist 

groups function. Modern terrorist groups such as IS and AQ are using new strategies to 

accommodate online propaganda suited to social media platforms. For example, Twitter has 

been extensively used by IS (Klausen, 2015) to spread misinformation and fear, being used as a 

multi-faceted platform to post video links and to connect with sites linking to IS’s online 

content. Facebook has been used by IS as more of a holistic medium to post images, videos and 

audio links of nasheeds (Islamic verses and prayers) (Gråtrud, 2016). As was noted over 30 

years ago,  carrying out a terror attack itself is an innovation and terrorists conspire and look for 

newer ways to carry out terror attacks (Crenshaw, 1987). Terrorist organisations always try to 

find viable tools to disseminate propaganda through any means. With the emergence of social 

media platforms, terrorists are using diverse platforms to spread fear and intimidation. With 

technological advancement, the production quality of online content has improved over the years 

and so have the number of online channels for propaganda dissemination.   

With increased social media usage, terrorist propaganda and radicalisation now manifest in more 

attractive and accessible forms for their target audience. Terrorist propaganda has gone beyond 

mere publication of e-magazines and now comprises high definition videos, online gaming, 

nasheeds and Qur’anic verses using different web-based applications. On the one hand, AQ, with 

the emergence of the Internet, started online recruitment strategies using chat room forums to 

connect with its followers and persuade them to join the terror network (Ciovacco, 2009; Lynch, 

2006; Rogan, 2007); on the other hand, IS has not only managed to persuade its followers to 

carry out terror attacks on behalf of the terrorist group, but IS’s followers are also broadcasting 

terror attacks in real time through social media platforms. IS started filming terror attacks, 

played recorded speeches of their leaders on their own websites and further circulated such 

content through social media channels. Social media platforms have also been used to plan and 

target attacks using the global positioning systems to locate the places of attacks (Dean et al., 

2012; Ishengoma, 2014). Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, Snapchat, and Telegram have 

all heightened the terrorists’ presence in the web.  

A significant difference that has emerged with the shift from e-magazines to social media usage 

has been the transformation in the ideological representations. This can be seen in what AQ did, 

compared with what IS has done until now. AQ undertook the textual representation of ideology 

in mere words and grainy images in their e-magazine Inspire, while IS uses audio-visual 

ideological representation through social media channels along with its e-magazines Dabiq and 

Rumiyah. Today, IS’s ideological representation is graphic in nature, online all the time and can 

be accessed from anywhere at any time. This constant access to graphic content through the 

heightened use of social media platforms has added a sense of timelessness and the absence of a 

physical location to the dissemination of propaganda and also makes it far more difficult for 
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counter-terrorist agencies to control and oppose it. The graphic representation of IS ideology is 

portrayed in the form of videos, memes, short clips, gaming, and even through cartoons, to make 

it more eye-catching to its readers. This age of terrorism is an age of “selfie-jihad” (Burke, 2016) 

where, with the rapid digital revolution, today’s terrorists have been able to turn the most small 

terror attacks into big mediatised attacks (Burke, 2016); “the combination of digital cameras; 

cheap laptops and editing software; and social media have subsequently been systematically and 

massively exploited by the Islamic State and its sympathisers both inside and outside the regions 

in well-documented ways” (p.4).  

Other than social media platforms, e-magazines such as AQ’s Inspire and IS’s Dabiq and 

Rumiyah have been instrumental in persuading their respective followers towards the 

organisation and their ideology. In the later chapters, this thesis will demonstrate how e-

magazines play a central role in influencing the reader. While AQ’s Inspire has focused on 

portraying the US as the main opponent and emphasises the ideological indoctrination by senior 

leaders such as Usama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri and Abu Musab Al-Suri, IS has exploited 

its e-magazine resources for displaying the existence of the Caliphate in the beginning editions 

of Dabiq, and then gradually shifting to warfare and takfiri (a Muslim who declares another 

Muslim to be apostate) principles in Rumiyah. In all three e-magazines, Inspire, Dabiq and 

Rumiyah, texts and images play a central role in influencing the reader to attach themselves to 

the organisational ideology. Applying discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2013; Gee, 2014) reveals 

that AQ and IS exploit e-magazine resources for different ideological indoctrination. The IS 

media are more diversified compared to AQ. Social media has played a pivotal role in 

circulating all e-magazine resources in the online sphere. The e-magazines themselves have 

become essential tools which have led to further diversified media outlets. The IS e-magazines 

have become propaganda repositories from where diversified media content emanates. 

Therefore, it has been imperative in this research to collect data from e-magazines primarily. In 

the case of Inspire, while AQ give links to websites and blogs to follow, in Dabiq and Rumiyah, 

IS has opted a multi-faceted approach in which, other than text and images, there is a multi-

modality of digital texts and images involved. In other words, IS e-magazines are not only PDF 

versions in a desktop or laptop but are integrated functional documents which bring together 

digital images, a collection of top-ten videos, and visual manifestation of the ideology through 

electronic copies. In Chapter 5, I discuss the technologization of jihad where I will throw more 

light on the digital aspects of the e-magazines and how IS has transformed jihad to e-jihad, with 

followers pledging allegiance to the IS over Facebook and Twitter.  

With the easy accessibility of social media applications through such devices as mobile phones, 

tablets and laptops, terrorists have not only found the right medium but have also exploited 

mobile devices (mobile phones or tablets or laptops) by giving repeated accessibility to extremist 
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content. In other words, mobile phones and all other mobile technological devices (tablets and 

laptops) have been weaponised (Brooking and Singer, 2018). Terrorism through social media 

has become personal and a mobile affair. Furthermore, the inclusion of new applications within 

these digital platforms, such as instant messaging, real time broadcasting, and video recording 

lasting twenty-four hours in Facebook and Instagram, has given rise to the existence of a 

momentary form of reality in social media channels. Millennial terrorists are committing and 

further posting images of the attacks in social media channels giving rise to a momentary form 

of terrorism lasting 24 hours in the online sphere. In today’s age, such short-lived, momentarily 

broadcast, terrorism over social media circles is enough to frame spectacular terror attacks which 

go viral in the online sphere all the time. The hypothesis for this research is premised on the 

argument that with terrorist organisations using social media platforms, terrorism as a 

phenomenon has shifted from mass mediated terrorism (early 2000s) to terrorism via social 

media (at present). The shift from mass-mediated terrorism to terrorism via social media can be 

clearly seen from AQ’s e-magazine Inspire and IS’s two e-magazines Dabiq and Rumiyah. In the 

case of AQ’s Inspire, the glorification of the 9/11 terror attacks in several editions of the e-

magazine was due to the intense mediatisation of the event that happened in 2001 and in the 

subsequent years. However, the media ecology is different today and information dissemination 

is driven majorly by social media channels rather than traditional media. IS has been cautious 

about this change and has amalgamated its e-magazines, which is not only is in line with the 

magazine format but has also included social media applications to extend the functionality of 

the e-magazine (PDF document) to other applications. Thus, the emergence of terrorism via 

social media gives rise to the following research questions that will be analysed in this thesis:  

Research questions  

Q.1 How has terrorism shifted from a mass-mediated phenomenon in the early 2000s to virtual 

attacks via social media platforms as at present? Has social media emergence brought not only a 

change in the attacks but also the addition of a new level of broadcasting terror attacks through 

social media channels?  

Q.2 What are the thematic differences between AQ’s Inspire and the IS’s Dabiq and Rumiyah? 

Using multimodal analysis as a methodological tool, this research extracts a thematic 

interpretation on the basis of texts and images from these e-magazines. 

Q.3 How is multimodality of texts and images used to appropriate meanings and construct 

frames (through Inspire, Dabiq and Rumiyah) in the minds of the (AQ and IS) readers?  

Q.4 How do these e-magazines address and convene the particular audiences of Inspire, Dabiq 

and Rumiyah? What is the nature, background and audience demographic of Inspire compared to 

Dabiq and Rumiyah?  
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Q.5 How have social media platforms, Facebook and Twitter, been used for radical ideology 

propagation by AQ and IS?  

1.3 Thesis synopsis  

This thesis is divided into seven chapters including the Introduction and Conclusion. The first 

chapter is the Introduction itself; the second chapter examines previous literature, following a 

funnel-shaped structure. The literature review chapter begins with a broader discussion on the 

Internet and terrorism, following AQ and IS’s use of web-based applications for online 

propaganda. The second half of the chapter focuses on terrorist organisations’ growing 

interdependence on social media platforms. Towards the end of the chapter, I specifically look at 

previous scholarly work regarding AQ and IS and their use of the Internet and social media 

platforms for circulation of their e-magazines and other forms of online content. The third 

chapter is the methodology chapter. In this chapter, discourse analysis, visual analysis and 

multimodal analysis are discussed extensively and extended to social media platforms. In the 

multimodal analysis, I look at digital texts and images as tools to frame digital narratives on 

social media platforms. Multimodal analysis is applied to the IS e-magazines Dabiq and 

Rumiyah as the circulation of these magazines has primarily depended on the Internet and social 

media platforms.  

In Chapter 4, I apply discourse analysis and visual analysis to AQ’s e-magazine Inspire and 

segregate the analysis into five ideological filters based on the analysis of seventeen editions of 

Inspire. The five ideological filters are: (a) the Palestinian sufferings (causation filter); (b) the 

US as the Western aggressor (enemy identification filter); (c) 9/11 terror attacks (retaliation or 

motivation filter); (d) Usama bin Laden and Al-Suri (reasoning filter); and, (e) Open Source 

Jihad (action filter). Further, in Chapter 5, multimodal analysis is applied, as it was realised that 

Dabiq and Rumiyah, both e-magazines published by IS, acted more as repository e-magazines 

comprising a host of other online propaganda material emerging from these magazines. 

Therefore, in Chapter 5, multimodal analysis is applied to Dabiq and Rumiyah to again segregate 

content based on five major narratives. The five major narratives are: (a) Jihadi narrative through 

social media and digital platforms; (b) mythological narrative surrounding Dabiq and Rumiyah; 

(c) imposition of Al-walā' wa-l-barā' (loyalty and disavowal to Allah); (d) Statehood (the 

Ummah); and (e) IS soldiers and child soldiers premised on jihad as an intergenerational war. 

Chapter 6 is a follow-up discussion chapter where a comparative analysis has been drawn 

between IS and AQ propaganda which has been explicitly discussed in the previous two 

chapters. The major comparative aspects that emerged in this chapter were the ideological 

differentiation between IS and AQ, their target audience, magazine content, main targets and 

opponents, in which both the terrorist organisations differ in terms of their propaganda. The two 

aspects in which both IS and AQ are similar are in terms of (a) use of Western journalists and 
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scholars for ideological promotion, and (b) IS’s shift to lone-wolf terrorism through Rumiyah’s 

“Just Terror Tactics” (JTT) similar to AQ’s “Open Source Jihad” (OSJ) in Inspire. Lastly, 

Chapter 7, the conclusion, summarises the thesis and reiterates the main argument arising from 

this research. The conclusion also draws on potential future research works in the area of media 

and terrorism studies arising from this piece of research. The conclusion summarises the shift 

from mass-mediated terrorism towards an emerging phenomenon of social media terrorism. 

However, this research has not occurred without some limitations amidst which this scholarly 

work has come into existence. In the next segment, the research limitations are discussed further.  

1.4 Research limitations  

During the course of doing this research, there have been five major limitations restricting 

further scope of this research. First, the inclusion of social media platforms into terrorism 

propaganda is a new phenomenon and is an emerging field of study. Therefore, there is a limited 

amount of past research material to look at while carrying out this kind of research. Because 

terrorism via social media is an emerging field of study in itself, much more needs to be 

researched to further understand social media usage by modern terrorist organisations.  

Given the very recent emergence of the field of social media and terrorism there is still 

considerable ambiguity as to how terrorist organisations use social media channels effectively 

for their online propaganda. To understand IS social media strategy, it is a pre-requisite to 

understand how social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter function. Thus, there is a 

growing need to have more research on social media functionality, before linking social media 

with other aspects – such as social media and terrorism, or social media and contemporary social 

movements. Moreover, with social media companies stepping up to curb online extremism 

emerging from digital platforms, access to AQ and IS propaganda has become increasingly 

difficult at present compared to few years back in 2015 and 2016. This also means accessing 

such content can draw the attention of security agencies, so the researcher must be aware of this 

and undertake appropriate steps. 

The second limitation has been with respect to the retrieval of e-magazines and social media 

posts of both the organisations as the initial data collection for this research, initiated from 

Twitter in 2016, as copies of Dabiq e-magazines were being circulated through IS affiliates in 

various social media channels. However, by the end of 2016, retrieval of e-magazines and social 

media posts from social media became very difficult as social media companies took stringent 

actions to curb IS propaganda emerging from these platforms. Thus, especially after the 

discontinuation of Dabiq editions and IS’s shift to Rumiyah, the collection of Rumiyah’s digital 

copies as well as IS social media posts and videos were collated from jihadology.com, a website 

operated by academic Aaron Y. Zelin, as a clearinghouse of jihadist primary sources. The social 
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media posts and circulation of e-magazines and other forms of content have now shifted to 

encryption-based services such as Telegram where IS affiliates share IS content.  

The third limitation has been a linguistic limitation of not speaking, reading or understanding 

Arabic by the researcher, thus, the data collection has been restricted to English sources of IS 

and AQ propaganda only. This has led to drawing analysis primarily from English propaganda 

pieces only produced by IS and AQ. As a researcher from New Zealand, the data source of this 

research is premised on English language propaganda campaigns and media content that was 

found through e-magazines and social media posts circulated in Facebook and Twitter and the 

copies of the e-magazines accessed from Aaron Zelin’s website, Jihadology2. Nevertheless, the 

quantity of data was affected but not the quality of the data as the English language videos and e-

magazines were as resourcefully rich as the Arabic versions.  

Fourthly, there is a dearth of qualitative research regarding social media platforms. There needs 

to be more research to develop qualitative methodological tools to analyse social media 

platforms. There is a further need towards understanding digital texts and images framing digital 

narratives on social media platforms. Digital text and visual multimodality need to be further 

researched and understood in more comprehensive terms to provide a rich qualitative study on 

social media platforms. Today, information is being customised based on users’ likes and 

preferences, therefore, it is important to investigate how social media are effective channels to 

frame users’ perceptions using digital texts and images. In terms of a methodological tool for 

doing a qualitative research, NVivo software has been of some help, however, multimodal 

analysis has been more based on the framing of digital texts and images to persuade the follower 

to imbibe IS propaganda. Thus, qualitative research on social media platforms needs to be 

further prioritised. Hence, this is a small step from the researcher himself towards furthering 

qualitative research with respect to social media platforms. Integrating multimodal analysis has 

been a strength in terms of looking at social media data from a new angle rather than mere 

written words and images, and a limitation as there are very few studies at present which discuss 

the functionality of digital texts and images in the social media world. This thesis offers an initial 

exploration towards solving this limitation.  

The fifth limitation to this research is specifically with the focus on the e-magazines published 

by IS – Dabiq and Rumiyah – and AQ’s Inspire. Due to the large amount of data, this research is 

primarily restricted to e-magazine analysis, their circulation through social media channels, their 

audience demographic and magazine content. Furthermore, with the inclusion of social media 

platforms, terrorist organisations like IS are coming up with different digital e-magazines 

catering to different issues and topics. For example, in December 2015, “alleged members of the 

 
2 Jihadology website (https://jihadology.net/) 
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Islamic State launched a new cyber-war magazine for jihadists titled Kybernetiq that instructs 

militants about technology. The magazine aims to instruct jihadist on how to participate in the 

cyber war against the Western infidels. The members of the IS consider technology a crucial 

instrument in the fight against its opponents and the Kybernetiq magazine explains it” 

(INFOSEC, 2018). The magazine’s first publication was in “German language and was shared in 

social media circles through Twitter and Telegram” (Cuthbertson, 2016). This demonstrates how 

quickly the terrain of research with regards to online terrorism is changing. In this research, 

social media platforms have been focused as carriers of extremist content and e-magazines’ 

copies. There are several other aspects to social media and terrorism that will be explored further 

in the future, for example social media branding strategies used by modern terrorist 

organisations, and the virtual utopia of the Caliphate by IS through social media channels. The 

ambit of social media and terrorism is very large and many potential smaller research areas are 

embedded within it, which can be further investigated. This brings me to highlighting this 

research piece as a new contribution to the existing field of media and terrorism studies.  

1.5 New contribution to the field of media and terrorism studies   

This research brings a new contribution to the field of existing knowledge of the media and 

terrorism with the argument that there is a new form of terrorism emerging with the inclusion of 

social media platforms. Terrorism via social media is personal and mobile in nature. With the 

increased accessibility of social media applications on all electronic devices such as mobile 

phones, tablets and laptops, extremist content through social media channels can be accessed by 

anyone at any time. The electronic devices such as mobile phones, tablets and laptops are being 

exploited by terrorist organisations. This has given rise to what I claim as ‘smartphone terrorism’ 

where a social media user has repeated access to extremist content through several electronic 

devices and through several social media channels. In the field of media and terrorism studies, 

the emergence of terrorism through social media channels has gone beyond the earlier research 

on online terrorism, in fact, it is much ahead of online terrorism, with the Internet itself being 

diversified into several web-based services – blogs, vlogs, e-mails, social media channels, 

videos, etc.  

As AQ had popularised spreading terror through lone-wolf terrorism and attacking the West, IS 

has done so with the sheer volume of online content circulated through social media platforms, 

using high definition cameras and crystal-clear sound quality to attract attention of its followers. 

Not only has social media made it easier to circulate online propaganda faster but a terrorist 

group like the IS has its own self-styled media units to drive its online propaganda machinery 

(Winter, 2017). In many ways, social media has been used as a premise on which virtual terrorist 

propaganda is being driven. Social media channels have also given rise to several sub-categories 

of online propaganda in different forms – one of them being the social media branding of 
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terrorism and a growing need for a social media theory to understand terrorism emerging from 

social media channels, for future researchers. The affordability of these platforms has 

transformed terrorism, which is not restricted to an individualistic act but is now simultaneously 

a group-affiliated act to claim allegiance to a terrorist organisation. IS, with the help of social 

media platforms, has been successful in orchestrating more embedded themes to attract readers 

with the rise and fall of the Caliphate, compared to AQ focusing on its long-term plan to 

dismantle the US and its Western allies. This research also brings attention to the differences and 

similarities in online propaganda themes between AQ and IS. The main difference between the 

two organisations has been in terms of their ideologies and their audience demographic. 

However, with the demise of the IS Caliphate, IS has shifted its strategy from IS followers 

migrating to Iraq and Syria to taking up lone-wolf terror strategies abroad. This has given rise to 

similarities identified between IS and AQ. Lone-wolf terrorism tactics include Open Source 

Jihad in the case of AQ and Just Terror Tactics in the case of IS. Another similarity has been 

using foreign journalists to voice their respective organisational goals, such as Daniel Pearl in 

the case of AQ, and Peter Kassig and John Cantlie in the case of IS. Other than journalists, 

scholars such as Noam Chomsky, Slavoj Žižek and Sigmund Freud have also been referenced by 

writers and editors of terrorist organisations critiquing American imperialism.  

AQ’s Inspire and IS’s Dabiq and Rumiyah have been important media resources with regards to 

understanding the different ideological portrayals of both terrorist organisations, from imbibing 

the ideology by the follower to executing the organisational ideology in the most notorious 

manner. In addition, this research urges for a new qualitative methodological tool to research 

social media and terrorism. This thesis uses multimodal analysis to understand digital texts and 

images to frame digital narratives. This thesis delves into a qualitative aspect of social media 

research, applying and extending discourse analysis to understand different digital themes 

emerging from online terrorist propaganda. Thus, in media and terrorism studies, more 

qualitative methodological tools are required to further analyse the qualitative aspect of social 

media research. Social media propaganda has altered the usually accepted meaning and the 

context of Quranic verses, hadiths and nasheeds to incite followers to commit to specific action 

in the name of Islam. The creation of manipulative meaning and false context demands further 

academic investigation to understand online strategies and framing employed to persuade readers 

to imbibe organisational ideology to commit to action. This action can take different forms: 

many followers of the IS migrated to Syria to fight for the Ummah, while followers of AQ 

undertook lone-wolf terrorism as desired by AQ leaders. Articles in Dabiq and Rumiyah are not 

just written texts but are supplemented by images using high-definition cameras to attest to what 

has been stated. There are numerous such examples where images are appropriated to stories in 

Dabiq and Rumiyah to compensate the ideological narrative. Therefore, it has been equally 
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important to look at images used in all three e-magazines – Dabiq, Rumiyah and Inspire – to 

narrate IS’s and AQ’s ideological beliefs.  

In conclusion, this research is a steppingstone towards further understanding the relationship 

between social media and terrorism by focusing on how two modern terrorist organisations are 

increasingly using social media channels to leave their digital footprint in the online sphere. IS 

has, in many ways, given the world a glimpse of where modern terrorism is heading, and the 

extent to which the Internet and social media play crucial roles in not only terrorists fighting on 

the ground but also in the online sphere. It seems what Zawahiri said to Zarqawi is turning out to 

be true – “that we are in a battle, and that more than half of this battle is taking place in the 

battlefield of the media” (Zelin, 2014, p. 3) and it is indeed being done by the millennial terrorist 

through social media platforms. 
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Chapter 2 

 Literature Review 

2.1 Defining terrorism 

Prior to examining terrorist organisations and their means of communication, it is imperative to 

first conceptualise how terrorism as a phenomenon has been transformed with the emergence of 

new communication technologies and what constitutes a post-modern terrorist organisation 

(Laqueur, 1996) . “Terrorism is an extremely difficult concept to define. Terrorism is an ethereal 

philosophy and terrorist actors engage in terrorism for a variety of purposes, motivations and 

ideologies” (Mullins, 1997, as cited in Weimann, 2006, p. 20). It is a tactic to commit violence 

with the intention to create terror; it is not just violence in itself, but violence to create an impact 

in the wider population in the name of a particular cause/ideology. The definitions of terrorism 

vary based on the nature of a terror attack, the targets of a terror attack, and the aims and 

objectives achieved from a terror attack, while others focus on the perpetrators’ characteristics 

(Weimann, 2006). As Zulaika and Douglass (2016) argue, “It is not simply that, like 

‘Communist’ or ‘Fascist’, the word ‘terrorist’ itself is an abuse, a banality that disguises reality 

while impoverishing language and thought by obliterating distinction” (p. 96). Zulaika and 

Douglass (2016) argue terrorism acts a “as a ritual expediency and bluff within a highly 

symbolic context (carrying out attacks to gain attention) rather than something that functions in 

strict means to ends terms” (p. 66). Therefore, rather than defining terrorism, one should try to 

identify the traits and characteristics of terrorism. Mullins’ (1997) in The Terror of Terrorism 

argues, “without the terror induced by the terrorist, there can be no terrorism” (p. 9). Therefore, 

the fear evoked is a key element in terrorism (Weimann, 2006). And it is “the fear evoked by the 

individuals or the small groups of individuals whose capacity to constrain the behaviour of 

others resides not in reason, in numerical preponderance, or in any legitimate exercise of 

authority, but only in their perception that they are able and willing to use violence unless their 

demands are satisfied” (Smart, 1975, as cited in Weimann, 2006, p. 20). 

In the 21st century, terrorism as a phenomenon is changing as terrorist organisations are 

increasingly becoming less centralised, less structured, less organised and less local, yet it is 

more dangerous than the terrorism of the pre-2000 era. Raufer (2003) states that this new model 

of terrorist organisation, such as that of AQ, is marked by characteristics such as: (a) de-

territorialisation, or an interstate nature; (b) an absence of state sponsorship, which makes it 

more unpredictable and harder to control; (c) a hybrid political and religious-fanatic character; 

(d) an ability to mutate rapidly according to circumstances; (e) a pragmatic approach; and (f) 

enormous killing power, compared with Cold War terrorism, which was usually little more than 

symbolic (p. 392).  
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2.2 New and old terrorism 

With the emergence of new communication technologies, terrorism has manifested from one 

form to another. As mentioned previously in Chapter 1, there have been new manifestations of 

terrorism which I stated in the previous chapter as Terrorism 1.0, 2.0 and 3.0. Alternatively, 

Shavit (2004) makes the distinction between ‘old’ and ‘new’ terrorism, of which I see old 

terrorism as Terrorism 1.0 and new terrorism as Terrorism 2.0. However, with the inclusion of 

social media, terrorism has surpassed its 2.0 version, which was circulated through mass media, 

to reach Terrorism 3.0, which is the circulation of terror attacks through social media channels. 

As Stavridis (2019) states, terrorism has entered a new version – Terrorism 3.0 – marked by the 

characteristics of a high degree of lethality, having secure financial bases across the world, and 

being highly innovative in terms of exploiting online communication strategies.  

The advancement of online communication technologies has given rise to a new manifestation of 

terrorism. It is no longer just the difference between what Shavit (2004) pointed out as ‘old’ and 

‘new’ terrorism (Terrorism 1.0 and 2.0), but now, with the help of the Internet and social media 

platforms, terrorism via social media is on the rise as pointed out by Stavridis (2019). With 

terrorism 2.0 being more global and intended to ‘export’ conflict, terrorist organisations such as 

the IS and AQ can now also spread terror by the sheer amount of social media posts which have 

gone viral in social media. It is the very characteristic of social media being a peer-to-peer 

network, and the content distribution across these platforms, that has helped modern terrorist 

organisations like IS and AQ to ‘export’ conflict and to “challenge the world order” (Shavit, 

2004). Therefore, it is important to emphasize that with the emergence of social media platforms, 

information and ideas are being circulated freely and conflict is being exported through social 

networks. The new terrorism is not only more fundamentalist in nature, but the emphasis is 

equally given on the circulation of ideas and information through social media as on the event 

itself, both acts seeking to gain attention. Therefore, it is not merely committing the act in itself 

but broadcasting the attack over social media that has taken precedence. In Terrorism 3.0, 

terrorists do not have to rely on mass media to seek attention when they themselves are able to 

carry self-mediatised attacks. Through encrypted messaging services such as WhatsApp and 

Telegram, IS operatives communicate and plan attacks. Not only is the ideology of these terrorist 

organisations fundamentalist and based on religious extremist views but with the emergence of 

terrorism via social media channels, even digital platforms are being Islamised to suit the 

propaganda aims and objectives of terrorist organisations.  

While Terrorism 1.0 directed its messages to specific target populations based on location, state 

or geography, Terrorism 2.0 and 3.0 reach out globally through the Internet and social media 

terrorism. Terrorism 2.0 and 3.0 are also marked by different actors and sponsors. The 

emergence of Terrorism 2.0 was symbolised by the simultaneous attacks on the World Trade 
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Centre and the Pentagon on 11 September, 2001 by AQ, which was a remarkable turning point 

in the history of terrorism (Keene, 2011). Keene suggests that globalisation has had an important 

impact upon the development of ‘new’ terrorism as well as crime in general. “Globalization 

involves the widening, intensification and the ever-increasing speed of world-wide 

interconnectedness, whereby all key areas of human activity are linked” (Keene, 2011, p. 361). 

This is true not just in terms of the global economy, but also applies to the illegal economy 

relating to organised crime and terrorism. “Today’s terrorism is not the product of a traditional 

history of anarchism, nihilism, or fanaticism. It is instead the contemporary partner of 

globalisation” (Baudrillard, 2001, p. 67). Baudrillard, in his beautifully written piece – The Spirit 

of Terrorism – describes terrorism as an outcome of globalisation and the global techno 

structure. The loss of cultural singularity and value extinctions has led to the strengthening of 

globalisation (Baudrillard, 2001). Thus, “discrimination and exclusion are not accidental 

consequences; they are part of the very logic of globalisation” (Baudrillard, 2001, p. 69). And 

globalisation is facilitated by the “all-powerful global technostructure” that is a set of multiple 

singularities that are left to themselves (Baudrillard, 2001). The basis on which the phenomenon 

of globalisation has been premised is that encompassing capitalism, industrialisation, 

competition and individualistic societies, all of which have been left uncontrolled, with the 

insurmountable growth of globalisation over the years, has resulted in bringing issues which are 

unheeded in the globalised world. Thus, the failure to deal with these issues such as inequitable 

distribution of wealth, inequitable distribution of resources, rising poverty and unemployment, 

has given rise to marginalised communities, giving rise to the “radical loser” (Enzensberger, 

2005). Terrorist organisations such as AQ have increasingly used the fruits of globalisation to 

advance their ideologies and AQ has been described as the first terrorist organisation to fully 

embrace modern technology (Speckhard et al., 2005). AQ has also been referred to as the new 

brand of terrorism, using high tech means to inflict mass fear and destruction (Keene, 2011; 

Speckhard et al., 2005).  

There is an ongoing cycle whereby globalisation, technology and terrorism are connected. Since 

the beginning of contemporary globalisation in the 1980s, communication has been a key factor 

in understanding the changing modus operandi of terrorist organisations (Keene, 2011). 

Communication among terrorists has evolved through several key means. Global air travel has 

been one of the prominent ways through which terrorists from one part of the world have been 

able to meet other terrorists from other parts of the world. However, at present, rigorous scrutiny, 

i.e. known terrorists being on the watch lists and having their visas declined, has led to terrorists 

meeting in particular locations that enable freer passage – that is, the host states – Syria and Iraq 

being such locations for IS, and Afghanistan continuing to be a host state due to its destabilized 

nature. The Internet has acted as a powerful propaganda and recruitment tool for terrorist 

organisations, as chat rooms are increasingly used to create virtual communities to unite those 
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with common interests (Stenersen, 2008; Weimann, 2015). In addition to these factors, 

technological advancements have resulted in widespread ownership of mobile phones 

incorporating social media applications, video and audio recording devices, which have enabled 

terrorists to report and even live stream events as they happen, leaving it no longer in the domain 

of mainstream media in particular. Anyone with a smartphone is a potential reporter who is 

easily able to put their personal video recordings and accompanying commentary on cyberspace, 

with no form of quality control. Take, for example, jihadists who, while they are fighting, send 

live tweets and videos from the battleground using their cell phones, updating with minute to 

minute details (Klausen, 2015). With the rise of social media platforms, terrorists started 

accessing Facebook and Twitter through their mobile phones which gives the perfect 

convergence of taking photos and videos and uploading them on social media platforms from 

any location (Goggin, 2012). The promulgation of terrorism has shifted from physical space to 

online space and has derived several interpretations under the term ‘cyber-terrorism’. “The word 

cyber-terrorism brings together two significant fears: the fear of technology and the fear of 

terrorism” (Conway, 2011, p. 54), due to their unknown potentialities and threats arising from 

technology and terrorism. ‘Cyber-terrorism’ was first coined by Barry Collin in 1982, who 

argued the term as the convergence of the physical and the cyber world (Collin, 1998). 

According to Collin, the act of cyber-terrorism would involve terrorists conducting cyber-

warfare against critical infrastructure and a premeditated threat and violence against its targets 

(Collin, 1997). Since the emergence of the term in academic discourse, ‘cyber-terrorism’ has 

been debated and contested repeatedly, which has led to communication scholars being divided 

between two schools of thought. The first school of thought is represented by Denning (2000) 

where she defines cyber-terrorism as an attack which uses the computer as a weapon of warfare. 

Denning (2000) argued cyber-terrorism is a means “to intimidate or coerce a government or its 

people in furtherance of political and social objectives. Further to qualify as cyber-terrorism, an 

attack should result in violence against persons or property, or at least cause enough harm to 

generate fear. Attacks that could lead to bodily injury, explosions, plane crashes, water 

contamination or severe economic loss would be examples” (p. 1). This argument is in alignment 

with Pollitt (1998) who argued that there has to be an act of violence which results in 

intimidation and fear, directly or indirectly, in order to be termed cyber-terrorism. Overall, 

Denning (2000) stresses the use of computers as a potential threat to destroy critical 

infrastructure, such as finance, military and governmental sectors.  

The second school of thought is represented by Bronskill (2001) and Weimann (2004) who 

argue that cyber-terrorism is used for recruitment and propaganda purposes and gathering 

support through websites. Weimann (2004) uses the term ‘cyber-terrorism’ in a different sense 

than Denning (2000), arguing that terrorists use computers as a facilitator of their activities, 

whether for propaganda, recruitment, defaming communication or other purposes and this does 
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not necessarily imply cyber-terrorism. Weimann (2005) stresses the use of the Internet by 

terrorists to pursue their ideological aims. Weimann’s (2005) argument is further corroborated 

by Conway’s (2006) argument that terrorists use the Internet as a tool for propaganda through 

websites, sharing information, data mining, fundraising, communication and recruitment (p. 2). 

However, Awan (2014) and Kohlmann (2006) take an alternative approach to cyber-terrorism 

and consider the phenomenon a myth. Kohlmann (2006) argues that the media has 

sensationalized the threat level and raised a public alarm which has been used to strike fear.  

 With respect to this thesis, the definition of terrorism that sits well with the overall thesis 

framework has been taken from Wilkinson (2012). Wilkinson (2012) defines terrorism as being 

a coercive intimidation, premeditated act or threat of violence systematically aimed at instilling 

such fear in the target that it will force the latter to alter its behaviour in the way desired by the 

terrorist (p. 2). However, to define the term ‘cyber-terrorism’ there are several significant 

elements that must be be kept in mind. First, terrorism is not defined by the actor committing the 

attack nor by the act itself. Secondly, it does not only constitute actual violence, but also 

comprises threatened violence. Thirdly, the targets of terrorism are civilians, not military, 

avoiding direct confrontation. That is, if military are attacked by an individual or a terrorist 

organisation and it is not in a combat zone, it would be considered to be guerrilla warfare where, 

with the help of ambushes, raids and hit-and-run tactics, terrorists perpetrate violence. One of the 

recent examples of guerrilla warfare put into practice has been the Nigerian terrorist group, Boko 

Haram, killing 25 Nigerian soldiers in north-east Nigeria on 25th May 2019 (VOA, 2019). Boko 

Haram militants “ambushed and surrounded both the vehicles of the soldiers and the civilians 

and open fired on them” (VOA, 2019), which is one of the classic tactics of guerrilla warfare. 

However, the terms ‘terrorism and ‘guerrilla warfare’ can be considered differently in terms of 

the mode of activity and targets chosen by the attacker. “The term ‘terrorism’, however, has a far 

more negative connotation, seemingly requiring one to take a stand, whereas the term ‘guerrilla 

warfare’ is perceived as neutral and carries a more positive connotation” (Ganor, 2002, p. 296). 

Fourthly, it is driven by political motivations, not criminal or monetary ones. Fifthly, the attacks 

are supposed to be highly visible to the public as terrorist groups want to convey both their 

power and impose fear in the minds of the public (Embar-Seddon, 2002, p. 1036). Mediatised 

terror attacks are a means through which terrorists seek attention. The mediatisation, and 

presently self-mediatisation (through social media), are a means to an end for terrorists to be 

heard and to convey messages beyond committing violence. Keeping these aspects in mind, the 

most appropriate definition of cyber-terrorism, derived from Pollitt (1998) and merging it with 

Thackrah (1987) regarding the use of information technology has been – “cyber-terrorism is the 

premeditated, politically motivated attack against information, computer systems, computer 

programs, and data which result in violence against non-combatant targets by sub national 

groups or clandestine agents” (Embar-Seddon, 2002, p. 1036).   
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Inferences should not be drawn between the roles of hackers, crackers and cyber-terrorists. 

“Hacking is simply unauthorized access to or use of a computer system. Hackers are motivated 

by a desire to learn about systems... Cracking is criminal hacking, hacking with the intent of 

stealing, altering data, or carrying out other malicious activities. Crackers hack with malicious 

intent” (Embar-Seddon, 2002, p. 1037). However, these two are completely different from 

cyber-terrorism. “A terrorist is an individual who employs terrorist means to achieve political 

and social ends. A cyber-terrorist is a terrorist who uses hacking skills to achieve terrorist ends. 

The motivation of a cyber-terrorist is similar to a normal terrorist seeking political change, with 

a willingness to resort to violence to bring about that change” (Embar-Seddon, 2002, p. 1037). 

However, when it comes to AQ and IS, they are doing neither of the three as mentioned above, 

instead, IS has embraced social media and, what I claim in my later chapters, is that IS is 

perpetrating ‘social media terrorism’, whereas AQ has used the Internet and social media means 

merely to reach out to their followers and has been cautious using internet means. One needs to 

understand that the Internet as a medium has diversified, and like internet-based business 

corporations, terrorist organisations have manifested into a new version with the Internet 

diversification. Terrorists exploit the Internet and more specifically social media platforms as an 

ideological propagation, information dissemination and radicalisation tool rather than hacking, 

cracking or cyber-terrorism. Social media terrorism has created its own niche within the online 

sphere. The use of the Internet by terrorist groups is not limited to merely unauthorised access or 

stealing data but it is used as a publicizing tool to promote the terrorist organisations, like IS has 

done in the last few years.  

2.3 Terrorism and the Internet 

Weimann (2004) identifies eight major purposes for terrorist organisations of utilizing the 

Internet. “These are psychological warfare, publicity and propaganda, data mining, fund raising, 

recruitment and mobilization, networking, information sharing, and planning and coordination” 

(Weimann, 2004, p. 5). The Internet serves as a platform for terror groups to engage in multi-

faceted activities. The Internet has become a vehicle of publicity and propaganda, nurturing and 

moulding extremist ideology. Further, the ideological manifestation through the Internet now 

occurs in several ways. For example, collecting biographic information of potential recruits, 

going over leaders’ profiles and manifestos of the terrorist organisation, are some of the ways in 

which the Internet has been a facilitator to terrorist groups. In the following, I consider the 

different uses listed by Weimann (2004, 2005, 2006) and other scholars such as Conway (2006) 

and Embar-Seddon (2002) in detail, to gain insight as to how the Internet facilitates terrorism.  

First, the Internet acts as a significant facilitator of terrorist financing or fundraising. With the 

rise of online communication, there is a greater sense of immediacy, interactivity and global 

reach, which has helped in seeking potential donors for the terrorist organisations from diverse 
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sources. Modern terrorist organisations look for finances through websites, chat forums and 

petitions, which are all premised on the Internet infrastructure to “engage in resource 

mobilization using illegal means” (Conway, 2006, p. 6). Some of the tactics employed by 

terrorists are through “direct solicitation through terrorist websites” (Conway, 2006, p. 6), 

announcing their bank accounts to their sympathizers for payment of money (Mahmood, 2012), 

and the exploitation of e-commerce tools and entities and exploitation of charities and fronts 

(Conway, 2006). Terrorists spread propaganda and their sympathisers and followers contribute 

to the organisations through online donations. Fundraising is also facilitated through wire 

transfers, e-mail addresses and through social media platforms (Ishengoma, 2014). Terrorists’ 

organisations identify potential donors by studying their demographic profile, personal 

information through social media platforms, and in other forms such as a donor’s perspective in 

terms of his comments and affiliations on digital platforms, which indicate a donor’s sympathy 

towards a particular cause or an issue (Weimann, 2004).  

The second significant aspect is networking. Networking “refers to groups’ efforts to flatten their 

organisational structure and act in a more decentralised manner through the use of the Internet 

which allows dispersed actors to communicate quickly and coordinate effectively at low cost” 

(Conway, 2006, p. 10). The primary uses of networking through the Internet has transformed the 

organisational structure of modern terrorist organisations (Hoffman, 2018a). Terrorist 

organisations are increasingly shifting from a traditional hierarchical structure to a more 

networked and decentralised structure (Arquilla & Ronfeldt, 2001; Hoffman, 2018; Turner, 

2010). Networking serves for effective planning and coordination with the greater involvement 

of ICT in executing and coordinating attacks as deduced by Keene (2011) and Zanini and 

Edwards (2001). After the 9/11 terror attacks, investigative agencies found that AQ members 

regularly communicated via emails (Bott et al., 2009; Brunst, 2010; Conway, 2006; LaFree, 

2017; Zanini, 1999). Due to the constraints to gathering physically at one place, terrorist groups 

have created virtual communities through the help of ever-increasing social media channels and 

encryption-based services to communicate within the groups, to organise, and to spread 

propaganda and extremist ideology. There are several reasons communication technologies, 

especially computer-mediated communication, are so useful for terrorists in establishing and 

maintaining networks. First, new technologies have greatly reduced transmission time, enabling 

dispersed organisational actors to communicate swiftly and to coordinate effectively. Secondly, 

new technologies have significantly reduced the cost of communication. Thirdly, integrating 

computing with communications has substantially increased the variety and complexity of the 

information that can be shared (Mantel, 2009; Rogan, 2007; Weimann, 2004, 2006, 2010, 2014). 

The third aspect of the Internet’s facilitation of terrorism, is that the Internet also helps terrorist 

groups in recruitment, and to mobilise sympathizers to more actively support terrorist causes and 
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activities. With the Internet, terrorists can engage in dialogue with more people than ever before, 

including supporters, potential new recruits and followers, thereby allowing them to modify their 

positions and tactics and, potentially, to increase their support and general appeal (Bott et al., 

2009; Hoo, Goodman & Greenberg, 1997; Lachow & Richardson, 2007).  

Weimann (2004, 2005) suggested that terrorist recruiters use interactive internet technology to 

scrutinise potential members from among the masses, particularly young people. Potential 

recruits are given religious decrees and anti-Western propaganda and offered training manuals 

describing how to be a terrorist, through online chat sessions giving specific instructions on how 

to execute terror attacks (Weimann, 2004). However, this was what AQ had put into practice 

when the Internet and social media platforms were in their nascent stage. Today, the Internet and 

social media are used by terrorist groups not only to scrutinise potential members from the 

masses, but also to circulate all kinds of propaganda and self-mediated terror which have become 

examples to guide the potential “radical loser” (Enzensberger, 2005). Further, the aspect of 

disseminating multi-modal messaging has come into existence, where religious decrees and anti-

Western propaganda are not limited to printed text and images but are being disseminated 

through aural, visual and spatial modes. The ideological imbibing is being done through virtual 

gaming and digital or online ba’yat (allegiance) which goes on to show the multitudinous ways 

in which terrorist organisations are propagating their ideas in the online sphere. Potential recruits 

also fall prey to clever marketing strategies employed by terrorist groups. Terrorist groups also 

gain validation from the potential recruits through advancing their position as the oppressed 

victims of the enemy, doing this to paint their fight as a retaliatory act to defend themselves 

(Mahmood, 2012). Other tactics include the integration of terrorist acts in cartoons and music 

videos to attract minors into terrorism. These cartoons and videos are circulated through e-

magazines by advertising game shows and cartoons, applications (apps) and links to download 

the app circulated through encrypted social media services, for example, over Telegram and 

WhatsApp. The minors are able to access these cartoons and video games over any device, such 

as mobile phones, tablets and laptops. Video games that involve the acts of terrorism, such as 

mass suicide attacks (Ishengoma, 2014), are also instigators towards joining terrorist groups. 

Further, recruitment in terrorist groups consists of several parallel narratives which can motivate 

the youth to leave home and join a terrorist group. For example, joining a terrorist group for a 

potential recruit living abroad can be self-justified as an act of patriotism towards their native 

country. Or, as in the case of AQ and IS, joining the terrorist group is self-justified as an act of 

Islamic identity and piety. Thus, the fight for a foreign recruit is not only the fight for the 

terrorist group but the fight or combat has a personal meaning to a foreign recruit. Added to this, 

if the foreign recruit has been marginalised in their host country, that is being an outsider 

surviving with limited means and facing alienation and discrimination, joining a terror group 

gives legitimacy to the perpetration of violence. By joining a terrorist group, the foreign recruit 
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finds “a revolutionary act of self-discovery causing Jihad” (Gerwehr and Daly, 2006, pp. 75-76). 

Terrorist recruitment varies depending on regions and nodes from which the group operates.  

From an organisational perspective, Gates and Podder (2015) draw attention to the forms of 

recruitment employed by the IS. Gates and Podder highlight the differences between foreign and 

local recruits in IS. The group recruits transnational insurgents in order to gather resources, 

fighters and know-how. Recruitment of foreign nationals compared with local (recruits from Iraq 

and Syria) differs primarily in two important aspects. First, ideological commitment is more 

closely linked to foreign nationals and, secondly, foreign nationals have less personal stake 

(Gates and Podder, 2015, p. 108). Therefore, “it is the combination of ideological motivation, 

non-parochialism, and detachment from the local politics that makes foreign fighter a lucrative 

host” (Gates and Podder, 2015, p. 108). On the other hand, Malet (2010) in his article Why 

Foreign Fighters? Historical Perspectives and Solutions, points out foreign fighters are 

essentially non-citizens of conflict states who have joined insurgencies/conflicts in order to fulfil 

their own personal ideological aims. Hegghammer (2010) highlights supportive factors with 

respect to the foreign fighter as “an agent who (1) has joined, operated within the confines of an 

insurgency, (2) lacks citizenship of the conflict state or kinship links to its warring factions, (3) 

lacks affiliation to an official military organisation, and (4) is unpaid” (pp. 57-58). Factors that 

have favoured ideal conditions for the IS recruitment, especially of locals, as indicated by Gates 

and Podder (2015), have been due to “a complicated border policing task resulting in an 

enormous refugee flow” (p. 108), and “systematic repression and exclusion of Sunni 

communities by both governments has provided fertile grounds for local recruitment to IS” 

(p.108).  
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Figure (Fig.) 2.1 Facebook as a Vehicle for Terrorist Recruitment Machinery (Fed Scoop, 2014)  

Facebook has emerged as an attractive recruitment tool for terrorist organisations such as IS. 

Facebook and YouTube’s live streaming applications have been increasingly used by terrorists 

to broadcast attacks over these two digital platforms. In the recent past, not only Islamist terrorist 

organisations like AQ and IS have made use of social media as a propaganda and radicalisation 

tool, but also white supremacists are increasingly making use of social media’s live applications 

while carrying out terror attacks.  

The recruitment process is a culmination of several factors which include extensive usage of 

virtual propaganda machinery. Local recruits for IS have preferences which have been shaped by 

the grievances of the masses and animosity against the Syrian and the Iraqi governments as well 

as by local social networks. The local fighters joined IS to fight for the grievances they had 

against the Iraqi and Syrian governments, whereas foreign fighters were more inclined to join IS 

for their ideological goals (Gates & Podder, 2015; McCoy, 2014). Further, the Global Policy 

Forum (2015) states, “US-led occupation forces have committed numerous atrocities in Iraq 

since the invasion of 2003. Haditha, Hamandiya, Sadr City, Samarra and Ishaqi have become 

synonymous with murder, rape and the multiple killing of civilians” (The Global Policy Forum, 

2015). This, in turn, has resulted in creating fertile ground for IS recruitment to retaliate against 

US troops. IS exploited atrocities committed by the US troops against Iraqi soldiers and 

radicalised local recruits to commit violence and terror in the name of jihad.  

Fourthly, the Internet has facilitated the collection of information regarding potential recruits, 

gaining audience, planning and coordinating terror attacks and disseminating information related 

to terror attacks in real time. Terrorist information-gathering actively relies on their self-

sponsored websites as well as on the information contributed by other users through different 

online means. However, there are two separate ways information is collected by terrorists. First 

is termed ‘data mining’, referring “to terrorists using the Internet to collect and assemble 

information about specific targeting opportunities” (Conway, 2006, p. 16). Second is 

‘information sharing’, referring “to more general online information collection by terrorists” 

(Conway, 2006, p. 16). The Internet hosts many websites offering knowledge on how to build 

explosives. The Terrorist’s Handbook3 and The Anarchist Cookbook4 are two well-known online 

manuals that offer detailed instructions on how to make a wide range of bombs. Further, The 

Encyclopaedia of Jihad has been developed by AQ to provide comprehensive know-how on how 

to establish an underground organisation and execute attacks and it is distributed throughout the 

 
3 The Terrorist’s Handbook retrieved on July 2017 from https://athens.indymedia.org/media/old/the-
terrorists-handbook.pdf 
4 The Anarchist Cookbook retrieved on July 2017 from 
http://bnrg.cs.berkeley.edu/~randy/Courses/CS39K.S13/anarchistcookbook2000.pdf 
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Internet. This thesis can report that while the link for the The Encyclopaedia of Jihad cannot be 

found over the easily accessible Internet it is highly possible that the online document now 

resides in the dark web where it is less easily accessible to anyone. This might be because of the 

increasingly sweeping changes that the Internet giants such as Google and Yahoo! are taking 

with respect to removing all kinds of terrorist-related content from their websites or from their 

search engines. This kind of information that “is sought out is not just used by sophisticated 

terrorist organisations but also by disaffected individuals prepared to use terrorist tactics to 

advance their idiosyncratic agendas” (Weimann, 2004, p. 10). “Terrorists have become 

sophisticated in using anonymous/secret communications using encryption, stenography and 

anonymity software” (Ishengoma, 2014, p. 4).  

Fifthly, the Internet has facilitated terrorists’ “planning and coordinating” (Conway, 2006) of 

specific attacks. From the early 2000s to the present, terrorists actively participate through cyber-

planning which comprises directions for operatives, information for supporters and activists, 

calls for action, threats and links to other websites (Gates & Podder, 2015; Klausen, 2015; 

Weimann, 2004). Numerous IS attacks were coordinated using Twitter, Telegram and Facebook 

tweets to carry out and show the aftermath of the attacks.  

Finally, terrorist organisations have effectively used the Internet for the promotion of 

“psychological warfare” (Weimann, 2004) through online means. The very threat that arises 

from what a computer attack could do causes the notion of ‘cyberfear’ (Wall, 2008). “The 

Internet − an uncensored medium which carries stories, pictures, threats or messages regardless 

of their validity or potential impact – is peculiarly well suited to allowing even a small group to 

amplify its messages and exaggerate its importance and the threat it poses” (Weimann, 2004, p. 

5). Terrorist organisations such as AQ and IS combine multimedia propaganda and advanced 

communication technologies to create a very sophisticated form of psychological warfare. The 

twin drivers towards executing psychological warfare are propaganda and radicalisation.  

However, the methods of propaganda and radicalisation have changed over the Internet as a 

medium. The Internet as a medium has diversified into blogs, vlogs and social media channels 

and in accordance with the diversification of the Internet as a medium, terrorists have altered 

their modes and message contents. Terrorist propaganda is primarily targeted towards spreading 

fear, intimidating Western public opinion, supporting the moral legitimacy of terrorism violence, 

to engage with wider audiences and spread terror ideology (Chatfield et al., 2015, p. 242). 

Propaganda by Islamic terrorist groups is also instituted to generate support within Muslim 

communities, seek emotional connection with the target audience, to develop a collective 

identity and instil terrorism violence and cultivate an identity of a jihadi fighter (Chatfield et al., 

2015, p. 242).  
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As Weimann (2004) suggests, there are primarily three rhetorical structures employed by 

terrorist sites, all used to legitimise violence. The first is that violence is framed as a necessity 

that has been imposed upon the weak as the only way to respond to the opponent. The second, is 

to “demonise and delegitimize the enemy” (Weimann, 2004, p. 6) in the eyes of the member to 

legitimise the use of violence. In the third structure, terrorists are framed as freedom fighters or 

martyrs who are fighting the opponent (the state or the institutional actor) who are against “rights 

and dignity of their people or group” (Weimann, 2004, p. 6). This rhetorical framework has been 

premised on demonising the opponent by using “language of nonviolence in an attempt to 

counter the terrorist’s violent image” (Weimann, 2004, p. 6). Terrorist organisations justify 

terrorist violence, as Bueno de Mesquita and Dickson (2007) point out as the “the propaganda of 

the deed” (p. 364), to attract attention from the institutional state actors to take counter-terrorism 

measures which will lead to further radicalisation and propaganda. 

Furthermore, terrorist propaganda and radicalisation extensively spread after terror groups had 

access to the Internet starting in the late 1990s. During these initial years when the Internet as a 

medium was celebrated, terrorist organisations such as AQ harnessed the Internet as a primary 

means of promulgating terrorist propaganda. In 2010, AQ launched its digital publication 

magazine, titled Inspire, to instil radicalisation and disseminate fanatic ideology globally through 

the Internet. The overarching communication strategy employed by the terrorist group was, first, 

to legitimize its own views and actions to gain social and religious acceptance among Muslims; 

secondly, to propagate their movement by spreading messages to sympathetic audiences in 

regions where they intend to expand; and thirdly, to intimidate opponents (Corman & 

Schiefelbein, 2008). The closest comparison that can be drawn with AQ’s Inspire was an earlier 

English language magazine called Jihad Recollections published by Samir Khan of Yemeni-

based AQ in the Arabian Peninsula in 2009 (Sivek, 2013). Both magazines have skilfully crafted 

content to appeal to Muslims of the West, with Inspire specifically focusing on Westerners’ anti-

Islamic activity (Sivek, 2013, p. 3). Secondly, Inspire targets an audience who have a rational 

and scientific temperament to express a particular understanding of events and happenings, and 

Inspire messaging is often centred on prominent leaders such as Anwar al Awlaki and Usama 

bin Laden (Sivek, 2013, p. 3). These online publications offered a guide to propagate terror, 

manufacture bombs using local resources, spread the process of self-radicalization, and a call to 

jihad. 

In addition to this, Senior Advisor to the President of the RAND Corporation, Brian Michael 

Jenkins, further deconstructs AQ’s communication strategy and categorises its websites into 

three groups in a report entitled Is AQ’s Internet Strategy Working? (December 2011). The first 

tier consists of official sites that carry messages of the leaders, followed by recognized jihadist 

figures discussing issues of strategy on a second tier. The third tier comprises of several chat 
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rooms and independent websites where followers stick to the official communications percolated 

down by the leaders, and boast, threaten and exhort each other into action (Jenkins, 2011, p. 1). 

However, with the emergence of social media in terrorist propaganda, it appears that the third 

tier has gained much more traction than the first two tiers. This is because, in the case of IS, 

there was an ongoing need to recruit more fighters in 2014, 2015 and 2016 to fight for the 

Caliphate which meant emphasising more on recruitment through the last tier, also, with the 

choice of so many social media platforms at their disposal, plus their own media centres, IS 

focused essentially on the third tier compared to the first two tiers. In the case of AQ, the first 

two tiers matter the most, as AQ leaders use communication means to directly address their 

followers; AQ does not focus on recruitment of its followers but banks on their affiliation to its 

ideological movement.  

Radicalisation differs from propaganda as it refers to “increasing extremity of beliefs, feelings 

and behaviours in support of intergroup conflict and political violence in a context of strong 

group identification and response to perceived threat to the in-group” (McCauley & Moskalenko, 

2008, p. 1). As Chatfield et al., (2015) indicate, two plausible pathways to radicalization are first, 

through political influence of extremist Islamic preachers or spiritual leaders, terrorist training, 

and combat experience in a physical environment and second, through “virtual terrorist 

radicalisation” (p. 243) through social media platforms and video platforms such as YouTube, 

depicting violence.  

In fact, radicalisation through the Internet has gone a step further and resulted in self-

radicalisation processes and given rise to phenomena such as “lone wolf terrorism” (Spaaij, 

2011) or “do-it-yourself terrorism” (Veilleux-Lepage, 2014). Several scholars have proposed 

several stages of the self-radicalisation process. To explain an individual’s development into a 

prospective terrorist, Helfstein (2012) has proposed a four stage self-radicalisation model. The 

four stages are awareness, interest, acceptance, and implementation (Helfstein, 2012). “The first 

stage of awareness involves initial exposure to radical ideas” (Helfstein, 2012, p. 15). Once an 

individual is aware of the radical doctrine, it is almost impossible to become unaware or to 

unlearn that information (Helfstein, 2012). Interest in the self-radicalisation process constitutes 

“the willingness to alter one’s belief system or social norms to reflect those associated with an 

ideological doctrine” (Helfstein, 2012, p. 15).  Once the interest is aroused, potential lone wolves 

(Spaaij, 2011) ‘interested’ in jihad under this model, integrate jihadist ideas into their own 

thinking. The third stage of acceptance is the final assimilation of radical ideas and norms into 

the recruits’ thought processes. “Recruits to violence must accept the necessity of violence to 

achieve socio-political goals and enact radical ideology” (Sivek, 2013, p. 7) through the fourth 

stage of implementation, through a violent act.  
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Fig. 2.2 Stages of Self-Radicalisation (Liberman and Collins, 2008) 

The NYPD has also implemented this four-stage radicalisation process in identifying 

radicalisation and violent extremism (Christmann, 2012) 

Another self-radicalisation process as proposed and put forward by Liberman and Collins (2008) 

in front of the US Senate Committee has examined the stages of self-radicalisation similar to 

Helfstein (2012). During the first stage, known as the pre-radicalisation and self-radicalisation 

phase, the individual is initially interested in learning more about the ideology associated with 

violent Islamist extremism. The individual is influenced by both internal and external factors and 

gradually moves away from their old identity and begins to associate themselves with like-

minded individuals and to adopt this ideology as their own (Liberman and Collins, 2008, p. 4). 

The next stage is the indoctrination phase in which the individual has accepted the ideologies 

and core beliefs and asserts conditions and circumstances where action is required to support and 

further the cause (Liberman and Collins, 2008, p. 4). The final stage is ‘jihadization’, during 

which the Internet plays a key role to connect with other recruits and organisation members in 

order to create operation plans to carry out their own attacks (Liberman and Collins, 2008, p. 4).  

If one goes by the rhetoric of terror-sponsored websites and social media platforms, one of the 

common elements in terrorist webpages is the justification of violence. “The fact that terrorists 

need to justify their aberrant behaviour in terms of fulfilling some societal need can be 

understood in the context of social cognitive theory; how they justify this behaviour can be 

understood in terms of the psychological concept of moral disengagement” (Weimann, 2008, p. 

78). The psychological concept of moral disengagement is the process of convincing the self that 
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ethical standards do not apply to oneself in a particular context (Bandura, 1990). This is imposed 

by separating moral reactions from inhumane conduct and disabling the mechanism of self-

condemnation. Thus, moral disengagement involves a process of cognitive restricting or re-

framing of destructive behaviour as being morally acceptable without changing the moral 

standards (Bandura, 1990). “Social cognitive theory attempts to explain how individuals who are 

engaged in aberrant behaviour can justify their activities. According to this theory, people 

generally tend to refrain from behaving in ways that violate their moral standards” (Weimann, 

2008, pp. 78-79).  

Further, if we look into the psychology of a terrorist, Butler (2002) divides terrorism into the two 

broad categories of instrumental terrorism and retributive terrorism. “Instrumental terrorism 

describes terrorist acts carried out to coerce a group into taking some action or complying with a 

demand. The perpetrators are usually political terrorists who want to effect a tangible result 

(Miller, 2006, p. 122). In contrast, retributive terrorists “are primarily interested in destroying 

rather than influencing their enemies” (Miller, 2006, p. 122). Thus, by the definition itself, AQ 

falls under instrumental terrorism and IS applies more of a retributive terrorism. AQ’s terror 

attacks are in line with the aims and objectives of the overall organisation, whereas in the case of 

IS, followers are more in line with destruction and violence rather than meeting the overall 

organisational objectives. AQ’s objectives are more tangible and global in nature compared to IS 

objectives, which were more intangible and temporary with consideration to the proclamation of 

the Caliphate. According to Borum (2010), the progression towards a terrorist mindset goes 

through four phases. The first phase (“It’s not right”) begins with some set of conditions that are 

undesirable and unacceptable such as poverty, or political repression, that has affected an 

individual or a group. This leads to the second phase (“It’s not fair”) which gives rise to 

comparison and leads to resentment and to seek reasons for social injustice. The third phase 

(“It’s your fault”) begins with targeting the cause of injustice such as targeting a corrupt 

government, and finally in the fourth phase (“You’re evil”) the opponent is dehumanised and 

demonised and any act of fighting against the opponent then is justified and considered as 

righteous resistance (Miller, 2006, pp. 127-128).  
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Fig. 2.3 Borum’s (2010) Stages of Ideological Development 

This terrorist mindset is manifested now through telecommunication technologies. All the four 

stages are now being organised through the Internet and social media platforms.  

In summary, the emergence of the Internet has catered to terror groups’ diversified interests and 

facilitated a channel to promulgate their ideology, propaganda, radicalisation, a call to 

recruitment to fight for jihad, and for training and operational command and control. As noted, 

in the case of AQ & IS, the Internet usage by terror cells intensified as terrorist organisations 

emerged with their own digital publications to reach proponents globally. From 2010 onwards, 

the presence of online terrorism grew rapidly as there was an absence of policy or regulatory 

structure to govern new media technologies. The presence of terrorism also grew rapidly due to 

more inclusion of social media platforms into the terrorist propaganda system. After the 

proliferation of social media platforms and online terrorism propaganda sprawling from these 

digital platforms, social media companies such as Facebook and Twitter started taking down 

terrorist-sponsored pages from their respective platforms.  As noted above, in the recent past, 

concerns have also been raised in terms of Facebook and YouTube allowing live streaming 

through their platforms which have given potential lone wolves not only the opportunity to 

perpetrate a terror attack but also to broadcast the terror attack simultaneously. The policy and 

regulatory frameworks surrounding social media platforms started emerging from 2014-2015 

onwards, as IS started using social media platforms actively for propaganda and radicalisation of 

potential recruits. Terrorist organisations harnessed the potential of new media to reach out 

globally. 

Apart from new media, there have been several other media outlets which have been used by AQ 

and IS to disseminate their propaganda. AQ, in its beginning years, used posters and 

pamphleteering (essentially print media) to disseminate its propaganda. Speeches and sermons 

were passed on through audio cassettes and later through CDs, which were circulated very 

tightly within the jihadist circle. The audio CDs mainly focused on commentary from the top 
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leaders addressing the followers about the future course of action for the terrorist group. AQ 

ideologues spread their ideologies, aims and objectives through public speeches and sermons to 

their followers and this was within the organisation itself. This was also the period when there 

were intense debates and discussions among AQ ideologues with respect to the future course of 

AQ as an organisation. It was during these times that AQ leaders such as Usama bin-Laden, 

Ayman al-Zawahiri and Abu Musab al-Suri planned the future organisational dynamics of the 

terrorist organisation. However, this all changed after the 9/11 terror attacks. AQ went through a 

change in organisational dynamics in which Abu Musab al-Suri’s organisational concept of AQ 

was instrumental. It needs to be kept in mind that AQ before the 9/11 terror attacks was a rigid, 

hierarchical, closed-group organisation. The AQ media content was strictly circulated only 

among the members of the organisation. However, after the 9/11 terror attacks, AQ came into 

global prominence through television, which added impetus to its overall propaganda, that is, via 

‘propaganda of the deed’ which made use of global, mainstream media coverage. Soon 

television became a major medium for AQ to gain the reputation of a global terrorist 

organisation in the new millennium. Television as a medium also gave rise to interviews with 

AQ leaders which added to the visual presence of these leaders across the globe. 

Yet before 9/11, with the emergence of the Internet from the late 1990s, AQ also emerged in the 

Internet with its own websites to spread propaganda through online means (Thomas, 2003; 

Earnhardt, 2014). This also gave rise to propaganda content being digitized and being uploaded 

to the Internet. With the emergence of the Internet as a medium for propaganda dissemination, 

AQ ideologies proliferated through different media within the Internet. With the emergence of 

different media within the Internet, such as blogs and YouTube, some ideologues started using 

these other media to reach out to their followers. For example, the American-Yemeni Imam, 

Anwar al-Awalaki, became popular for his sermons and teachings over YouTube and gained the 

title of “bin Laden of the Internet” after his Islamic teachings and sermons resonated widely with 

the Muslim youth. This was also a time when many AQ leaders, apart from the AQ of the 

Arabian Peninsula, started contributing to the overall AQ propaganda system. Earliest social 

media platforms that were used for propaganda dissemination were PalTalk and Orkut that were 

used by AQ to recruit potential followers to commit terror attacks. Soon, chat room forums were 

used for online recruitment and propaganda material. Then other social media channels came 

into the foray and have been major means of disseminating propaganda and radicalisation 

through the Internet. Thus, the previous discussion points towards the fact that while AQ went 

through the progression of media transformation over the years, IS emerged in the hyper-

empowered social media ecology in which it didn’t have to rely on mainstream media for its 

propaganda campaigns. Social media has given rise to self-empowered media which has led 

terrorist organisations like IS taking their own media campaigns into their own hands without 

relying on the mainstream media.  
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2.4 Shift to social media platforms 

The growing inter-relationship between technology and terrorism has given rise to terrorist 

organisations utilizing different web-based applications to amplify their message. As new media 

technologies have progressed and several new web-based applications such as blogs, social 

media platforms and video sharing platforms have emerged, terror groups have more options at 

their disposal to spread extremist doctrine. One of the significant web-based applications that has 

proved advantageous to terrorist organisations in contemporary times has been social media 

platforms. Social media platforms have resulted in unprecedented human connectivity among 

individuals globally. Therefore, platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube have been 

the most attractive platforms for terror groups. 

When we consider the sheer scope of social media, it is not surprising terrorist groups find 

opportunities and locations within it. Facebook claims to have 2.38 billion monthly active 

subscribers according to the first quarter of 2019 (Statista, 2019)5, while 330 million tweet their 

ideas and views using Twitter (Zephoria, 2019)6, and YouTube has almost 1.5 billion users 

worldwide (Statista, 2019)7. Terrorist organisations rely on social media because of its inherent 

characteristics – these platforms are based on interactivity, instant sharing, information 

immediacy, peer-to-peer networking, extensive reach irrespective of time and space, and 

representation of content in one form or the other (text, images, memes, graphic interchange 

formats) (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Weimann, 2004; Zappavigna, 2012). Social media platforms 

are the most sought-after media by terrorist groups for the following reasons. First, these 

channels are by far the most popular with their intended audience, allowing terrorist 

organisations to be part of the mainstream. Secondly, social media channels are user-friendly, 

reliable and free of cost. Finally, social media platforms allow terrorists to reach out to their 

target audiences and virtually “knock on the doors” (Weimann, 2015) in comparison to older 

models of websites in which terrorists had to wait for visitors to come to them.   

Social media platforms have catered to a mass-multiplying effect in ideology dissemination with 

their greater reach. The easy format of social media platforms and the inter-connectedness of one 

platform with another have made it easier to post images, videos and content on one platform 

which is posted simultaneously to other platforms automatically. The modern terrorist is tech 

savvy and the act of carrying out a terror attack has extended from the battlefield to the online 

 
5 Number of monthly active Facebook users worldwide as of 1st quarter of 2019 accessed on 16th May 
2019 from https://www.statista.com/statistics/264810/number-of-monthly-active-facebook-users-
worldwide/ 
6 Twitter Statistics from Zephoria viewed on 16th May 2019 from https://zephoria.com/twitter-statistics-
top-ten/ 
7 YouTube Statistics and Facts viewed on 6th June 2019 from 
https://www.statista.com/topics/2019/youtube/ 
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sphere through the fight for online space and followers towards the goal of promoting the 

ideologies of extremism. The primary usages of social media by terrorist organisations are 

information exchange, recruitment and training of young minds, planning attacks, fundraising, 

cyber-attacks, and instituting propaganda and radical thoughts (Ishengoma, 2014). The inter-

relationships between social media and terrorism have opened a new dimension to existing 

cyber-terrorism.  

There is an ongoing struggle between anti-terrorism agencies and terrorist cells respectively to 

stop the propagation of terrorism via the Internet. The world of cyber-terrorism has also brought 

into existence a new form of terrorism with the introduction of new terminologies such as 

‘cyber-jihad’ (Liang, 2015) and ‘Terrorism 2.0’ (Ishengoma, 2014). Prominent terrorist groups 

such as AQ and IS have special information cells dedicated to managing social media 

communications and work globally to influence young minds towards the process of 

radicalisation and instituting propaganda.  

 

Fig. 2.4 Twitter Webpage promoting Terrorist Ideologies (Al Arabia English, 2014) 

IS had a core media outlet to entice Western fighters named as Al Hayat Media Centre. The 

Media Centre exists virtually, the media content mostly filmed by IS fighters using Go-Pros and 

mobile phone cameras and editing and post-production techniques generally take place in 

scattered IS media units which were spread across different parts of Iraq and Syria (Becker, 

2014). Thus, the Media Centre was not in one centralised location but existed virtually. Al Hayat 

was their foreign language channel that made shows in German, English and French (Hall, 

2015). The videos are aimed at showing just how welcoming and wonderful IS was when the 

Caliphate was in existence. The videos were aimed at showcasing the fight to defend the 
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Caliphate and IS, being a welfare state looking after the welfare of the people and ensuring a life 

based on Sharia law. It reinforced Islamic conservatism and portrayed a safe and secure lifestyle 

under IS.  

 

Fig. 2.5 News reports on inter-relationship between social media and terrorism (Daily Mail, 

2014) 

In the series titled “Mujatweets”8 a variety of short clips showed normalcy when the IS Caliphate 

was in existence devoid of executions and mass slaughter. This was tactfully done in order to 

attract a different segment of audience who could be appeased by displaying normalcy within the 

Caliphate and who didn’t want to come to join IS to be actively involved in war. The use of 

social media by foreign fighters is just as important a propaganda tool as the slick edits released 

by the media arm (Hall, 2015). In much of its public discourse, IS relies on Islamic eschatology 

for legitimacy and mobilisation (Weiss & Hassan, 2016). IS employs Islamic symbolism to 

animate its fighters and draw sympathy from Muslims outside of its orbit (Weiss & Hassan, 

2016). Besides, IS has also emphasised following the ‘prophetic methodology’ (Wood, 2015) 

and uses mythology, hadiths and nasheeds to persuade foreign fighters to fight, for whom 

mythologies and prophetic methodology are profoundly evocative, and to mobilize its audience 

to fight for IS (Weiss & Hassan, 2016).The militants also believe in the dreams of their leaders, 

where dreams are interpreted as directions given by God towards the fight for jihad (Edgar, 

2015).   

 
8 Analysing ISIS propaganda – Muja tweets viewed on 2nd October 2018 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dXAnJ8jnLCI> 
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Fig. 2.6 Photo sharing social media platform Instagram used by IS (A’maq Agency, 2015) 

In addition to this, IS had its own on-line magazine called Dabiq9 (2014 – 2016). The magazine 

contained well-edited, slickly published content, translated into various languages. The main aim 

of the magazine was to sustain IS jihadist propaganda based on the Islamic belief’s multimodal 

strategy (which I will discuss in Chapter 5), and to use the magazine as what I claim to be a 

‘hybrid media-warfare repository’ to attract potential recruits (Hall, 2015). IS has used social 

media extensively to reach out to its audience globally.  

Social media platforms have offered a fertile ground for disseminating propaganda by many 

terrorist organisations and are now routinely distributing news releases describing their battles, 

and have claimed credit for their attacks (Stern & Berger, 2015). For most Arab immigrants in 

Europe, the Internet has offered an ideological home and has provided comfort and support to 

the Muslim community. The Internet has replaced the Arabic satellite channels as a conduit of 

information and communication. However, within the overall Arab diaspore, there has also been 

the emergence of a jihadi sub-culture using webcams and social media platforms, enabling an act 

of terror to be filmed and broadcast at the same time through mobile devices (fitted with 

cameras) and social media applications within that device. The Internet has also offered the 

ideological echo-chamber for the Muslim immigrants, allowing them the freedom to maintain 

their Islamic identities in a manner which is distant from the European mainstream society 

(Wright, 2016). AQ and IS are exploiting these ideological echo-chambers of social media users 

to radicalise and carry out attacks. To substantiate this further, Torok (2013) applies the 

Foucauldian idea of institutions and power (Foucault, 1979) and assumes the Internet to be an 

 
9 Dabiq e-magazine editions retrieved from https://jihadology.net/category/dabiq-magazine/ 
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institution where the Internet and social media can trigger personal transformation through 

symbolic goods. Torok (2013) equates social media to an institution in terms of key 

characteristics. First, an institution isolates individuals, limiting their exposure to any discourse 

that might undermine or conflict with the institution’s own message. Secondly, individuals spend 

a large portion of their time interacting with the institutions such as social media, resulting in 

greater time exposure leading to a greater chance of personal transformation. Thirdly, 

institutions are very effective in integrating like-minded individuals, for example, prisons are a 

particularly good example of this. The features of institutions are characterised by social 

isolation, disciplined regularity, and normalising discourses of (a) group polarization, (b) 

emotionality, and (c) knowledge expectation, and finally they are an online environment with a 

virtual castle which drives all normalising discourses (Torok, 2013).   

Further, IS has used the apocalyptical narrative to sustain the doomsday vision that the war is 

eternal and every step takes them nearer to the Judgment Day (McCants & McCants, 2015). IS 

propaganda has been premised on the end-of-days vision. Referring to the end of times is a big 

selling point with IS propaganda. Foreign fighters have been attracted through the doomsday 

vision where the final battle of the apocalypse will take place. IS has stoked the apocalyptic fire. 

Earlier in 2014 and 2015, IS fighters died to capture the militarily unimportant town of Dabiq, 

Syria, because of its mention in the prophecies (McCants & McCants, 2015). IS fighters have 

filmed themselves at Dabiq, reflecting that the doomsday vision and the apocalypse have been 

deeply entrenched within the IS mythological narrative. The war is constructed as eternal and 

continues for as long as IS media units tweak mythologies based on circumstantial evidence 

(Herzfeld, 2016; McCants & McCants, 2015). When one narrative fails, IS justifies it with 

another mythological narrative to sustain the supposed apocalypse (Herzfeld, 2016). Further, to 

corroborate this, Roy (2017) states, this is the age of millenarian nihilism, where the young 

radicals are not utopians, they are nihilists, a characteristic he associates with a tendency to 

narcissism within the millennial sub-culture. “Nihilism (the futility of life emphasised by all of 

them) is part of their mysticism (going to be with God)” (Roy, 2017, p. 53). For a millennialist 

jihadi, death is at the very core of the individualistic and jihadist plan. Typically, “the IS fighters 

will never talk about Sharia and the future Islamic society that would have come upon under the 

auspices of ISIS” (Roy, 2017, p. 53). This is because, what the IS millennial fighter knows is 

that death itself will be the final victory and that “death will erase their lives of sins, which also 

explains why religious observance is not essential in the eyes of the millennial ISIS fighter, for 

death will erase all trespasses” (Roy, 2017, p. 53). At this juncture, to advertise death in the most 

fascinating way, IS frames death as what Bataille (1997) would have termed ‘a sacred self-

sacrifice’ coupled with the aspect of  a ‘moment of glory’ (Enzensberger, 2005). The ‘moment of 

glory’ is amplified by the social media narcissism to display death as the final reward and to 

embrace death as a journey taking the millennial fighter closer to divinity. A research study by 
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Bergman, Fearrington, and Davenport (2011) argues that narcissism in millennials has been seen 

with the rise of digital self-obsession. Millennials are more focused on posting self-focused 

pictures on social networking sites compared to pictures relating to friends, social engagements 

or in any other focused activity. Narcissism manifests in the millennial generation, which is all 

about one’s own self and representation of self through different digital platforms (Andreassen et 

al., 2017; Leung, 2013; Stein, 2013). To amalgamate death with the social media narcissism and 

to broadcast (in social media) the ‘moment of glory’ is the ultimate victory that an IS fighter 

achieves through millennialist nihilism. The ‘moment of glory’ captured and further circulated 

on social media platforms gives the desired recognition and acknowledgement to the 

millennialist nihilist of his bravado amongst the jihadi social media circle. “... [S]ocial media has 

dismantled traditional information and media hierarchies, and in so doing has given birth to a 

new type of hyper-empowered individual, networked, globally connected, and more potent than 

ever before; a uniquely twenty-first century phenomenon ... Homo digitalis” (Patrikarakos, 

2017, p. 9). As the discussion of cyber-terrorism from last century indicated, “new media has 

expanded the arena of conflict into the virtual world, which is becoming every bit as ‘real’ as the 

fighting on the ground. Whether it is the President, a soldier or a terrorist, if one does not know 

how to effectively deploy the poser of new media in today’s age, one may win the battle on the 

ground, but will lose a twenty-first-century war in the virtual world” (Patrikarakos, 2017, p. 11).  

To look at IS from an organisational framework, Siboni, Cohen and Koren (2015) focus on the 

terrorist organisation’s unique social media strategy comprising two interrelated elements. The 

social media strategy formulated by IS is infused with extensive use of the social media 

platforms and depicts extreme savage cruelty for the purposes of recruitment and to spread 

intimidation.  

Another separate narrative proposed by Farwell (2014) describes social media usage by IS as a 

“communication strategy aiming to persuade Muslims worldwide to restore a Caliphate as their 

religious duty” (p. 49). The social media strategy employed by IS, draws on the narrative of the 

militant group having the potential to rebuild a new social order and being “the true apostle of a 

sovereign faith” (Farwell, 2014, p. 49). The media arm of the militant group also stresses the 

narrative that with IS being stronger (at the time that it was an expanding Caliphate), it was 

powerful and amassing strength from opponents (Farwell, 2014; Styszyński, 2016).  

The social media strategy imposed by IS aims at efficient use of social media platforms and 

strategically manipulating content/videos which instil fear and intimidation. IS operates on a 

large scale in virtual space by using social media platforms that make it difficult to keep track of 

their online activities simultaneously on all platforms (Siboni et al., 2015). Social media 

platforms also serve as the most efficient means in virtual space to propagate or sell extremist 
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radicalism, and offer alternative ways for recruitment, propaganda and terror against Western 

civilians.  

Another important aspect which is publicised by social media platforms is branding of the 

militant organisation or branding tactics as employed by IS (Veilleux-Lepage, 2014). The 

branding of the militant organisation is deliberately carried out by the public relations arm of the 

group through various channels selling merchandise online to build IS branding in the virtual 

space (Eedle, 2005; Veilleux-Lepage, 2014). IS has used the primal branding aspects to integrate 

its brand (Hanlon, 2015). The key primal codes of effective branding are: the creation story, the 

creed, the icons, the rituals, the pagans or the non-believers, the sacred words (the motto or the 

tagline), and the leader (Hanlon, 2006). The militant organisation sold merchandise such as tee-

shirts with the logo of the terrorist group, mugs, cups and toys, to attract young children towards 

such terrorist groups and to train them as potential terrorists (Burke, 2014). However, they do 

not exist anymore on the open internet as all the social media portals and online merchandising 

websites have taken down any merchandising that was related to IS symbolism and was 

contributing to violence and terrorism. The use of social media platforms by IS points to an 

entirely new warfare in virtual space where the group is creating a new spectrum of “network 

warfare” (Arquilla & Ronfeldt, 2001) involving exploitation of the information revolution 

(Siboni et al., 2015). The main use of social media platforms by IS has been: (1) “to position the 

militant group as the number one enemy of the West; (2) to spearhead the global jihad struggle; 

and (3) to gain support of jihadi organisations and Muslims globally” (Siboni et al., 2015, p. 

130). IS, through its online platforms, such as the Al-Furqan Institute for Public Relations 

Productions and the al-Athzam Agency for Media Production, comprises highly trained media 

professionals who develop slick, message-oriented videos aligned with the group’s ideology and 

lure more viewers towards recruitment and joining IS (Siboni et al., 2015). The media units of IS 

are also well versed with all social media applications and the functioning of these platforms, 

and thus publish/post videos over the weekends as a deliberate strategy to avoid blocking of their 

content by social media companies, as the employees are not at work (Siboni et al., 2015). 

The social media usage by IS serves as a tactical tool to wage psychological warfare and create a 

deterrent effect on its target audience. IS propagated a false impression of a larger organisation 

disseminating ideology, with a secure financial basis. The media arm of IS employed numerous 

tactics to spread their videos/content to the largest number of viewers possible globally. One of 

the popular means has been the usage of Hashtags ‘#’ which are used on social media platforms 

such as Facebook and Twitter. IS employs the method of ‘hashtag hijacking’ whereby 

videos/content are implanted using trending hashtags that are popular on the social media 

platforms, resulting in gaining attention from viewers looking for certain content (Siboni et al., 

2015, p. 134). Online gaming has also emerged as an attractive way to gain the attention of 
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potential followers. On the one hand, Splinter Cell is a video game that revolves around the 9/11 

events (Young, 2015); on the other hand Counter Strikes allows teams from opposing sides to 

take the role of terrorists as well as counter-terrorists (Wild, 2014). Similar to the above two, 

other games like America’s Army, Modern Warfare 2, and Medal of Honour: Warfighters allow 

players to become a terrorist.  The first-person shooter game – Quest for Saddam (2003) was 

tweaked by AQ in 2006 and AQ came up with a mimicking version of the same game with the 

name Quest for Bush. The goal of the original game was to kill Iraqi soldiers and capture 

Saddam Hussein, which in AQ’s gaming version was completely reversed. Further, a more 

advanced version of Quest for Bush including more adaptations was released by an Iraqi-

American artist, Wafaa Bilal, which he called Night of Bush Capturing: A Virtual Jihad (2008) 

(Schulzke, 2013). One example, as pointed out by Siboni et al. (2015), is of a computer game 

called Jihad Simulator in which the game enables players to perform acts of abduction, military 

vehicles’ detonation, and to shoot at schools (p. 134). In Dabiq magazine there are 

advertisements of video games like Call of Duty and Grand-theft Auto mimicking Western video 

games. The games are well orchestrated with an appealing interface to supplement and enhance 

players/users experience and to motivate them towards potential recruitment (Al-Rawi, 2016; 

Siboni et al., 2015). Al-Rawi (2016) illustrates IS gaming strategy as ‘troll, flame and engage’ 

which is also an effective recruitment tool. The New York Times has aptly termed IS social media 

strategy as ‘Jihad 3.0’ (Shane & Hubbard, 2014). 

ISIS is online jihad 3.0. Dozens of Twitter accounts spread its message, and it has 

posted some major speeches in seven languages. Its videos borrow from Madison 

Avenue and Hollywood, from combat video games and cable television dramas, and its 

sensational dispatches are echoed and amplified on social media. When its accounts are 

blocked, new ones appear immediately. It also uses services like JustPaste to publish 

battle summaries, SoundCloud to release audio reports, Instagram to share images and 

WhatsApp to spread graphics and videos (Shane and Hubbard, 2014, p. 2). 

IS has exploited social media channels significantly to propagate all forms of terror content, 

from online games to audio and video files. One of the major uses of social media channels has 

been the circulation of IS’s e-magazines – Dabiq and Rumiyah – through Twitter and lately 

through Telegram. Dabiq was the flagship e-magazine of IS, which IS media units circulated 

extensively through Twitter. In fact, while beginning to compile data for this research, the first 

copy of Dabiq e-magazine as a Portal Document File version was first collected from Twitter 

streams by the researcher himself in 2016. While Inspire editions were not that easy to find 

through social media channels as AQ didn’t use the same strategies of circulation for Inspire e-

magazines, the collection of Inspire e-magazines was obtained from a clearinghouse website run 

by academic Aaron Zelin. Inspire e-magazines were circulated more through AQ’s own websites 
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in 2010. AQ distributed Inspire editions over chatroom forums and through their internal 

communication circle before distributing the e-magazine copies to its followers. AQ used earlier 

social media channels, for example Orkut and Hi5, to an extent to spread their message. 

However, for AQ such earlier communication channels were mostly used for funding for the 

organisation, recruitment purposes, and networking with other jihadists based in other locations, 

as earlier pointed out by Weimann (2014). Nevertheless, IS exploited social media channels 

more than its predecessor AQ, mainly because of the fact that IS came into existence in the 

social media age in which social media channels were at their zenith and these were the most 

influential channels through which IS could reach its potential audience in a short span of time. 

Thus, circulation of Dabiq and Rumiyah were mostly taken up by IS social media units to 

circulate online, whilst AQ continues to circulate Inspire copies through its websites or through 

its own internal communication networks.  

There has been a significant amount of work also done with regards to AQ’s e-magazine Inspire 

and IS’s e-magazines Dabiq and Rumiyah. Inspire, published by AQ, produced its first edition in 

2010 and is in tandem with AQ’s aims and objectives. AQ’s focus over the 17 editions of Inspire 

until now has been mainly focused on destruction of the US, the US intervention in the Middle 

East, and Open Source Jihad in which AQ followers are given innovative ways to carry out 

terror attacks using local resources. Further, Inspire also serves as the mouthpiece for senior AQ 

leaders (alive and dead) such as Usama bin Laden, Ayman al-Suri and Abu Mu’sab Al-Suri. In 

the case of IS’s Dabiq, IS initially focused on the Caliphate when it was in existence, and then 

with the loss of the Caliphate. In its sister e-magazine, Rumiyah, IS’s focus shifted to warfare 

and weapon acquisition from its opponents. Winter (2015) documents Dabiq and divides its 

contents into thematic analysis under five headings: War, Utopia, Governance, Mercy and 

Brutality. Winter has extensively contributed  to the analysis of the IS media efforts in the recent 

few years as the terrorist organisation made swift progress (Winter, 2015a, 2017, 2018). 

Extensive work undertaken by Ingram (2015, 2016, 2017) draws attention to a multidisciplinary 

conceptual framework of radicalisation, examining how radical narratives are used as identity 

constructs to maximise their message appeal, and interplay value-, dichotomy-, and crisis-

reinforcing narratives to shape audience perception. These magazines act as a catalyst towards 

the politicisation of Islam, strengthening actions based on religious justification (Mahood & 

Rane, 2017). Colas (2016) focuses on the audience and concludes that English-speaking second-

generation Muslims or converts, current or would-be jihadists, are the focus groups for these 

magazines. Besides this, the motive of IS to publish Dabiq in a German and French version is a 

well-strategized plan by the IS media units to attract potential recruits from France and 

Germany. One of the crucial concerns of developed countries such as France and the UK has 

been the challenge of multicultural integration, often posited as the root of Muslim radicalisation 

in Europe (Goerzig & Al-Hashimi, 2014).  For instance, in Germany, a host of factors hindering 
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multicultural integration such as migration background, citizenship, criminality, and 

unemployment, have posed obstacles to smooth integration within the European mainstream 

society. These hinderances offer fertile ground for IS media units to exploit the sense of 

marginalisation by the Muslim communities in Europe. For example, Dabiq’s German version 

serves as a perfect tool to persuade the German-Muslim audience to join IS and migrate from 

Germany (Haug et al., 2009; Reynolds & Hafez, 2017). Similarly, in the case of Dabiq’s French 

version, IS published the French version of Dabiq which was named Dar al-Islam. The strategy 

to publish a French version of Dabiq was carefully planned by IS media units, as the French 

version of the e-magazine was targeted towards not only French-speaking Westerners, but it 

allowed IS to recruit from former French colonies in West Africa while also speaking to 

disenfranchised French Muslims living in France proper (Sparks, 2018, p. 2). “With close to five 

million Muslims living in France, who are subjected to poor and forced living in the suburbs, in 

isolation away from the major cities from the rest of the mainstream French population, 

resentment grows with differential treatment leaving these populations ripe for ISIS recruitment 

and influence” (Sparks, 2018, p. 2). Gambhir (2014) differentiates Inspire from Dabiq, where 

the former encourages lone-wolf Western-based terrorists to attack the West compared with the 

latter laying out the religious underpinnings of the Caliphate, encouraging all believing Muslims 

to emigrate and support the IS.  

Social-media-handling units of IS allow the group members to post tweets, comprising links, 

hashtags and images, to users’ accounts, carefully avoiding Twitter’s spam detection algorithms. 

IS perceives social media platforms as a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it institutes 

propaganda through such platforms, while on the other, such platforms risk disclosure of 

identities and locations of its top leaders and cadres (Farwell, 2014, p. 52). The militant group is 

also vulnerable to cyber-attacks that are plotted by counter-intelligence forces, risking disclosure 

of the entire terrorist group (Farwell, 2014).  

One of the prime social media platforms, Facebook, by its very nature acts as a virtual 

recruitment vehicle for the terrorist groups. Generally, two types of Facebook pages with 

terrorist content can be identified: official and unofficial. “Official pages are often introduced 

with a statement by the sponsoring group, which also has other internet forums and media. . ..  

Unofficial pages, by contrast, are mostly maintained by sympathizers who disseminate 

propaganda or instruction materials” (Weimann, 2014, p. 6). In addition to this, due to Facebook 

being the most widely used social media site throughout the world, the ‘groups’ application 

within Facebook presents itself as an invaluable tool for terrorist groups to organise themselves 

online, and to attract other like-minded people to their cause. Facebook offers all its services to 

anyone who is skilled in using social media applications for their own benefit. However, in the 

recent past, Facebook has taken down many social media pages which were officially sponsored 
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by the terrorist groups. Facebook and Twitter have been able to take down official pages to a 

significant extent, however, the unofficial pages have been difficult to keep track of by social 

media companies and intelligence agencies (Amble, 2012; Wu, 2015). It has been what several 

terror scholars such as McCants (2011), Thompson (2011), Weimann (2004, 2010b, 2015), 

Younas (2014) and Yu (2018) have termed as dragging intelligence agencies into a frustrating 

game of ‘whack-a-mole’ (Ozeren, Gunes & Al-Badayneh, 2007, p. 276) and depriving counter-

terrorism agencies while they continue to look for new social media pages and other webpages.  

The US Department of Homeland Security has listed various terrorist uses of Facebook. First, 

terrorists use social media such as Facebook for sharing operational and tactical information 

related to attacks, bomb manufacturing, etc. Secondly, it acts as a gateway to extremist sites and 

other online radical content by linking to these on Facebook group pages and in discussion 

forums. Thirdly, the platform can be effectively used for terrorist propaganda and extremist 

ideological messaging. Finally, it can also be used as a wealth of information for remote 

reconnaissance for targeting purposes (Weimann, 2014, p. 6). 

Earlier, Twitter and now recently Telegram have emerged as terrorists’ favourite internet 

services. They are more popular than Facebook,  being used to spread propaganda and facilitate 

internal communication (Weimann, 2014). Twitter, being a micro-blogging platform, enables the 

user to write short messages, within 240 characters, as ‘tweets’ and share them in the online 

space. “A user’s tweets can be entirely open to the public or restricted to other users who choose 

to ‘follow’ him or her” (Weimann, 2014, p. 8). According to Klausen (2015), terrorists 

essentially use Twitter for five purposes. First, Twitter is used for offering “religious instructions 

which include references to fatwas, religious edicts, scholars, and prominent religious figures”. 

Secondly, Twitter is used for “reporting from battle, which includes pictures of dead martyrs, 

pictures or discussions of battles, and reporting current location or activities related to battle”. 

Thirdly, Twitter is used for “interpersonal communication, which includes regular conversations, 

discussion of prior communication between the account holder and other participants in the 

Twitter chain”. Fourthly, it is used for “tourism encompassing topics related to the everyday life 

of a Jihadist, or posts with tourist-like pictures”, and finally, for “threats against the West” 

(Klausen, 2015, pp. 10-11).  

Internet usage has evolved from a passive, individually directed, information-seeking process 

(Web 1.0) to an active, socially connected, user-involved environment where youth interact, 

discuss, create, and pass on content (termed as Web 2.0) as pointed out by Bott et al., (2009) and 

Shane and Hubbard (2014), and we are well on our way to Web 3.0.  The transformation from 

Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 is exemplified by the dramatic growth and popularity among youth of social 

networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram as well as interactive video streaming 

websites such as YouTube (Bott et al., 2009). However, a terrorist organisation’s social media 
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cannot be understood simply as an extension of existing activities but have their own criteria and 

logic. This opens a new scope of study to look at how terrorist groups such as AQ and IS have 

emerged in the online sphere from chat forums such as WhatsApp and Facebook messenger to 

attract potential recruits then went on to produce their digital e-magazines Inspire and Dabiq. 

Even after the collapse of the physical Caliphate, IS still employs social media channels and 

encryption-based messaging services to plan, coordinate and circulate ideas amongst its 

followers. This also marks a shift in IS organisational and communication dynamics as they are 

gradually moving towards a similar trajectory as AQ did after 9/11 and have entered a new phase 

of managing an online virtual Caliphate. That is, after the fall of the territorial Caliphate, IS is 

moving towards internationalisation of the Caliphate across the globe by announcing new 

wilayat (provinces) which are globally dispersed yet well-connected to the online virtual 

Caliphate. The difference to AQ is that while AQ operated post 9/11 as a franchise organisation 

that shared information creating a prototypical and low-tech version of what could be termed a 

virtual ummah (religious community), AQ lacked the technological sophistication – and 

audience – to create a virtual Caliphate.  

However, one similarity that can be drawn from both militant organisations is related to digital 

publications to promote their respective ideologies. As discussed, terrorist recruitment through 

the Internet has been sufficiently covered by previous authors; however, there seems to be a 

considerable research gap with respect to the repackaging of salafi-jihadist ideology in a new 

bottle through social media platforms. Salafi-jihadists are those “who subscribe to views similar 

to those of the salafiyyun (i.e, returning to the Quran and Sunnah, purifying the aqidah and 

rejecting bid’a). Furthermore, this group has an aim of establishing an Islamic State and 

Caliphate through war (jihad qital) and does not hesitate to judge Muslim rulers who do not 

implement sharia law as non-believers (kuffars)” (Haron and Hussin, 2013, p. 22). It is 

imperative that we look at Islamic terrorism which is infused with religion and politics (Bar, 

2004). The followers of the Salafi school of thought ascribe to certain specific scholars such as 

Ibn Taimiyyah and Syyed Qutb who reject other interpretations of Islam and consider other 

moderate Islamic scholars as having gone astray from the true path of Islam. The Salafists’ place 

stress on Mohammad himself carrying out jihad as an obligation for himself and to get 

recognition amongst his community. Jihad was glorified by Mohammad himself and those who 

didn’t participate in jihad were criticised as being hypocrites and not ascribing to the true faith of 

Islam (Hoffmann, 2006). Jihad itself can be distinguished into lesser jihad and greater jihad. 

Greater jihad is the struggle with oneself and to conquer over the emotions and passions within 

the self, whereas lesser jihad is propagating the teachings of Mohammad and carrying out 

military armed struggle against other groups who do not ascribe to Salafi-jihadism, who are 

termed as infidels and apostates (Perry & Negrin, 2008). In the contemporary idea of Salafi-

jihadism, this school of thought is premised on political unrest and socio-economic factors that 
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have provided a fertile ground for AQ and IS to strengthen the Salafi school of thought. Factors 

such as the Arab-Israeli conflict, the US intervention in the Middle East, Western cultural 

influences, and the bleak socio-economic status of Middle Eastern masses have all offered a 

good opportunity for AQ and IS to harbour these weaknesses and strengthen the Salafi-jihadism 

narrative.  

One of the notable Salafi ideologues is Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966) whose prison work titled In the 

Shade of Quran (1951- 1965) is one of the most influential works that has paved way for Salafi 

jihadists. Qutb considers the rule of God and divine laws mentioned in the Quran to be supreme 

and an Islamic revolutionary transformation will bring societal restructuring which would free 

people from man-made laws, men-serving men, and false values of democracy (Perry & Negrin, 

2008). The key contention with the non-acceptance of democracy in Qutb’s view stems from the 

fact that in the Salafist view, sovereignty rests with God not with the people who form 

governments by the people (Manne, 2016; Perry & Negrin, 2008). The Western liberal-

democratic culture promoting secularism and rejecting God’s law is condemned by Qutb (Perry 

& Negrin, 2008). According to Qutb, a democratic setup is flawed as it does not derive from 

Allah’s law which offers a pathway to a just society and government (Perry & Negrin, 2008). In 

the Salafist view, the aim is to bring back the age of Mohammad. “Perfection lies in the ways of 

the Prophet and the events of his time; therefore, religious innovations, philosophical realism, 

and intellectual or political pluralism are anathema. In such a worldview, there can exist only 

two camps – Dar al Salam (‘the House of Islam’ – i.e. the Muslim countries) and Dar al-Harb 

(‘the House of War’ – i.e., countries ruled by any regime but Islam) – that are pitted against each 

other until the final victory of Islam” (Perry & Negrin, 2008, p. 13). For Qutb, it is the migration 

from Dar al-Harb to Dar al-Salam and the return to the practice of Salafism that constitutes the 

true Muslim.  

According to the Permanent Committee for Scholarly Research and Fatwas which is Saudi 

Arabia’s highest clerical authority, Salafism “refers to the righteous predecessors of the first 

three generations of Muslims”10. Salafism is a practice which seeks to revive “the practices of 

first three generations of Islam, who are collectively known as the al-salaf al-salihin, or ‘pious 

predecessors’” (Maher, 2016, p. 7). Thus, Salaf consists of three generations: the first generation 

are called the Sahaba who were the companions of the Prophet and came to an end in 690. The 

next generation was known as the tabi’in and this generation came to an end in 750, followed by 

tabi tabi’in, which came to an end in 810 (Maher, 2016; Post, 2013). These three generations 

have been considered as the golden age of Islam. “Salafism is a philosophy that believes in 

progression through regression. The perfect life is realised only by reviving the Islam of the first 

 
10 Permanent Committee for Scholarly Research and Ifta’, “What is “Al-Salafiyah?” What do you think of 
it?,” vol.2: Al-‘Aqidah (2), Fatwa no.1361 cited in Maher, 2016, p. 7).   
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three generations” (Maher, 2016, p. 7). The contemporary Salafism is premised on the al-salaf 

al-salihin and its legacy as the markers of Islamic authenticity and purity (Maher, 2016). The 

realisation of God’s unity, tawahid, and sustaining ‘doctrinal purity’, aqida are the primary 

constituents of Salafi doctrine. “Salafism [is] a redemptive philosophy based on an idealised 

version of Islam that enshrines both authenticity and purity” (Maher, 2016, p. 7). Qutb asks for a 

Muslim vanguard who will be as  true to the practice of religion as Salafist and would encourage 

a universal reform of Islam and strive to re-establish the Caliphate (Manne, 2016). This is a 

traditional Salafist position in which God’s rule reigns supreme and rejects all kinds of man-

made laws. Qutb also extended Ibn Taymiyyah’s concept of jihad where he justified that 

carrying out armed struggle against Muslim leaders who were not carrying out their governance 

duties in accordance to Islam were committing fitna (injustice) to the Muslim society sowing the 

seed of discord within the Muslim society. In his view, these leaders who were unfit to govern, 

are termed as apostates or taghuts who should be toppled so that the true Muslim society can 

continue to follow “God’s rules and commands” (Perry & Negrin, 2008) as established. The 

ideological foundations of the modern Salafi-jihadism were framed by “Qutb’s fundamentalism, 

warnings against the Western ideas and practices permeating Muslim society, call for jihad 

against the internal and external enemies of Islam, celebration of martyrdom, and anti-Semitic 

diatribes” (Perry & Negrin, 2008, p. 26).  

The contemporary Salafist doctrine is premised on some core characteristic features which are 

more-or-less categorised by Islamic scholars while defining Salafi-jihadism. These features are 

tawahid (rejection of any other faith), hakimiyya, takfir (ex-communication), jihad, al-walā’ wa-

l-barā’ and a rejection of bid’a (heretical innovation) (Maher, 2016). However, these 

characteristics vary from scholar to scholar. We will talk about these core features of Salafism in 

Chapter 5 where we talk about the technologization of jihad and the core Islamic features of 

Salafism brought into the social media space.  

At present, social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter play a significant role in the 

dissemination of Salafi-jihadist doctrines online, which act as a central driver towards 

recruitment. To elucidate further, recruitment to terrorist groups is inter-related to several socio-

economic aspects which can be classified further and researched individually. First, the target 

audience of such web content is required to be identified and located, this includes knowledge of 

the desirable age bracket of the potential recruits. Secondly, the socio-cultural background of the 

recruits is an important derivative to understand their affinity towards radicalisation. Based on 

“geographical hotspots of recruitment” (Gerwehr & Daly, 2006) premised on geographical 

proximity, there is considerable research scope to look at the recruitment process by modern 

terrorist organisations. This means, in the age of social media these digital platforms play a 

crucial role in mobilising potential followers towards joining terrorist organisations. Moreover, 
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the reach of terrorists using social media platforms has enabled dispersed affiliates of the 

terrorist group to be more united than ever before and what we are presently witnessing with IS 

is the internationalisation of the Caliphate across the globe. Potential terrorist recruitment is 

driven by the propaganda machinery that attracts like-minded affiliates to work with the militant 

organisation in order to implement radicalisation and extremism into action. Thus, there is a 

scope for research to look into the propaganda tactics employed by modern terrorist 

organisations to attract potential recruits. Further, Thompson (2011) supports research into the 

Internet and social media penetration-rates in relation to the effectiveness of political and social 

protests (p. 179). The failure of the Arab Spring and failure of social media protests in Iran and 

Turkey (Gökçe et al., 2014; Kamalipour, 2010) raise questions about social media movements 

and their impact in the Middle East. While concerns raised by Weimann (2014) will be explored 

in this thesis, as the author acknowledges a dearth of research with respect to terrorist groups 

exploiting social media platforms, the Internet medium is rich in data. McCants (2011) 

emphasises that “in hard numbers how widely distributed was Zawahiri’s last message? Did it 

resonate more in one US city than another? Who were its main distributors in Facebook and 

YouTube? How are they connected with one another? These sorts of questions approve baseline 

qualitative research which barely exists at the moment” (p. 7). There is also a dearth of narrative 

and discoursal analysis with respect to the structure of social media webpages and the themes 

that are arising from e-magazines and the numerous social media outlets of AQ and IS.  

2.5 Conclusion 

The Internet has helped fragmented networks to merge and form a global jihadist community 

irrespective of nationality, age, gender and physical boundaries. The Internet has given birth to a 

generation of jihadists who do not have to travel to different countries to be involved in terror 

attacks. Everything anyone needs to know to join a terrorist group or to participate in a terror 

attack and to study and understand the organisational dynamics of a terrorist organisation – all 

information regarding terrorist organisations such as AQ and IS – are virtually accessible 

through chat room forums and several online manuals through the Internet and social media 

platforms (Farkas, 2009, p. 648). The Internet and social media platforms have become a hotbed 

of terrorist activities. In particular, IS  used every contemporary mode of reaching out to recruit 

fighters, intimidate enemies and promote its claim to establish a Caliphate using social media 

platforms (Shane & Hubbard, 2014).   

The ways in which modern terrorist organisations such as AQ and IS have exploited online 

communication technologies, especially social media platforms, for disseminating propaganda 

through digital means is new in terrorism studies and needs to be explored further. The thesis 

will focus specifically on e-magazines – Inspire and Dabiq – and photos and videos 
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disseminated through social media by the IS and AQ, analysing and critiquing how they have 

been successful in reaching out to their like-minded affiliates. 

The main motive of the thesis is to derive a holistic picture of online terrorism emerging from 

social media platforms. The thesis will also highlight the pros and cons of social media usage 

and its further implications in the propagation of online terrorism. Moreover, it is 

envisaged/hoped that the thesis will be of considerable importance to governments and anti-

terrorist agencies worldwide, to better comprehend communication strategies employed by 

terrorist information cells to recruit potential adherents and propagate radicalisation. The main 

emphasis will be to derive correlations between terrorist and social media platforms towards 

radical ideology propagation. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 

3.1 Textual analysis  

In this chapter, the research methodology used to study IS’s magazines, Dabiq and Rumiyah, and 

AQ’s magazine, Inspire, will be discussed. A comprehensive discourse analysis (Fairclough, 

2003, 2013; Gee, 2014; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002; Wodak & Meyer, 2009), visual analysis 

(Aiello, 2006; Bell, 2001; Ledin & Machin, 2018; Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001) and multimodal 

analysis (Bezemer & Kress, 2015; Ledin & Machin, 2018; Machin, 2013; O’Halloran, 2015)  

will be undertaken to study 15 editions each of Dabiq, 13 editions of Rumiyah and 17 editions of 

Inspire e-magazines. The Portable Document Format (PDF) copies of all the magazines were 

collated from Jihadology.com, a website operated by academic Aaron Y. Zelin, as a 

clearinghouse of jihadist primary sources. Ethical approval was sought from the University’s 

Human Ethics Committee board before the data collection process. In addition to this, 

permission was sought from the Office of Film and Literature Classification, which is a New 

Zealand Government agency overviewing classification of films, videos, publications and some 

video games across New Zealand. Pursuant to section 15 (3) of the Films, Videos and 

Publications Classification Act 1993, all the data collection in the form of e-magazine (PDF) 

copies was granted on 3rd February 2017. The Classification Office granted approval subject to 

publications being used for academic research at Canterbury University.  

 

This chapter will focus on text and images as tools which are used to create what Searle and 

Willis (1995) refer to as ‘the construction of social reality’. The textual analysis will be premised 

on discourse analysis, paying attention to terminologies used and their meaning and what they 

indicate in the e-magazines. The textual analysis of all the e-magazines will pave the way 

towards the discussion of a visual analysis and ‘representational meanings’ (Barthes, 1964) 

evoked from these e-magazines, followed by multimodal analysis.  

The visual analysis will demonstrate how images substantiate with text to frame the overall 

discourse of e-magazines. Lastly, the overall discourse orchestrated by all the e-magazines will 

be analysed in the next two chapters to argue how texts and images are the primary tools 

conveying the ideologies and objectives of IS and AQ and how ideologies are framed to appeal 

to their respective audiences. 

The three methodologies – discourse analysis, visual analysis and multimodal analysis – were 

chosen in consideration of the research questions and with the overall objectives of this thesis. 
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First, in order to bring out thematic differences arising from AQ’s Inspire and IS’s Dabiq and 

Rumiyah, discourse analysis was considered as the best approach, considering the focus has 

always been on qualitative aspects of research from these e-magazines and a focus on discourses 

arising from IS and AQ propaganda pieces. It was considered that discourse and visual analysis 

would give a good insight as to how messages are framed and what kind of words and phrases 

are used to denote the opponents and to dehumanize and demonise them. Further, the image 

appropriation to orchestrate false narratives was another reason to apply these two methods to 

focus on the message-framing by IS and AQ media units. Existing research on social media has 

mostly been quantitative in nature and there is a lack of qualitative research with respect to these 

digital platforms. This thesis takes discourse analysis and extends its application to digital texts 

and images to derive meanings from e-magazines and social media platforms. The first aim of 

using this methodology is to highlight the qualitative aspect of social media and emerging digital 

narratives that are continuously changing in the online world. The second aim is to stress how e-

magazines and social media platforms have facilitated a multi-modal propaganda machinery for 

modern terrorist organisations like IS. Discourse analysis and visual analysis highlight how texts 

and images are used in multiple ways to attract followers.  

This research methodological tool to extend discourse analysis to social media can be further 

applied through multimodal analysis of digital texts and images. The novelty of multimodal 

analysis lies in applying and extending discourse analysis and literary interpretations to digital 

texts and images. Interactive digital technologies have opened up a new dimension of advanced 

research in digital semiotics with newer avenues of developing conceptual frameworks and 

storing multidimensional data (O’Halloran, 2015). Multimodal analysis is “the study of semantic 

patterns arising from the integration of language, images, and audio resources in multimodal 

texts” (O’Halloran et al. 2014b, p. 386 as cited in O’Halloran, 2015, p. 389). Multimodal digital 

analysis focuses on “leveraging the potential of the visual and aural media that are part of 

contemporary life” (Svensson, 2010 as cited in O’Halloran, 2015, p. 389) in social media 

message framing. Language, arising itself from the centrality of written and verbal 

communication in pre-digital technologies such as print, radio, tape recorders and telephones, 

has shifted towards a new evolution of linguistic patterns which involves integration of other 

semiotic elements involving language, images and videos in common (O’Halloran, 2015, p. 

391).  

Discourses have become multi-semiotic in nature where ideas, values and identities are multi-

dimensional (text, aural, visual and spatial), which has made discourses and ideologies more 

compelling and that makes them naturalised and part of the hegemonic order (Machin, 2013, p. 

351). Thus, multimodal discourses are “not represented through actually giving a clear account 

of events, nor by logical argument, nor by a reasonable assessment of information, but through a 
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process of abstraction, addition, substitution and deletion” (Machin, 2013, p. 352). A multimodal 

discourse is selective in representing one particular aspect of a social event leaving behind 

actors, actions and participation which have been filtered out to focus on one specific aspect of 

an event leading to deletion (Machin, 2013). On the other hand, multimodality is infused by 

adding elements that intensify the representation of the discourse itself which are “legitimation, 

purpose and reactions” (Machin, 2013, p. 352). Substitution in multimodal discourses works 

through simplifying the “complexity of activities by generalisations or abstractions, or vice-

versa” (Machin, 2013, p. 353) and finally evaluation, where discourses are re-contextualised 

“according to the goals, values, and priorties of the participants” (Machin, 2013, p. 353). 

As digital texts and images have become momentary in this fast-changing social media world, it 

has become difficult for researchers to pay close attention to social media content specifically, 

rather than to the faster circulation of the content within a very short period of time. Over recent 

years, there has been a significant amount of research in terms of circulation of social media 

content, but there is a dearth of research when it comes to paying closer attention to emerging 

online narratives that are shaping users’ perceptions. Nevertheless, there are emerging scholars 

such as Zappavigna (2011, 2012) who share similar views on social media, and multimodal 

analysis is reflected in their social media analysis over the last few years. Multimodal analysis is 

a new methodological tool and aligns with the qualitative aspect of social media research. The 

term ‘multimodality’ emerged from the mid-1990s and has often been used in the context of 

social semiotics. Multimodality stresses that the meaning is not only created in texts by language 

but visually as well (Ledin & Machin, 2018, p. 24). In the present world, other semiotic elements 

such as visuality and audio are replacing the traditional usage of language to convey meanings. 

The visualisation of the messages has gained precedence in the face of the viewer. Another 

strand of multimodal analysis, known as Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA) has 

drawn our attention to the social part of the communication. “MCDA can be thought of as a 

social semiotics which is aligned with the project of revealing discourses, the kinds of social 

practices that they involve and the ideologies that they serve. The idea of choices in semiotic 

resources must be thought about as far as this is related to ideology” (Ledin & Machin, 2018, p. 

29). The inclusion of different semiotic elements such as texts, images and graphics has 

transformed how messages are framed.   

Applying discourse analysis also helped in interpreting the choice of words that AQ and IS use 

differently in different contexts to point out their opponents. The multimodality of texts and 

images has also led to segregation of audiences when it comes to AQ and IS. The message 

framing differs with respect to the different audience segments both the organisations cater to. 

Multimodal analysis has been key in understanding the functionality of digital text and images 

on social media platforms. For example, IS has used Facebook, Twitter and Telegram 
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extensively to propagate online propaganda over digital platforms, thus emphasising the usage of 

social media slang (such as LOL, RIP, FML) and techniques (hashtags, emoticons) to draw its 

audience. In such cases, the functionality of digital texts and images is multi-fold, not only 

offering the function of making sense but also texts with embedded links to other digital 

narratives have a wider functionality than printed texts. The digital text contextualization is far 

wider than that of printed text. Similarly, in the case of images, as today we are living in a 

vibrant online visual culture, IS supplements all its information with visual infographics to make 

information more real and believable to its audience. As Zelin (2015) has pointed out in his piece 

Picture Or It Didn’t Happen – A Snapshot of the Islamic State’s Official Output, at its zenith IS 

wouldn’t take into cognisance any information unless it was complemented by an image to give 

proof to its audience.  

Multimodal analysis has also been helpful in pointing out the shift from mass-mediated terrorism 

which essentially relied on print, radio and television on social media platforms. With terrorist 

propaganda coming of age, IS e-magazines are more inclined to follow an e-magazine format 

which considers social media and digital content. AQ’s Inspire was more geared towards 

audiences who were tuned to the traditional forms of media, such as television, radio, newspaper 

and magazines, however, IS caters to a millennial audience which consumes information through 

the Internet and social media platforms. The message framing is constantly shifting and is more 

dependent on likes and interests set by the social media user in comparison to media deciding the 

message framing for the audience, which was the case with traditional media. Also, IS 

ideological doctrine is premised on visual propaganda because of the nature of the audience it 

caters to. AQ and IS cater to different audience segments in terms of age and culture, with IS 

focusing on a young demographic that is receptive to information in visual form and this means 

social media are the appropriate channels for IS to reach out to its respective target audience 

(Ledin & Machin, 2018). IS’s audience is also globally dispersed and this means IS caters to a 

highly diverse audience. On the other hand, AQ caters to a much older-aged audience who are 

still inclined to receive information through traditional means and are receptive to text-based 

information.  

It is important to consider how text and images are entwined together with the aim to make 

messages more appealing in all three e-magazines and the IS social media platforms. Presently, 

there is ample research in quantitative terms with respect to social media data. In the recent past, 

many researchers have looked at IS propaganda from different perspectives. For example, 

Winter (2015, 2018) has undertaken a thematic analysis of IS propaganda and more recently has 

discussed the number of media productions that have significantly reduced after the IS Caliphate 

has been obliterated. Similarly, a study by MacNair and Frank (2018) looks at the language of IS 

propaganda from the perspective of sentiment analysis. In other words, what I’m emphasising 
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here is that the analysis so far has been on quantifiable or numerical terms where researchers 

have highlighted the number of times a certain theme or terminology have appeared in IS 

propaganda units. In this past research, irrespective of what texts and images been analysed, the 

focus has been on where, in quantifiable terms, a knowledge gap lies in interpreting the meaning 

and context of these texts and images. To some extent, Ingram (2015, 2016, 2017) touches on 

the crucial aspects of IS information systems, mentioning pragmatic factors (security, stability 

and livelihood) and perceptual factors (in-group, other, crisis, solution construct) that constitute 

the IS information system, but does not discuss the interpretation of texts and images whereby 

information is framed through IS media units. The closest to what I’m trying to put across in my 

thesis is found in Hegghammer’s (2017) work titled Jihadi Culture. In his book, Hegghammer 

(2017) discuss the cultural dimension of jihad and how cultural aesthetics intermingle with the 

contemporary propaganda of today’s terrorist groups. It is imperative that one first understands 

the context and the cultural resource-base from which these messages emanate in order to target 

the very base so as to combat such propaganda machinery. The study of texts and images is 

central towards deciphering IS propaganda machinery. Moreover, a qualitative study of texts and 

images is much needed, especially when texts and images have become ‘multimodal’ (Bezemer 

& Kress, 2015; Kress, 2009) in this internet and social media age. There is a dearth of research 

in terms of researching the qualitative aspect of social media regarding the interpretation of texts 

and images on these platforms. I say this because, at present, social media researchers are 

primarily looking at tools such as network analysis (Neri et al., 2012; Scott, 2017; Smith et al., 

2009) and several other software tools like nVivo, Python, Network Learning (NL), and 

‘computer supported collaborative learning’ (CSCL) (De Laat et al., 2007) that can quantify data 

from social media platforms even in wordage terms (for example - how many times a certain 

terminology/word has appeared in a document and in what context) . However, there is not yet 

any methodological tool explored which can tell us constructed meanings that emerge from 

social media texts and images. In other words, there is no methodological tool which can 

interpret social media messaging in qualitative terms apart from multimodal analysis. 

Zappavigna (2011) discusses how we can mark online discourses and the use of slang, emoticons 

and hashtags (#) as the new linguistics currency of the contemporary online world, but these are 

merely ways of indicating how online linguistics is transforming, leaving scant attention towards 

the underlying meanings that are being asserted through social media text and images. It is at this 

stage that a qualitative study of social media texts and images is needed to highlight the 

underlying meanings that are being asserted in the online world.  

As social media platforms have proliferated, texts and images hold greater significance than ever 

before in conveying meaning to the users. The texts and images play a central role in shaping the 

minds of users and the mediums they prefer. Moreover, with the selection of mediums by the 

users themselves, based on their likes and preferences, social media channels display content 
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customised to the users’ preferences. Social media platforms also offer innovative ways to 

disseminate information. Information can be presented in the form of video messages, blogs and 

vlogs, Graphic Interchange Formats (GIFs) and memes in which the content is made more 

attractive with digital effects. Digital effects can be in the form of animation of 

characters/personalities, distorting them from the original narrative of an image in the case of 

GIFs and memes. Satire and humour are other elements that are also used to present online 

information with light-heartedness to the audience.  

The aim is to highlight the themes that have emerged, with IS and AQ using words and images 

in more attractive ways in their respective e-magazines and social media channels. The 

multimodal analysis considers how various messaging themes that have emerged, particularly in 

the case of IS propaganda, have some sort of cultural references attached to them. In other 

words, IS social media messaging does not emerge in a vacuum but has cultural and historical 

connotations attached to it. IS propaganda is premised on the Islamic belief system using 

multimodal media means to disseminate its messaging. “The paradox of 5th century brutality and 

21st century media placement has, from a safe distance, transfixed the civilised world” (Hanlon, 

2015, p. 1). The need to undertake discourse, visual and multimodal analysis, is to critically 

examine the multimodality of social media texts and images that are being effectively used by IS 

in its social media messaging. A combination of discourse analysis, visual analysis and 

multimodal analysis will give us a better understanding of social media texts and images and the 

meanings that are constructed on digital platforms. IS’s e-magazines – Dabiq and Rumiyah – 

have, in many ways, become repositories, disseminating various other forms of propaganda in 

the form of texts, images, photos, cartoons, memes and videos. There is an emerging need to 

understand how texts and images are framed to radicalise IS and AQ followers. This is needed 

because unless and until one is unable to understand what is being framed and how it is being 

framed, it is very difficult to develop combative strategies against IS and AQ propaganda. At the 

heart of AQ and IS messaging strategies are the organisational beliefs on which their respective 

propaganda systems stand. The organisational belief is communicated to its reader through 

words and images in e-magazines, the Internet and social media channels. Until the very 

constituents – texts and images – which convey the beliefs are deconstructed, a combative 

strategy will not have the requisite impact to break down the propaganda machinery of either 

terrorist group.  

As Fairclough (2003) states, texts are used to frame social events conveyed in e-magazines, 

which are further appropriated with images borrowed from other sources to frame overall 

narratives. In today’s digital age, “social events, social practices and social structures” 

(Fairclough, 2003) are being framed in social media platforms. Repetitive social practices give 

rise to social events. In this age of intense mediatisation, from the Faircloughian perspective, 
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terror attacks are being orchestrated as social events that are unfolding in social media. 

Repetitive social media broadcasting of a terror attack transforms a social event into a social 

practice which sets interdiscursivity in motion. With repetitive online discourses from various 

platforms there is interdiscursivity and intertextuality involved towards assimilating online 

discourses and the intermingling of different digital narratives that play out in the broader field. 

In other words, every terror attack (social event) sets new narratives that are articulated and 

assimilated with previous narratives. Thus, an attack generates its own narrative and draws on 

earlier discourses in communicating a new social event. A communicative event takes place 

when different discourses and genres are compiled, which leads to interdiscursivity. 

“Intertextuality refers to the condition whereby all the communicative events draw on earlier 

events. One cannot avoid using words and phrases that others have used before. Through new 

articulations of discourses, the boundaries change, both within the order of discourse and 

between different orders of discourse” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 73). A particularly 

pronounced form of intertextuality is manifested intertextuality, whereby texts explicitly draw on 

other texts, for instance, by citing them (Fairclough, 1992; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). 

Manifested intertextuality has become more evident with the rise of online propaganda in social 

media platforms. E-magazines such as Dabiq, Rumiyah and Inspire draw on historical narratives 

to justify present action. Manifested intertextuality has entered digital platforms and draws from 

previous mediatised events to narrate present happenings. Thus, social media propaganda is 

strengthened from previous mediatised discourses to build significance. A millennial terrorist 

organisation like IS uses countless visuals and graphical images to attract young followers to its 

Caliphate. The visual culture of terrorist propaganda is an attractive tool that seeks greater 

attention from its audience. We will examine previous literature on visual analysis and extend 

the analysis further to social media platforms.  

According to Fairclough (2003), texts are multi-functional elements and can be divided into 

three major types – actions, representations and identification (pp. 26-27). “Action is to do 

generally with relations with others, but also ‘action on others’ and power; Representations is to 

do with knowledge but also thereby ‘control of things’ and Identification is to do with relations 

with oneself, ethics and ‘moral subject’” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 28). Fairclough (2003) has stated 

texts act as representations of social events, social practices and social structures. Before going 

any further, it is important that we understand what is meant by social events, social practices 

and social structures. Fairclough (2003) states texts are an intrinsic part of social events. Texts 

are the very tools that offer explanation of a social event. In other words, what is happening or 

what has happened can be described through texts which act as the conveying tool to describe 

the event.  
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However, textual representation varies from language to language. The creation and production 

of texts build social practices (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). The meaning and interpretation of 

the text also differs based on the language used for communication. Each language has its own 

structure and its limitations within which ideas and events can be communicated. Therefore, how 

an event is communicated in the English language using the words to express the event will 

differ from the same event being described in some other language like Arabic or French. I give 

the example of Arabic here as we will be investigating how English as a language has been 

Islamised in IS’s e-magazines – Dabiq and Rumiyah. The way an event has been described 

within the structural limitations of English language as a medium will differ from when the same 

event is described in Arabic or French, keeping in mind the limitations of the language. The 

explanation of a social event is never complete and is limited to the diction of the language in 

which it has been described. 

Social practices are articulations of different types of element which are associated with 

particular areas of social life (Fairclough, 2003). “Social practice encompasses action and 

interactions, social relations, person (with belief, histories, attitudes etc.) the material world and 

discourse” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 25). All aspects that are mentioned by Fairclough act as 

constitutive elements towards building social practice. Social practice reinforces societal 

consciousness and “self-sanctions” (Bandura, 1990). It is important here to understand that 

social events are shaped by (a network of) social practices (Fairclough, 2003, p. 24). Social 

events are brought forth by actions and interactions that are inherent within social practices. 

“Social structures are abstract entities” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 23). A structure is an overall 

framework within which social events and social practices reside. For example, Fairclough 

(2003) gives the example of an economic structure, a social class or kinship system (p. 23). 

Similarly, language provides a structure within which social events and practices are practised. It 

is within this structure that events and practices are narrated. Language is a communicative 

medium towards communicating an ideology. To summarise briefly, the three terms mentioned 

above: a social event is the representation of texts to convey meaning of an event or a happening; 

social practices are the orders of discourse that are practised and are constitutive of various small 

aspects that frame an overall practice; and social structures are frameworks within which social 

events and practices take place. In this case, language is a social structure within which an event 

and practices are narrated.  

The overall discourse built through social events, social practice and structures gives rise to 

orchestrated social realities (Lewis & Weigert, 1985; Searle, 1995). Social reality is a 

manifestation of the reality that is created or presumed by the difference in between (Searle, 

1995). What is created as social reality must deal with the idea of that reality itself. Lewis and 

Weigert (1985) conceptualise social reality in relation to trust, as to how trust as a factor deepens 
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the audience attachment with an organisation or institution. Therefore, it is important to 

understand that social events, social practices and social structures gives rise to an eventual 

social reality which is based on trust. Alternatively, Gee (2014) mentions one of the important 

building blocks to discourse analysis is building significance. In other words, the language is 

used to signify what holds relevance. Taking the case of all three e-magazines, the articles are 

written to build significance for the reader about the issues that IS or AQ want to signify to their 

readers. 

According to Fairclough (2003), texts are social agents that build up a discourse. “Discourses are 

semiotic ways of constructing aspects of the world (physical, social or mental) which can 

generally be identified with different positions or perspectives of different groups of social 

actors” (Wodak & Meyer, 2009, p. 164). Therefore, they are the agents that give expression to 

the social eventualities and practices (Fairclough, 2003). It is important to understand the 

intrinsic nature of text and how texts are the literal representations of social events, social 

practices and social structures (Fairclough, 2003). Further, Fairclough’s three-dimensional 

model has been discussed by Jørgensen and Phillips (2002, pp. 68-69) where they summarize 

discourse as explained by Fairclough in three different ways. First, “in the most abstract sense 

discourse refers to language use as social practice” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 66). 

Secondly, “discourse is understood as the kind of the language used within a specific field, such 

as political or scientific discourse. Thirdly, in the most concrete usage, discourse is used as a 

count noun referring to the way of speaking which gives meaning to experiences from a 

particular perspective” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, pp. 66-67).   

Texts and images as tools are being used in social media messaging to develop virtual themes 

and contexts that are more enticing to the readers. Thus, in the methodological section, we are 

extending discourse analysis to social media platforms to understand the usage of digital texts 

and images to frame virtual narratives. Jørgensen and Phillips (2002) have pointed out five key 

features while doing critical discourse analysis:  

(1) “The character of social, cultural and structural processes is partly linguistic discursive” 

– in which the discursive practises are created through the production and consumption 

of texts to build social practices. “The social practices lead to the constitution of the 

social world which includes social identities and social relation” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 

2002, p. 61). This constant evolution of discursive practices in our day-to-day lives gives 

rise to the social and cultural reproduction and change that takes place (Jørgensen & 

Phillips, 2002, p. 61).  Discourses include not only spoken and written language but also 

visual imagery. It is particularly interesting to study the analysis of texts containing 

visual images that must be considered with the influence of the visual semiotics and the 

relationship between language and images.  
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(2) “Discourse is both constructive and constituted” – in this view, “discourse is a form of 

social practice which both constitutes the social world and is constituted by other social 

practices. As social practice, discourse is in a dialectical relationship with other social 

dimensions. It does not just contribute to the shaping and reshaping of social structures 

but also reflects them” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 61).   

 

(3) Language used should be empirically analysed within its social context – “Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA) engages in concrete, linguistic textual analysis of language 

use in social interaction” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 62). The creation and 

production of text to build social practices should look at the meaning of those texts that 

are being devised rather than at an empirical study of the texts. Therefore, it is important 

to look at the texts from the point of view of deriving meaning and interpretation of 

those texts.  

 

(4) “Discourse functions ideologically” – in critical discourse analysis – discursive practises 

lead to the creation and production of unequal power relations between social groups. 

Unequal power distribution leads to creating ideological effects. Therefore, the way in 

which texts are produced and framed wields ideological power on the groups (Jørgensen 

& Phillips, 2002, p. 63).  

 

(5) Critical research – CDA does not stand as a politically neutral methodological practice 

but as a critical approach which is directed to social change. It is a practice which will 

associate or disassociate with a particular standpoint or ideology. “Critique aim to 

uncover the role of discursive practise in the maintenance of unequal power relations, 

with the overall goal of harnessing the results of critical discourse analysis to the 

struggle for radical social change” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 64).  

 

Drawing from other works with respect to the discourse analysis, Ernesto Laclau and Chantel 

Mouffe have written about discourse analysis in hegemony and socialist strategy (Laclau & 

Mouffe, 1985). I use Laclau and Mouffe’s hegemony and social strategy in the context of social 

media and Islamic terrorism to highlight the aspect of fixation of meaning by AQ and IS media 

units in their propaganda systems. For example, the fixation of meaning in Dabiq and Rumiyah 

revolve around the core Islamic beliefs (Caliphate, mythology, intergenerational war) 

surrounding the IS messaging system. These Islamic beliefs offer fixation of meaning with 

particular domains attached to those beliefs within themselves. These Islamic beliefs are the 
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nodal points around which IS builds its discourse, whereas AQ exploits grievances against the 

US and its allies as set narratives (which I have termed as ‘ideological filters’ in the next 

chapter) on the behest of which it derives fixation of meanings in Inspire. Laclau and Mouffe 

(1985) define four important concepts. First, “a discourse is understood as the fixation of 

meaning within a particular domain. All signs in the discourse are moments. They are knots in 

the fishing net, their meaning being fixed through their differences from one another 

(‘differential positions’)” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 26).  Secondly, partial fixation of 

meaning around certain nodal points leads to formation of a discourse (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985 

as cited in Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 26). “A nodal point is a privileged sign around which 

other signs are ordered; the other signs acquire their meaning from their relationship to the nodal 

point” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 26). Third, like a fishing net, each nodal point (node) is 

fixed as a moment in relation to other signs as established in totality to form a discourse. “It is an 

attempt to stop the sliding of the signs in relation to one another and hence to create a unified 

system of meaning” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 26). All the possible fields that have been 

excluded have been labelled by Laclau and Mouffe as the field of discursivity (Laclau & 

Mouffe, 1985, p. 111 as cited in Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 27). Thus, according to 

Jørgensen & Phillips (2002), the articulatory practice gives rise to a reservoir of surplus meaning 

in the field in discursivity, giving meaning to each sign, but which are excluded in specific 

discourse to create a unity of meaning (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 27).  

Looking from another alternative perspective, Gee (2014) talks about the seven building blocks 

of language towards understanding how texts play a crucial role in discourse analysis. These 

seven building blocks are – significance, activities, identities, relationships, politics, connections, 

sign system, and knowledge. The explanation of the seven building blocks are as follows:  

1. “Significance: how and what different things mean – the sorts of meaning and 

significance they are given – is a component of any situation (Clark, 1998; Latour, 2012; 

Levinson, 1996 as cited in Gee, 2014, p. 98). In other words, we use language to make 

things significant. For example, the core Islamic beliefs which are used to signify IS’s 

propaganda are used by IS to derive legitimacy. 

2. “Activities: some activities or sets of activities are a component of any situation (the 

specific social activity or activities in which the participants are engaging; activities are, 

in turn, made up of sequences of actions)” (Engeström, 1999; Leont’ev, 1978; Wertsch, 

1998 as cited in Gee, 2014, p. 98). Language is used as a way to engage in a certain sort 

of activity here-and-now in order to gain recognition. For example, our engagement or 

the way we talk would differ when we are in an official meeting compared to a scenario 

when we are in an informal chat with our friends. We use language to distinguish our 

activity to others, what it is I take myself to be doing.  
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3. “Identities: Any situation involves identities as a component, the identities that the 

people involved in the situation are enacting and recognizing as consequential” (Gee, 

2014, p. 98). Language is used to gain recognition and to take on a certain identity and 

role here-and-now. For example, as Ayman al-Zawahiri is head of AQ, he represents his 

position as head of the militant organisation to the rest of the world, informing the aims 

and ambitions of the organisation, however, at the same time, Zawahiri also represents 

being a member of AQ itself. Thus, in the case of Zawahiri, he enacts two positions: 

first, he enacts the role of being the head of AQ and second, that of being equally a 

member of AQ like all other members within the AQ group. Thus, Zawahiri is not 

always enacting the role of head of AQ, he enacts his position of being head of the group 

at the right times and places to assert AQ’s role. Therefore, in any situation that involves 

identities as a component, the identities that the people involved in the situation are 

enacting and recognizing are consequential.  

4. “Relationships: Any situation involves relationships as a component, the relationship 

that the people involved enact and contract with each other and recognize as operative 

and consequential” (Sperber & Wilson, 1986; Scollon & Scollon, 1981; Gee, 1992 as 

cited in Gee, 2014, p. 99). Language is used as a signal to point to the types of 

relationships we have or want to have, or are “trying to have with our listener(s), 

reader(s), or other people, groups or institutions about whom we are communicating that 

is, we use language to build social relationships” (Gee, 2014, p. 12). 

5. “Politics (the distribution of social goods); any situation, involves social goods and 

views on their distribution as a component” (Fairclough, 1992, 1995; Luke, 1995 as 

cited in Gee, 2014, p. 100). A perspective on social goods is formed by the language 

conveyed on the nature of the distribution of social goods (Gee, 2014, p. 12). How we 

phrase any particular subject has implications for social goods such as guilt and blame, 

appreciation or praise. For example, to imitate Gee’s argument, if I said – “Apple is 

slowing down its operating system so that people buy upgraded Apple products” where I 

blame Apple purposefully and hold Apple responsible for slowing down the operating 

systems, this would be different from if I stated Apple’s operating system is running 

slow – it denotes a lesser blame on Apple for the slowing down of its operating system, 

or I hold Apple less accountable for the slow-down of the operating system.  

6. “Connections: in any situation, things are connected or disconnected, relevant to or 

irrelevant to each other, in certain ways” (Gee, 2014, p. 100).  Language is used as a 

connective point for building relevance to other things (Gee, 2014, p.12). Even if there 

are no connections between one topic that is spoken here-and-now and another topic that 

was mentioned last week, we tend to build onto or reference back from what was 

previously stated, building connections between one topic and another. This is also 
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another way of mentioning intertextuality where present discourses are built on past 

events.  

7. “Sign systems and knowledge: In any situation, one or more sign systems and various 

ways of knowing are operative, oriented to, and valued or disvalued in certain ways” 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996 as cited in Gee, 2014, p. 101). There are different 

languages (e.g. English, Hindi, Bengali). Within one language, there are technical 

varieties of any one language, for example, the specific language of a lawyer, the doctor, 

a scientist. There are communicative systems that are not language – images, maps, 

graphs. These are all different sign systems. We all are always making knowledge and 

belief claims within these sign systems. “We can use language to make certain sign 

systems and certain forms of knowledge and belief relevant or privileged, or not, or 

given situations and that is to build privilege and prestige for a sign system or 

knowledge claim over another” (Gee, 2014, p. 13).   

 

The seven building blocks of discourse analysis by Gee (2014) can be extended to social media 

platforms to highlight the qualitative aspect of social media research which is yet to be explored 

further. To extend Gee’s (2014) argument on significance – how we position ourselves in a room 

gives shape to which corner of the room we consider the front and the back of the room, 

similarly, how we frame an ideology, or an event, shapes the mind of the reader and builds a 

perspective from which to look at a particular event. In other words, when taking the example of 

Dabiq and Inspire, it is the editors and writers who are setting the frame for their readers. While 

reading the magazine, the reader thinks that they are perceiving the story as stated, whereas in 

reality a constructive frame has already been set by the author which is reiterated to the reader. 

“Hall identifies three different kinds of reading that can take place in response to a media 

message: a dominant (or hegemonic) reading which accepts the preferred meaning; a negotiated 

meaning, mediating the preferred meaning; or finally, an oppositional reading, which rejects the 

preferred meaning and thus opposes resistance” (Aiello, 2006, p. 98). The representational 

meaning to narrate an ideology depends on how it is framed (Aiello, 2006, p. 56). Hall (1982) 

defines ideological power as “the power to signify events in a particular way” (p. 69). An 

ideology is “a site of negotiation and even struggle over competing meanings” (Aiello, 2006, p. 

98). Ideology is defined as “a set of socially constructed meanings or norms that become 

embedded and naturalized in the cultural fabric, to the extent that they become invisible or 

common sense” (Aiello, 2006, p. 92). Zelin (2015) points out, IS relies heavily on visual as 

opposed to text-based propaganda; this is a testimony to what Barthes (1981) states - every 

photograph “is a certificate of presence” (p. 87), whose “power of authentication exceeds the 

power of representation” (p. 89). What still needs to be investigated from Dabiq, Rumiyah and 
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Inspire is in terms of orchestrated meanings and constructed social realties that are framed in 

these online publications.  

 

While compiling the textual and visual elements from the data, it is key to focus on the 

narratives that evolve from IS and AQ propaganda. Events or happenings connected in a 

temporal or casual way in a semiotic representation can be constituted as narratives (Ryan, 

1991). Narrativity differs in different contexts in which social practices and events gives rise to 

different narratives. The choice of medium also influences how narratives influence the reader, 

the viewer, on sensory levels. For example, a narrative evolved in written text is different from a 

narrative that is visual and shown in graphic form. When there is a deliberate and intentional 

action by the presence of human agents articulated in a well-defined temporal and casual 

connection, that would lead the highest degree of narrativity (Ryan, 1991). “Narrative is as 

inescapable as language in general, or as cause and effect, as a mode of thinking and being” 

(Currie, 2010, p. 2). The theory and study of narratives is termed ‘narratology’. Currie (2010) 

outlines three characteristics of contemporary narratology: diversification, deconstruction, and 

politicization. Diversification has been used to summarize the transition in contemporary 

narratology where varied terms of the same meaning were preferred to point to the active role of 

the reader in the construction of meaning. Deconstruction of narratives involved “the destruction 

of its scientific authority and pointed to a less reductive kind of reading which was not 

underpinned in the notions like the coherence of the authorial project or the stability of the 

language system in general” (Currie, 2010, p. 3). Lastly, the politicization of narratives is where 

interpretation and unmasking the ideologies matters the most. Thus, “the production of language 

as the unknowing reproduction of the ideological forms and values and not as an original act of 

undetermined creativity” (Currie, 2010, p. 5). Two aspects of narratives are focused on narrative 

theory, first, “the events, the actions, the agents, and the objects that make up the stuff of a given 

narrative and second, the shape that those events, actions, agents, and objects take when they are 

selected, arranged, and represented in one or another medium” (Puckett, 2016, p. 2). Narratives 

have been defined by scholars such as H. Porter Abbott, Gerard Genette and Marie-Laura Ryan, 

as a “representation of an event or a series of events” (Abbott, 2007 as cited in Puckett, 2016, p. 

4) that build narratives. Narratives can be broken down into two components here – one being 

the story itself (the events or the sequence of events) and the second being the discourse (how 

the story is conveyed) (Abbott, 2007 as cited in Puckett, 2016, p. 4).  

 

The representation of events or a sequence of events is now represented through social media 

platforms resulting in recurring and repetitive discourses. The digital narratives are different 

from narratives in television, radio and print in the sense that social media users take the 

ownership of guiding those narratives in the online space. Thus, the narratology of an event(s) 
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that is represented does not lie anymore with the story teller or the medium through which the 

discourse is built, but with the ‘prosumer’ (Ritzer et al., 2012) (consumer and producer) of social 

media content. 

 

3.2 Visual analysis  

 

An image is a representation of what has already happened. It is the past that has been captured 

at a certain moment in time. The image of an event is itself a testament to the lived experience 

that has occurred at a certain point of time. As Barthes (1915-1980) mentions – “the image is a 

representation, which is to say ultimately resurrection, and as we know, the intelligible is reputed 

antipathetic to the lived experience” (p. 269). However, in today’s age, a photograph can be 

photoshopped, different tonal filters can be added, and it can be cropped and pasted, distorting 

the actual truth. It can present as ‘true’ what is actually a false representation and construction of 

an image appropriated to the context. Hence, the ‘truth’ that Barthes (1915-1980) argues through 

the ‘rhetoric of an image’ is in question as there is intensive image construction and editing of 

digital images distorting the actual reality. “Visual content analysis is a systematic, observational 

method used for testing hypotheses about the ways in which the media represent people, events, 

situations and so on” (Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001, p. 14). Further, “Barthes (1964) uses a 

linguistic approach for the study of visual communication, claiming that visual signification can 

be articulated into two separate levels of denotation and connotation. The level of denotation 

corresponds to the literal meaning of an image, the immediate meaning relating to what is 

objectively represented. The level of connotation corresponds to symbolic or ideological 

meaning of an image, which corresponds to the meaning – or range of meanings – inscribed by 

cultural codes” (Aiello, 2006, p. 94). The images in Dabiq, Rumiyah and Inspire serve 

connotational meaning to substantiate textual content. Images in Dabiq and Rumiyah “carry 

connotations and invite individual reminiscence” (Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001, p. 26). “Images may 

convey a sense of duration or of nostalgia through codes of colour, framing and through their 

public context. An image can engage the viewer in a fetishistic and compulsive urge to look and 

look again, encouraging the sense that the viewer ‘owns’ the image or that the ‘image’ is part of 

his or her identity” (Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001, p. 26). After the emergence of social media 

with the first social media networking site, called ‘Six Degrees’, appearing in the online world in 

1997 (Boyd & Ellison, 2007), there has been an obsession with images and a sense of hyper-

visual culture. In today’s digital sphere, an image has a shelf-life and gets further proliferated 

through different channels and forms. It has led to an irresistible epidemic process which no one 

today can control. Our world has truly become infinite with respect to representation of the 

images and their eternal perpetuity in the digital realm. The present irony of living the lived 

reality of the 9/11 terror attacks though social media platforms is further substituted with what 
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Baudrillard (1987) had stated long before the invention of social media platforms (mentioning 

this in the context of video and digital images), “it is caught in a mad fascination which is only 

accentuated by video and digital images. We have thus come to the paradox that these images 

describe the equal impossibility of the real and of the imaginary” (p. 28).  

 

From a methodological point of view, social semioticians analyse images according to three 

meta-functions, which allows them to deconstruct texts and images into three types of meaning. 

These are representation, interaction, and composition (or organisation) (Aiello, 2006; Jewitt & 

Oyama, 2001, p. 141). The representational meaning is found in the image’s story; the 

interactive meaning is found in the relationship to the viewer, and the compositional meaning 

can be found in the image’s layout (Jewitt & Oyama, 2001, p. 141). Images in Dabiq and 

Rumiyah hold symbolic value to derive connotational meaning to the reader. “Iconographical 

symbolism” (Panofsky et al., 1991) paves the way to representation of images in both e-

magazines, Dabiq and Rumiyah. Iconographic symbolism corresponds to the ideological 

meaning. Iconographic analysis allows us to “connect artistic motifs and combination of artistic 

motifs (compositions) with themes or concepts” (Panofsky, 1970, p. 54 as cited in Aiello, 2006, 

p. 96).  

 

3.3 Social Media Analysis 

 

“Social media is an umbrella term generally applied to web-based services that facilitate some 

form of social interactions or ‘networking’. This includes websites where the design-principle 

behind the service is explicitly about allowing users to create and develop online relationships 

with ‘friends’ and ‘followers’” (Zappavigna, 2012, p. 2). Boyd (2010) describes social 

networking sites (SNS) as a genre of ‘network publics’ involving an ‘imagined collective’ 

arising from particular permutations of users, their practices and the affordance of technology. 

Boyd (2010) mentions four affordances of particular significance: (a) persistence (captured and 

archiving of content); (b) replicability (content duplication); (c) scalability (broader visibility of 

content); and (d) searchability (access to content via search) (p. 39).  

 

The world of social media revolves around a visual culture with endless videos, images in the 

form of memes and pictures that have created an obsession for the viewer to go back to the 

social media content again and again. Recent studies have shown that social media platforms 

have given rise to  highly addictive behaviour which leads the user to go back to these platforms 

again and again (Kuss & Griffiths, 2011).  Anecdotal case studies suggest that ‘addiction’ to 

social networks on the Internet may be a potential health problem for some users. The mass 

appeal of social media on the Internet is a cause of concern, particularly with the increasing 
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amount of time people spend online (Griffiths, 2000). “An important function of social media is 

sharing experience of everyday lives within a real-time paradigm” (Zappavigna, 2012, p. 4). 

Hashtags (#) have emerged as a conventional tool for labelling the topic of a micro-post and a 

form of metadata incorporated into the post (Zappavigna, 2012). This has given rise to what 

Zappavigna (2011) calls  ‘searchable talk’, a change in social relations whereby we mark our 

discourse so that it can be found by others, in effect so that we can bond around particular 

values. “At its centre is ‘user-generated content’” (p. 2); that is self-publication by users of 

multi-media content such as blogs, vlogs and microblogs (Zappavigna, 2012). The advent of 

social media technology aims to support ambient interpersonal connection and has played new 

and interesting semiotic pressure on language. Social media has also had an impact on our 

attention-spans. In terms of users’ attention with content, microblogging involves a kind of 

“information snacking behaviour (Brooks and Churchill, 2010, p. 4 as cited in Zappavigna, 

2012, p. 9), where users pay attention to content that interests them at the time they happen to be 

accessing the service, dropping in and out of the discourse over time” (Zappavigna, 2012, p. 4). 

Social media also encourages commodification of self and self-publicity of online persona with 

many users achieving a ‘micro-celebrity’ status (Marwick, 2010). “In other words, ‘they adopt a 

mindset and a set of practices in which online contacts are constructed as an audience or fan 

base, popularity is maintained through ongoing fan-management and self-presentation is 

carefully assembled to be consumed by others’” (Marwick, 2010, p. 230 as cited in Zappavigna, 

2012, p. 9). This leads to establishing a ‘self-brand’ and social status, measurable by the level of 

attention the brand attracts, as manifest in the number of followers the users accumulate 

(Zappavigna, 2012).  

 

Facebook is certainly an example of a semiotic material designed as a whole that affords certain 

types of communication (Bezemer & Kress, 2015). “Facebook unfolds a communicative 

infrastructure set up enabling some, but not other, types of social interaction, where, for 

example, boxes for posts and comments are pre-fabricated, as in the ‘like’ button affording an 

immediate and positive response to posts and making comparisons possible in the sense of ‘most 

likes win’” (Ledin & Machin, 2018, p. 19). The response to social media content itself has also 

diversified into a multitude of responses with emoticons such as love, ha-ha, wow, sad and 

angry, to gauge the response of the user to social media posts and news feeds. With the 

advancement of social media platforms, the interaction within these platforms have been further 

diversified. The design affords a personal and multi-modal communication at the same time – 

thus, photos and videos carry messages simultaneously. It is not built for long texts, therefore 

writers and novelists don’t find social media platforms of much use as they do not allow longer 

forms of explanations of things (Ledin & Machin, 2018). Social media platforms are praised by 

one set of scholars including Goodings, Locke and Brown (2007), Hague and Loader (1999), and 
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Lim (2012), who cite the advantages of such a medium which has brought a social change 

through countless social media movements in the contemporary times. On the other hand, 

scholars such as Miller and Shepherd (2004), and Thurlow and Poff (2013), criticise Facebook 

for displaying an exhibitionist culture where self-branding is everything. These platforms present 

an ‘everything about me’ culture with lots of ‘likes’ and positive comments and with a particular 

usage of images (Ledin & Machin, 2018). The ideological discourse has not shifted much with 

the emergence of social media (Unger et al., 2016). Rather, discoursal signs have been amplified 

through social media platforms (Unger et al., 2016). For example, during the Arab Spring 

revolution in 2011, the protests in Tahrir Square were witnessed by thousands of people in their 

own physical location but they may have also been seen by thousands, if not hundreds-of-

thousands, more people as images circulated on the web, through social media and on websites 

associated with more traditional news media (Unger et al., 2016, p. 284). The analysis of the 

images of the protest itself (the images, texts, languages, linguistics varieties used, the 

arrangement of semiotic elements) constitute online discourses.  

 

With regards to social media analysis, another stream of research that has gained prominence in 

the last few years is investigative data mining (Wadhwa & Bhatia, 2013). Investigative data 

mining is defined as “the technique which model data to predict behaviour, assesses risk, 

determine associations and help in neutralizing the terrorist network” (Memon & Qureshi, 2005 

as cited in Wadhwa & Bhatia, 2013, p. 2). Social media analysis has emerged as a specific 

discipline in its own right. Zeng, Chen, Lusch and Li (2010) define social media analysis as 

“developing and evaluating informatics tools and frameworks to collect, monitor, analyse, 

summarize, and visualize social media data, usually driven by specific requirements from a 

target application” (p. 14). On the other hand, social media intelligence “derive action-able 

information from social media in context-rich application settings, develop corresponding 

decision-making frameworks, and provide architectural designs and solution frameworks" (Zeng 

et al., 2010, p. 15). Nevertheless, the above-mentioned methodological tools are quantitative in 

nature and derive very little in qualitative terms. The research outcomes are highlighted mostly 

in tabulated forms of data showcasing the number of Facebook posts and tweets extracted from 

the data sample. This is further demonstrated by the use of a linear graph to point out the spikes 

and declines in tweet activity and Facebook posts. In such research, the focus is primarily on the 

quantitative aspect; in contrast, in this thesis, the use of multimodal analysis focuses on the 

meaning and interpretation of tweets and Facebook posts to interpret emerging digital narratives 

rather than just the circulation of tweets and Facebook posts.  
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3.4 Issues arising out of this research  

One of the main issues while collating data for this research has been the sensitive nature of this 

research, which has resulted in undue delays with approval of data collection for this research. 

Another aspect that has been of significant concern while doing this research has been the 

permission from the University’s Human Ethics Committee to download the copies of these e-

magazines and links to the videos from the Jihadology website. Several questions were raised 

with concerns about the idea of the research itself, the intention of me as a researcher doing this 

research, and what I aim to get out of doing this research. Concerns were also raised with respect 

to my own mental wellbeing as a researcher looking at such morbid images and reading those 

ideologies. However, due to my non-Muslim background and being from a different religious 

and cultural background, I, as a researcher have been able to protect myself from being 

personally influenced by the data (AQ and IS propaganda itself). Over the course of my PhD, 

limited access to data regarding AQ and IS propaganda, especially from social media, also led to 

considerable difficulty in gathering data in the later stage of my research. During the course of 

my PhD research over three-and-a-half years, I have always looked at my PhD as a research 

work specifically and have avoided relating to the data on a personal level. From the perspective 

of good research practice, I have always put aside my “personal opinions, socio-cultural views 

and religious beliefs” (Winter, 2019) while interpreting my data (reading AQ and IS e-

magazines, viewing social media posts, or videos produced by AQ and IS media outlets). My 

different cultural background also has helped me to dis-affiliate myself from the PhD work that I 

have undertaken here. This research has also raised questions about the effect others, per se the 

readers, might have arising from the document, to which my argument has been that this 

research is specifically focused on understanding the narratives arising from the data by studying 

texts and images to counter IS and AQ propaganda narratives. This research does not put forth 

any such argument which in any way favours extremism or influences the reader to be 

radicalized by IS and AQ content. Another issue that has narrowed the scope of research has 

been the laws and regulations in different countries which restrict any research related to online 

terrorism, especially for researchers from outside countries.  

 

Besides the e-magazines, some tweets and online IS videos were carefully chosen to supplement 

the data for multimodal analysis on social media platforms. For example, over the course of this 

PhD research, IS itself went through an overhaul, from being a terrorist organisation at its zenith 

in 2015 until the demise of the whole organisation up to 2019. Thus, the video or social media 

post collections are mostly from 2015, 2016 and 2017 as until that time IS media units were 

publishing e-magazines and audio and video productions in all languages. The data collection is 

limited to English-based data samples only as I, as the researcher, am from a non-Muslim 

background and do not read, write, speak or understand Arabic. Not knowing the Arabic 
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language and relying on English-based sample data has been a limitation while collecting data 

from IS and AQ propaganda. As an academic researcher located outside these social contexts 

and a non-activist, the focus for me has been to understand and make sense of the data from an 

outsider’s perspective. Looking at data published by AQ and IS, I emphasize the use of text, 

images and usage of multimodality of texts on social media platforms to orchestrate meaning to 

the reader. I look at the data from an audience’s perspective and try to understand their 

propaganda using discourse analysis, visual and multimodal analysis. In terms of my own 

political affiliation, I see myself as politically neutral and consider that I am researching this 

topic from a scholarly humanitarian perspective. After all, as a researcher I believe it is the 

discourses that influence people/followers to choose the path of violence and bloodshed, and as a 

social media researcher, I feel my intention of doing this research is to apply my research skills 

to help counter-terrorism agencies to come up with robust counter-narrative strategies to combat 

AQ and IS propaganda.  
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Chapter 4 

Al Qaeda’s media strategy through Inspire 

   

4.1 Introduction  

In this chapter, AQ’s e-magazine Inspire will be analysed using discourse analysis (Fairclough, 

2013; Gee, 2014; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002) and visual analysis (Barthes, 1964; Ledin & 

Machin, 2018; Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001). This chapter will specifically focus on textual and 

visual analysis of five discourses that were found in Inspire magazine. This analysis is based on 

a compilation of seventeen editions of Inspire e-magazines from the first publication published 

in Summer 2010 until the last publication (as of writing), Summer 2017. This chapter is limited 

to carefully chosen quotes and images from all seventeen editions to develop a critical argument 

in this chapter. 

Post 9/11 terror attacks in the United States, researchers have written extensively with respect to 

AQ’s ideology and its media strategy (Ciovacco, 2009; Hoffman, 2004, 2007; Lynch, 2006; 

Raufer, 2003; Turner, 2010; Weimann, 2011). Scholars have also emphasised the changing 

functional dynamics of AQ as an organisation (Al-Suri, 2004; Braniff & Moghadam, 2011; Lia, 

2007). Overall, some of the crucial arguments that have been put forth by scholars such as 

Hoffman (2004, 2007), Lia (2007), Morley (2008), Pantucci (2008), and Raufer (2003), have 

been the 9/11 terror attack as a media spectacle and AQ’s rise to global prominence, the US as 

AQ’s prime target, AQ’s increasingly decentralised organisational dynamics, AQ’s diversified 

media strategy and, lastly, Al-Suri’s ideological conception of AQ as an organisation. The 

Inspire e-magazine encapsulates AQ conceptualising itself as an organisation whose propaganda 

rests on the above aspects as the basic tenets of the AQ propaganda system. For example, AQ’s 

Inspire never misses a chance to point to the 9/11 terror attacks and connect it with other 

narratives; to emphasize the US being the prime target and offer several new strategies and 

tactics to disrupt the US – politically, economically and socially. There is also the expression of 

AQ’s decentralised organisational dynamics through Al-Suri’s written series, “The Jihadi 

Experience”, over several series of Inspire e-magazine. Over the last few years, several scholars 

have worked on AQ’s e-magazine Inspire. According to Sivek (2013), “the magazine weaves 

together jihadist ideology, a narrow interpretation of Islam, and appropriations of Western 

popular culture to maximise the publication’s potential for motivating readers towards violence” 

(p. 584). Ingram (2016) differentiates between AQ’s Inspire and IS’s Dabiq and argues the 

former is dependent on “identity choice appeals” and the latter “tends to balance identity and 

rational choice messaging” (p. 1). Reed and Ingram (2017) further compare the similarities with 

Inspire’s lone-wolf jihad segment titled “Open Source Jihad” and IS’s new e-magazine 

Rumiyah’s new segment, “Just Terror Tactics”, offering instructional media content. The Inspire 
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e-magazine is viewed by other scholars in terms of its capacity to spread the ideology which can 

be put into practise by AQ followers by building its readers’ capacity to act upon the ideology 

itself. For example, the “Open Source Jihad” and the “Jihadi Experiences” written by Al-Suri are 

perfect examples of how the ideology is spread first through Al-Suri’s written pieces, then 

encouraged to be put into practice within the reader’s capacity through Open Source Jihad. 

Lemieux, Brachman, Levitt and Wood (2014) apply information, motivation and behavioural 

(IMB) skill modelling (Cornman et al., 2007; Fisher & Fisher, 1992) to Inspire to argue that 

information and motivation are the driving factors that alter behavioural skills. Lemieux et al. 

(2014) argue that the more people are well-aware of the benefits from the change, “the more 

motivated they are to achieve the change, and the more skills and sense of self-efficacy they 

have in respect in performing the behaviour” (p. 13). Lemieux et al. (2014) state that Inspire 

offers various forms of information to educate its readers as to “the history, meaning and value 

of waging jihad” (p.14). “Inspire makes a concentrated effort to place its facts as part of the 

consensus opinion on issues ranging from the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq to the right of the 

Muslim women to wear the burqa in France” (Lemieux et al., 2014, p. 14). AQ offers motivation 

to its readers, giving the impression that there is an ongoing war between the Western allies, 

headed by the United States, and AQ, who are trying to defend the Muslim lands. Carrying out 

small-scale terror attacks or lone-wolf terrorism are attributed as behavioural changes driven by 

information and motivational factors offered through Inspire magazine (Lemieux et al., 2014).  

Novenario (2016) applies the model of Kydd and Walter (2006) to study IS and AQ’s 

magazines; the analysis is based on five strategic logics: attrition, intimidation, provocation, 

spoiling, and outbidding. Novenario (2016) concludes that “AQ’s goal is to compel the West to 

change its policies and behaviour towards the ummah, thus AQ remains invested in attacking the 

far enemy and consistently practising attrition, while IS prioritised on Caliphate building and 

employed strategies aimed at bringing Muslims under one rule” (p. 962). Lastly, Vallee (2015) 

differentiates IS’s Dabiq and AQ’s Inspire based on five parameters: ideology, call to action, 

motivation, the Arab Spring revolution and, lastly, their views on each other. Vallee (2015) 

highlights that the main difference between AQ and IS is that the former provides the tools and 

know-how to its readers to carry out attacks wherever the reader is based whereas the latter 

persuades the reader to migrate and defend the Caliphate from the Western forces. Before we go 

any further, following is a table listing the Inspire editions that have been used as research data 

in this chapter along with their publication details. The sample data are representative of the text 

that has been used for analysis in this chapter and has been taken from all the Inspire editions 

downloaded between 2015 - 2017. The data are well substantiated with the ideological filters 

that will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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Inspire e-magazines title  Publication Date 

Inspire 1st edition 30th June 2010 

Inspire 2nd edition 11th October 2010 

$4,200 20th November 2010 

The Ruling on Dispossessing the Disbelievers 

wealth in Dar al-Harb 

10th January 2011 

The Tsunami of Change 29th March 2011 

Sadness, Contentment and Aspiration  19th July 2011 

The Great Special Operation of all time 27th September 2011 

Targeting Dar al Harb Populations  2nd May 2012 

Winning on the Ground 2nd May 2012 

We are all Usama 1st March 2013 

Who and Why 30th May 2013 

Shattered: A Story about Change 14th March 2014 

Neurotmesis: Cutting the nerves and Isolating 

the Head 

24th December 2014 

Assassination Operations 9th September 2015 

Professional Assassinations Spring 2016 

The 9/17 Operations Autumn 2016 

Train Derail Operations Summer 2017 

  

Table 2. Inspire e-magazines and publication details  

4.2 Textual analysis of Inspire e-magazine 

With respect to past literature on Inspire, the aspect of message framing of the e-magazine is yet 

to be investigated further. It is important to take cognisance here that framing of the messages in 

Inspire is more important than the specific call to action itself. As Entman (1993) would argue, it 
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is at the level of the way in which messages are framed that the possibilities of actions are laid 

out for the readers. “Texts can make bits of information more salient by placement or repetition, 

or by associating them with culturally familiar symbols”(Entman, 1993, p. 53). Thus, how 

messages are framed using texts and images are of significance to convince the reader to imbibe 

AQ’s ideology and take action. Further, texts and images are also exploited to convince the 

reader that action is achievable, with Inspire continuously citing 9/11. In this chapter, I argue 

that AQ through its e-magazine Inspire has applied a five-layered discoursal strategy to 

radicalise its readers. I argue this by applying discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2013; Gee, 2014; 

Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002) and visual analysis (Ledin & Machin, 2018; Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 

2001) to show how AQ presents information to the reader. This five-layered discoursal strategy 

is presented in Inspire as normative discourse. Normative discourse means narratives have been 

framed as the perceived social reality within which Inspire’s system of meaning exists. AQ has 

framed discourses in Inspire surrounding present realities of the US intervention in the Middle 

East, the 9/11 terror attacks and through AQ leaders gaining prominence in the mind of the 

reader and the way in which the world should be viewed by the reader. The Inspire discourse in 

itself is a closed eco-system of meanings within which writer and reader interact. It is like a 

closed institution which wields power over the reader from its pre-set discourses to make sense 

to its reader and the world around him or her (Foucault, 1971; Hall, 2001). These discourses 

have been introduced to the reader via what I claim to be the intentional process of building 

‘ideological filters’ over the span of 17 years, since Inspire produced its first edition in 2010, to 

frame the mind of the reader while reading the e-magazine. These ideological filters function as 

the backdrop of the mind of the reader while perceiving information that is presented in the 

upcoming editions of Inspire. AQ ideologues such as Usama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri and 

Abu Musab al-Suri went to great lengths to frame these ideological filters, with the result that 

Inspire propaganda still stands to this day. The five-layered discourses are: the Palestinian 

sufferings, the US as the primary opponent, the 9/11 terror attacks, ideology and discourses 

proposed by AQ ideologues like Usama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri and Al-Suri and, lastly, 

the ways in which one can take up self-styled jihad.  

Texts and images are central to message framing. The way in which texts are used to frame an 

event develops the reader’s perception. As Fairclough (2013) states, texts are an intrinsic part of 

social events leading to building new norms, accomplished via the use of stable sets of intertexts 

and homogenous pre-set discourses through which all new ideas are filtered through the five 

layered discoursal strategy. Social events are narrated using texts which develop the readers’ 

perceptions. Texts are a key tool to make sense of things to a reader from a writer’s perspective. 

Social events unfold, weaving together existing social practices and are narrated within existing 

social structures. Applying a discourse analytical point of view, this chapter points out 
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constructed social events, social practices and social structures in Inspire that give rise to 

orchestrated social reality (Searle, 1995).  

Information is presented in Inspire to build new narratives and new norms, to manifest new 

meanings using texts. In the cases of AQ and IS, the interpretation of an incident is plagued by 

existing normative discourses that have been normalised to their respective readers. Events such 

as the 9/11 terror attacks, 7/7 London bombings, the Madrid train bombings, and the Charlie 

Hebdo attack have  all been framed and reframed by AQ to build significance (Gee, 2014). Over 

a prolonged time period,  the reiteration of these events by Inspire to its readers has gradually 

shifted social events to existing social practices (Fairclough, 2013). After all, we live in a post 

9/11 world, it has already happened. YouTube and various other video sharing platforms are a 

testament and a part of it. Thus, what Baudrillard (1987) had stated before the 9/11 terror attacks 

appears to be true; an attack and its circulation via social media channels or mass media “does 

not represent it, does not evoke it, on the contrary it shows that it has already happened, that it is 

already here, since it is impossible to imagine” (p. 25) and it is hyper-real.  A set of new norms 

are derived from these events that are invoked in the e-magazine itself, which are used as a foil 

for AQ’s discourse against corresponding Western claims.  

With the emergence of social media, terrorist groups like IS are even self-managing the 

broadcasting of attacks themselves. Carrying out an attack and then broadcasting the attack 

simultaneously by IS self-managed media units have given rise to what can be termed a 

momentary media spectacle. Here AQ differs from IS in terms of interpretation and motivation 

of an event. IS builds its own narrative as operatives simultaneously mediatise a terror attack, 

whereas an attack by AQ is left to the interpretation of the audience and the mass media. In the 

case of an attack unfolding, AQ follows a role-reversal process contrary to the IS. AQ awaits 

world views and situates its reasoning amidst the existing narratives that emerge from different 

interpretations of a terror attack. Once an attack has generated enough narratives, such a terror 

attack is normalised and is induced as social practice i.e. once an event (a terror attack) such as 

that of 9/11 takes place, it creates subsidiary alternative narratives along with the main narrative 

of the attack itself. For example, the primary narrative of the 9/11 terror attack is induced as 

social practice in terms of causing an “economic haemorrhage” (Inspire, 2014, 13th edition) to 

the American economy, the 9/11 terror narrative is induced in the form of a retaliatory act 

against America for the Palestinian suffering and its support of Israel in terms of financial and 

military aid (Inspire, 1st and 2nd edition, 2010). Thus, this constant referring back to the 9/11 

terror attack, and deriving subsidiary narratives from the primary narrative of the 9/11 terror 

attack, itself reinforces normalisation of the 9/11 discourse and links it to upcoming social 

practices post 9/11. For example, the impact of the 9/11 terror attacks on the American economy, 

the impact of 9/11 on American people living in fear, and a loss of sense of security are some 
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subsidiary narratives that emerge from the 9/11 discourse itself. A terror narrative fuses to 

become an existing social practice and transforms into symbolic deeds of the organisation. The 

event outcomes narrated by the mass media and audience are used as discoursal templates from 

which AQ frames its media messaging. A terror attack builds significance and draws more 

ambivalent narratives in the media ecology. It is with this media ambivalence that AQ builds 

significance out of terror attacks (Fairclough, 2013; Gee, 2014). Again, if we refer back to the 

example of the 9/11 terror narrative, AQ’s discoursal templates arise after the media saturation 

of the 9/11 reporting and ample scholarly investigation of the attack in the US and across the 

globe. This narrative abundance surrounding the 9/11 terror attacks, giving rise to media 

ambivalence, builds the significance of the attack itself for AQ. As a terror attack builds in 

significance, certain factors which are connected or relevant are rendered to build significance 

(Gee, 2014). Once a terror attack unfolds it has various narrative outcomes, a deliberate 

hindsight is framed to persuade the reader of the factors behind a terror attack which are then 

induced as a normative discourse. For example, the commemoration of the 9/11 terror attacks in 

every edition of Inspire magazine and the relation of the attack as a blow to the American 

imperialism (Inspire, 2016, 2017, 16th and 17th edition), US hegemony (Inspire, 2016, 2017, 15th 

and 17th edition) and creating an “economic haemorrhage” (Inspire, 2014, 13th edition) has been 

repetitively linked to the 9/11 terror attacks as different narrative outcomes from the attack itself. 

Texts and images are used as functional tools to build and sustain this normative discourse. In 

Inspire, AQ has used texts and images to frame terror events as normative practices. The 9/11 

terror attacks have become a standardised discoursal template that Inspire writers and editors 

never forget to refer back to in every magazine edition.  

These references build a consistent intertextual structure in which key events, particularly 9/11, 

are used to frame contemporary events in terms that reinforce AQ ideology. “Intertextuality 

refers to the condition whereby all communicative events draw on earlier events. One cannot 

avoid using words or phrases that other have used before” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 73). In 

the case of AQ, there is not one intertextual element but several intertextual components to 

frame media messaging. The intertextual components are: 9/11 terror attacks, US as the enemy, 

and Usama bin Laden as the AQ leader, all of which have been used to frame articles and 

editorials in Inspire. Similarly, two intertextual components are often framed together to 

encourage the reader to act. Interdiscursivity is defined when two or more discourses are 

combined to frame/narrate a communicative event (Fairclough, 2003). For example, the 9/11 

terror attacks have been articulated together with other components in several editions of Inspire. 

With the repetitive emphasis on 9/11 terror attacks across several editions of Inspire, the 9/11 

attack itself has gained a historical significance and simultaneously shifted to a normative 

discourse through several Inspire editions. AQ has exploited the discoursal affordance provided 

by the mediated spectacle of 9/11, and subsequent attacks, to frame the 9/11 terror narrative time 
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and again as giving rise to one social reality from different perspectives. Mass-mediated terror 

has led to multiplication of the event itself through several mediums. Thus, it is no longer just an 

attack taking place in its actuality but the reoccurrence of the attack through television screens, 

through radio channels and now increasingly through social media platforms. A mass-mediated 

terror attack leads to reiteration of the act in itself repeatedly over different mediums and gives 

rise to new perspectives for AQ and for the readers/audiences themselves. The new social reality 

post 9/11 has given rise to fear and intimidation, which AQ exploits as an ideological filter in 

itself. The 9/11 reference and commemoration in every edition of Inspire emphasises an 

unavoidable social reality which cannot be forgotten. 

Because Inspire’s media content is a closed system of meanings, ideological messaging is 

framed by linguistic discursivity. By the term ‘linguistic discursivity’ I mean that language is 

used as a tool to articulate previous discourses and connect it with present happenings through 

reiterating the ideological filter itself in varied ways. In other words, linguistic discursivity in 

Inspire means the use of language as a tool to connect other discourses with the primary 

discourse. Message framing is dependent on social, cultural and structural processes within 

which texts are produced and consumed (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). In Inspire, texts act as 

transformative agents to weave the socio-cultural realities of the Middle East region to drive 

action. As Fairclough (2013) suggests, one of the characteristics of texts is action: “action is to 

do generally with relations with others, but also ‘action on others’ and power” (Fairclough, 2003, 

p. 28). Texts in Inspire act as tools to build a relation with the opponent and to encourage the 

reader to act and assert power. For example, the US as the opponent has been targeted in terms 

of charges that the US intervention in the Middle East is for its own interest; the aim is to inspire 

the reader to retaliate against the opponent by whichever means; for example, one action an 

Inspire writer mentions is through boycotting American goods. Therefore, in Inspire texts are 

used as tools to articulate different narratives to demean the opponent and to direct the reader to 

act. For example, the overall five-layered discoursal strategy of Inspire serves as the perfect 

example where all the first four ideological filters demean the opponent in several ways; from 

past actions through the 9/11 terror-attack narrative that action is achievable, from a perspective 

of the opponent invading the Middle East and taking the wealth and resources of the region, to 

streamlining action through giving strategy and tactics via the “Open Source Jihad” section. 

These are framed in Inspire e-magazine through pre-set normative discourses which I claim to 

be ‘ideological filters’. The ideological filters are lenses through which all events and 

happenings are analysed. All the ideological filters serve as supporting narratives to build an 

overall discourse of each magazine edition. These ideological filters are applied to message 

framing to develop a partial social reality for Inspire readers. Anything that does not fit in 

accordance to the ideological filter is filtered out of the closed system of meanings of Inspire. 

For example, Operation Haemorrhage was a failed terror plot in October 2010 by AQ, yet AQ 
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twisted the failed narrative into a success, citing that the plot achieved its desired objective of 

creating intimidation and fear by making the US invest billions on security upgrades. Such 

ideological filters have been repetitively infused in the Inspire content and have become the 

primary structure over which Inspire messaging has been framed. Under each ideological filter, 

the creation and production of texts and their meanings are pre-set, and it is within these that the 

reader and the writer interact. Within the pre-set discourses, every event is analysed using the 

ideological filters. These ideological filters are therefore used as causative agents to persuade the 

reader to act. The narration of any recent event takes place through inducing these ideological 

filters to frame news stories in Inspire. 

In this chapter, I introduce five ideological filters through my analysis of Inspire. These five 

filters are used to frame the overall messaging of Inspire. The structure of these five ideological 

filters can be portrayed as a funnel-shaped process where each ideological filter acts as a layer in 

the funnel through which all events are narrated. The five ideological filters are premised on five 

different discourses which can be identified as:  

(a) The Palestinian sufferings – Causation filter.  

(b) The US as the Western aggressor – Enemy identification filter.  

(c) 9/11 terror attacks – Retaliation or motivation filter.  

(d) Usama bin Laden and Al-Suri – Reasoning filter. 

(e) Open Source Jihad – Action filter 

 

 

Fig. 4.1 Inspire message framing 

I would like to clarify here with respect to the diagram that it is not necessarily true that all 

editions of Inspire e-magazine follow the same pattern of ideological filters as I have shown in 
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the Inspire messaging frame. Instead, the ideological filters might be in a different order. The 

ideological filters are like tropes that intermingle with each other to constitute the overall 

messaging system. The ideological filters can be in any chronology which ultimately leads the 

reader to act. Each ideological filter acts as an identifying element for the reader to propel to 

action. Borum (2010) discusses four stages in terrorist psychology to motivate the follower to 

carry out a terror attack. First, it is important to direct the reader to locate a problem with an 

individual or a group to set some conditions that are undesirable or unacceptable. The second 

stage is to locate comparisons which involve identifying betterment and deprivation, breeding 

resentment and anger for this gross injustice. The third stage is, attribution, which looks for 

targeting a vilified out-group which is the cause of injustice; and fourthly, there is a reaction in 

which the perpetrators are dehumanised and demonised (Borum, 2010). “Any aggressive 

corrective action on the part of the in-group is justified and elevated to noble resistance and 

freedom fighting” (Miller, 2006, p. 128). Inspire offers different ideological filters through 

which the reader identities problems, comparisons, attribution and reaction through set 

discourses. The Palestinian suffering has been the causative ideological filter setting the 

condition of “unpleasant, deplorable and unjust” to the reader. What is interesting is that this 

suffering is most often not a condition in the life of the one taking on the terrorist action, rather 

this suffering becomes a cause taken up by the potential terrorist. The Palestinian suffering 

discourse is induced as the cause for which AQ is fighting. This filter sets the broader base to 

legitimise AQ’s acts as noble and justifiable. The discourse on Palestinian suffering has been 

presented to the readers in numerous Inspire editions. The US aid to Israel and the suppression 

of the Palestinians have become the causative factor which AQ has moulded to suit its 

messaging strategy. AQ’s leadership have acknowledged this, such as Al-Suri in his book, The 

Call to Global Islamic Resistance. It is also made explicit in one of the editions of Inspire: 

Israel creates a motive for global Islamic cause, and the American occupation adds a 

 revolutionary dimension, which is an excellent key to jihad… (Inspire, 2010, 4th edition, 

 p.34).  

Here Al-Suri stresses Palestine as the cause itself that should be applied to fuel global Islamic 

resistance. From a discoursal point of view, it is important to note intertextual components that 

are used to frame present narratives. For example, the Arab-Israeli conflict and the US presence 

in the Middle East region are two catalytic factors at the behest of which Al-Suri calls for global 

Islamic resistance. Another example of the causation filter is as follows:  

The message we intended on sending to Americans is: ‘America will never enjoy 

security until we live it in Palestine and it is not fair for you to enjoy life while our 

brothers in Gaza are going through a difficult life’ (Inspire, 2010, 1st edition, p. 15).  
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The above quote refers to a failed operation which was carried out by an AQ operative, Umar al-

Farūq, even though his explosive device did not explode on a Detroit flight. In an interview with 

one of the senior leaders of AQ, Shayk Abu Basir, Basir tries to frame the failure as a success, 

citing the success of the failed operation. The above quote is also another instance where the 

reader’s attention is directed to the cause driving the present action. The phrase above was 

mentioned in the context of the 9/11 terror attacks in which the writer emphasised the 

comparative aspect of Palestinian suffering while Americans lived in security. The phrase above 

also serves as a good example to substantiate my point where two different filters are infused to 

influence the reader’s perception. This is also termed as ‘interdiscursivity’, where the causation 

filter (the Palestinian suffering) and the retaliation filter (9/11 terror attacks) are articulated 

together to persuade the reader. Another example from Inspire’s second edition is as follows:  

 I also reassure our people in Palestine in particular that we will expand our jihad – Allah 

 permitting – and will neither recognise the borders of Sykes-Picot nor the rules whom 

 colonialism put in place (Inspire, 2010, 2nd edition, p.10).  

The above quote is of particular significance because the writer stresses colonization and the 

impact it has on the Muslim lands such as the borders demarcated by the Sykes-Picot line. With 

the Sykes-Picot agreement in 1916 between Britain and France partitioning Iraq and Syria, and 

the end of the Ottoman Empire in 1924, much of the territory controlled in the Middle East 

region went to the Western powers. AQ and IS consider the Sykes-Picot agreement as a 

historical wrongdoing of the West. Both terrorist groups are also of the understanding that Israeli 

oppression against Palestinians is a continued form of colonization.  

Another example of the causation filter is as follows - 

America will not live in peace and security until we live it in Palestine – Usama bin 

Laden  (Inspire, 2010, 2nd edition, p.12).  

The above quote holds significance to the reader as it has been taken from one of the speeches of 

Usama bin Laden. The quote affirms the reader’s belief in the Inspire messaging as bin Laden 

continues to serve as an ideologue of AQ as an organisation. The discourse on the Palestinian 

suffering has been used as what I term as the causation filter due to the then decade-long battle 

between the West, especially with the US, and AQ. The Palestinian-suffering discourse is 

furthered strengthened by the attributive cause of identifying the enemy. The enemy 

identification ideological filter locates the opponent for the reader to blame them for the cause. 

The US along with Britain and France are identified as enemies to channel the reader to target 

the enemy. The involvement of Britain and France along with the US as allies in supporting the 

state of Israel leads to representing the two nations as equal targets as the US, by AQ. Thus, we 

see here the use of stable sets of intertexts and homogeneous pre-set discourses through which 
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the writer builds his argument for the reader. Some of the examples of enemy identification filter 

discourses identifying the US as the enemy are as follows  

We are fighting a war against the American tyranny. This is a new crusade waged by the 

West against Islam. Therefore, we wanted to put things into proper perspective. This 

current  battle fought by the West is not an isolated battle but a continuation of a long 

history of aggression by the West against the Muslim world (Inspire, 2010, 3rd edition, 

p. 7).  

In the above quote, the writer clearly identifies the enemy as America. Further, enemy 

identification is solidified by drawing a historical narrative of the crusades and America being 

the ‘new crusade’ waging war against Islam. The enemy identification filter is premised from a 

historical standpoint where the present war is identified as one of several past oppressions by the 

West on the Muslim world.  

Another example from Inspire’s (2011) 5th edition also asserts the enemy identification filter to 

the reader.  

America has invaded three Muslim lands and goes around sending missiles on Muslims 

in Yemen, Somalia and Pakistan. (Inspire, 2011, 5th edition, p. 10). 

The aim of Inspire writers and editors is to highlight American atrocities against Muslims and 

gather support. The three nations have been particularly identified above as targets of the 

American atrocities. In Somalia in 1993,  America launched a disastrous raid called Operation 

Black Hawk which brought substantial change in the US foreign policy in terms of African 

countries (Bowden, 2010). After the 9/11 terror attacks, Yemen and Pakistan have been 

repetitively targeted by drone attacks for sheltering terror bases in their respective lands. 

According to newamerica.org an estimated 283 drone strikes have been conducted over Yemen 

within the period of 2002 until 29th March 2019 targeting AQAP bases, whereas in Pakistan 414 

drone strikes have been conducted between 2004 – 4th July 2018 to target the terrorist 

organisation, Taliban (New America, 2019). 

The enemy identification filter is applied highlighting the atrocities of the opponent. Other than 

the above quote, the enemy identification filter has been applied in several contexts by 

highlighting the vulnerabilities of the US in social, economic and political terms. For example, 

from one of the excerpts from the speeches by Usama bin Laden in Inspire’s (2010) 1st edition, 

bin Laden states:  

The wheel of the American economy is like a bicycle wheel: if it loses one link in its 

chain, it stops moving; and among the links of the wheel of the American economy are 

raw material, capital and consumers (Inspire, 2010, 1st edition, p. 9).  
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Applying the enemy identification filter, the writer presents to the reader the opponent’s existing 

weaknesses through which the opponent can be defeated. The enemy identification filter leads to 

a motivation filter which exemplifies action through the discourses of the 9/11 terror attacks. The 

motivation filter affirms the reader’s acceptance that action is doable against the enemy. The 

9/11 narrative serves as twin ideological filters in Inspire at times. First, the 9/11 terror attack is 

used as a motivational filter to encourage the reader to carry out terror attacks of that grand 

scale. Second, the 9/11 terror narrative is also used as a retaliatory filter against the US for its 

imperialist policy and its hegemony in the Middle East. Other than creating a media spectacle, 

9/11 gave rise to varied discourses that situated AQ in different narratives. For example, here is 

one of the paragraphs from Inspire’s seventh edition: 

A great and powerful nation, isolated from the rest of the world by two great oceans, 

America believed it could carry on with an imperialistic policy in the Muslim world 

without suffering the consequences. The 9/11 proved America wrong. America’s evil 

would come back to haunt it. Following 9/11, George W. Bush promised a war on Islam 

and Muslims, which he  termed ‘the War on terror’. He also forecasted that this war 

would be a long one. (Inspire, 2011, 7th edition, pp. 16-17).  

In the above-mentioned excerpt, two ideological filters are applied. First, the US as the aggressor 

and its “imperialist policy in the Muslim world”. The US as the aggressor (enemy identification 

filter) has been applied to set and induce a biased perception in the reader. A second, ideological 

filter that has been applied here is 9/11 as a retaliatory action where 9/11 has proved America 

(the enemy) wrong. As mentioned before, the 9/11 terror narrative has been shifted to a 

normative discourse and is one of the important ideological filters with which AQ justifies 

present actions. The enemy identification filter is substantiated with visuals after the fall of the 

World Trade Centre along with quotes from AQ ideologues to seek reasons why the terror attack 

was committed. The writer quotes Usama bin Laden, “If our messages can reach you by words, 

then they wouldn’t have travelled by planes” (Inspire, 2011, 7th edition, pp. 16-17), a statement 

made after the 9/11 terror attack took place. Similarly, the writer quotes, Ayman al-Zawahiri, 

“America, you must ask: why all this hatred” (Inspire, 2011, 7th edition, pp. 16-17). This is also a 

good distinctive example of the different forms proof-texting undertakes, whereby AQ justifies 

its actions seeking validation from its ideologues within the organisation compared to IS 

validating its actions based on religious text. Thus, the 9/11 terror attack is validated by the AQ 

ideologues themselves, which then emerges as an AQ ideological filter in its own right.  

Another example of how 9/11 has been used as a motivating tool occurs in Inspire’s thirteenth 

edition where AQ claims it caused economic haemorrhage in the USA, resulting from the 9/11 

terror attacks.  
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During the 9/11, the targets were carefully chosen, and each chosen target had a 

particular goal. The first target being the World Trade Centre which houses hundreds of 

companies and capitalists. When the two towers crumbled, hundreds of companies fell 

with them which resulted in sister companies and related companies and banks to go 

bankruptcy. There was a huge amount of financial loss. The gross loss, the government 

confesses is about two trillion dollars. Therefore, the main goal of the operation was a 

serious economic haemorrhage. (Inspire, 2014, 13th edition, p. 62).  

From the example of the above paragraph, the 9/11 terror narrative has been used as a 

motivational tool. The writer highlights some key words in this excerpt such as ‘crumbled’, 

‘bankruptcy’, ‘financial loss’, ‘gross loss’ and ‘serious economic haemorrhage’ which all give an 

impression to the reader of the impacts of 9/11. These words construct and constitute shaping 

and reshaping social structures for the readers of Inspire after the attack took place.  

The words pointed out above build significance with the sorts of meanings and significance that 

are expressed about a given situation (Levinson, 1996). For the Inspire writer, the text sets up an 

imagined reader through its suppositions, genre conventions and the likes, and motivations. The 

outcomes of the 9/11 terror attacks are outlined by the writer as “financial loss, gross loss” from 

the attack itself. In other words, terrorism serves its purpose of being a means to an end and not 

just an end in itself. It is a bargaining process with the opponent (the US) and is a coercive 

method based on “the power to hurt” (Crenshaw, 1987) and to intimidate the enemy. “The power 

to hurt” has been employed as a potential tool to gain attention by the terrorist organisations 

reciprocating the mutual affliction that is foisted by the established institutional structure 

(McCormick, 2003), i.e. it is retaliation.  

There are different interpretations of the 9/11 terror attacks that have been exploited by AQ over 

several editions of Inspire to motivate the reader to take similar actions. AQ has exploited the 

9/11 terror narrative in different ways as an ideological filter through which Western aggression 

is perceived by the reader. 

The causation, enemy identification and motivation filters are accompanied by the ideological 

reasoning filter. The key proponents of the ideological reasoning are AQ leaders such as [the 

late] Usama bin Laden, Abu Musab Al-Suri, Ayman al-Zawahiri and [the late] Anwar al-Awlaki. 

They are all used to offer the rationality behind carrying out terror attacks. Usama bin Laden’s 

several written pieces and speech transcriptions in Inspire, Al-Suri’s “The Jihadi Experience” 

and Zawahiri’s open letters offer reasoning to the reader as to why lone-wolf jihadism and 

atrocities against the West are justified. After the death of Usama bin Laden on 2nd May 2011, 

AQ lost one of its key ideologues. Nevertheless, bin Laden’s posthumous legacy is still being 

exploited by the editors and writers of Inspire as an ideological filter along with other living 
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ideologues such as Zawahiri and Al-Suri, and the digital magazine enables a constant circulation 

and presence of bin Laden’s writings. After bin Laden’s death, Samir Khan, a Yemeni-based 

AQAP operative wrote an article titled “Sadness, contentment and aspiration” in Inspire’s (2011) 

sixth edition.  

The news brought us a mixed sentiment of sadness, contentment and aspiration. Sadness, 

because we lost one of the greatest Islamic revolutionaries – if not, the greatest 

revolutionary – in modern times. Contentment because we knew he had achieved what 

Prophet Mohammad always yearned for: shahada. Aspiration, because we remembered 

our Prophet’s guarantee that Jihad would resume till Judgment day. It therefore, suggests 

that the shaykh’s martyrdom wouldn’t in any way, shape or form limit our struggle to 

manifest the sharia in the Muslim lands (p. 47). 

In the above statement, the death of Usama bin Laden has been framed as martyrdom and bin 

Laden is to be referred to as a ‘martyr’ giving the subtext of a motivation filter. Second, the 

motivation filter is again applied by addressing bin Laden as a great Islamic revolutionary and 

that “Jihad will resume till the judgement day”. Usama bin Laden is a key ideologue and his 

demise has been used as an ideological trigger to encourage readers to resume jihad more 

vigorously. While he was alive, bin Laden himself was a living ideological entity who 

spearheaded the jihadi struggle in AQ. His leadership, his guidance, his charisma and his legacy 

dictated AQ. He was the founder of AQ. He was the master mind behind 9/11 – which arose as 

another ideological filter for AQ itself. After the 9/11 terror attacks, the mass media presented 

AQ and Usama bin Laden as the key perpetrators, raising both into global prominence 

simultaneously. Thus, Usama bin Laden, as an overarching living ideologue for AQ gave rise to 

terror manifestation in the US in the form of 9/11. Mass media had a prominent role to play 

towards uplifting these two ideological filters as 9/11 became a mass mediated attack and there 

was constant circulation on television screens of Usama bin Laden claiming the attack had been 

perpetrated by AQ. Therefore, mass media, especially television, newspapers and magazines 

gave recognition to AQ, and Usama bin Laden became the visual depiction of AQ as an 

organisation in itself. In October 1, 2001, the TIME magazine cover page was Usama bin 

Laden’s image with the running headline “Target: Bin Laden”, giving world-wide recognition to 

the AQ leader after the 9/11 terror attacks. Thus, the two ideological filters – the 9/11 terror 

attack and Usama bin Laden as the most prominent AQ ideologue – were catapulted to global 

consciousness by the mass media. The visual significance that was brought to these ideological 

filters was also to an extent dependent on the mass media coverage and the magnitude of the 

attack and the leader himself. 

One of the key steps in understanding a discourse is that of how it is constructed and constituted 

and how social practices emerge from the discourses (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). In the above 
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excerpt, discourse is constructed by portraying bin Laden as a ‘martyr’ and his death as an 

inspiration to inspire future jihadists to take the path of jihad. The demise of bin Laden also 

called for renewed meanings and interpretations in Inspire to carry on the legacy of the leader 

after his death. This, in turn, pushes for a shift from a living ideologue presenting his own views 

to framing bin Laden’s messages to suit present narratives by Inspire editors. The reasoning 

filter also keeps the nostalgia of a lost leader ripe in the minds of Inspire readers and has become 

another fixed reference like 9/11. 

The next ideologue who has significantly contributed to the reasoning filter has been Abu Musab 

al-Suri. Al-Suri’s contributions over several editions of the Inspire magazine and his two books. 

Both The Call to Global Islamic Resistance (Al-Suri, 2004) and A Terrorist’s Call to Global 

Jihad: Deciphering Abu Musab al-Suri’s Islamic Jihad have made him a renowned jihadi 

ideologue in AQ circles. “The Jihadi Experience” series in Inspire’s e-magazine are the 

ideological triggers that offer reasoning and strategies behind carrying out attacks. Al Suri’s 

written articles bridge aggression and action through reasoning. Al-Suri offers cognitive re-

framing of destructive behaviour as being morally acceptable without changing the moral 

standards (Bandura, 1990). There are many pieces written by him across several editions of 

Inspire where Al Suri has extensively written about the AQ’s military strategies and tactics for 

the lone-wolf jihadists. An example is as follows:  

The jihad of individual or cell terrorism, using the method of urban or rural guerrilla 

warfare, is fundamental for exhausting the enemy and causing him to collapse and 

withdraw, God willing. The open front jihad is fundamental for seizing control over land 

to liberate it, and establish the Islamic law, with the help of God. The individual terror 

jihad and guerrilla warfare conducted by smaller cells paves the way for the other kind 

(open front jihad), aids and supports it. Without the confrontation in the field and the 

seizure of land, however, a state will not emerge for us. And this is the strategic goal for 

the resistance project  (Al-Suri, 2004; Lia, 2007).  

The above text is an example of the reasoning applied to individual or cell terrorism more 

effectively than direct confrontation of the enemy. From a discourse analysis point of view, Al-

Suri’s strategy on military tactics serves as a functioning or applicable ideology. Al-Suri’s 

strategic discourse contributes “to the creation and reproduction of unequal power relations 

between” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 63) the reader and Al-Suri as the writer. As mentioned 

in the previous chapter, Hall (2005) mentions three kinds of reading – the dominant 

(hegemonic), negotiated, and oppositional meaning (Aiello, 2006, p. 98). Al Suri asserts a 

dominant (hegemonic) meaning where his authority over the readers stems from his military 

expertise and scholarly militant tactics (Al-Suri, 2004; Lia, 2007) that make him an infallible 

voice to the readers. In discoursal terms, it’s the categorical force of the simple present, that 
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“only jihad paves the way”, “is fundamental”, which projects Al-Suri’s authority. Al-Suri as a 

writer also gains legitimacy due to being one of the senior leaders in AQ who has planned and 

executed numerous past attacks, which adds to his experience and expertise to gain further 

legitimisation from the readers. Some of terror plots behind which Al-Suri was alleged to have 

been involved are the Madrid train bombings in 2004 and 7/7 London bombings in 2005. After 

the terror attacks took place, in AQ’s statement releases, Al-Suri claimed that in his teachings he 

has always instructed his followers to target the vital targets that will cripple the opponent and 

that the London Underground bombing was one of the models of a successful terror attack 

premised on Al-Suri’s teachings  (Lewis, 2012). Apart from this, as mentioned earlier, Al-Suri’s 

scholarly contribution in his two books and the continuity of the “Jihadi Experience” series in 

Inspire magazine are all indicators of his command over what he states and his authority over his 

readers. In the above excerpt the way in which texts are produced and framed wields ideological 

power over the reader (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002).  

Another example from Al-Suri’s excerpt is mentioned below, where he emphasises that the older 

secret regional hierarchal organisation model is no longer relevant. The secret regional hierarchal 

model earlier was premised on the strictly rigid structure that has facilitated AQ to adapt and 

transform its organisational structure despite setbacks, even after the US declared the Global 

War on Terrorism after the 9/11 terror attacks followed by invasion of Afghanistan in October 

2001. According to some documents seized from Afghanistan and published by an Egyptian 

journalist, Ahmad Mussa, in the newspaper Nahadt Al Misr, the report describes “Al Qaeda’s 

early infrastructure and that it evolved into a fully-fledged organisational structure” (Gunaratna 

& Oreg, 2010, p. 1054). According to the documents that were seized from Afghanistan, AQ had 

a clear organisational structure comprising top three commands as the Amir, the Deputy and the 

Command Council (Gunaratna & Oreg, 2010, pp. 1054-1055). The overall responsibility for AQ 

activities was held by the Amir. “The Deputy’s characteristics should resemble those of the 

leader or be close to him” (Gunaratna & Oreg, 2010, p. 1055). The Amir appoints the secretary, 

as his role comprises duties “such as organising the leader’s appointment, external relations and 

his work schedule” (Gunaratna & Oreg, 2010, p. 1056). Majlis Al Shura (The Command 

Council) is AQ’s highest decision making body which is nominated by the Amir, and the 

council’s job “is to plan and supervise all aspects of the organisational activity” (Gunaratna & 

Oreg, 2010, p. 1056). Under the Command Council there are various committees such as 

Military committee, Religious committee, Political committee, Security committee, Media 

committee, and Financial and Administrative committee (Gunaratna & Oreg, 2010, p. 1055). 

Post 9/11 terror attacks, the core structure, i.e. the Amir, the Deputy and the Command Council, 

has remained the same, however, the various committees have transformed to associative blocks. 

In this context, Al Suri states that AQ as an organisation needs to shift from a rigid hierarchical 

structure to a form of associated local organisations. In this form of a loosely-knitted structured 
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organisation, AQ has made “connections and collaborations” (Gunaratna & Oreg, 2010, p. 1051) 

with regional local organisations, which have become more formal since the 9/11 terror attacks. 

After the beginning of  the  Iraq war in 2003, AQ formed regional ‘Al Qaedas’ through 

solidifying its relation with local groups (Gunaratna & Oreg, 2010). For example, AQ in 

Maghreb (AQIM) was established in Algeria in collaboration with the Algerian Group, Global 

Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC), then AQAP and AQ in Yemen (AQY) were 

established. Similarly, in Iraq, Tawahid Wal Jihad changed its name to AQ in Iraq which later 

re-formed as the Islamic State of Iraq (Gunaratna & Oreg, 2010, p. 1051). Thus, as Al-Suri states 

below, it was in accordance with Al-Suri’s plan to shift from a rigid hierarchical structure to a 

networked organisation for AQ’s future survival.  

It is no longer possible to operate by the methods of the old model, through the ‘secret-

regional-hierarchical’ organisation, especially after the September 11th events and the 

onset of the American campaigns, where the great majority of the existing secret 

organisations were destroyed, and the conditions made it impossible and futile to 

establish other secret organisations after this model (Al-Suri, 2004; Lia, 2007).  

In the above excerpt, Al-Suri asserts a dominant reading to the reader (Hall, 2005). The narration 

of the 9/11 terror attacks and the reason to point towards a shift in the organisational structure is 

drawn from the intertextuality of the past events and the language is framed in such a manner 

that the reader finds reasoning within the previous attacks in itself (Jørgensen and Philips, 2002). 

For example, Al-Suri uses the 9/11 terror attacks as the intertextual element to assert a change in 

the organisational structure. Thus, new discourses, new tactical moves, new ideologies are 

formed based on the previous discoursal experiences from past Islamic resistances to build and 

arrive at AQ’s renewed objectives post 2001.  

It is the intermingling of various previous discourses from which Al-Suri derives new strategies. 

For example, Al-Suri mentions in his excerpts that  “It is no longer possible to operate by the 

methods of the old model, through the ‘secret-regional-hierarchical’ organisation” (Al-Suri, 

2004). This understanding is based on the past experiences of AQ itself that the old hierarchical 

structure has failed resulting in a need to shift to a decentralised structure.  

We need to concentrate the research on methods of the open fronts, and the methods of 

individual jihadi operations activity, along with the methods of total resistance to 

develop them to deduct a military organisation theory suitable for the coming period. 

The methods are mainly two: operational activity at the open fronts and secret resistance 

through individual jihad and small cells (Al-Suri, 2004; Lia, 2007).    

Further, Al-Suri offers alternative approaches to carry jihad individually or in small cells in the 

above paragraph. Through texts as multi-functional elements, Al-Suri  calls for action from his 
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readers (Fairclough, 2013). “Action is to do generally with relation with others, but also ‘action 

on others’ and power” (Fairclough, 2013, p. 28). In the above paragraph, Al-Suri emphasises 

reasoned action considering the practicalities and the changing environment after 9/11.  

In consideration of the above excepts from Al-Suri what is clearly evident in the reasoning filter 

is that intertextuality and interdiscursivity (Fairclough, 2013; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002) play 

an important role in forming new strategies. Al-Suri dictates his guidance on the hindsight of the 

past events and builds new strategies. Al Suri’s military strategies and his research strive for 

continuous new warfare innovations to attack the US. The act of carrying out a terror attack is 

often itself an innovation as terrorists constantly conspire new ways to execute terror attacks 

(Crenshaw, 1987, p. 15).  

To summarise, Al-Suri’s main idea has been to focus on the far enemy (US and its allies) rather 

than the near one (the Middle East nations) which is an opposite focus to that of IS. IS’s focus on 

a near enemy is also because IS wants to build a Caliphate fusing Islamic nations together. The 

IS Caliphate was to arise out of, yet be situated against, present Islamic nations which are 

divided by geographic boundaries and espouse the modern values of nationalism and patriotism. 

However, IS believes in a Caliphate which is devoid of nationalities and where all are united on 

the basis of faith. Thus, IS’s focus on the near enemies was in tandem with its ambition of 

building a Caliphate. On the other hand, AQ’s ideology entails the withdrawal of the West from 

the Middle East to restore AQ’s presence in the region. In this approach, AQ acknowledges the 

fact that a direct combat with the West will mean loss of the organisation as a whole. Therefore, 

it wishes to remain as a movement that undertakes attacks, not become a military force that can 

be attacked head-on as occurred with IS. It is important to divert the West by carrying out 

attacks on their soil and force the US and its allies to withdraw from the Middle East region. Al-

Suri’s writing points to the idea of being aware of the practicalities of the present world order 

while giving strategies and tactics. His writing shows a well-reasoned and planned structure as to 

why an approach of Open Front Jihad should be undertaken rather than a direct military combat. 

His writing showcases scientific reasoning and scholarly argumentation compared to IS writers 

basing their argument on holy texts, sunnah and hadiths. Al-Suri’s written pieces in “The Jihadi 

Experience” series in Inspire also showcases his ability to articulate failures from past attacks 

and to mould terror strategies which do not repeat past mistakes. For example, Al-Suri states:  

 

If we accompany these important and current lessons from our many tragic jihadi 

experiences where we used the guerrilla warfare method ‘defence from permanent 

positions’, such as what happened to us during the jihad in Syria in the ‘Battles of Hama 

– February 1982, and the battle of Tripoli against the forces of Syrian government and 

during the defence of Tall al-Za’tar in Beirut, Lebanon against the Syria and Lebanese 
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agent forces on the ground and Israeli forces at sea and in air! And in Yemen, the 

experience of al-Mih-dar in 1998, and second, in Nabatiyya in Lebanon in 2000 etc. We 

find that all these experiences confirm what we have studied and taught about ‘the 

principles of guerrilla warfare’ and ‘that defence from permanent positions’ at the wrong 

time is one of the guerrilla’s most vulnerable spots (Inspire, 2010, 4th edition, p. 32).  

 

Thus, the articulation from the previous guerrilla attacks and the strategies to be undertaken in 

future are well reasoned by Al-Suri. Al-Suri, in his writings, creates rational discourse 

considering all the practicalities that would have the greatest impact of an attack. He builds the 

discourse surrounding all practical realities that will have an impact from his outlined strategy. 

He cites geographical pre-conditioning of the place of an attack, population and political factors 

of that place, and also anticipates desired results from carrying out a terror attack in a particular 

territory which sits on logical and scholarly argumentation. There is an absence of the religious 

proof-text which is majorly exploited by IS; this is not because Al-Suri did not believe in 

Islamist religious fundamentalism, but his focus was on inspiring planned action from within a 

different, older cohort to that targeted by IS. To apply Crenshaw (1987), Al-Suri would be 

considered as an ‘innovative terrorist’ who through planned action and logical argumentation 

seeks newer ways to commit terror plots. 

 

Finally, the action filter is best represented by the “Open Source Jihad” (OSJ) section in the 

magazine which encourages the AQ follower to act. The OSJ gives step-by-step instructions and 

acts as a know-how manual for the AQ readers to commit to jihad. The ideological affirmation 

by the previous filters are applied to channel action through OSJ. The OSJ section articulates and 

presents information instructing the follower in the ways in which he can carry out self-styled 

jihadi operations using locally available resources. The idea of OSJ borrows from Al-Suri’s idea 

of letting individual sleeper-cells function independently, disassociating themselves from the AQ 

base. The “Open Source Jihad” section begins with the opening lines:  

 

A resource manual for those who loathe the tyrants; includes bomb making techniques, 

security measures, guerrilla tactics, weapons training and all other jihad related 

activities. A disaster for the repressive imperialist nations: the Open Source Jihad is 

America’s worst nightmare. It allows Muslims to train at home instead risking a 

dangerous travel abroad. Look no further, the Open Source Jihad is now at hands reach.  

 

The above excerpt is crucial as it sets the tone for the reader to commit to action. Here the texts 

act as representational and action components for the reader. The texts act as multi-functional 

elements and emphasize the aspect of ‘action on others’ (Fairclough, 2013, p. 28). One of the 
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ways through which AQ asserts terror practice is through guerrilla tactics. Guerrilla tactics arise 

from guerrilla warfare which is a warfare based on ambush and sabotage tactics. Guerrilla 

warfare can be referred to as “a phase that does not afford in itself opportunities to arrive at 

complete victory” (Guevara, 2002, p. 54). The practice of guerrilla warfare builds an impression 

of AQ unlike any other liberation movement which seeks for a change in the Middle Eastern 

region. It reiterates and directs the reader to the opponent stating “those who loathe the tyrants”, 

underlying where hate for the opponent is solidified by previous ideological filters. The 

opponents or as it is mentioned in the excerpt – “tyrant” – has already been identified to the 

reader.  

 

The opening excerpt is based on intertextuality of the enemy identification filter as the US and 

its allied forces are labelled as “repressive imperialist nations” and it applies interdiscursivity 

where Al-Suri’s ideology of lone-wolf jihadism is integrated with the enemy identification filter. 

In other words, the OSJ applies Al-Suri’s argument in practise in a simplified version. It is the 

by-product of Al-Suri’s ideological narrative towards making AQ a call to resistance against 

Western imperialist regimes. The reasoning is put into action through indicating the ways in 

which a terror attack can be done. To summarize, my argument here is: 

 

Enemy identification filter (US) + Reasoning filter (lone-wolf jihadism) = Action filter (OSJ).  

 

AQ has reformulated lone-wolf jihadism and how modern terrorism has been carried out with 

the “Open Source Jihad” (OSJ) section. Terrorism, from being more local has become more 

global and has “the potential to ‘export’ conflict and widen the threat to challenge the world 

order” (Shavit, 2004). Open Source Jihad reiterates what Shavit (2004) has said earlier, AQ 

shifted from the old terrorism model of rigid, hierarchical structure to becoming a more 

transnational and global terrorism. “Old terrorism was more international in the sense of 

collaboration and solidarity among various groups and organisations, new terrorism is more 

international in terms of scope of the targets” (Shavit, 2004 as cited in Weimann, 2006, p. 22). 

Thus, letting the follower select ‘targets’ while offering the know-how to carry out small to 

medium-scale terror attacks is the effective way to ‘export’ conflict. The section is written by a 

writer who calls himself ‘AQ Chef’ indicating a sub-textual reference to cooking as a profession, 

similar to cooking home-made recipes to make explosives, asserting individual jihadism. Some 

of the headlines by AQ Chef under the OSJ section are as follows:  

 

Make a bomb in the kitchen of your Mom – by AQ Chef (Inspire, 2010, 1st edition, p. 

31). 
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The ultimate mowing machine, tips for our brothers in the United Snakes of America 

(Inspire, 2010, 2nd edition, p. 53).  

 

 Car bombs inside America (Inspire, 2014, 12th edition, p. 62)  

 

The above headlines are some of the examples in which step-by-step instructions are given on 

how to make the explosives, where and how to fit them and how to detonate them. In one of the 

images in Inspire (2014), thirteenth edition, it is stated that  “if you have the knowledge and 

inspiration, all that’s left is to take action – OSJ – Empowering Muslims”. 

 

Again, the analysis of the headlines above reiterates the interdiscursivity of different ideological 

filters to commit the follower to action. In the second and third headlines, for example, the usage 

of the words “United Snakes of America” and “Car bombs inside America” again reemphasises 

the enemy identification filter (US) which drives the committing action filter (OSJ).  

 

Another aspect that the “Open Source Jihad” as well as various other segments of Inspire use is 

humour and satire to mock the Unites States and its allies for failing to stop AQ from achieving 

its goals. This reinforces that the Inspire readership is anti-US and favours anti-American 

sentiments. The satire and the mocking also strengthen the audience perception that the US is in 

a vulnerable state and an AQ follower is capable of giving the US a significant blow by 

committing to lone-wolf jihadism. The readers are invited to model themselves as the defenders 

against Western aggression. The satire and mocking also relates to what Crenshaw (1987) stated; 

that the terrorist will always seek new and innovative ways to commit terror attacks. In this case, 

AQ ridicules the ability of the United States’ ill-equipped intelligence agencies and security 

systems to decipher AQ’s innovative strategies to carry out attacks on their own soil. This also 

gives the impression to the reader that while the US is busy grappling and tightening its security 

atmosphere, the AQ operatives will devise newer strategies to continue attacks in the US.  

 

For instance, if we refer back to the very first article under the OSJ section in Inspire’s (2010) 

first edition – “Make a bomb in the kitchen of your Mom” – by AQ Chef, the article mocks the 

ineffectiveness of the American security forces to prevent attacks when AQ is giving the 

simplest ways to carry out terror attacks using the most common day-to-day resources. The 

element of humour and satire is also visible when it comes to mocking Western and Middle 

Eastern leaders for their failed policies and ways of dealing with the Arabian Peninsula region, 

which will be discussed later in this chapter.  
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The “Open Source Jihad” section indicates the type of terrorism that AQ wants to undertake and 

sustain in future. The OSJ section connects to the idea of lone-wolf jihadism distinguishing itself 

from IS. IS called its followers to carry out hijrah (emigration) to the Caliphate and fight for the 

Caliphate whereas AQ believes in letting lone-wolves or individual cells operate independently 

while they are residing within the enemy’s nucleus (Al-Suri, 2004). After the loss of the 

Caliphate in 2017 and its complete obliteration in 2018 and 2019, IS has learned similar 

strategies which are reiterated via something similar to Inspire’s OSJ section in its new 

magazine, Rumiyah (Rome), published from September 2016. IS has named the section as “Just 

Terror Tactics” (JTT) in Rumiyah magazine. Some of the tactics are quite similar to what AQ 

had already mentioned in the beginning editions of Inspire. Over the years, the OSJ section has 

been a valuable tool for AQ followers which we can witness from the recent spate of attacks that 

have taken place and the ways and means with which these attacks have been carried out. 

However, while comparing AQ’s OSJ with IS’s JTT, IS uses JTT as a mere tool to seek revenge 

of the West. The JTT is not yet a long-term prospective tool like OSJ with a specified purpose. 

Thus, OSJ gets its force intertextually, “whereby all the communicative events draw on earlier 

events” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 73), from the other media references to AQ terror acts, 

i.e. the reader could be empowered by the knowledge that the London-tube bombers read the 

same section. Thus, the action filter encapsulates all the previous ideological filters to commit 

the reader to action. Thus, OSJ (action filter) strengthens by drawing on what has been practised 

by AQ followers in the past and encourages new terror plots by AQ operatives.  

The overall objective of any Just Terror operation is to bring horror and misery to the 

enemies of Allah, and to remind them that their efforts to wage war against Islam and 

the Muslims will only lead to more and more mujahidin appearing in their very midst, 

ready to strike them mercilessly on their own soil (Rumiyah, 2016, 2nd edition, p.13).  

Therefore, IS has benefitted from AQ’s OSJ but its intentions behind instructing lone wolves to 

carry out terror attacks is not similar to AQ. Instead, its intention is to seek revenge, create 

chaos, and fear in and intimidation of the opponent (kafir). This is also commensurate with the 

categorisation of instrumental and retributive terrorism as pointed out by Butler (2002). In this 

case, AQ falls under instrumental terrorist and IS as the retributive terrorist organisation. 

“Instrumental terrorism describes terrorist acts carried out to coerce a group into taking some 

action or complying with a demand. The perpetrators are usually political terrorists who want to 

effect a tangible result (Miller, 2006, p. 122). In contrast, retributive terrorists “are primarily 

interested in destroying rather than influencing their enemies” (Miller, 2006, p. 122). 

Some of the outcomes from AQ’s OSJ have been, for example, the various forms of vehicular 

terrorism that have been practised in the recent past. For example, the Nice attack in France in 

July, 2016, the terror attack in Berlin in December 2016, the Westminster attack on 22nd March 
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2017, the Stockholm attack on 7th April 2017, an attack in Finsbury Park, London, in June, 2017, 

the Champs-Élysées attack in Paris in June 2017, the Levallois-Perret attack in France again, on 

August 2017, Las Ramblas in Barcelona on 17th August 2017 and the attack at Grosser 

Kiepenkerl, Münster, in Germany on 7th April 2018i are all examples of the practical outcomes 

of the OSJ articles like “The Ultimate Mowing Machine”. The magazine led to action here by 

informing the reader about the resources that are easy to access to commit an attack. The article, 

“The Ultimate Mowing Machine”, guides the attacker to acquire a sports utility vehicle (SUV) or 

a large-sized vehicle to ram through crowded places. The magazine helps in giving AQ 

operatives new terror plots and tactics through which they can carry attacks with easily 

accessible resources. In this case, for example, acquiring a SUV to carry out an attack. In the 

case of IS, reiterating the same tactics, IS writers go further by asking the reader to also carry a 

large knife on themselves so that once the vehicle is seized or has been disrupted, the attacker 

continues to attack civilians by stabbing them. Similarly, the Boston bombings in 2013 were a 

practical application of pressure-cooker bombs, again an instructional manual put into practice 

from the OSJ segment. Lastly, the most pertinent practical application of lone-wolf jihadism has 

been through knife attacks (Inspire, 2015, 14th edition) which were rampant during 2017-2018. 

The committing action filter through Open Source Jihad is a testament to exporting terrorism 

using the simplest means (texts and images) by AQ. The simplest of means are the texts and 

images used as tools that have driven ideologies into action. The committing action filter through 

the OSJ section encapsulates all the four previous ideological filters and persuades the reader to 

action. All the five ideological filters are infused as existing normative discourse persuading the 

reader to act to bring a change. These five ideological filters are reiterated in all Inspire editions 

through which all recent events are framed to the readers. 

4.3 Visual analysis of Inspire e-magazine 

Texts alone cannot build overall narratives in Inspire magazine; images are also a significant 

component to frame the overall discourse. The next segment of this chapter will apply visual 

analysis (Barthes, 1964; Ledin & Machin, 2018; Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001) on the five 

ideological filters described previously. This segment will analyse how images have been 

applied as supportive components to frame the overall discourse of five ideological filters in 

Inspire magazine. The image presentation in terms of its composition, layout and representation 

has been carefully presented by writers and editors in Inspire to create a biased representation to 

the reader.  

Images are the supportive constituents that strengthen the above-mentioned ideological filters to 

the reader. The images in Inspire are appropriated to build a particular social reality and to frame 

new narratives. In this section, I analyse images from Inspire and emphasise the way Inspire 

draws on visual culture. The visual analysis is again based on the five ideological filters that I 
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have mentioned before in the textual analysis. The visual communications in Inspire offer 

denotative and connotative meanings (Barthes, 1964). The denotational meaning of an image is 

“the literal meaning of an image” (Barthes, 1964) as objectively represented, whereas the 

connotational meaning relates “to the symbolic and ideological meaning of the image which 

corresponds to the meaning – or range of possible meanings – inscribed by cultural codes” 

(Aiello, 2006, p. 94). There can be several connotative meanings that may arise from denotative 

meaning based on the socio-cultural context amidst which the message is created and the way in 

which it is perceived. Contrarily, through different denotative meanings, a single symbolic 

meaning can be expressed as it is (Barthes, 1964).   

From a methodological standpoint, images are also analysed “according to their three meta-

functions, which allows them to deconstruct texts and images into three main types of meaning. 

These are representation, interaction or orientation, and composition or organisation” (Jewitt and 

Oyama, as cited in Aiello, 2006, p. 91). An image’s story portrays the representational meaning, 

the relationship of the viewer to the image is what constitutes the interactive meaning, and the 

image’s layout constitutes the compositional meaning (Aiello, 2006, p. 92). In addition to this, 

the anchorage to an image is vital to the image narration. “The anchorage may be ideological and 

indeed this is its principal function; the texts directs the reader towards the signifieds of the 

image, causing him to avoid some and receive others; by means of an often subtle dispatching, it 

remote-controls him towards a meaning chosen in advance” (Barthes, 1964, p. 275). The first 

ideological filter, the Palestinian suffering as the causation filter, has been applied across several 

Inspire editions. The images of Palestinian suffering carry both denotative and connotative 

meanings to frame and strengthen the causation filter. The images assert representational and 

interactive meanings related to the Palestinian sufferings and the US intervention in the Middle 

East. The images are contextually applied to create an ‘Us vs Them’ narrative to highlight the 

United States’ support of Israel. The visual and textual composition of the Palestinian sufferings 

is strategically applied to remind the reader of the cause, due to which action needs to be taken. 

Some of the images implying all the above-mentioned characteristics are as follows: 
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Fig. 4.2 Inspire, 2010, 1st edition, p. 59 

In the above figure, the picture collage exploits representational meaning where the writer has 

framed a story using texts and images. In the above image, the collage introduces a boy, having a 

denotative meaning of expressing utter loss, strengthened by textually blaming the Jews for the 

devastation. It is interesting to highlight here that ‘the Jews’ have been attributed for the losses 

and have not been termed as ‘the Israelis’. This also indicates the underlying message of 

identifying the enemy based on ethnicity and religion rather than nationality. This is followed by 

an image of an explosion indicating a sub-textual indication of revenge from the opponent. The 

writer shifts from the causation filter (utter loss) to the ways in which the reader could seek 

revenge (i.e. through explosions and military rage). In the third image, the collage shows 

militants positioned in attacking position indicating combat with the enemy or training to fight 

the enemy (action filter) and, lastly, the compositional frame where snapshots of Obama, the 

Israeli flag and the children running away or hiding, and pictures of dead children, are clubbed 

together to evoke an emotive discourse to the reader. The compositional meaning of the whole 

collage gives the perfect example of how different ideological filters are applied visually in front 

of the reader. From the causation filter of the Palestinian devastation, to enemy identification 
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(images of Obama and Israeli flag) and finally the ways in which to seek revenge (explosion and 

military rage).  

 

Fig 4.3 Inspire, 2010, 3rd edition, p. 23  

The image above is a text portrait which is designed in the structure of a sword, in particular a 

scimitar. A sword is used because it is considered as the weapon of protection, as a shielding tool 

against all atrocities by the opponent. The words denoted in the text image give a sense of 

protection and oppression. The sword itself can be used both ways. The sole motive of the text 

image is to depict an attack by Israel with the words inserted within the boundaries of the sword 

such as ‘destruct’, ‘missiles’, ‘bombs’ and ‘defence by Palestine’, and words outlining the sword 

like ‘Palestine’, ‘Jihad’, ‘patience’. The text portrait comprises words that relate to the reader 

identifying the causation filter. Words such as – children, innocent, jihad, Crazy Israel, Injustice, 

repression – are inserted to synonymise as acts of atrocities in the shape of a sword as the burden 

of revenge that is long due over the opponent. The image anchorage here is ideological. The text 

directs “the reader towards a meaning chosen in advance” (Barthes, 1964, p. 275) to build image 

significance.   
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 Fig. 4.4 Inspire, 2010, 4th edition, p. 67  

In the image above, the sub-text applies the causation filter on the pretext of gaining sympathy 

from the reader. The visual significance here by the Inspire editor has been to exploit the 

vulnerability of the image to persuade the reader. The vulnerability has been used as a cause-

identifying element with the reader, seeking his sympathy and to act out of bereavement. The 

vulnerability is further signified (Gee, 2014) to the reader by the anchorage of the image 

focusing on child death and child grief with the underlying message of death and suffering of 

innocent Palestinians. The image has been strategically placed in the last page of Inspire to 

indicate and remind the reader of the cause for which jihad is required. It is a perfect cycle in 

which the magazine starts with Palestinian suffering and ends with reminding the reader again of 

the cause before he prepares to act.  

The next ideological filter is the enemy identification filter in which the United States has been 

portrayed as the opponent. The United States’ support of Israel has led AQ to direct all its efforts 

to attack the US. AQ leaders like Usama bin Laden, al-Zawahiri and Al-Suri believe that in order 

to reclaim Jerusalem and defend Muslim lands, America’s involvement needs to be lessened. 

Thus, targeting the United States on American soil is undertaken with the aim that it will divert 

America to pay closer attention to its own interests, leaving Israel behind and will subsequently 

result in the withdrawal of the US from the Middle East region. Thus, the enemy identification 

filter is specifically targeted towards the US and its involvement in supporting Israel in the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Here is an example showing a US soldier been framed as a murderer 

for killing children and yet being termed as a hero in the United States. 
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Fig. 4.5 Inspire, 2017, 17th edition, p. 30-31. 

In the above image, the compositional meaning has been strategically created by the graphic 

designer of Inspire magazine. If we look at the picture of Al-Awlaki on the top left corner, the 

narration has been given on behalf of Awlaki’s daughter to again signify the aspect of 

emotionality. Awlaki’s visual representation has been portrayed in the image as a father and then 

the US soldiers have been demonised as the murderers who took away the girl’s father, her 

brother and, finally, killing her. The interactive meaning promoted through this image has been 

of American soldiers as murderers, barbarous and lacking humanity. This representation also 

backs up Bandura’s (1990) point to strip the opponent from any human attributes and to give the 

follower self-sanctions to commit to action in retaliation. The compositional meaning of the 

overall image layout gives a sense to the reader that the US is to be blamed for the devastation 

and atrocities in the Middle East.  

The third ideological filter in visual form is the 9/11 terror attack. As mentioned before, the 9/11 

terror attack has been exploited in two ways, as motivation and as an act of retaliation. The first 

one being the motivation filter in which the images of the 9/11 terror attacks are used to 

encourage the follower to take up self-styled terror attacks causing major damage to the 

opponent. The second one being an act of retaliation through which the 9/11 narrative is 

presented as a retaliatory act against the US attacks in Palestine and Afghanistan. The image 

below is indicative of the motivation filter through the 9/11 terror narrative.  
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Fig. 4.6 Inspire, 2015, 14th edition, p. 32-33 

The above picture precisely captures the moment when the second aircraft hits the south tower of 

the World Trade Centre. This 9/11 image is an example of what can be termed a ‘past reflection’ 

which “begins to contaminate reality and to model it, when it only conforms to reality the better 

to distort it” (Baudrillard, 1987, p. 16). AQ created the imagery by its own actions which was a 

hyperreal event because it created a situation “that the real no longer has time to be produced and 

understood as it is” (Baudrillard, 1987, p. 16). For example, in this case, “Some things are too 

beautiful to be forgotten” indicates a sub-textual narration motivating the reader through the past 

actions of the organisation. In the above image, the “language clearly has a function of 

elucidation, but this elucidation is selective, a metalanguage applied not to the totality of the 

iconic image but only to the certainty of its signs” (Barthes, 1977, p. 40).  

 

Fig. 4.7 Inspire, 2010, 2nd edition, p.10 
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The above image is another example from one of the transcribed speeches of Usama bin Laden 

motivating AQ followers to act. The image acts as a motivational tool and the image anchorage 

motivates the reader to go the extent that Hamza bin abd Al-Muttalib ent to protect Mohammad 

in the great battles of Islamic conquests (Inspire, 2010). The reference to Hamza bin abd Al-

Muttalib also draws historical connotations to the image here. Al-Muttalib was a close 

companion and paternal uncle of the Prophet Mohammad. Al-Muttalib carried out military 

expeditions on behalf of the Prophet and fought the battle of Badr (624AD). In his last battle of 

Uhud (625AD), Al-Muttalib fought and died defending the Prophet (Meredith-Owens, 1986). 

Since then, Al-Muttalib has been viewed as a martyr and defender of Islam. The image above 

resonates to the same extent of Al-Muttalib’s act to defend Islam and comparing the 9/11 

perpetrators and what they achieved on the US soil. In addition to this, the image representation 

visualises the extent to which the reader must go to fulfil his jihad. The image acts in a 

comparative frame through which the reader judges the extent of his action. The other two 

images of the 9/11 terror attacks depicted below indicate retaliation: 

 

Fig. 4.8a Inspire, 2010, 2nd edition, p. 13 

The above image has been presented with the description:  “The issue of Palestine was the main 

reason for us attacking America. We wanted to take revenge for our brothers and sisters in 

Palestine by striking the nation that is the reason behind the existence of Israel” (p. 13).  

The visual representation of the 9/11 terror attack is that the attack has already happened, the 

images are just a part of it that reiterates the catastrophe that AQ has already unfolded on its 

opponent. The image does not represent anything more, it does not evoke anything more, on the 

contrary it shows that it has already happened, that it is already here, since it is impossible now 

to imagine (Baudrillard, 1987, p. 25). Another image to exemplify the 9/11 narrative through the 

retaliatory filter is as follows:  
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Fig 4.8b Inspire, 2016, 16th edition, p. 13 

The image above is titled, ‘Those who defy Injustice’, from an article written by Sheikh Ayman 

Adh-Dhawahiri (Inspire, 2016, p. 13). It is important to note that this article was written fifteen 

years after the 9/11 terror attacks. Using the 9/11 narrative, Adh-Dhawahiri builds on both the 

motivation and the retaliation filter. He states, “This (9/11) slap struck the face of arrogant 

America, to remind it of its true position and no more it’s a weak tool in the hands of Satan….”, 

which indicates that 9/11 was a retaliatory action against American hostilities. In the second 

instances, 9/11 has been used as a motivating tool by Adh-Dhawahiri expressing, “the slap came 

to remind the Muslim ummah that it has hidden potential with which it can respond to the 

aggression . . .” (Inspire, 2016, 16th edition, p. 13). The above image with the accompanying 

article by Adh-Dhawahiri serves as a perfect example to justify how the 9/11 narrative has been 

used as a motivating and retaliatory filter to frame messages in Inspire.  

The next visual substantiation is for the reasoning filter. This ideological filter offers reasoning 

and planned strategy to execute action. The reasoning filter offers the ideological trigger to the 

reader to “combine destruction and self-destruction at the same time as acting out both his 

megalomaniac fantasies and self-hate” (Enzensberger, 2005, p. 6). The reasoning filter binds the 

reader’s faith with the leader giving him a sense of sanctioned authority to commit violence. The 

affirmation from the leader legitimises his “destructive energy, his unscrupulousness, his 

amalgam of death-wish and megalomania whereby he is rescued from his powerlessness by a 

fatal sense of omnipotence” (Enzensberger, 2005, p. 4). This filter is the final crucial persuasion 

tool that readies the reader to finally act. Here are some of the images from several Inspire 

editions to justify the application of the reasoning filter.  
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Fig. 4.9 Inspire, 2010, 4th edition, p. 18 

 

Fig. 4.10 Inspire, 2010, 4th edition, p. 32 

 

Fig. 4.11 Inspire, 2011, 6th edition, cover page  
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In the above image (Fig. 4.9), Usama bin Laden’s photo has been blended with the background 

frame of the 9/11 terror attacks. Bin Laden’s presence in the Figure 4.9 with the background 

composition of New York city burning sets an affirmative ideological conception to the reader 

that what bin Laden did was a success and that America paid the price. The 9/11 visual 

description sets bin Laden in a higher assertive power frame where bin Laden’s visual presence 

accentuates his ideology or reasoning. The interactive power of the image asserts a dominant 

meaning to the reader (Hall, 2005). In this case, bin Laden asserts a dominant (hegemonic) 

meaning where his authority stems from his actions and his legacy, making him an infallible 

voice in which the reader finds legitimation. However, reasoning is not always prominent in 

images, which operate by an associative rather than logical structure. 

In Fig. 4.10, Al-Suri, who is a senior AQ member, gives warfare strategies to Inspire readers to 

understand the broader implications resulting from a decentralised approach. Al-Suri believes in 

individual terrorism to replace the rigid hierarchical organisational structure of AQ (Cruickshank 

& Ali, 2007). Al-Suri offers ideological affirmation to the reader that each follower is competent 

enough to carry out their own self-styled jihad using the knowledge and military warfare tactics 

offered to them. There are not many representational, interactive or compositional attributes to 

any of the pictures related to Al-Suri and his segment, “The Jihadi Experience” across all Inspire 

editions. The pictures lack semiotic richness, because the focus is on reasoning. This also 

indicates the readership targeted for this segment, who are likely to pay closer attention to 

reasoning and arguments put forth by Al-Suri rather than the visual appeal of warfare strategies.  

Abu Musab al-Suri, whose original name is Mustafa Setmariam Nasar, is a Syrian jihadist who 

was born in Aleppo, Syria in 1958, studied mechanical engineering and then joined the Islamic 

Combat Vanguards, which were linked to the Syrian Muslim brotherhood in 1980 (Cruickshank 

& Ali, 2007, p. 3). Al-Suri was known for his calculated moves and well-thought-out plots from 

his early days with his involvement in the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood and later joining AQ at its 

embryonic stage. “Setmariam was a Machiavellian. For him the end justifies the means. He is 

nice when he needs to be, otherwise he is not” (Cruickshank & Ali, 2007, p. 4). He is a strategic 

thinker who significantly influenced AQ’s contemporary jihadist movement. “He brought in 

what he considered the ‘best and the brightest’ of the new generation of jihadists to his Al 

Ghuraba training camp in Afghanistan, and was able to entice several members of AQ to his 

camp” (Cruickshank & Ali, 2007, p. 7). Al-Suri believed in ‘individual terrorism’ where he 

believed that attacks should be carried out in the opponents’ country itself where the jihadis are 

already residing. According to Al-Suri, the criteria of targets should be considered as: (1) “where 

it hurts the enemy and costs him the most”; and (2) “where it awakens Muslims and revives the 

spirit of jihad and resistance”. The aim is to “is to spread a jihadist cancer to face the bad cancer 

of the world order” (Cruickshank & Ali, 2007, p. 9). In order to understand this level of 
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reasoning propounded by this AQ leader, Al Suri’s written pieces demand a readership of high-

reasoning calibre who can understand and grasp the reasoning behind AQ’s goals and ambitions. 

Al-Suri’s ideology is driven by research and scientific reasoning (arising from his engineering 

education) while Usama bin Laden is the poster boy for AQ to attract the visual followers. This 

brings us to the analysis of Figure 4.11 which is also the cover page of Inspire’s, 2011, 6th 

edition. The prime story of the 6th edition was dedicated to Usama bin Laden after his death in 

May 2011 by the US forces in Abbottabad, Pakistan. As mentioned earlier, the death and 

ideological furtherance of the leader himself was sustained through several Inspire editions 

following bin Laden’s death. Usama bin Laden’s image and parts of his speeches are still used 

up to the most recent 17th Inspire edition to offer reasoning as well as motivation to the follower 

to strive for jihad. Figure 4.11 further comes with the headline, ‘Sadness, Contentment and 

Aspiration’ by Samir Khan, the editor of the Inspire magazine as noted above. Khan exploits the 

narrative of bin Laden’s death through the lens of reasoning and motivational filters. Khan 

writes, “With the martyrdom of Shayk Usama, the Al Qaeda organisation will only strengthen”, 

framing inspiration and optimism through the demise of the leader. The image of the AQ leader 

on Inspire’s cover page is appealing but at the same time is reserved, with the loss of the leader 

and motivation to strive for jihad to Inspire readers. Khan asserts the ideological furtherance of 

the AQ leader (bin Laden) in his article emphasising “his death will only lead to further 

strengthening the organisation and will bring misery and curse to the US until they (the US) 

leave our lands” (Inspire, 2011, 6th edition, p. 49).  

The action filter (through Open Source Jihad) is the last ideological filter in the funnel diagram 

(Figure 4.1) which crystallises narratives into concrete actions. In the OSJ section, images play a 

denotative role where the literal meaning of the images is the same as they have been presented. 

The OSJ section is an instructional content segment guiding the follower with innovative 

strategies using local resources. More than just a know-how instructional manual segment, it is a 

preparatory guidebook which binds all previous ideological filters into committing action. The 

OSJ segment drives the reader to put all ideological interpretations into action. In the OSJ 

section, images are functional constituents which direct the reader to put ideology into practise. 

Below are some of the images explaining step-by-step instructions to make home-made 

explosives using locally available resources. This form of instructional image, giving step-by-

step instructions, is also carefully structured keeping in mind the Inspire readership. The Inspire 

readers are ‘digital immigrants’ (Prensky, 2001). Digital immigrants are those who have 

transitioned from the traditional to the networked means. Digital immigrants are more attuned to 

following step-by-step instructions from a magazine like Inspire rather than the same content 

being displayed through videos or social media platforms, which is the case with the IS 

audience. Images assert functionality in the “Open Source Jihad” segment where images are 

supporting components to what is being narrated through text. In the four images given below 
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(Figure 4.12 a, b, c and d), the images serve a denotative meaning, where the image itself is the 

literal meaning guiding the reader on what needs to be done in each step. The images are similar 

to any instructional manual which directs the reader to what needs to be done step-wise to get 

something completed (for example, setting up any electrical equipment). Similarly, OSJ directs 

the reader with local resources that are needed to prepare homemade explosives. OSJ is 

significantly different from IS’s “Just Terror Tactics” (which I will discuss in the next chapter) 

where similar step-by-step tactics have been shown but with many more mediums (audio, video, 

images) through which the instructional material is communicated to its audience. Another 

significant aspect that Inspire lacks compared to IS’s Dabiq and Rumiyah is the multimodality of 

texts and images (Kress, 2009). In other words, Inspire’s content is limited to the mediums of 

text and images, it does not give embedded links to view the same instructional content through 

other mediums (unlike IS media content). It is what has been stated and shown in Inspire, it 

cannot be replicated into other forms other than copying or sharing the same content further in 

portable document format (PDF). On the other hand, the media content of IS can be replicated in 

other forms. For example, the process shown in Fig. 4.12 (a, b, c and d), if this was IS media 

content, it would have links to videos showing some person wearing keffiyeh demonstrating the 

whole process as well as narrating it simultaneously. Further, IS content would be accessible all 

the time to its audience through mobile devices in audio-visual form, compared to AQ’s Inspire 

which is not accessible to its audience all the time, but only through downloaded copies on their 

respective devices. Another aspect that differentiates AQ’s OSJ from IS’s JTT in this case is that 

IS would not give such self-styled tactics where the follower has to arrange things and then work 

step-by-step to prepare an explosive. AQ’s processes are time-consuming and one has to prepare 

(step-by-step) to make explosives. On the contrary, IS believes in instructing ready and quick 

ways to carry out attacks, in which the attacker doesn’t have to prepare much and just knows 

what resources are readily available for them to carry out an attack. This also reflects the nature 

of IS’s audience, who believe in quicker ways to carry out terror attacks compared to AQ 

followers, who prepare well before carrying out a terror attack.  

 

Fig. 4.12 (a) Inspire (2010)  Fig. 4.12 (b) 
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Figure 4.12 (c)     Figure 4.12 (d)  

Figure 4.13 below shows another tactic through which the writer instructs how to commit small-

scale terror attacks. The image depicts a truck with the description, “The ultimate mowing 

machine”. The narrative interpretation of the truck has been manipulated by the writer in this 

image. The visual narrative that arises from the below mentioned image is of weaponizing the 

truck itself. It is stripped from the common narratives of a commercial vehicle, or that it depicts 

a truck from the Ford automobile company, to the use of a vehicle as a potential weapon. Other 

than this, it is also interesting to indicate here that a Ford Automobile’s vehicle has been 

portrayed instead of any other automobile company such as Toyota or Honda. As Ford 

Automobiles is an American automobile company, the visual significance points to AQ’s 

ridiculing stance of using American resources to attack America itself. Thus, the vehicle has 

been weaponised, and the image is the medium. This use of a commercial vehicle also reiterates 

Crenshaw’s (1987) point that terrorists strive for continuous innovation to carry out spectacular 

terror attacks which take the opponent by surprise. The OSJ section offers innovative ways in 

which new terror plots can be pursued by the follower. “Terrorism is a new mode of warfare. 

The act of carrying out a terror attack is itself an innovation as terrorists constantly conspire new 

ways to execute terror attacks” (Crenshaw, 1987, p. 15).  
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Fig. 4.13 Inspire, 2010, 2nd edition   

Figure 4.14 is an apt example to substantiate my argument that the OSJ segment acts as a 

summation of all the previous filters in action. The image depicted below is indicative of two 

components. It states, “if you have knowledge and inspiration all that’s left is to take action”. 

The three words underlined are reflective of my argument here. The knowledge comes from the 

reasoning filter where AQ leaders offer reasoning and knowledge coupled with inspiration 

(motivation filter) driving the reader to act. In addition to this, the image depicts connotative 

meaning, such as the backdrop of New York City and the pressure cooker bomb placed next to 

the individual praying before committing to act. This image is also reflective of past OSJ 

‘recipes’ that have been given to the reader by the AQ Chef. For example, the pressure cooker 

bomb is a reference to the previous edition of Inspire (2005) in which the instructional content 

was given. Further, the image anchorage of  “OSJ – Empowering Muslims” gives a sense to the 

reader, like any other branding and promotional tactic, of promoting something. For example, 

the very word ‘empowering’ has been used by numerous organisations for branding themselves 

or as a tagline for their companies. For example, the American multinational company, CISCO, 

uses the tagline “Empowering the Internet generation”. Similarly, AQ brands OSJ as its 

instructional commodity to its readers when the writer states  “OSJ – Empowering Muslims”. It 

gives a dimension of commodification of the instructional content under the OSJ brand and the 

image of the person praying as an open signifier, through which any male Muslim could identify 

with the description of being empowered.  
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Fig.4.14 Inspire, 2014, 13th edition 

Figure 4.15 holds significant connotative meaning. The images depict the unpackaging of the 

American dream. The sole construct of the American dream is derived from Adams (2017 

[1931]) and has been a deep-rooted ideological construct within American society. The phrase 

itself, “the American dream” is closely attached to the American values which cherish “life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness” (Smyntyna, 2017). The image below targets the American 

ideology itself. The ideology of the American dream is infused in the cultural fabric of the 

American society. This image is a challenge to the American ideology itself. This image asserts 

a contradictory ideological meaning where the ‘American dream’ is what combination of things, 

that are represented in the image below, can be done through terrorism to America. In other 

words, these are the tools that AQ points to its followers to use to damage the American dream. 

Further, the fact that all of the tools are packed in a box gives a subdued interpretation of AQ 

presenting to America the tools (weapons or things) to damage the American dream. It re-

epitomises the American dream to use it against itself. 
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Fig. 4.15 Inspire, 2016, 15th edition  

4.4 Humour and satire in Inspire 

Other than the five ideological filters and their narrative assertation textually and visually, 

Inspire’s writers and editors have a distinct way of expressing humour and satire. In several 

editions of Inspire, the editors ridicule and mock the Western and Middle Eastern Heads of State 

for various reasons. To substantiate my point further, here are some of the images from various 

Inspire editions ridiculing political leaders. 
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Fig 4.16 (a). Former Yemeni President, Ali Abdullah Saleh being mocked for his failed policies 

and programs in Yemen. Inspire, 3rd edition, 2010, p.12 

 

Figure 4.16 (b) Inspire, 2011, 5th edition, p. 49 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.16 (c) Inspire, 2010, 4th edition, p.51.   
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Fig. 4.16 (d) “No matter how pro-western or oppressive the next government proves to be, we do 

not see it possible for the world to produce another lunatic of the same calibre of the Colonel.” 

Inspire, 2011, 5th edition, p.52.   

All the images above are indicative of ridiculing and mocking the heads of states, from former 

Yemeni President, Ali Abdullah Saleh, to Barack Obama and Muammar Gaddafi. The use of text 

has been framed to ridicule the leaders for their actions. Here the image appropriation and 

textual composition give rise to an orchestrated social reality of the leaders and the nations that 

they represent. This is an example of compositional meaning derived from the images using texts 

to give rise to an orchestrated social reality (Searle, 1995). Humour and satire have been key 

components in the above four images to criticise leaders for their failed policies. In the case of 

Fig. 4.16(a) and (b), both the Arabic leaders are ridiculed in the context of the Arab Spring that 

took place in 2010. During the Arab revolution in the Middle East and North-African (MENA) 

region, protests both in violent and non-violent ways swept governments in the MENA region. 

The protests started in Tunisia in 2010 and later spread to Syria, Libya, Egypt, Yemen and 

Bahrain. While the Arab Spring took place, Inspire’s writers exploited the revolutionary 

narrative to mock the leaders toppling from their respective states.  

For instance, in Fig. 4.16(b), the writer mocks former Yemeni leader, Ali Abdullah Saleh, 

indicating to the reader that he was next in line after former Egyptian leader, Hosni Mubarak, 

was overthrown and sentenced to trial during the course of the Arab Spring. In the case of Fig. 

4.16(c), Obama’s image has been used in the context of Operation Haemorrhage mocking the 

US security systems in place and AQ’s ability to dodge security checks at the airports to ship its 

cargo. Operation Haemorrhage was a failed terror plot by AQ in October 2010, when jihadists 

managed to sneak bombs hidden in printer cartridges in two cargo planes (Inspire, 2010, 3th 

edition). However, the terror plot failed, as intelligence agencies were successful in disabling 

both the bombs before they exploded. However, AQ, through Inspire, boasted about the 

operation, claiming the attack to be successful and that the operation had met its purpose. IS also 

never informed its readers why Dabiq was discontinued. IS actually lost the Syrian town, Dabiq, 
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to Turkish forces in 2016, the town being the very source of the mythical tale behind the name of 

its magazine. In reference to Operation Haemorrhage, the Inspire article does acknowledge that 

the shipment was caught before boarding the cargo plane, however, the author attempts to 

manipulate the reader by stating that that was the desired objective of the overall plot. The fourth 

image displays former Libyan leader, Muammar Gadhafi with the running sub-text below his 

image describing him as a lunatic.  

The argument that I am trying to propound here, through all the four images above, is regarding 

the anchorage of all the images. Anchorage in all the four images has altered the narrative of all 

the leaders. “The anchorage serves here as the principal function which directs the reader 

through the signifieds of the image, causing him to avoid some and receive others; by means of 

an often subtle dispatching” (Barthes, 1964, p. 275). The text accompanying Obama, Gadhafi 

and Saleh “remote controls the reader towards a meaning chosen in advance” (Barthes, 1964, p. 

275) by the writer. The example of the leaders being mocked gives an image anchorage and 

context in which those images are being perceived by the reader as intended by the writer. In 

other words, the image’s contextuality has been shifted to highlight the humour and satire that 

AQ writers draw attention to by highlighting the failures of the opponent.  

This also highlights the type of audience that Inspire targets. AQ’s Inspire builds an image 

presenting a discourse (textual and visual) that the present systemic order has failed, and the 

failure is attributed to its present leaders. The confidence of the Inspire audience is also boosted 

from mocking America and the Middle Eastern governments for failing to stop AQ and its 

followers from pursuing their objectives. The images further substantiate the building of 

confidence in the reader that AQ and its followers have been successful in pointing out 

substantial and ongoing security lapses despite the US trying to upgrade its security systems time 

and again. This also encourages the reader to acknowledge that the US has failed to protect its 

citizens.  

4.5 Conclusion  

AQ, through Inspire magazine has normalised past events into existing social practice. Social 

events have been transformed into normative discourses applying different narratives to the same 

event (Fairclough, 2013). This analysis identified five such normative discourses through which 

the editors and writers of Inspire frame messages. I term these five normative filters as 

‘ideological filters’, which are pre-set frames through which the events are signified in a way 

that reflects AQ’s objectives. This chapter contributes to the existing discussion by identifying 

five ideological filters set in Inspire’s message framing. The closest to what I have devised here 

is what Borum (2010) described as the four stages in terrorist psychology: Context, Comparison, 
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Attribution and Reaction. Similarly, the five ideological filters act as emotive drivers to 

encourage the reader to act. These five ideological filters are: 

(a) The Palestinian sufferings – causation filter;  

(b) The US as the Western aggressor – Enemy identification filter;  

(c) 9/11 terror attacks – the retaliation or the motivation filter;  

(d) Usama bin Laden and Al-Suri – the reasoning filter; 

(e) Open Source Jihad – the action filter.  

 

All these ideological filters are like layers in a funnel through which all events and happenings 

are narrated to the reader. These layers direct the reader step-by-step and frame messages in 

which the reader is motivated to act. However, the filters as shown in Fig.4.1 are not necessarily 

in the same order in all the Inspire editions. The five ideological filters might be presented in a 

different order, nonetheless, all the five filters have been existent in all the editions so far. 

Inspire is a well-packaged magazine through which the reader’s perception is only strengthened 

with acknowledgement of each ideological filter affirming the reader to act. It is not only an 

instructional e-magazine but a total e-package to persuade the reader to commit to jihad. Texts 

and images are framed in a manner that eventually give rise to a narrowly orchestrated social 

reality contradicting actual reality. The five ideological filters are framed discourses through 

which any social event is narrated to persuade the reader to act. A narrow view of the world is 

created by exploiting the above-stated ideological filters and analysing all present happenings 

through five ideological lenses. The texts function as a powerful assertion of a particular social 

reality and it is through these ideological lenses that actions are enabled.  

The OSJ segment crystallises ideology into action. With each ideological filter in Inspire’s 

messaging funnel, intertextuality and interdiscursivity play a crucial role to ideologically compel 

the reader to act. The five ideological filters are induced in every event to distort it from the 

actual reality. The ideological filters give rise to a constructed meaning seeking validation from 

AQ leaders as proof-text to justify events. Texts are used as tools in Inspire, where language is 

used to build radical narratives.  

In the case of visual analysis, images are appropriated to strengthen the ideological filters. The 

images of the 9/11 terror attacks have been used in several Inspire editions to support various 

narratives. Similarly, Usama bin Laden’s photo has been used to remind readers of both his 

legacy and his vision of AQ as an organisation. Usama bin Laden’s image has also been framed 

as a motivator to the reader. The images in Inspire are grainy and are not of high quality 

compared to IS’s Dabiq or Rumiyah. Nevertheless, the images succeed to bind readers’ 

perceptions to those narrated in the visual form. Images in Inspire act as functional constituents, 

for example, in “Open Source Jihad”, to direct readers with step-by-step instructions. However, 
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Inspire is not as graphic as IS’s Dabiq and Rumiyah, which is also one of the clues that the these 

e-magazines cater to a different kind of readership. The audience of Inspire is clearly more 

ideologically driven and comprehends world happenings though an ideological lens set by AQ. 

Inspire’s readership is situated in the generation of ‘digital immigrants’ (Prensky, 2001), a 

generation which has transitioned from traditional means to a networked environment. This 

readership emphasises rationality over short-sighted attention through social media platforms (in 

the case of IS) and believes in a long-term goal. Inspire’s audience is asked to believe in a slow 

and steady jihadi struggle which will eventually lead them to victory. One of the limitations of 

this study has been that due to large amount of data both in textual and imagery form from all the 

seventeen editions, only a set of very limited quotes and images have been carefully chosen for 

this study to substantiate the five ideological filters. The texts chosen are illustrative of the 

normative discourses of the magazines’ texts and are central to the magazines’ overall meaning.  
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Chapter 5 

IS Propaganda and Messaging Strategy 

5.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, IS’s two magazines, Dabiq and Rumiyah, will be analysed using discourse 

analysis (Fairclough, 2013; Gee, 2014; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002), visual analysis (Barthes, 

1981; Ledin & Machin, 2018; Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001) and multimodal analysis (Dijck, 

2013; Meikle, 2016; Zappavigna, 2012) to look at the thematic differences between AQ’s Inspire 

and the IS’s Dabiq and Rumiyah. This chapter specifically focuses on social media texts and 

images to frame digital narratives using multimodal analysis.  

As mentioned earlier, IS’s e-magazine Dabiq was published from 5th July 2014 until 8th July 

2016, after which IS came up with new e-magazine Rumiyah to continue its global propaganda 

campaign. AQ’s Inspire focused on five dominant narratives over which its overall propaganda 

narrative stands, however, IS uses religious texts and mythological narratives to build its 

propaganda. IS messaging differs from AQ in that it is much more graphic and exploits multiple 

social media platforms and other digital channels for its messaging, other than Dabiq and 

Rumiyah. Further, IS propaganda are not limited to mere texts and grainy images but are also 

supplemented by audio, videos and virtual gaming. During the analysis of 28 e-magazine 

editions (both including Dabiq and Rumiyah) and several audio and video messages from 

Jihadology.com, five dominant narratives emerged. I would like to stress at the very outset of 

this chapter that some of these dominant narratives arise from some fundamental Islamic 

doctrines and are repeated as normative discourses throughout IS propaganda. In this chapter, I 

argue that IS has effectively employed an Islamic belief multimodal strategy through Dabiq, 

Rumiyah and other social media units where Quranic verses, hadiths and nasheeds have been 

used to justify actions, and various social networking sites have been used as effective mediums 

to disseminate such actions. I name this as ‘Islamic belief multimodal strategy’ because IS has 

infused Islamic social practices (Ummah, a Manichean world view and Islamic monotheism; 

Walā’ and Barā’, mythology of Dabiq, the Syrian town; and Rumiyah, Arabic for Rome) 

through effective mediums (social media platforms and e-magazines) (Mohamed, 2015; Winter, 

2017). The five dominant narratives are: 

(a) Jihadi narrative through social media and e-magazines; 

(b) Mythological narrative surrounding Dabiq and Rumiyah;  

(c) Imposition of Al-walā' wa-l-barā' (loyalty and disavowal to Allah); 

(d) Statehood (the Ummah); 

(e) IS soldiers and child soldiers premised on jihad as an intergenerational war. 
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Other than the five stated dominant Islamic narratives, there are several other Islamic beliefs and 

practices that have been mentioned by writers and editors of Dabiq and Rumiyah, however, for 

the very specific application of discourse analysis, visual analysis and multimodal analysis, I will 

limit my analysis to the above-mentioned five dominant narratives.  

My argument stems from the fact that IS’s intense mediatisation of events in the past few years 

has left us with a series of media spectacles which were self-managed by IS and circulated using 

social media. The social media emergence and its inclusion with terror attacks has given rise to a 

new manifestation of terrorism circulated through social media, unlike the mass-mediated 

terrorism which happened during the 9/11 terror attacks. IS has primarily used social media to 

circulate its content, from its e-magazines – Dabiq and Rumiyah – of live footage of terror 

attacks, and its media productions to gain attention from its audience as well as from the 

counterterrorism agencies and governments. It is a new manifestation of terrorism, similar to 

bioterrorism and chemical terrorism, where social media platforms have been weaponised 

(Brooking and Singer, 2018) by modern terrorist organisations for propaganda and 

radicalisation. Other than Islamist terror groups such as IS and AQ, non-Islamist terror groups 

such as the Irish Republican Army (IRA), the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Columbia - 

People’s Army, Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), have exploited the online space to 

some degree to convey their objectives and goals to their intended audience. For example, LTTE 

was one of the first movements to adapt to new media by having “its first public information 

website, Tamilnet.com in 1995” (Comas et al., 2015, p. 52). However, there is a distinctiveness 

with AQ and IS’s use of new media and social media platforms compared to earlier 

organisations. This also brings back the argument put forth by Shavit (2004) differentiating new 

and old terrorism. The old terrorism was “disconnected and nationally focused by and large” 

(Stavridis, 2019) which then shifted with the Soviet-Afghan war (December 1979 - February 

1989) which gave “rise to radical groups comprising Al-Qaeda, Al-Shabab, Boko Haram which 

were essentially regional groups having international reach” (Stavridis, 2019). Presently, what 

we are witnessing with the rise and continuation of IS is an organisation which is “globally 

dispersed, highly lethal and, even after being knocked out from its territorial presence has 

morphed into an internet-based organisation which continues to conduct terror attacks and 

establish IS wilayats across the globe” (Stavridis, 2019). In other words, from the perspective of 

polymorphism, terrorist organisations like IS and AQ are moving from a formal to an organic 

organisation, from a resilient to a fragmented organisational structure, and from an embedded to 

a disarticulated social movement structure (Comas et al., 2015, p. 50). Many terrorist 

organisations, despite giving up arms and including those who cease to officially exist, have still 

got decentralised elements which are linked though some kind of network, not necessarily 

through social media by every means. For example, on 28th July, 2005, IRA spokesperson, 

Seanna Walsh, announced the end of the IRA’s armed struggle and instructed all units to disarm 
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(Shanahan, 2008, p. 2). Yet, new splinter groups continue to arise even when the main affiliate 

or the centre has ceased to exist. However, the non-Islamic terrorist organisations have not 

exploited digital platforms for propaganda and radicalisation, unlike IS and AQ, to reach out to 

their respective followers. With the inclusion of online communication technologies, one needs 

to think of terrorism and its new versions, including such options as new computer software 

releases which have become more sophisticated with each new version. With the emergence of 

digital platforms, IS is using social media platforms to continue to recruit, radicalise and 

propagate its campaign. Therefore, this also opens new avenues for future research to look at 

what non-Islamist terror groups are using social media platforms for and to set a comparison 

between Islamist and non-Islamist terror groups.  

In the present context, social media platforms have been the most apt medium for IS to 

disseminate their propaganda and radicalisation strategies. Through the use of social media 

platforms, IS has infused Islamic doctrines to derive reasoning/justification behind terror attacks 

and propagate them through online communication technologies. In other words, IS has a 

widespread multimodal messaging strategy compared to what AQ has with Inspire. Social media 

texts and images are multimodal (Kress, 2009) in nature in terms of various modes attached to 

texts and images. Other than reading and deriving meaning from printed text and images, digital 

texts and images are integrated with visual, audio and video modes of display, offering greater 

communicative potential. Digital texts and images have a combination of semiotic resources that 

offer far greater meaning to the reader compared to printed text. The different semiotic resources 

are visual, aural, spatial with digital texts, and images. Thus, multimodality has led to digital 

narratives. Communication has been “partly facilitated by new technologies, which has moved 

away from mono-modality (where modes operate more often in isolation) to multimodality. In 

multimodal communication, the different modes have become more integrated and visual 

elements were being used to communicate complex ideas and attitudes” (Machin, 2013, p. 348). 

Thus, the combination of digital texts and images gives rise to digital narratives. Digital 

narratives are constitutive of several small alternative narratives in the online sphere. A larger 

digital narrative also gives rise to several embedded narratives within digital texts and images. 

Textual and visual multimodality through mobile and laptop screens have made the reader’s 

engagement more pro-active with “the visual and aural media that have become part of 

contemporary life” (Svensson, 2010 as cited in O’Halloran, 2015, p. 389). Further, digital 

documents such as e-magazine copies are downloadable from any device at any time and place, 

giving a personalised access to the reader. With the digitization of texts and images, these have 

become multimodal tools which offer various modes (audio-visual) simultaneously (Bezemer & 

Kress, 2015; O'Halloran & Tan, 2014). This has given rise to hyper-textuality and hyper-

visuality through social media. Multimodal analytics is “the study of semantic patterns arising 

from the integration of language, image and audio resources in multimedia texts” (O’Halloran et 
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al. 2014b, p. 386 as cited in O’Halloran, 2015, p.389). The novelty of multimodal analysis lies in 

applying and extending discourse analysis and literary interpretations to digital texts and images. 

“The centrality of verbal communication in  pre-digital technologies (e.g., printed books, radio, 

tape recorders, and telephone), has moved towards a focus on language in interaction with other 

resources in the digital age where communication involving language, images, and videos is a 

commonplace” (O’Halloran, 2015, p. 391). The best example of hyper-textuality is the usage of 

hashtags (#) to mark discourses in the online sphere (Zappavigna, 2011, 2012). Hyper-textuality 

and hyper-visuality engage the reader more pro-actively and have an audio-video dimension 

attached to the online discourses. For example, in the case of IS’s Dabiq e-magazine, the top ten 

videos as selected by Dabiq are accompanied by hashtags and hyperlinks to take the 

reader/follower to the targeted websites or social media pages that are facilitated by IS media 

units. There are different modes attached to digital texts and images compared to the two-

dimensionality of printed text: language and meaning. Digital text and images have greater 

functionality in terms of aural, visual and spatial dimensions. This has given rise to “multimodal 

critical discourse analysis” (MCDA) (Machin, 2013). MCDA is a significant constituent of the 

development of multimodal analysis, where one pays closer attention to social media texts and 

images that frame digital narratives in social media platforms. MCDA draws our attention “to 

think more about the social part of the communication” (Ledin & Machin, 2018, p. 27). MCDA 

focuses on how intentional choices are asserted by drawing on the context, “with the primary 

aim of identifying the underlying ideas, values and identities that are communicated” (Ledin & 

Machin, 2018, p. 27). “MCDA can be considered as a social semiotics with the aim of revealing 

discourses, the kinds of social practices that they involve and the ideologies that they serve” 

(Ledin & Machin, 2018, p. 29). We will apply multimodality (Kress, 2009) in the later part of 

this chapter to decipher how digital texts and images serve greater function in contemporary 

online communication. 

IS’s continuity in sustaining the mythological narrative and in keeping the ruined Caliphate alive 

through virtual networks, is a testament to its use of 21st century technology (the Internet and 

social media) as the primary media through which IS media units connect to their audience. In 

many ways, IS has become more of a virtual terrorist organisation with its physical existence 

complemented by an expanding internet and social media presence; it plays a hybrid mediated 

warfare where military operations and media engagement are taken up simultaneously and 

reported through Dabiq, Rumiyah and several other media units globally. IS has had an extensive 

media network with seven core media outlets, al-Himma Foundation, al-Furqan foundation, al-

Bayan radio, al-l’tisam foundation, al-Hayat media centre, Ajnad foundation, and A’maq news 

agency. The al-Himma is IS’s publication house which works extensively in publication in IS 

media works. The al-Furqan Foundation of Media Production is tasked to make CDs, DVDs, 

posters, pamphlets and online propaganda content. The al-Furqan Foundation of Media 
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Production was previously a media wing of AQ in Iraq (AQI) which later became part of IS as 

AQI disaffiliated itself from AQAP  (Roggio, 2007). This agency has been primarily invested in 

producing IS video clips and distributing them on the social networks. Al-Bayan was the official 

radio station of IS which was based in Mosul and ‘Tawheed’ was a new satellite TV station 

based in Libya (Atwan, 2015). The twenty-four-hour internet television channel was hosted in 

one of the IS’s websites named KhalifaLive.info and would broadcast a series of videos by John 

Cantlie along with James Foley. Other than this, al-l’tisam media foundation and Ajnad 

foundation of Media production form IS’s second media wing which specialises in nasheeds and 

audio content11. The al-Hayat Media centre was established later in 2014 and specifically 

targeted Western audiences, and was tasked with producing IS propaganda content in English, 

German, Russian and French (Gertz, 2014). The Al-Hayat media centre focused on speeches and 

video clips which were further translated to more than 10 languages. The centre also works 

towards combining content and diverse material, in the form of audio, videos and written texts 

with inclusion of video snippets and subtitles. The media production by Al-Hayat media centre is 

of a high quality, which also gives an impression that the media centre is run by a team of 

experienced professionals targeting Western audiences. One of the finest examples of Al-

Hayat’s media production is the documentary film, Flames of War - The Struggle Has Only 

Begun, which was produced in September 2014. The documentary film showcased life in the 

Caliphate, the images from the battles and executions with fine edits and “sophisticated illusory 

elements such as distorted pictures, enhancement of speakers, size edits and speeches lit by 

torches” (Siboni, Cohen and Koren, 2015, p. 131). Lastly, A’maq news agency is the official 

news outlet of IS and the terror group generally claims responsibility for any terror attack in the 

West using the A’maq news outlet (Callimachi, 2016). Other than this, every wilayat has its own 

media centres with several small media outlets.  

IS has exploited textual and visual multimodality to undertake terrorism through social media. IS 

has infused Islamic discourses in the form of hadiths (oral traditions or sayings by the Prophet 

himself), nasheeds (a cappella), Quranic verses, Islamic mythologies and implementation of 

Sharia using social media. Using Dabiq, Rumiyah and diverse media units, IS has embedded 

Islamic discourses to justify its actions. Texts and images have a multimodal purpose in Dabiq 

and Rumiyah compared to AQ’s Inspire. Printed texts and images (in the case of Inspire) have 

greater potential power to inform and construct meaning (Bezemer & Kress, 2015) but digital 

text and images have a far greater function with different modes attached to texts and images in 

Dabiq and Rumiyah. Digital text functionality has a multiple purpose from a social media 

discoursal point of view. The use of texts through IS media units is not only to build new 

discourses but also to assert emotionality, expression, slang, memes, and Graphic Interchange 

 
11 https://jihadology.net/2013/08/20/new-statement-from-the-islamic-state-of-iraq-and-al-sham-
announcing-ajnad-foundation-for-media-production/ 
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Formats (GIFs) to capture millennials’ interest. Social media texts have become part of the 

slang, “graphological realizations of facial expressions” (Zappavigna, 2012, p. 76) through 

emoticons and hyperlinks which codify new information subsets (Zappavigna, 2012). For 

example, in the next section of the chapter, I will demonstrate how IS has used common slang 

like ‘YOLO – You Only Live Once’ and changed it to ‘YODO – You Only Die Once’ or for that 

matter changing the tagline of jihadi simulator video games, such as that of a prototype of the 

video game, The Call of Duty and changing the tagline to This is our Call of Duty and we 

Respawn in Jannah, ‘respawn’ being the gamer word for reincarnate. Similarly, in the case of 

graphological realizations, IS media units have created several memes that have circulated over 

social media platforms as new and casual information subsets, which I will demonstrate in the 

next section of this chapter. With the rise of textual and visual multimodality and social media as 

an engaging medium, IS has used the tools (digital texts and images) and the medium (social 

media) to its best advantage to infuse Islamic beliefs and practices. IS has amalgamated religious 

fanaticism with social media to deliberately target a millennial audience. With the rise of such 

deliberate targeting of an audience by IS social media units, the deliberate messaging has also 

led to by-products which have created something that has been mostly taken up by the millennial 

audience. By propaganda by-products, I mean, for example, lone-wolf terrorism or do-it-yourself 

(DIY) terror tactics that have been promoted by IS social media units in Rumiyah and through 

social media channels. The combination of religious fanaticism, textual and visual 

multimodality, and social media constitutes Islamic belief multimodal strategy. In other words:  

Islamic belief multimodal strategy = Islamic beliefs (Sharia law, Quranic verses, mythologies, 

hadiths and nasheeds) + textual and visual multimodality (aural, visual and spatial modes) + 

social media, Dabiq and Rumiyah (mediums).  

For IS, the medium (social media, Dabiq and Rumiyah) is the message (McLuhan & Fiore, 

1967). IS propaganda exploits digital multimodality of text and images through social media to 

entice young readers. IS exploits social media by representing a particular IS version of Islam in 

various ways. IS’s Islamic belief multimodal strategy was manifested in the form of Muja tweets 

in which IS showed the softer side of the Caliphate when it was in existence. In these, IS used 

social media channels to show civil governance services that it undertook, for example, street-

cleaning services, old-age homes for the elderly, and it also made repeated use of images to 

depict the lives of children under the Caliphate. Social media channels have also been 

extensively used to share videos of imposing hukm (punishments) on those living under the 

Caliphate, such as hostage killings and beheadings to show IS’s implementation of Islamic belief 

multimodal strategy put into practise. The essential difference between IS using social media to 

popularise itself and that of any other organisation to promote itself is that whatever IS has 

showcased through social media is underlined by its extremist views. Before I begin with the 
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five dominant narratives as outlined at the beginning of this chapter, following is a table 

outlining the publication details of each issue of Dabiq and Rumiyah that have been used as 

research data in this chapter. 

Dabiq e-magazine title Publication details  

The Return of the Khilafah 5th July 2014 

The Flood 27th July 2014 

A Call to Hijrah 31st August 2014 

The Failed Crusade 12th October 2014 

Remaining and Expanding  22nd November 2014 

Al-Qa’idah of Waziristan: A Testimony from 

Within  

30th December 2014 

From Hypocrisy to Apostasy: The Extinction 

of the Grayzone  

12th February 2015 

Shari’ah Alone will Rule Africa 30th March 2015 

The Plot and Allah Plots 21st May 2015 

The Law of Allah or the Laws of Men 13th July 2015 

From the battle of al-Ahzab to the War of 

Coalitions 

9th September 2015 

Just Terror 19th November 2015 

The Rafidah: From Ibn Saba’ to the Dajjal 19th January 2016 

The Murtadd Brotherhood 11th April 2016 

Break the Cross 8th July 2016 

Islamic State Report Issue 1: Propagating the 

Correct Manhaj  

May 2014 

Islamic State Report Issue 2: Farmers Reap 

the Rewards of their harvest by giving Zakah   

May 2014 
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Islamic State Report Issue 3: Islamic State 

Liberates the City of Mosul  

May 2014 

Islamic State Report Issue 4: Smashing the 

Borders of the Tawaghit  

May 2014 

 

Table 3. Dabiq e-magazines and publication details 

 

Rumiyah e-magazine title Publication Date 

Rumiyah 1st edition September 2016 

Rumiyah 2nd edition October 2016 

Rumiyah 3rd edition November 2016 

Rumiyah 4th edition December 2016 

Rumiyah 5th edition January 2017 

Rumiyah 6th edition January 2017 

Rumiyah 7th edition March 2017 

Rumiyah 8th edition April 2017 

Rumiyah 9th edition May 2017 

Rumiyah 10th edition June 2017 

Rumiyah 11th edition July 2017 

Rumiyah 12th edition August 2017 

Rumiyah 13th edition September 2017  

 

Table 4. Rumiyah e-magazines and publication details 
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5.2 Jihadi narrative through social media and e-magazines 

The Islamic belief multimodal strategy has not only been carried out in textual and visual 

(image) form but with the digitization of text and images: this leads to the technologization of 

jihad. “The idea of technologization is highly useful for the approach of visual 

communication”(Ledin & Machin, 2018) which is what IS is precisely doing through Dabiq, 

Rumiyah and its social media channels. Thus, it is through dominance of media structures and 

norms that social and cultural practices are transformed and there is a “media logic” (Altheide 

and Snow, 1992) that overlays jihad and transforms the message.  This occurs via the “process 

through which media process and transmit information. Elements of this form include the 

various media and the formats used by these media. Formats consist, in part, of how material is 

organised, the style in which it is presented, the focus and emphasis on particular characteristics 

of behaviour, and the grammar of media communication. Format becomes a framework or 

perspective that is used to present as well as interpret phenomena” (Altheide & Robert, 1979, p. 

10).  The emergence of digital text and images has given rise to far greater lexical functionality 

compared to printed text. The digital text is more nuanced with multimodality in terms of aural 

and video modes attached to it. The rise of digital texts and images have given rise to 

graphological expressions with emoticons, slangs, memes and Graphic Interchange Formats 

which are crucial components in the online sphere. Some of the key features of a digital text and 

image are, first, “it is visually designed” (Ledin & Machin, 2018), which creates the overall 

coherence, which comes through a combination of different semiotic elements put together in an 

integrated whole. Secondly, “it intertwines semiotic resources” (Ledin & Machin, 2018) such as 

graphics, text, lists, numbers, spacing and writing. Thirdly, “it is highly symbolic”  (Ledin & 

Machin, 2018) with arrows and iconic-shaped bullet points. Fourthly, “it is decontextualized” 

(Ledin & Machin, 2018) and “it relies on a set of interrelated documents rather than self-

standing texts” which continuously “cross-reference other documents often through symbolism 

or through words that are used in a symbolic fashion”; and fifthly, “it is digital” and with the 

software affordance digital texts and images are represented in certain ways (Ledin & Machin, 

2018, pp. 32-33).   
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Fig.5.1 Rumiyah, 2017, 8th edition, p. 33  
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Fig.5.1 shows the terror attack that took place in London on March 2017. The image layout is in 

the form of an infographic giving a summary of the attack informing the name of the attacker, 

targets, results and weapon used for the attack. The infographic gives a sense of temporality 

where semiotic materials (visual and text) communicate how the attack took place. Graphic 

representation is often indicative of some development such as in this case the terror attack that 

took place on London Bridge. Infographics are visually designed to create “overall coherence, 

which comes through the use of graphics, colours, icons, form, alignment and so on to shape a 

structured whole. The parts of the document, of a web page (or an e-magazine) becomes an 

integrated whole” (Ledin & Machin, 2018, p. 32). Further, with the availability of software tools, 

a graphic representation of data using bullet points and icons offers precise data with respect to 

the attack. The symbolisation of the icons here also points to a more visual presentation of data. 

In terms of communication in general, it has been argued by Machin (2004), that we are shifting 

from an era of documentation to one of symbolization. This can be realised in different semiotic 

materials through graphics and icon-shaped bulletin points as shown in the image below. This 

way of presenting information to the reader is more attractive than simple written text. This may 

involve the communicative potential of edgy, rigid fonts and dark colours to indicate the rigidity 

of the messaging itself and the assertiveness of the message to the reader (Machin, 2013).  
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Fig.5.2 Dabiq, 2015, 11th edition, p. 15  
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Fig. 5.2 above depicts the list of top ten videos to follow for the IS reader from different wilayats 

of IS. The list of the videos and the order in which they are presented provides an insight into the 

manner in which IS editors and writers present visual information in front of the reader. These 

videos are further codified with hashtags (#) which are conventional social media tools for 

labelling topics of interest of a micro-post and a form of metadata incorporated into the post 

(Zappavigna, 2012). The videos are a mix of different themes depending on what editors in 

Dabiq and Rumiyah are focusing on. For example, in Fig. 5.2 above, there is a mix of videos 

which are devoted to IS fighters in the battlefield, IS fighters executing prisoners and, towards 

the end, videos showcasing life within the Caliphate. There is a gradual shift in the selected 

themes of the videos in the later editions of Dabiq compared to the first few editions of the e-

magazine. For example, in the initial editions of Dabiq, the e-magazine focused on themes like 

governance, festivities and belongingness in the Caliphate, however, as IS lost significant 

territorial hold, the selection of videos has been diverted to war, weapon acquisitions, and 

executions.  

The careful selection and diversion of themes in the top ten video catalogue at the end or at the 

beginning of every edition of both e-magazines points towards IS’s shifting focus to war and to 

weapon acquisitions from its opponents. With the loss of the main cities, Mosual and Raqqa in 

July and October 2017 respectively, IS gradually lost most of its wilayats. This meant the 

administrative and bureaucratic set-up that it had in place in 2014 was toppled and resulted in the 

shift of video themes from governance, festivities and belongingness to warfare, weapon 

acquisitions and executions. The diversion of themes to war and weapon acquisitions is also due 

to fact that IS media units operate in utter denial of any kind of defeat. The loss of Dabiq (the 

Syrian town) itself on which the e-magazine Dabiq was premised was never reported, rather the 

magazine publication came to an end. To acknowledge the loss of Dabiq (the Syrian town) 

would mean the loss of the narrative itself which conceptualised the IS utopia and the mythology 

that IS media units have crafted for its audience. Similarly, the loss of Mosul (IS stronghold) was 

never informed to the reader. The denial is because the IS media units do not want to break the 

spell of the virtual myth that has been created in front of the viewer. In other words, IS virtual 

propaganda is infallible as there is no ‘defeat’ of IS put forth to the reader. IS’s media promote a 

self-referential fantasy which is also not accountable to reality in other respects. IS has been 

manipulating prophecies, myths, Islamic beliefs (hadiths and nasheeds) to its own advantage. 

These things did not change, except that the Ummah is no more, the governance is no more, 

what is left is the presentation of warfare and of weapon acquisitions from the opponent to 

display IS’s strength and to keep the viewer/reader engaged in the IS propaganda.  

The overall motive of the IS media units is to sustain the reader’s engagement with the 

apocalyptical belief system and to eliminate all other narratives that are no longer consistent, to 
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escape all contradictions in strengthening the Islamic belief multimodal strategy. The virtual 

(fantasy) Caliphate of the magazines is evidenced by the apocalyptical belief system and is 

sustained through the technologization of jihad, i.e. what Castells (2011) would have termed as 

the ‘real virtuality’ built by IS. 

This also meant that there has been a shift from mediatisation of the Caliphate (which was in 

Iraq and Syria) to mediatisation of the new IS wilayats being set up across the globe leading to 

internationalisation of the Caliphate itself. This has been undertaken in the form of a mediatised 

reality from different places. For example, Rumiyah’s 10th edition (2017) published about the IS 

wilayat in the East – the presence of the IS in the Philippines in the city of Mindanao – where it 

showcases the same extremist vigour from the Southeast Asian wilayat as was expressed in Iraq 

and Syria.  

IS carefully builds discourses which comprise participants, behaviours, goals, values locations, 

times and sequences of activity. The discourses are ‘scripted’ (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999) to 

doctor a vision of what sequence of behaviour is associated with a particular discourse. “This 

process of  transforming social practice into recontexualisation is not represented through 

actually giving a clear account of events, nor by logical argument, nor by reasonable assessment 

of information, but through a process of abstraction, addition, substitution and deletion” 

(Machin, 2013, p. 352). That is, information is abstracted from a social event to manufacture 

IS’s intended discourse. Discourses are recontextualised by adding elements representing that 

social event to gain legitimation, purpose and reaction. The substitutions are achieved by 

replacing the details and complexities of the social event with generalisations or abstractions and 

also deletions so that it becomes necessary to pay attention to what has been filtered out from the 

social event itself to build the intended discourse (Machin, 2013). For example, the burning alive 

of the Jordanian pilot in a cage in January 2015 (BBC, 2015) where the whole social event was 

scripted to build vengeance against the opponent. The visual depiction of the burning of the 

Jordanian pilot, Muath Safi Yousef al-Kasasbeh, carefully exploits the addition of other frames 

such as the Jordanian King Abdullah’s coalition with the US to attack IS, and then purports to 

show innocent civilians as victims of the US airstrikes, with images of an incinerated child and a 

crushed adult, which leads to a desired built-up of vengeance against the opponents. This is 

followed by images of the subject of the vengeance itself (the Jordanian pilot) who is depicted in 

a forced march to his death surrounded by IS fighters. The scripted set-up consciously deletes all 

complexities of the event itself and is substituted with generalisations or abstractions in which 

the Jordanian pilot is reduced to an actor through his function of marching towards his own 

death, a role ascribed to him in the video depiction. Multimodal discourses are built to suit IS 

digital narratives deleting various aspects of a social event that don’t evoke and incline with IS’s 
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Islamic belief multimodal strategy. Thus, it is important to ask what has been deleted and what is 

being not set out in front of the reader.  

 

Fig. 5.3 Dabiq, 2016, 13th edition, p. 31, (https://jihadology.net/2015/11/24/new-video-message-

from-the-islamic-state-and-no-respite/)  
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Fig. 5.2 and 5.3 (above) are examples displaying IS soldiers using all four modes of 

multimodality (text, aural, visual and spatial) (Kress, 2009). In Fig. 5.2, we can see almost all the 

videos are relating to war and IS fighters. There is no mention of any governance or any reports 

from the Ummah. This reiterates my previous point that from Dabiq’s (2015) 11th edition to 13th 

edition (2016), the choice of top ten videos has shifted as IS had substantially lost a significant 

part of its territory to the Western forces, as a result of which it had nothing to show on the 

ground other than IS fighters and their jihad. Fig.5.3 is a multimodal depiction of IS messaging 

strategy which has been propagated across all media platforms. Fig.5.3 is a poster of a video 

message from IS media units in 2015 when IS was at its prime. The multimodality of this video 

message is manifold. First, the linguistic diversity to cater to a global audience is worth 

mentioning; the video message has been published in English, Arabic, French, Turkish and 

Russian. Secondly, the video message has not only the multimodality of aural and visual modes 

but also animation and software superiority which makes it virtually appealing to the viewer. 

Thirdly, the content of the message targets some key ideological constructs such as opposition 

from an Islamist position to nationalism and capitalism, and disapproval of foreign (that is, non-

Islamic) culture (resulting in the destruction of heritage sites). Fourthly, the video also targets the 

mental well-being of the US soldiers, with their being suicidal or suffering from depression 

taken by the opponent to be indicative of them being open to psychological intimidation. Fifthly, 

the video message ends with a Sunnah hinting there is no respite for the enemy (Islamic belief).  

Both the figures above are testament to the Islamic belief multimodal strategy where IS media 

units orchestrate appealing virtual social realities to engage “the viewer in a fetishistic and 

compulsive urge to look and look again, encouraging the sense that the viewers ‘own’ the image 

or that the ‘image’ is part of their identity” (Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001, p. 27). These visual 

discourses are ambivalent in online media ecology which are marked by hashtags (#) and are 

part of the linguistic corollary where information is no longer limited to printed text and images, 

but information is combined with other semiotic resources (visual, aural and spatial). The 

depiction of the Caliphate is thus not limited to Dabiq and Rumiyah but is being promoted 

through discursive modes through Al-Bayan radio channel, through IS’s own TV channel, Daash 

TV, and through countless social media channels. The fantasy of the existence of the Caliphate 

was therefore multi-fold where several mediums were used to attract the IS follower to migrate 

to the Caliphate. The multimodality of the digital text and images in social media plays at several 

levels of cognition. The digital text is not itself limited to making sense and informing the reader 

but is accompanied by sound and visuality while making sense to the reader. The social media 

message is multimodal because of the characteristic of the message itself being infused with 

written, visual and aural modes. Further social media texts are inserted with hyperlinks which 

give the digital texts and images a further multimodal function which takes the reader from one 

piece of information to other. This multimodal information can be accessed from anywhere at 
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anytime. Further, the novelty of this type of information is its ‘ambient findability’ (Morville, 

2005) from any electronic device at any place at any time.  

The other aspect to the technologization of jihad is the social media memes that also constitute 

part of the multimodal messaging strategy. Memes are the “cultural reproductions as driven by 

various means of copying and imitating practices that have become essential in contemporary 

digital culture” (Shifman, 2014, p. 4). Memes gradually scale up to shared social phenomena 

which are passed along from person to person as subsets of cultural information (Shifman, 

2014).  A second attribute of memes are that they are reproduced “by various means of 

repacking and imitation” (Shifman, 2014, p. 18) and thirdly, memes are amplified in digital 

environments diffusing through selection and competition (Shifman, 2014, p. 22).  Memes are 

also effective online tools for forging social bonds which build and sustain social networks 

(Zappavigna, 2012). In the memes depicted below (Fig. 5.4 and 5.5), it is interesting to note the 

three attributes as mentioned by Shifman (2014). In Fig. 5.4, the meme depicts an Iraqi soldier 

running away from a bomb blast and has been given a textual anchorage stating, “Run Rafidi 

Run, ISIS is coming”. Here in the below-mentioned vocabulary, what is novel is the usage of 

Islamic terminologies to mock the opponent. The word rafidi from the word rafidah meaning 

rejection of something in Arabic has been applied to the circumstantial evidence to ridicule the 

opponent by calling him Rafidi. A meaning which is embedded with the linguistic significance 

from a different language (Arabic) gives rise to an Arabic discourse targeting the social media 

audience. The rise of “new social technology has given rise to development of medium-inspired 

slang that has become part of how communities of users express particular identities” 

(Zappavigna, 2012, p. 133). The meme sits well within both the social media user community 

and the jihadi community, giving the users a dual identity in the technologized space. 
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Fig. 5.4 IS meme mocking an Iraqi soldier accessed from 

https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/nzee4d/western-jihadis-memes-are-a-real-thing  
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Fig. 5.5 IS meme mocking the US soldiers accessed from 

https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/nzee4d/western-jihadis-memes-are-a-real-thing  

Similarly, in Fig. 5.5 (above), the meme depicts a ridiculing impression of the US soldiers with 

arms and ammunitions, in the first half of the meme. The second half of the meme shows coffins 

of US soldiers draped in the US flag. The tweet accompanying the memes mentions “when US 

troops face dawlah”, dawlah meaning their respective ‘state’ in the context of honorific and 

regal titles. The image of coffins draped with the US flag is symbolic in that IS challenges the 
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US and its coalitions to face defeat when fighting the IS fighters. The mocking and ridiculing 

strategies of IS are different from its counterpart AQ and this is partly because of the 

technological ability and focus that IS has had over AQ. The IS media units have had online 

communication technologies, HD cameras, high quality microphones, and social media 

platforms at their disposal while all AQ had was Inspire, pamphlets and a few websites. Memetic 

representations have been Islamised to the extent that IS media units have shifted the tone of 

propaganda imbuing Arabic linguistics and terminologies in contemporary online discourse. 

Memes have become perfect tools for IS media units to combine semiotic resources together to 

construct meaning. In short: 

IS memes are online tools that intertwine visuality + text + Islamic discourse = construct 

meaning.  

Social media facilitates different kinds of casual, interpersonal interaction. The interpersonal 

interaction is also based on gaining attention of the young audience through the use of internet 

slang,  “which centres on salient non-standard orthography, such as initialisms (e.g. LOL, 

‘laughing out loud’; BRB, ‘be right back’) are used frequently in many kinds of computer-

mediated communication whereby brevity is advantageous” (Zappavigna, 2012, p. 127). In Fig. 

5.6 (below), the visual graphic is attested to with slang that has been tweaked from its original 

wordage. The original slang is YOLO, ‘you only live once’ which has been tweaked to YODO, 

‘you only die once’. The graphic is visually substantiated with the image of a blood-stained gun 

strengthening the idea of death and framing it as an act of martyrdom. The slang and the image 

indicate three things: first, the multimodality of the message with the use of visuals and text to 

construct meaning to the reader; secondly, the modernity of the message (most likely propagated 

through the Internet and social media platforms) and lastly, the framing and composition of the 

message that engages the reader/viewer through the means of slang and the intention behind 

tweaking the slang. There are two things shown by multimedia here: one is how Dabiq 

constructs richer texts that are interactive with the reader, and the other is that these texts are 

evidence of the technologization of jihad in itself. This can bear witness as to how IS reiterates 

its media content through audio and video and sharing links other than publishing the same 

content in Dabiq and Rumiyah in printed version. IS media units are being more than just media-

savvy, they are also transforming the conception of, and engagement with, jihad as a social 

practice by using social media channels. 
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Fig. 5.6 IS devising its own slang  

The next dominant narrative is the mythological belief with which IS started both of its 

magazines Dabiq and Rumiyah. The nomenclature of both the magazines is derived from an 

apocalyptical mythology that is discussed in the next section.  

5.3 Mythological narrative surrounding Dabiq and Rumiyah  

Islamic beliefs and mythologies are portrayed as normative discourses through Dabiq, Rumiyah 

and other mediums to the IS audience. The normative discourses are strengthened with the 

substantiation of Quranic verses, hadiths and nasheeds, propagated through digital mediums. The 

primary edifice of IS propaganda is situated in Islam as a faith. IS situates religion above claims 

of logic, that is, logic resides within the religious justification not in opposition to it or at a 

governing level over it. IS uses a mythological narrative in both of its magazines to sustain its 

political ideologies (Mahzam, 2017). The title of the Dabiq magazine comes from:  

a hadith by Prophet Mohammad to his companion, Abu Hurayrah, describing a future 

apocalyptic battle between Muslim forces and an infidel coalition led by Rome to take 

place on a plain outside Dabiq. According to the prophecy, one third of the Muslims will 

flee and another third be killed, but the remaining third is destined to prevail and go on 

to conquer Constantinople (the capital of the Byzantine Empire, claiming the mantle of 

Rome). Jesus will then return to earth to lead Muslims in the final battle with Satan that 

will usher in a new era of God’s rule” (Herzfeld, 2016, p. 1).  

Dabiq magazine, thus begins with the proclamation from the then head of IS, Abu Musab al-

Zarqawi: “The spark has been lit here in Iraq, and its heat is going to intensify – by Allah’s 
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permission – until it burns the crusaders’ armies in Dabiq”. However, with the loss of Dabiq (the 

Syrian town) to the Turkish forces and Syrian rebels in October 2016, the prophecy had little 

relevance to substantiate the continuity of the magazine. After the loss of Dabiq, IS media units 

were quick to alter the mythological narrative of Dabiq and frantically explain through social 

media platforms why the showdown in Dabiq was not the final showdown. Also, the first 

publication of Rumiyah in September 2016 by IS, just before the loss of Dabiq, indicates that 

there was already a transition to a new narrative before the fall of the Dabiq narrative itself. 

Thus, IS is forward planning and is very attuned to the narratives and semiotics that its projects 

through its media channels. An alternative narrative was required to sustain the apocalyptical 

view. To replace Dabiq, a new magazine – Rumiyah – was started to fuel and exploit the 

prophecy further. The word ‘Rumiyah’ in English translates to ‘Rome’. The mythological 

narrative behind Rumiyah arises from “a hadith in which Prophet Mohammad declared that 

Muslim armies would conquer Constantinople and then Rome” (Reed & Ingram, 2017, p. 7). 

Here it is important to elucidate the connotations relating to the conquest of Rome. IS believes in 

following what it calls “‘the Prophetic methodology’ which means following the prophecy and 

example of Mohammad, in punctilious detail” (Wood, 2015, pp. 3-4). According to this 

‘Prophetic methodology’, “the Islamic State awaits the army of ‘Rome’ whose defeat at Dabiq, 

Syria, will initiate the countdown of the apocalypse” (Wood, 2015, p. 5). The mythological 

connotation attached to Dabiq is referring to the enemy as ‘Rome’ according to the prophetic 

narration. On the one hand, the ‘Rome’ IS referring to is not only about the conquest of Rome as 

a city but more about ‘Rome’ being the host to the Vatican City and therefore the Papal seat of 

Catholicism, and by default, in IS mythology, the symbolic centre of Christianity. On the other 

hand, the interpretation of ‘Rome’ for IS from a historical context is looking at capturing Rome 

as the seat of the Eastern Roman Empire, which had its capital, Constantinople, which is now 

modern-day Istanbul. Thus, when IS leaders or its followers talk about conquering Rome, one 

should also identify “Rome as the Republic of Turkey, the same Republic that ended the last 

self-identified Caliphate, 90 years ago” (Wood, 2015, p. 16), and is therefore also sought to 

overthrow the secular Islamic Republic of Turkey. 

Following the example of Dabiq, every edition of Rumiyah begins with the quote from the 

former senior leader of the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI), Abu Hamzah al-Muhajir: “O Muwahhidin, 

rejoice, for Allah, we will not rest from our jihad except beneath the olive trees of Rumiyah 

(Rome).” 

IS uses mythology as a central theme in both its magazines. Mythology and historical themes 

substantiated with religious texts dominate IS magazines. IS in Dabiq relies on the apocalyptical 

view and the end-of-days vision through which it persuades its readers to join the Caliphate and 

take sanctuary under the Caliph. This is reflected through the titles and the articles in the first 
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few editions of the Dabiq magazine. Titles such as, “The Return of the Khilafah’, “The Flood”, 

“It’s either the Islamic State or the Flood”, reiterate IS’s strong belief in mythologies. Even with 

Rumiyah, IS still believes in bringing back the Islamic Ummah and reliving the mythology of 

conquering Rome. IS media units have played mythological narrative to their advantage and 

downplayed it when they lost Dabiq (the Syrian town) and now continue to do so with Rumiyah. 

Like any other apocalyptical group, IS changes its understanding of prophecy fulfilment based 

on circumstances (McCants & McCants, 2015). “The apocalyptic vision paints the world in 

black and white” (Herzfeld, 2016, p. 4). In an apocalyptic view, “there are ‘good guys’ and the 

‘bad guys’ and these are easy to distinguish, and victory is assured for the ‘good guys’” 

(Herzfeld, 2016, p. 4). The mythological narrative also projects a Manichean view of the world 

as a battleground between the forces of good and evil. This is an ancient Middle Eastern dualistic 

cosmology of a struggle between the good, spiritual light of the world and an evil which brings 

darkness to the material world. Fundamentalism plays a crucial role in the contemporary 

assertion of the Manichean view of the world. Fundamentalism can be defined as a reaction to a 

secular society which is often conservative and religious, ignores practical and well-established 

facts and makes claims premised on sacred texts (Langman & Morris, 2002). “It often has 

Manichean truth claims in which non-believers are constructed as immoral and an apocalyptic 

view of the world is presented. Fundamentalism seeks to restore a glorious past from which 

people had strayed. Fundamentalism makes exclusive truth claims grounded in canonical 

religious, spiritual texts and seeks to recreate an idealized religious community while 

paradoxically embracing modern means: mass media, bureaucratic institutions, and destructive 

technologies in militancy” (Langman & Morris, 2002, p. 10). 

IS uses mythologies for two purposes. First, the control of the Syrian town Dabiq in 2014 gave a 

religious endorsement to IS’s claim to have re-established the Ummah. Thus, it was political yet 

driven by a mythological narrative. Secondly, false apocalyptical promises serve as an excellent 

recruitment tool. “For impressionable young men living with broken hopes and failed dreams of 

the various Arab Spring uprisings, a promised Muslim victory provided a utopian dream and a 

new cause” (Herzfeld, 2016, p. 3). For recruits from Europe, Asia and Australasia, IS offers an 

attractive alternative where the foreign fighters find belongingness, mercy, and victimhood under 

the Caliphate (Fishman, 2016; Winter, 2015a). “It would be a mistake to imagine that IS only 

appeals to Western recruits through violence only, much of its messaging focuses on positive 

themes of governance, justice and belonging as well” (Fishman, 2016, p. 56). However, as noted, 

with the loss of Caliphate, the focus by IS media units’ positive themes has substantially 

lessened and has shifted to violence and weapons and arms acquisition. The mythological 

narrative has been further accentuated with the use of social media platforms and the Internet to 

devise a global propaganda and recruitment strategy to attract followers from Europe, Asia, 

Australia, and the USA.  
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From the very beginning with the proclamation of the Caliphate, IS has strategized a global 

media campaign with its media unit network across Europe, West Africa, Sinai (Egypt), 

Somalia, Khorasan (Afghanistan and Pakistan), Qawqaz (Caucasus), and Southeast Asia 

(Indonesia, Philippines and Malaysia). All media production units and social media cells  have 

been carrying the “media jihad” (Winter, 2017) from all centres located in different parts of the 

world. These media centres have infused mythological narratives with several other semiotic 

resources (aural, visual, print, audio-visual) other than simple written text. With online 

technological affordance, IS engages the reader to visualise the mythology and to see and hear 

constructed audio-visual narratives that command meaning evoked by the mythology itself. 

Figure (Fig.) 5.7 given below, shows an example of the visual narrative of Dabiq mythology. 

The image displays the Yarmuk plains where the historical battle of Yarmuk took place in 636 

CE between the Byzantine Empire and the Muslim Arab forces. The Arab forces won the war, 

ending Eastern Roman rule (Meyer, 1988). The image is reminiscent of the Yarmuk battle and 

brings back the visualisation of Dabiq (as a place) and the apocalyptical view of the end-of-times 

with visual substantiation. The Battle of Yarmuk registers a visual evidence to the reader to 

further reinforce the mythology and turn it back into reality. The Dabiq writer mentions the 

historic battle of Yarmuk and explains the victory of Arab forces. This was part of the article in 

Dabiq’s (2015) 15th edition which discussed the battle of Yarmuk. 

 

 Fig. 5.7 Dabiq, 2016, 15th edition, p. 18 – place of historical significance – the plains where the 

decisive battle of Yarmuk took place.  

Furthermore, the image (visual mode) (Kress, 2009) is further strengthened with an addition of a 

video message titled, “The Dabiq appointment”. The video message by IS is as follows:  
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Fig.5.8 IS video message – The Dabiq appointment (published on 11th Dec 2015) accessed from 

https://jihadology.net/2015/12/11/new-video-message-from-the-islamic-state-the-dabiq-

appointment-wilayat-ninawa/  

 

Texts and images are multi-functional elements in Fig. 5.8 and serve two meta functions, 

representation and identification. That is, representation in terms of knowledge but also ‘control 

of things’ (through mythology) and identification to affiliate the reader with the mythology 

(Fairclough, 2003). The mythological narrative is the primary edifice on which IS bases its 

reasoning. It is important for IS to solidify its reasoning framework (the Dabiq and Rumiyah 

narrative) to commit the IS follower to action. The solidification of the reasoning framework is 

done through application of textual and visual multimodality through digital platforms. Textual 

and visual multimodality is reflected in magazine designing, page layout and packaging of 

Dabiq and Rumiyah indicating an increased codification of semiotic resources and materials set 

in interlocking ways. This involves visual formatting of the content, page layout with graphical 

imagery, and packaging of the content in multiple formats. For example, what can be read in 

Dabiq can also be watched in video format. The Dabiq designing, layout and packaging involves 

articulating media content in different formats though texts, images, hyperlinks, and audio and 

video messages. In comparison, AQ’s Inspire invoked the reader’s own imagination after 

reading the text. With textual multimodality (digital text) encrypted with images and video 

representation, there is nothing left for the reader to imagine as the imagination itself is being 

engineered by IS media units through high definition (HD) cameras and high-quality 

microphones. The digital images and HD videos are the visual and aural representations of IS’s 

multimodal messaging strategy affirming readers’ faith in IS’s reasoning process. IS has 

amplified its reasoning process through different modes, aural, visual and spatial, to create and 

reinforce a mythical meaning to its audience. The video message by IS reiterates a mimicked 

mythology by modern communication means to visualise the anticipated action. Thus, 

mythology is transformed into normative discourse and further strengthened by audio-visual 

representations. This also means that an idea is presented in its visual representations which 

creates ‘virtual realism’ which is utopian in nature, whereby all the negativity of the media 

content is carefully programmed out of all unwanted elements, and positive elements are inserted 

into the program (Giroux & Pollock, 2010, pp. 125-126). What must be paid attention to here is 
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“the process whereby meanings are produced in IS videos and in how they work to secure 

particular forms of authority and social relations” (Giroux & Pollock, 2010, p. 125).  

5.4 Imposition of Al-walā' wa-l-barā' (loyalty and disavowal to Allah) 

The third narrative imbuing a central Islamic belief to the IS reader is the concept of Walā’ and 

Barā’. “The Arabic word ‘wala’ is derived from three root letter words – ‘wow’, ‘lam’ and ‘yaa’. 

These three words form the root letter word ‘walā’’ which means ‘to protect’. However, 

‘protection’ is just one of the many translations from the word ‘wala”’(Mohamed, 2015, p. 71). 

In Arabic, depending on contexts and situations, words have different meanings in which they 

are used differently. On the other hand, “‘bara’ comes from the past tense verb of ‘ba-ra-a’ 

which means ‘to be free from something’” (Mohamed, 2015, p. 72). In Salafist doctrine, “Walā’ 

and Barā’ refers to the Muslims’ belief, actions and words that revolve around loving and 

supporting God, His messengers and the believers (Muslims) i.e. Walā’, while on the other hand 

distance oneself from those who oppose God, His messengers and Muslims, i.e. Barā” 

(Mohamed, 2015, p. 72). From the perspective of the Islamic terrorist group, al-walā' wa-l-

barā' is a social bond established “among a group of jihadis on the basis of faith, it is each 

jihadi’s duty to associate in solidarity with (walā’) his fellow jihadis; they are the true Muslims 

and brethren in faith and he has to support them. By the same token, it’d be the obligation of the 

jihadis to dissociate themselves (bara min) from Muslims who do not share their beliefs” 

(Lahoud, 2010, p. 7). From a methodological standpoint, the argument put forth here can be 

summed up as the meaning asserted to the reader using a core Islamic belief with the application 

of different semiotic resources (written, visual and aural). The reader needs to read the magazine 

content through the ideological perspective of imbibing the practices of walā’ and barā’ in order 

for some of its core features to make sense. IS uses the concepts of walā’ and barā’ to counter 

Muslims who do not align with IS’s interpretation of Islam locally and globally. IS believes that 

Islam as a faith holds the solution to the existing world problems and that by asserting Islamic 

monotheism, all man-made ideological constructs can be resolved, like racism, capitalism, 

globalisation, etc. For example, in Dabiq’s 11th edition (2016), the writers state:  

Thus, the correct way to approach the issue of racism from an Islamic perspective is to 

reassert the importance and significance of walā’ and barā’, and to state in clear and 

unequivocal terms that those who wage war against Islam and the Muslims will not be 

spared  on account of their skin colour or ethnicity. The fate of a kafir waging war 

against the Muslims is one and the same across the entire racial spectrum – slaughter. 

The reason for this is simple: A Muslim’s loyalty is determined, not by his skin colour, 

his tribal affiliation or his last name, but by his faith. He loves those whom Allah loves 
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and hates those whom Allah hates. He forges alliances for the cause of Allah and breaks 

relations for the cause of Allah (Dabiq, 2015, 11th edition, p. 17).  

In the above excerpt, the writer applies the concepts of walā’ and barā’ (Islamic doctrine) as a 

corrective approach to racism. This excerpt also serves as a perfect example of where an Islamic 

doctrine has not only been stated, but also practised. Thus, walā’ and barā’ (Islamic belief) 

becomes a social practice (Fairclough, 2003). Social practices reinforce self-sanction and 

societal consciousness (Bandura, 1990). The multimodality of the Islamic belief is not only 

spoken and written language but also visual imagery with the influence of visual semiotics and 

the relationship between language and images. Accompanying the excerpt above was the image 

(Fig. 5.9) depicted below from Dabiq (2016). 
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Fig. 5.9 Dabiq, 2015, 11th edition, p. 18 – An image showcasing Al-walā' wa-l-barā' meaning 

loyalty and disavowal signifying the loving and hating for the sake of Allah to dismiss American 

attributes.  
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Fig.5.9 above depicts two IS soldiers of different ethnicities, race and skin colour, united by 

walā’ and barā’ (Islamic belief) in a visual sense. Both the IS soldiers emote a sense of 

brotherhood. The brotherhood is pitted against ‘American racism’ and walā’ and barā’ has been 

suggested as a corrective approach (represented in written, visual and aural sense). Further, it is 

interesting to note that the poster specifically mentions ‘American racism’ indicating blatant 

racial attacks prevalent in the United States. Thus, walā’ and barā’ are intentionally put into 

practise considering the problems prevalent in the US society. The writers and editors of Dabiq 

and Rumiyah are well aware of where to apply which Islamic beliefs and how to transform them 

as social practices. The visual communication (Ledin & Machin, 2018) correlates to the social 

practice (Fairclough, 2003) of the Islamic belief. This visualisation of the Islamic belief and 

social practice is intentionally engineered by IS media units to cater to a millennial audience who 

consume information through visual communication. The texts and images not only construct 

meaning to the reader but also convey the Islamic belief (walā’ and barā’). The constructed 

meaning and the Islamic belief are further substantiated with visual semiotics (image above) and 

aural semiotics (nasheed) to comprehend walā’ and barā’ in written, visual and aural senses. The 

written, visual and aural contextualisation of walā’ and barā’ highlight the application of 

multimodal critical discourse analysis (Ledin & Machin, 2018) in IS propaganda. The overall 

representational meaning arising from the excerpt (written text) and the image (Fig. 5.9) above 

along with the Islamic nasheed (aural) has a sense of multi-modality attached to one single 

Islamic belief. Walā’ and barā’ are not only social practices but are also projected as a corrective 

approach to existing problems like racism (in this case). The different modes of IS messaging – 

written, visual and aural – constitute Islamic belief multimodal messaging strategy.  

There are several other instances in which walā’ and barā’ have been mentioned among other 

Islamic beliefs in Dabiq and Rumiyah. However, the interpretation of these Islamic beliefs is in 

serious question as IS’s media units alter their interpretation based on the narrative context. 

Nevertheless, those who reject or contradict IS’s interpretation of Islamic beliefs, like walā’ and 

barā’, are rejected outright and considered as opponents. Here is another example from Dabiq’s 

(2014), 1st edition, where IS has outright rejected Western ideological tenets such as nationalism 

and patriotism which contradict the Islamic principle of walā’ and barā’ in fundamental ways:  

This jama’ah’s most important goal would be to revive tawhid especially in matters 

ignored and abandoned by ‘Islamic’ parties in our times – matters relating to wala’, 

bara’, hukm (ruling), and tashri’ (legislation) (Dabiq, 2014, 1st edition, p. 34). 

In the above excerpt, IS highlights key Islamic beliefs (walā’ and barā’, hukm and tashri) and 

plans to put them into practise. Jama’ah (the prayer congregation), another Islamic practice, is 

called to revive tawhid, “the belief in the oneness of God and a key component of the Muslim 

world” (Zelinsky, 2014). Tawhid, the belief in the oneness of God, is attributed to the 
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articulation of social practices (Wala and Bara, Hukm and Tashri). IS builds social practices 

from the Islamic beliefs to orchestrate, what Searle and Willis (1995) have termed as ‘social 

reality’. Social practices encompass action and interactions, social relations, persons (with 

persons, beliefs and attitudes) (Fairclough, 2013). In this case, the Islamic beliefs in themselves 

constitute social practices. If there is deviation from social practices (Islamic beliefs) it goes on 

to constitute social events (hudud – punishments) (Fairclough, 2003). Here is another example, 

from Dabiq (2014), 8th edition:  

Amīrul-Mu’minīn Abū ‘Umar al-Baghdādī (rahimahullāh) said, ‘The idea of nationalism 

and patriotism contradicts the religion in a number of its fundamentals. First, preferring 

people to others is in accordance with their piety not their blood.’ Allah (ta’ālā) said, ‘O 

mankind, indeed We have created you from male and female and made you peoples and 

tribes that you may know one another. Indeed, the most noble of you in the sight if Allah 

is the most righteous of you’ (Al-Hujurāt: 13). Second, it contradicts the creed of walā’ 

and barā’ – a great fundamental of the religion – and uproots it (Dabiq, 2015, 8th edition, 

p. 8). 

The above excerpt is taken from one of Baghdadi’s speeches where the IS leader mentions that 

nationalism and patriotism contradict Islamic beliefs. “Nationalism is the convergence of 

territorial and political loyalty irrespective of competing foci of affiliation, such as kinship, 

profession, religion, economic interest, race, or even language” (Haas, 1986, p. 709). The 

concept of nationalism is ‘modern’ in the sense that it emphasises a search for identity by an 

individual among strangers in a world which is impersonal. “Nationalism is not the awakening of 

the nations to self-consciousness: it invents nations where they do not exist. Nationalism is 

imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-

members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their 

communion” (Anderson, 2006, p. 6). Yet it could be argued that a religion operates in a similar 

fashion, but what happens is the imagined community of the religion is here pitted against the 

imagined community of the nation. 

On the contrary, a “true patriot is one who seeks to acquire knowledge and understanding 

necessary to pass informed judgement on great issues; one who will value differences and 

encourage the disciplined, critical and creative mind; one who will guard his priceless liberties; 

one who will dedicate himself to removal of all forms of injustices; one who always will have 

regard for the general welfare and discharge all the responsibilities of citizenship to the best of 

his ability” (Counts, 1963, p. 102). These two Western ideological frameworks of nationalism 

and patriotism contradict the Islamic doctrine of walā’ and barā’. Baghdadi emphasises walā’ 

and barā’ as uniting humankind on the basis of faith compared to an ideological framework such 

as democracy, nationalism and patriotism conceptualised by man himself. This is another 



 157 

example where Baghdadi reiterates that logic resides within the religious justification not in 

opposition to it. Here the Islamic belief and the language is framed in a manner to evoke 

constructed meaning and significance (Gee, 2014). Let us take another example from Dabiq 

(2016), 12th edition, mentioning the practice of walā’ and barā’.  

In Khurāsān, al-Qā’idah is with the Taliban factions who announced their adoption of 

nationalism and resistance towards walā’ and barā’, lied to the Ummah by attributing 

their deviant declarations to the deceased Mullā ‘Umar, and shamelessly flaunted their 

brotherhood with the apostate tawāghīt and the Rāfidah (Dabiq, 2015, 12th edition, p. 5).  

In this above excerpt, the IS writer accuses AQ of involvement with Taliban affiliates who have 

adopted nationalism and failing to practise walā’ and barā’ and lying to the Ummah. The IS 

writer and editors manipulate Islamic doctrines as ideological beliefs to exert authority over the 

reader. Discourses function ideologically, discourses “contribute to the creation and reproduction 

of unequal power relations” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 63). 

Children attending the schools of the kuffār are first introduced to the kufrī concept of 

nationalism, whereby they are required to stand for the national anthem, and in places 

such as  America, pledge allegiance to some national symbol such as the flag, or recite 

nationalistic slogans, or pledge allegiance to a tāghūt king or president, as is the case 

with the lands ruled by murtadd nationalist tawāghīt. The point is to indoctrinate them 

into the system as early as possible by beating into their heads that their loyalty, first and 

foremost, is to the nation or to their race, not to the people of Islam, not to their religion, 

not even to Allah! This runs contrary to walā’ and barā’, a fundamental cornerstone of 

Islam (Dabiq, 2015, 12th edition, p. 34).  

The above excerpt applies the concept of walā’ and barā’ in the context of educational 

institutions. Here the practise of walā’ and barā’ is to negate the practising of nationalism 

espoused in the Western education system. Not only is the practice of walā’ and barā’ in written 

texts, but it is substantiated with images (Fig. 5.10, 5.11 and 5.12) as well. The images below 

draw a visual comparison of children in a Syrian elementary school, an image from the Saudi 

education system and the imparting of education within the IS Caliphate. The writer argues that 

educational systems are the primary institutions which instil kufr (disbelief, denial) concept. This 

is another example of visual semiotics used in constructing meaning of an Islamic belief (walā’ 

and barā’). The visual compositions are not only visual descriptions depicting an ideology but 

also comparative tools through which the writer expresses negation of Western thought 

processes in comparison to Islamic beliefs.  

Fig. 5.10 and 5.11 below indicate schools as social institutions idolising the kufr (disbeliever – in 

this case – the heads of states) and school children as receivers of Western ideologies 
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(nationalism and patriotism). Previous studies show educational institutions as potential channels 

towards shaping children and the minds of future citizens (Chattopadhyay, 1984; Elyas, 2008).  

 

Fig. 5.10 Syrian elementary school children being indoctrinated into a system of kufr (Dabiq, 

2015, 12th edition, p. 33). 

 

 
Fig. 5.11 Saudi nationalist brainwashing at work (Dabiq, 2015, 12th edition, p. 34) 
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Fig.5.12 Our children are a trust from Allah (Dabiq, 2015, 12th edition, p. 35).  

  

Fig. 5.10, 5.11 and 5.12 depicted above by an IS writer applies visual semiotics as a comparative 

tool to contradict school as an educational institution. The images evoke connotative meanings 

from the comparison itself (Barthes, 1964). One of the connotative meanings arising from the 

three images above can be argued that imparting theological education over Western education is 

noble and that nothing supersedes the word of the Allah through the Quran. The second 

connotative meaning that arises from the three images above is to point to the intergenerational 

war between the West as the opponent and IS as the defender of Islam. The third connotative 

meaning that arises from Fig. 5.12 can also mean that under the impartation of theological 

education there is no differentiation on the basis of race and ethnicity. However, the aspect of 

gender is held back as none of the three images depict an image of a mixed gender educational 

institution. However, this is understandable as within strict Islamic practices, there is a 

prohibition on practising mixed gendered education. The images and the conceptuality of walā’ 

and barā’ also preys on the personal emotion of the readers who are attached to their family. The 

multimodal messaging targets the readers from an intellectual and emotive dimension. 

Intellectual because the writer sparks the idea of school as an institution to ‘brainwash’ children, 

and emotive because the reader relates to family and the imposition of education and the values 

taught in these institutions. This narrative gains strength as it is one of the crucial pillars via 

which IS propaganda through Dabiq stands. In the first edition of Dabiq, in the feature article, 

“From Hijrah to Khilafah”, the writer states one of the “jama’ah’s most important goals would 

be to revive tawhid especially in matters ignored and abandoned by ‘Islamic’ parties in our times 

– matters relating to walā’, barā’, hukm (ruling), and tashri’” (Dabiq, 1st edition, 2014, pp. 34-

35). It is important to note here that the above-mentioned Islamic concepts are taken as the 

hallmarks on which IS rests its propaganda, one being walā’ and barā’. Over several editions of 

Dabiq, IS writers have made great efforts to link and assert walā’ and barā’ in different contexts. 

Another example of assertion of walā’ and barā’ is an example from Dabiq’s 4th edition (2014) – 
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“So O muwahhid…o you who believes in walā’ and balā’…..will you leave the American, the 

Frenchman, or any of their allies to walk safely upon the earth while the armies of the crusaders 

strike the lands of the Muslims not differentiating between the fighter and a civilian?” (p. 9). 

Here the imposition of walā’ and barā’ as an ideological belief has been premised to seek 

revenge from the Americans and the French. Here the ideological beliefs are being exploited to 

assert social practices. Walā’ and barā’ are made as the ideological edifice over which actions 

are encouraged from the Dabiq reader. Another example is from Dabiq’s 5th edition (2014) 

where walā’ and barā’ has been referred back to encourage action from the reader. The writer 

states, “So O sons of al-Haramayn…. O people of tawahīd, o people of walā’ and barā’… the 

serpents’ head and the stronghold of the disease are beside you. Thus, draw your swords and 

break their shaths” (p. 26). There are several such instances where the ideological belief of walā’ 

and barā’ has been asserted as an ideological authority with which the IS writer asserts 

‘hegemonic meaning’ (Aiello, 2006) over the reader to take action and it is in the ideological 

authority where the power of this narrative lies within the e-magazine. The walā’ and barā’ 

narrative is used repeatedly over several editions of Dabiq and Rumiyah to legitimise action. The 

walā’ and barā’ narrative is one of the core narratives over which IS draws its action similar to 

the next narrative i.e. the Ummah. 

 

5.5 Statehood - The Ummah  

Another central Islamic belief that IS has put forward through its e-magazines and social media 

units has been of the Ummah (the Caliphate) that IS proclaimed from 2014 - 2017. The Islamic 

Ummah is a supra-national community which transcends gender, ethnicity, race, and nationality, 

and wherein everyone is bounded by faith. IS is contrasted with the Islamic nations where the 

Islamic State (the Ummah) incorporates all Muslims based on their Islamic faith. The Ummah 

incorporates all Muslims on the basis of faith unlike citizenship of a modern nation (Anderson, 

1998). The Ummah is the core Islamic conceptuality over which all other Islamic beliefs and 

practices were edified. The Caliphate was the declaration of statehood in a way that is different 

from nationhood or nationalism. A nation is “a named human population sharing an historic 

territory, common myths and historical memories, a mass public culture, a common economy 

and common legal rights and duties for all members” (Smith, 1991, p. 14 as cited in 

Triandafyllidou, 1998, p. 595). On the contrary, IS claimed a statehood bounded by Islamic 

faith, moreover a faith based on a narrow extremist interpretation of the Quran. In the modern-

day world, there are several Islamic nations and several Islamic nationalities, whereas, IS’s 

Caliphate was bounded by two variables: the religious community, and the dynamic realm that 

gives rise to a wider state (Anderson, 2006). The religious statehood is inextricably linked 

through sacred language and script. Earlier, religious communities such as Christendom and the 

Islamic Ummah were linked through sacred language, having a distinct character of being 
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imagined communities rather than modern nations. “The sacred languages were the medium 

through which the great global communities of the past were imagined, the reality of such 

apparitions depended on an idea largely foreign to the contemporary Western mind: the non-

arbitrariness of the signs” (Anderson, 2006, p. 14). IS through its media set-up and social 

practices focuses on a revival of symbol and signage to legitimise scripts and sacred language. 

For example, the IS flag symbolising the shahada in Arabic – “la ilaha ilallah Muhammad 

rasulullah” (“There is no God but God, Mohammed is the messenger of God”) and imbibing 

scripts and sacred language through practises of tawhid such as raising the index finger to 

reiterate that “there is no God, but Allah”, epitomises the sacred scripts and language put into 

practice. The sacred script and language are being used for proof-texting to validate IS action in 

Dabiq and Rumiyah. The sacred text and its usage are epitomised in the visual representation and 

social practices within the IS fraternity. Further, the sacred texts and language is not only limited 

to visual representation and social practices but is also commodified to gain popularity. IS has 

branded the sacred scripts and the language itself as what are effectively merchandising 

commodities under the Prophet’s seal. The communication of the sacred script and language has 

become multimodal where even the “design and promotional culture itself has become more 

sophisticated. Social anthropologists have long shown how the ideas and values held in a society 

can be found communicated across all kinds of social and material culture, in stories, dance, 

music, clothing, architecture, pottery and ritual” (Machin, 2013, p. 348). This also shows IS’s 

ability to communicate the sacred texts and the language of the Prophet to its millennial audience 

in much trendier ways apart from the magazine text itself. 

In the second variable, the dynastic realm, “kingship organises everything around a high centre. 

Its legitimacy derives from divinity, not from populations, who, after all, are subjects, not 

citizens” (Anderson, 2006, p. 19). In a similar manner, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi drew legitimacy 

from being the Caliph of the Islamic Ummah based on the prophetical legacy of being the 

descendant of the Prophet, Muhamad. Under the Caliph of Baghdadi, all those living under the 

Caliphate are subjects, not citizens or residents as in the modern nation state. All subjects are 

united by Islam within the Ummah as a religious community and under the dynastic realm of 

Baghdadi. This is contrary to the modern-day concept of ‘Nation’. As noted, a nation is “an 

imagined political community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” 

(Anderson, 1997, p. 57). “The concept was born in an age in which Enlightenment and 

Revolution destroyed the legitimacy of the divinely ordained, hierarchical realm which gave rise 

to the concept of sovereignty. Regardless of inequality and exploitation, the nation will always 

be conceived as a deep horizontal comradeship as an imagined community” (Anderson, 2006, p. 

58).  
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However, “in older imagining, states were defined by centres, borders were porous and 

indistinct, and sovereignties faded imperceptibly into one another” (Anderson, 2006, p. 19). IS 

believes in the older pre-modern version of statehood where faith, language and religious 

scriptures govern the land of the Ummah rather the modern conception of nationalism. IS 

believes that nothing supersedes God’s rule and believes in deriving legitimacy from the divinely 

ordained, hierarchical realm. One of the remarkable examples of this belief put into practise is 

the dismantling of the Sykes-Picot border separating Iraq and Syria.  

IS undoing the Sykes-Picot border justifies Anderson’s (2006) argument that the Ummah is 

porous and indistinct, and nationalities (Iraqis and Syrians) fade imperceptibly into one another 

under the Islamic Ummah. The Ummah was based as a religious community for Sunnis 

primarily and under the dynastic realm of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi who claimed to be the 

Prophet’s descendant. The claim of the Ummah will remain a distant reminiscence that IS once 

had political extension across two nations (Iraq and Syria) fusing nationalities and building 

positive psychological responses (Connor, 1978) associated to a State (the Ummah).   

On the core premise of the Islamic Ummah, these social practices are derived from Sharia 

(Islamic law). IS continues to justify its actions committed on proof-texting from Quranic verses 

and Sharia. There are several instances in Dabiq and Rumiyah where the writers quote religious 

verses to justify social practices and the claim of statehood. For instance, in Dabiq’s (2014) 

eighth edition, in the “Foreword” section of the magazine, the writer argues that pure tawhid 

(oneness with God) and nationalism cannot co-exist, and that true victory can only be achieved 

under Islam and the Ummah. The religious state formation is inextricably linked through sacred 

language and script and that Shariah – the Islamic law – only prevailed under the Caliphate 

(Anderson, 2006). Moreover, the concepts of Ummah and Jihad are inextricably linked with 

each other, where jihad for the IS fighters does not only mean to defend the Ummah from 

outside but also to cleanse the Ummah from within. This is not a modern conception of jihadism. 

Since the inception of jihadism at the beginnings of Islam itself, it has been facing “a catch-22 

dilemma: at one level, the jihadis believe themselves to be the true defenders of the ummah; but 

they are not just defending the ummah from the outsiders, instead the jihadis are also the 

defenders of the Ummah against the ummah. Their duty as al-Zawahiri (AQ’s chief) had made 

earlier, is to cure the ummah of its maladies and lead it to a sound observance of God’s law” 

(Lahoud, 2010, p. 21). It is important here to point out the difference between the greater and 

lesser jihad. The ‘greater jihad’ “is the jihad of the soul, the passion, the nature and Satan. It 

involves repentance from rebelliousness and errors, being steadfast about it, and abandoning the 

forbidden passions. The lesser Jihad is the jihad of the infidels who resist Him and His 

Messenger (Mohammad) and to be pitiless of their swords, their spears and their arrows, killing 

and being killed” (Cook, 2015, p. 45). “The greater Jihad is the struggle which man has to wage 
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against his lower self and is, indeed, more meritorious than the military struggle conducted 

against the infidels in the form of lesser Jihad” (Fadl, 1999 as cited in Cook, 2015, p. 41). Thus, 

it is the infusion of greater and lesser Jihad that Zawahiri emphasises to his followers to pursue 

the divine path and to build the Caliphate in prophetic methodology. It is not surprising that 

Muslims have been bearing the brunt of the jihadis’ attacks even within the Caliphate itself. The 

IS fighters who are fighting for the Caliphate internally and externally are serving the twin 

purpose of applying Islamic beliefs to social practices within the Caliphate (internally through 

punishments of stoning to death, beheadings, crucifixion) and fighting for the expansion of the 

Caliphate (externally).  

With the inclusion of online communication technologies, IS has created a distant affiliation 

with its followers (as subjects of the State). IS has done so with the imposition of the Islamic 

belief of hijrah (migration) as being obligatory. The Hijrah is premised on the very fact that 

there was an Ummah in its real being which was the Statehood which needed to be defended at 

all cost. Further, those who cannot perform Hijrah are encouraged to practise bay’āt to the 

Khilafa, Ibrahim Baghdadi. The bay’āt is further accentuated by making use of scientific 

knowledge in the service of jihadis through “communication, electronics, chemistry, 

topography” and “by mastering techniques of Jihadi information media” (Lahoud, 2010, p. 4).  

The Islamic beliefs of Hijrah and bay’āt raises the aspect of ‘digital subject’ under the leadership 

of Baghdadi. Bay’āt is the distant affiliation of a subject to the State using modern 

communication means (social media and the Internet). Those who cannot migrate physically to 

the Caliphate are given the alternative to “gather people in the masājid, Islamic centres, and 

Islamic organisations, for example, and make public announcements of bay’ah” (Dabiq, 2014, 

2nd edition, p.3), further, to record and publish their bay’āt online thus becoming what I term as 

‘digital subjects’ of the Caliphate. In other words, the IS Caliphate transformed into ‘digital 

statehood’ where the IS fighters or followers, not present in the Caliphate, could become digital 

subjects who are bounded to their Caliph through digital distant communion. The digital subjects 

align themselves with IS whereupon their identity for themselves becomes ‘subject’ first and 

‘citizen’ second. The migration of foreign fighters who align with the IS’s view believe that “the 

secular political processes have failed to deliver genuine reform in the Islamic world and that 

only military jihad could deliver a solution premised on religious doctrine that is guaranteed to 

bring about the social justice that Islam preaches” (Lahoud, 2010, p. xvii). The e-magazine itself 

functioned as a call to people as subjects. Dabiq was structured in a way where the writer and 

editors of the magazine encouraged the reader to take Hijrah (migrate) to the Caliphate. This was 

promulgated through several editions of Dabiq, beginning from the very first edition in which, 

IS boasted of having established the Caliphate and second, to encourage readers to actively take 

up Hijrah as a call from the Caliph (al-Baghdadi) himself. The second instance where the call to 

people as subjects is evident is in al-Baghdadi’s call for doctors and engineers to migrate to the 
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Caliphate to build the Caliphate, with the images of world class medical care facilities and 

welfare programs undertaken within the Caliphate. Besides this, the call has been featured in the 

form of migrating to the Caliphate to have a better life and to live a life in accordance with 

‘Islam’, or more so, according to the IS version of Islam. The call has been visually represented 

and exemplified in the form of jihadis enjoying pizza over a Friday night, making the visual 

relatable, not unlike having a regular life in any other part of the world. The call has had a 

connotative meaning inserted through the representation of scenic natural beauty from the 

Caliphate accompanied by hadiths and sunnah to draw the attention of the reader to the natural 

beauty of the Caliphate itself. All these visual representations from within the Caliphate itself 

lead towards encouraging the reader to take Hijrah to the Khilafa. The magazine advertises the 

call to the Caliphate through various modes. The use of these various modes through Dabiq 

makes the call to the Caliphate more “compelling and the call itself appears as a naturalised part 

of the hegemonic order” (Machin, 2013, p. 351). Through language, it is the naming and relation 

to the reader and through visual means, it is the spatiality and extent through which IS enriches 

its call. “It is in this kind of epistemological commitment of semiotic resources in terms of the 

roles the modes play in realisation of discourses” (Machin, 2013, p. 351) that IS exploits. Now 

that neither the Caliphate is in existence nor is Dabiq any longer published, the call has been 

moulded to prompt action and to seek revenge through “Just Terror Tactics” in Rumiyah. 

Further, IS writers and editors encourage the practice of Ghanimah (wealth taken by force from 

the enemy in times of war)12 and Fai (wealth taken peaceably from an enemy, either under the 

terms of a peace settlement or after fighting has ended)13. The call has also occurred in the form 

of what IS has been publishing in all Rumiyah editions and through video productions titled 

“Harvest of the soldiers”14, which is a series of twenty-five video productions encouraging and 

informing the reader to act.  

 
12 Oxford Islamic Studies Online accessed on 6th June 2019 from 
http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t125/e709 
13 Oxford Islamic Studies Online accessed on 6th June 2019 from 
http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t125/e604 
14 New video message from the Islamic State: “Harvest of the Soldiers #16” accessed on 6th June 2019 
from https://jihadology.net/2018/11/15/new-video-message-from-the-islamic-state-harvest-of-the-
soldiers-16/ 
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Fig 5.13 Rumiyah, 2016, 4th edition, p. 15. 
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Thus, the call was not limited to the call to the Caliphate itself but was a call to experience the 

Caliphate at its being and existing, where the call was synonymous to experiencing what it 

would have felt like to stay under the Caliph and the Caliphate. The call to people as subjects is 

framed as an obligation for the IS reader giving the call itself further legitimation. The call is 

substantiated by the various modes through which it was featured in every Dabiq edition while 

the Caliphate was in existence. Now that the Caliphate has gone, the call has shifted to seeking 

vengeance for the lost Caliphate and an end of the call to the Khilafa itself; instead the call now 

has turned to setting up wilayat across the globe, and the call is more international than ever 

before.  

Another significant aspect of the Caliphate was the territorial gain between 2014 - 2016. IS 

differs from AQ in organisational dynamics as the former had a territorial existence in large parts 

of Iraq and Syria compared to the latter working as a loosely networked organisation. For IS, 

territoriality was an important attribute to attract IS followers. The Caliphate (a demarcated 

territory) in its existence was the sole premise of IS’s messaging strategy. “Territoriality is a 

form of behaviour that uses a bounded space, a territory, as the instrument of securing a 

particular outcome” (Taylor, 1994, p.151). By controlling the territory itself (the Caliphate), the 

content (Islamic beliefs) within the territory could be influenced, and its character pre-

conceptualised (Taylor, 1994). In the first few editions of Dabiq, IS used the aspect of 

territoriality to influence its readers to travel to the Caliphate. Based on the aspect of 

territoriality, numerous alternative discourses had been propounded on the basis of Statehood 

(the Ummah). Some of the other Islamic beliefs (social practices) that have been premised on the 

basic attribute of Ummah are, for example, the practice of jizya  (protection tax for non-

Muslims), zakah (donation to the poor but not considered as charity as it is an obligatory 

practice), and ghanimah (wealth taken by force in times of war). All these Islamic practices 

emerge from the very fact that the Ummah had come into existence. The Ummah was not only 

bounded to Islamic beliefs and practices but was also well-equipped with the scientific and 

modern realities of the present-day world. Because it captured existing centres, it did not emerge 

and exist in the middle of nothingness, rather, it was a Ummah by capture. Dabiq shows images 

of health centres and civic governance within the Ummah. A close textual analysis shows that in 

the case of Dabiq, there are several instances where the aspect of territoriality has been 

reiterated: 

Claim of territoriality from Baghdadi’s speech: “O Muslims everywhere, glad tidings to you and 

expect good. Raise your head high, for today – by Allah’s grace – you have a state and Khilafah, 

which will return your dignity, might, rights and leadership” (Dabiq, 2014, 1st edition, p. 7).  
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In the above excerpt, language is used as an identifying tool with relation to oneself, ethics and 

moral subjects (Fairclough, 2003) and is premised on the core Islamic belief of Ummah itself 

(Anderson, 1998). The Ummah is bounded by the Islamic faith and dynastic realm under 

Baghdadi’s kingship. Further the language above from Baghdadi’s speech gives a sense of 

immediacy and builds an identity of here-and-now of the Caliphate and its subjects (Gee, 2014). 

There is a negotiated meaning, mediating between Baghdadi and the reader to persuade them to 

come to the Caliphate (Hall, 2005). The reciprocity is expressed in the form of migrating to the 

Caliphate as a contribution from the reader with dignity, might, rights and leadership given in 

return. Baghdadi’s speech itself acts as a bargaining process between the State and the subjects 

in which discursive practices are created through production and consumption of texts to build 

social practices (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002).  Let us take another example from Dabiq’s (2014) 

first edition emphasising Statehood.  

 

Therefore, rush oh Muslims to your state. Yes, it is your state. Rush, because Syria is not 

for the Syrians, and Iraq is not for the Iraqis. The State is the state for all Muslims, the 

land is for Muslims, all the Muslims. O Muslims everywhere, whoever is capable of 

performing hijrah (emigration) to the Islamic State, then let him do so, because hijrah to 

the land of Islam is obligatory (Dabiq, 2014, 1st edition, p. 11).  

 

The assertion of Statehood can be clearly witnessed in the above excerpt from Baghdadi’s 

speeches where language has been Islamised with the application of Islamic beliefs such as 

Baghdadi persuading the readers to commit to hijrah to the Caliphate. The above excerpt reflects 

what Anderson (2006) has stated previously, that religious Statehood is intractably linked 

through sacred language and script. Baghdadi calls people (as subjects) based on their faith. A 

State which is premised on Islam as faith and with Muslims and only Muslims as subjects of the 

State. Baghdadi further points out that the ‘State’ is not only for Syrians and Iraqis and that the 

Caliphate is a supra-religious bounded community premised on Islamic faith. This gives rise to 

the aspect of Statehood premised on kingship, dynastic realm and faith as primary constituents of 

establishing a modern Caliphate. Here is another example where former IS spokesperson, Abu 

Muhammad al-Adani states: 

 

Oh Allah, if it is state of khawārij, then break its bone, kill its leaders and make its flag 

fall, and guide its soldiers to the truth. Oh Allah, and if it is a state of Islam that rules by 

your book and the tradition of your prophet, and performs jihad against your enemies, 

then keep it firm and strengthen it, support it, grant it authority in the land and make it a 

Khilāfah according to the prophetic methodology (Dabiq, 2014, 2nd edition, p. 20).  
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In the above excerpt, al-Adani emphasises the sacredness of the Caliphate. The assertion of the 

Caliphate is a unified system of meanings woven together to bring different Islamic beliefs under 

one overarching physical State (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). Adani’s call to Allah to weaken or 

strengthen the Caliphate is presumptuous as he states “if it is a State” where Adani uses language 

to show the outcome of a Khawārij State v/s IS.  

 

The fourth example is a combination of a couple of excerpts put together from different editions 

of Dabiq to substantiate what I’m arguing with respect to nationhood v/s Statehood as claimed 

by IS:  

 

This Khilāfah is more in need than ever before for experts, professionals, and specialists, 

who can help contribute in strengthening its structure and tending to the needs of their 

Muslim brothers (Dabiq, 2014, 3rd edition, p. 26).  

 

… but now there is a Khilāfah prepared to accept every Muslim and Muslima into its 

lands  and do all it can within its power to protect them from relying on Allah alone 

(Dabiq, 2014, 3rd edition, p. 27).  

 

It is a Khilāfah where the Arab and non-Arab, the white man and the black man, the 

Easterner and the Westerner are all brothers (Dabiq, 2014, 2nd edition).  

 

In all the above three excerpts, the State (the Khilāfah) is important. The State is the functional 

component based on which all actions are surrounded. The secondary discourses that are woven 

by Dabiq writers and editors are to eventually signify the importance of the Caliphate itself. For 

example, Baghdadi’s call for professionals or specialists to come and work under the Caliphate 

or, for that matter, the inclusion of all Muslims and Muslimas in the Caliphate as a place where 

all members of the state are united by faith and there are no differences between an Arab and 

non-Arab, between a white and a black man. The text here acts as a discursive medium to signify 

what holds relevance, the Khilāfah. The Khilāfah itself is the central Islamic belief upon which 

all other actions are premised. “Action is to do generally with relations with others, but also 

‘action on others’ and power” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 28). The reiteration of the Khilāfah also 

strengthens Taylor’s (1994) argument on territoriality in the modern worldview, the boundary 

restriction and manipulation of the content within the territory leads to a manipulative character 

of the State. The Islamic faith is the overarching parameter which precedes nationality, race and 

location. In the Khilāfah, Islam as a religion triumphs over ethnicity, skin colour and location. 

The Caliphate is defined by Islamic values and fuses a multi-racial, multi-national-based identity 
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under the banner of IS. Thus, the Islamic faith itself is the primary tenet on which social events, 

social practices and social structures are premised to construct social reality (Searle, 1995).  

 

Depicting tax offices collecting jizya (protection tax from non-Muslims) and medical care units 

in the Caliphate legitimises IS’s proclaimed Statehood. The alternative narratives that arise from 

the proclaimed Statehood are the governance programmes, from Sharia courts to distributing 

goods and services, to law enforcement offices (Lefler, 2014), to minting gold, silver and copper 

coins to run the Caliphate’s economy. These are all examples of alternative practices that are 

legitimated and mobilised by a belief system, that were grounded in the Caliphate as a State. The 

media units along with Dabiq, Rumiyah and other media production houses are all components 

of constituting and solidifying the central Islamic belief system as propounded by IS. The 

Ummah is the central Islamic manifestation through which IS asserts its religious authority.  

 

The textual narratives are further substantiated by visual narratives to offer visual evidence to 

gain trust of the reader in Dabiq and Rumiyah. The images depicted below are from several 

editions of Dabiq which project the humanitarian and the civilian efforts that were undertaken in 

the Caliphate in 2014 – 2015. Figs. 5.14 and 5.15 display media care and a paediatric wing in 

one of the hospitals in al-Raqqa, respectively. Fig. 5.15 shows a young professional doctor 

working with well-resourced medical equipment. The doctor is seen wearing proper medical 

dress along with medical gloves while handling the equipment. The medical dress, gloves and 

medical equipment indicate the resource affordability and civic convenience that the Caliphate 

had. The image mimics the healthcare system of any other developed nation and has a denotative 

meaning attached to it (Barthes, 1964). “The level of denotation corresponds to having a literal 

meaning attached to the image, the immediate meaning relating to what is objectively 

represented” (Barthes, 1964 as cited in Aiello, 2006, p. 94). But what is interesting in the case of 

IS using these images is that all such small denotative images reinforce the larger connotational 

image of the Caliphate overall – the Caliphate as a functional state entity where healthcare, civic 

governance, Sharia courts etc. constitute the functioning tool of the proclaimed Statehood.  
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Fig. 5.14 Healthcare in the Khilāfah (Dabiq, 2015, 9th edition) 

 



 171 

 

Fig.5.15 The paediatric wing of al-Raqqa’s main hospital (Dabiq, 2015, 9th edition, p. 25)  

     

  Fig 5.16 The physiotherapy department  

(Dabiq, 2015, 9th edition, p. 25) 

 

Further, it is also worth mentioning that the medical practitioners shown in Figure 5.14, 5.15 and 

5.16 are all individuals of different skin colour, race and ethnicities. In Figure 5.14, the medical 

practitioner seems to be of European descent. In Figure 5.15, the medical practitioner is a black 

person and in Figure 5.16, the medical practitioner seems to be of Middle East descent. These 

three different medical practitioners of different skin colour and ethnicities reiterate the 

underlying message of the Caliphate being united by Islamic faith and Islam surpassing other 

attributes such as race, ethnicities and skin colour. 

 

  

 

 

Fig.5.17 Cancer treatment for children in 
Ninawa in the segment – Services for the 
Muslims (Dabiq, 2014, 4th edition, p. 29) 
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Fig.5.18 The Muslims enjoy iftar in Waliyat Ninawa (Dabiq, 2014, 2nd edition, p. 35)  

In its Islamic belief multimodal strategy, IS has transformed all normative social practices into 

Islamic discourses. In Fig. 5.18 above, the image depicts an iftar (religious observance of people 

gathering together to break their fast in the Holy month of Ramadan) in progress. The image has 

a denotative value in the first instance where the literal meaning that arises from the image is of 

people gathering together to break their fast, however, the connotative meaning arising from the 

image is to project the Ummah as a welfare state, binding reader’s emotions to IS. The image has 

an interactive meaning where the image asserts an emotional bond with the reader, giving a 

sense of communion on the pretext of festivity (Aiello, 2006; Jewitt & Oyama, 2001). 

Repeatedly, the hallmarks of Islamism are embedded in the IS messaging system. Be it 

festivities such as the holy month of Ramadan or social practices such as jizya or Sharia courts, 

all are premised on the basic tenets of Islam.  

Another interesting observation from all the images in Dabiq and Rumiyah is of visual 

depictions being gendered. In almost all the images that are published in both the e-magazines, 

there is absolutely no depiction of women. All images are representative of men in all walks of 

public life in the Caliphate. Thus, images as visual tools are inherently biased in framing the 

overall discourse to the reader. This also indicates the staunchly patriarchal society that the 

Caliphate represents, with the complete absence of female representation in the overall 

propaganda. However, Dabiq does carry a section titled “To our Sisters” which outlines Islamic 

practices for women staying within the Caliphate. The articles discuss about how women within 

the Caliphate can play an important role in committing jihad. The writer demands patience and 

steadfastness from the women in the jihad, urging the sisters and mothers to support their 

husbands and sons in jihad to defend the Caliphate at all costs. Other than this, images also build 

a sympathetic perspective towards the Caliphate apart from a war-ravaged state and merciless 
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brutality. The images are also effective components to offer counter-narratives to the mainstream 

media and to depict the Caliphate engaging in administrative duties and offering civic amenities 

to its people. These images are also agents to build normative discourses within the Caliphate to 

depict normalcy.  

 

Fig.5.19 A old-age home for the elderly in Ninawa (Dabiq, 2014, 4th edition, p. 28). 

    

Fig.5.20 Street cleaning services in the segment – Services for the Muslims (Dabiq, 2014, 4th 

edition, p. 29).  

The two images above (Fig. 5.19 and 5.20) show an old-age home for elders, and street cleaning 

services, in the segment, “Services for the Muslims”. The images are the visual components 

which strengthen the Islamic beliefs and practices. The writers and editors in Dabiq and 



 174 

Rumiyah not only inform through written text but also have visual evidence of what is being 

stated in these e-magazines, making it more compelling for its audience. It is presented in a 

photojournalistic/ documentary mode of indexing reality as it happened whilst the camera rolled. 

The multimodality of the belief system is supported by different modes (visual) other than 

written text. The overall argument of my visual analysis is that all images have their own 

denotative (literal) meaning in front of the viewer, however, at the same time, these images are 

bound to the overarching connotative (symbolic or ideological value) meaning strengthening the 

Ummah. These visual components are semiotic resources to strengthen the Islamic belief 

multimodal strategy through Dabiq, Rumiyah and other media units.  

  

 

Further, another example of social practices in accordance to Islamic belief depicts the practice 

of zakah (the Islamic practice of giving alms to the poor). The zakah collected from IS tax 

offices are distributed to the poor. Both the images (Fig. 5.21 and 5.22) above follow a linear 

progress where Fig. 5.21 depicts a Muslim man safely keeping the funds collected for zakah and 

in Fig. 5.22 showing the zakah being given to the poor, in a leaflet. The practice of zakah 

strengthens visual representation of a Muslim man in pathani attire wearing a skull cap, 

reinforcing the zakah as an Islamic practice performed by Muslims themselves.  

All visual components from Dabiq and Rumiyah attest to the fact that IS gives precedence to 

Islamic beliefs which go on to become normative social practices. To put it simply, normative 

discourses are Islamised by infusing them with Islamic practices such as zakah, jizya, iftar, walā’ 

and barā’ etc. This overall Islamised discourse is practised and strengthened by a multimodal 

messaging strategy. This is evidenced by the production value and sophistication of the IS’s e-

magazines which came out with fifty to sixty-page publications within weeks.  

 

Fig.5.21 Collecting and safeguarding the zakah 

paid by the Muslims in preparation for its 

distribution to the eligible (Dabiq, 2015, 10th 

edition, p. 54).  

 

Fig. 5.22 Giving zakah to those eligible 

to receive it (Dabiq, 2015, 10th edition, p. 

54) 
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5.6 IS fighters and child soldiers premised on Jihad as an intergenerational war 

Another recurring theme in Dabiq and more prominently in Rumiyah is that of IS soldiers. Being 

an IS fighter is the most prestigious of all occupations within the Caliphate. Dabiq and Rumiyah 

depict the life of IS fighters, indicating jihadism as a sustainable lifestyle. Both the e-magazines 

carry interviews from IS fighters boasting about their victories and capture of new territories. 

The interviews are accompanied with images (as given below) to add to the text. The images 

further visually substantiate the life of an IS fighter and the training camps that have been 

established to train new recruits. Furthermore, IS fighters convey messages of comradery and 

martyrdom to readers and images attest to this belief. In Fig. 5.23, IS fighters are shown amidst a 

training process in one of the IS camps. The black-clad fighters in Fig. 5.23 are a familiar sight 

across all jihadist propaganda. Countless images posted to the Internet forums include similar 

depictions of the mujahid.  

The masked, faceless warrior is an intimidating sight, one that projects an aura of 

strength as much as it does violence or anonymity. The black suggests that the modern 

mujahid, more than his forebears operates in secrecy, working from the shadows to 

engage his enemy. It furthermore draws attention to the tactics of terrorism and 

insurgency favoured by jihadists (Hegghammer, 2017, p. 96).  

“The masked, black-clad jihadi fighter has become a common archetype” (Hegghammer, 2017, 

p. 96). Not only IS fighters but also most “jihadist groups seem to favour this type of depiction 

because the figure can conjure (anonymity, violence, strength, power, mystery) they associate 

with themselves and their enterprise” (Hegghammer, 2017, p. 96).  

In Fig. 5.24, an IS fighter is shown performing his prayers. The connotative meaning drawn from 

the image is that of a holy warrior as the fighter prays before going into battle. It is also 

significant to note here the black attire of the IS fighters and for that matter the black of the IS 

flag itself (as well as other flags used by other jihadist groups like AQ). Black is also the colour 

of protest, both within the Islamic world and more globally. The singular use of a stark black 

rather than green, yellow or white is to indicate the Manichaean world view which permits no 

grey areas between the binaries of right and wrong, believer and unbeliever (Warrick, 2015). In 

the Islamic tradition, the colour black evokes the black standards flown during the eighth-

century Abbasid revolution, which overthrew the corrupt rule of the Umayyad clan and replaced 

it with a new Caliphate based in Iraq. The Abbasid ushered in the Golden Age of Islam, but their 

revolt also played upon certain prophetic expectations of the coming of the Mahdi, the Muslim 

saviour who is expected to appear before the apocalypse (Hegghammer, 2017; McCants & 

McCants, 2015). 
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Fig. 5.23 Advice for the soldiers of IS by  

Abu Hamzah al-Mahajir  

(Rahimahullah) (Dabiq, 2014, 6th edition, p. 6) 

Not only are the IS fighters and their martyrdom stories highlighted in Dabiq and Rumiyah, but 

jihad is portrayed as an intergenerational struggle, with the recruitment of child soldiers. The 

repeated depiction of IS child soldiers attests to the intergenerational nature of jihad that IS 

intends to project to its readers. The intergenerational war is premised on a systemic framework 

through which IS moulds children into fighters. For example, children who are kidnapped from 

the streets are put into IS run schools, while parents are given the option to enrol their children in 

IS schools in return for which the parents are compensated with 200 USD for each participating 

child (Horgan et al., 2017). Later, these children are expected to join the ‘cubs training program’ 

to prepare for jihadi training. The IS schools teach “Salafi jihadist ideology, Qur’anic 

memorization and extremist interpretation of the Qu’ran” (Najm, 2015 as cited in Horgan et. al, 

2017). “Conformity, compliance and blind obedience are the hall marks of the child’s 

progression from regular schooling to fully fledged training under IS run schools” (Horgan et. al, 

2017, p.10). The images of a child solider project a connotative meaning of an intergenerational 

struggle which will be passed down from an IS adult fighter (who might be that child’s father or 

brother) to the child himself. In other words, it is a continuous burden of carrying revenge for the 

deaths of previous generations that fuels jihad. The war being intergenerational is also 

substantiated by infographics depicting IS child soldiers executing spies and prisoners, and a 

new generation of IS child soldiers to continue the jihad struggle. It also projects an image of a 

Caliphate moulding future warriors to struggle and pursue IS ideology. One of the examples 

from the below mentioned quote are as follows:  

Fig. 5.24 An IS fighter while 

performing his prayer (Dabiq, 

2014, 6th edition, p. 6) 
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This certainty was echoed by Shaykh Abū Muhammadal-’Adnānī (hafidhahullāh) in his 

last speech when he said, ‘And so we promise you [O crusaders] by Allah’s permission 

that this campaign will be your final campaign. It will be broken and defeated, just as all 

your previous campaigns were broken and defeated, except that this time we will raid 

you thereafter, and you will never raid us. We will conquer your Rome, break your 

crosses, and enslave your women, by the permission of Allah, the Exalted. This is His 

promise to us; He is glorified, and He does not fail in His promise. If we do not reach 

that time, then our children and  grandchildren will reach it, and they will sell your sons 

as slaves at the slave market [Indeed Your Lord Is Ever Watchful] (Dabiq, 2014, 4th 

edition, p. 5). 

In the above excerpt, the emphasis on children and further grandchildren are indicative of the 

intergenerational struggle that IS believes in projecting to its readers. Adnānī’s use of language 

here is to signify the intergenerational nature of jihad (Gee, 2014). IS believes in sustaining its 

jihadi ideology through its child soldiers who will carry forward the war on the behest of present 

IS fighters. The IS child soldiers’ minds are entrenched with the IS belief system as a moral 

obligation to fight and defend the Ummah no matter how unrealistic that goal might be. 

Impartation of Quranic teachings symbolises that true knowledge comes from Allah and that the 

Quran is the ultimate knowledge source that should be adhered to by the future warriors of the 

Caliphate. The visual appearance of IS child soldiers also projects a glimpse of tomorrow’s 

Caliphate. The images below are persuasive tools to give an impression that the present 

Caliphate will continue to exist in the minds of these young soldiers who will sustain the fight 

and further strive for the existence of the Caliphate in future. This view attests to Anderson’s 

(2006) argument of ‘distant communion’ whereby, as applied to the case of IS, all young IS 

soldiers would perhaps “never know most of their fellow members” and fighters, yet in the mind 

of each young IS child soldier will remain the image of the Ummah that would be the uniting 

force to defend the Caliphate. Hence, it would be more challenging to deradicalise such children, 

as from a very young age the distant communion of the Ummah has been entrenched and, even if 

they return to other countries or de-radicalisation centres and camps, they are likely to remain as 

‘digital subjects’ in future to the distant communion of the Caliphate. This is an ongoing issue 

with the collapse of the Caliphate, that is, what needs to be done with the children and the wives 

of IS fighters who have been radicalised and are being held in large camps; we can understand 

why Western nations are reluctant to have IS fighters, wives and children, return to the nations 

from which they came. The most recent example of this, dated 15th April 2019, is of the 19-year 

old, Shamima Begum, who was stripped of her UK citizenship after she left from the UK in 

February 2015 to join IS. Here are some images to substantiate my point further.  
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Fig. 5.25 Dabiq, 2015, 8th edition, p. 20  
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Fig. 5.26 Dabiq, 2015, 8th edition, p.21 
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Figs. 5.25 and 5.26 show two IS child soldiers executing two spies, one believed to be Russian 

and the other from Israel (CNN, 2016). The term used by the Dabiq writer for both the child 

soldiers is ‘ashbal’ (the lion cubs of the Caliphate) who are being “trained and hone their 

military skills, and to teach them by the book of Allah and the Sunnah of his messenger” 

(Dabiq, 2015, 8th edition, p. 21). Both the figures are depicted as part of infographics where the 

textual component is premised on the visuality of the acts committed by the child soldiers.  

This method of infographic messaging is more compelling to the reader as IS gives visual 

evidence with text of what has happened along with its explanation. The events, being 

multimodal, are communicated to the reader via visual and textual representation of the act itself 

(Fairclough, 2003; Kress, 2009). To compensate further, the aural and video mode of this same 

social event has been offered to the reader digitally through cataloguing this in the list of top ten 

videos at the end of the magazine followed by a hashtag (#), to make this social event an online 

normative discourse further spreading it through social media platforms. In this overall Islamic 

belief multimodal strategy, it is no longer left to the reader to imagine and experience the act as 

IS offers all the modes (text, visual aural, spatial) to the reader of the social event. The image 

anchorage has been framed by the writer as “soldiers of the Caliphate”. The anchorage to an 

image is vital to the image narration. The denotative meaning of the “Lion cubs of Khilafah” 

symbolises the power and might of the Caliphate fighters and its child soldiers. The “lion cubs” 

signify the domination of power and the lion that in Islam are synonymous with power and 

might. The lion has a rich meaning in Islamic history and culture. A famous Islamic tradition 

(hadith), for instance, refers to Ali ibn abi Talib, the Prophet’s cousin and later successor, as the 

“Lion of God” (Asad Allah) for his courage and success in the battle of Badr. Jihadists use the 

metaphor of the lion to similar effect in honouring the heroes of their community (Hegghammer, 

2017). In terms of image layout, the images above create an overall coherence integrating 

different semiotic resources like graphics, colour, icons, form and alignment, infusing the 

messaging with interlocking elements. Here is another image (Fig. 5.27) below depicting IS 

child soldiers. Fig. 5.27 asserts a sense of linearity indicating IS child soldiers as fighters honed 

by the Lion Cubs training program. Further, the image is also indicative of the military attributes 

imbibed by these child soldiers. Military attributes such as discipline, loyalty, selfless service, 

courage etc. are emoted from the image below. The image directs the viewer to the next batch of 

Caliphate soldiers ready for the intergenerational war.  
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Fig. 5.27 Dabiq, 2015, 11th edition, p. 40 

 

 



 182 

5.7 Conclusion  

In this chapter, I have specifically focused on the aspect of multimodality of texts and images in 

IS’s propaganda system. IS has used an Islamic belief multimodal strategy where Islamic 

doctrines have been infused with modern online communication technologies. The 

multimodality of texts and images have been applied by IS not only for the reader to read and 

imagine via Dabiq and Rumiyah but also to visualise as events unfold. IS multimodal 

propaganda machinery is not only sourced by texts and images but also has an aural component 

attached to it in the form of hadiths and nasheeds and further video messages to propagandise 

extremist beliefs. IS’s propaganda are different from AQ’s in the sense that IS has no set filters 

of discoursal narratives (ideological filters). IS has orchestrated its own framed doctrines 

infusing an extremist interpretation of the Quran and Islam using social media and other digital 

platforms as mediums. 

Islamic belief multimodal strategy is premised on core Islamic doctrines and the manifestation of 

those doctrines using modern technological practices. IS derives its reasoning from an extremist 

interpretation of the Quran and justifies attacks using this narrow theological reasoning. IS 

messaging is premised on digital mediums to promote jihadism as a suitable lifestyle to its 

young audience. The use of social media with the multimodality of the message and 

congregation of different modes (aural, visual, spatial) is leading to the emergence a new 

manifestation of terrorism and the orchestration of terrorist propaganda strategies in the online 

sphere. In this chapter, numerous examples substantiate my argument on the multimodality of IS 

messaging in the form of hadiths, nashids, video messages, Dabiq and Rumiyah, memes and 

slangs. IS messaging is also linguistically diverse as its media units are well aware that it caters 

to a global audience. In the case of IS, certain aspects of the magazines’ discourse are textual, 

but other ones are more powerfully communicated through graphics. The messaging is based on 

graphics as there is very little that an informed, educated reader could not discern from the text, 

because of the kind of discourses that IS engages the reader/ viewer in. It is rudimentary, thinly 

woven with Islamic beliefs, and relies heavily on images.  

However, there are two significant limitations to this study. First, there is a vast amount of data 

which is outside of the scope of this study and the focus of this analysis. Secondly, as I have 

mentioned in the beginning of the chapter, I am not an Islamic scholar and neither read, write nor 

understand Arabic. However, to discuss IS propaganda strategy, it is impossible to not talk about 

Islamic beliefs (such as the Ummah, walā’ and barā’) that drive IS’s online messaging strategy. 

During the course of my analysis, I have discovered that the IS messaging strategy is intricately 

linked to some core Islamic doctrines without a knowledge of which it is very difficult to 

decipher and understand their messaging. Thus, I have explained to the best of my knowledge 

those doctrines which are inseparable from IS messaging strategy. In the next chapter, I draw a 
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comparative analysis based on the similarities and differences between AQ and IS’s propaganda 

strategies.   
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Chapter 6 

Comparative Analysis between AQ and IS 

6.1 Introduction 

Based on my analysis of AQ’s Inspire and the IS’s Dabiq and Rumiyah in the previous two 

chapters, I offer a comparative analysis based on the similarities and differences between the two 

terrorist groups. AQ and IS as terrorist groups have different organisational structures and 

ideological beliefs which are reflected in their respective propaganda and radicalisation content. 

The purpose of this chapter is to highlight the similarities and differences between both 

organisations, to develop better counter-narrative strategies for counter-terrorism agencies. The 

comparative analysis will be premised on four aspects in which AQ and IS differ from each 

other and two aspects in which the organisations are similar to each other. The four differential 

aspects are: 

(a) Ideological differentiation between AQ and IS; 

(b) Target audience;  

(c) Magazine and social media content;  

(d) Main targets (opponents). 

 

The two aspects in which AQ is similar to IS are:  

(a) Use of Western journalists and scholars for ideological promotion; 

(b) IS’s shift to lone-wolf terrorism through Rumiyah’s “Just Terror Tactics” (JTT) is 

similar to AQ’s “Open Source Jihad” (OSJ) in Inspire.  

 

IS has been explicit in its propaganda techniques and has surpassed AQ mainly on two premises, 

the power of its IS brand and its ability to mount spectacular terror attacks across Europe 

(Hoffman, 2018a). I’ll use the above-mentioned aspects as crucial subsets towards bringing forth 

a comparative analysis of AQ and IS. At the very outset of this chapter, I would like to state that 

AQ and IS’s propaganda strategies must be dealt with differently. My comparative analysis 

arises in the light of AQ’s ideological filters and IS’s Islamic belief multimodal strategy 

mentioned in the previous two chapters. In order to offer a comparative analysis, it is crucial that 

one looks at the normative discourses on which AQ and IS have premised their respective 

messaging frameworks. Based on the normative discourses that I have discussed in the last two 

chapters I intend to draw comparisons between the two terrorist organisations accordingly. The 

first aspect of the comparative analysis is the ideological differentiation between AQ and IS. 
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Both terrorist groups differ in terms of their organisational structures and in their goals as 

perceived by their followers.  

6.2 Ideological differentiation  

The two approaches mentioned in the previous chapters – the ideological filters and the 

multimodal strategy – are reflective of the ideological differences between the two organisations. 

Where AQ has associated real events in terms of the 9/11 terror attacks and the death of Usama 

bin Laden to their five ideological filters, IS has used graphics, advanced communicative 

technologies and social media channels to build their multimodal strategy. The ideological 

differentiation between IS and AQ became clear once AQ of Iraq – headed by Zarqawi – 

detached themselves from AQAP in February 2014 and went on to become IS. The ideological 

differentiation between Usama bin Laden and Zarqawi came to the attention of the jihadist 

circles when Zarqawi “felt that the only way to save the ummah was through purging it, whereas 

Usama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri believed that Muslims were not the problem, but that 

‘apostate’ institutions needed to be changed” (Fishman, 2011 as cited in Zelin, 2014, p. 3). 

Besides this, Zarqawi believed in the principle of takfiri which means, “the pronouncement of 

someone as an unbeliever, and therefore no longer a Muslim” (Stern & Berger, 2015, p. 32).  

In January 2004, Usama bin Laden received a letter from Zarqawi stating that the Shia sect were 

“the insurmountable obstacle, the lurking snake, the crafty and malicious scorpion, the spying 

enemy and the penetrating venom and that they were grave-worshippers, idolaters and 

polytheists” (Weiss & Hassan, 2016, p. 30).  Usama bin Laden was troubled by Zarqawi’s takfiri 

principles which targeted Shias and Muslim civilians in general, regardless of their sect (O’Shea, 

2018). The ideological stance of IS arises from what it calls the “Prophetic Methodology” which 

means “following the prophecy and example of Mohammad in punctilious detail” (Wood, 2015, 

p. 3). The prophetic methodology arises from the “prison writings of the revolutionary Egyptian 

Muslim Brotherhood leader, Sayyid Qutb, particularly known from his commentary, ‘In the 

shade of Quran’, and further his late visionary work Milestones which was published in 1964” 

(Manne, 2016, p. 26). Sayyid Qutb has been one of the widely acknowledged ideologues of the 

radical Islamist movements in the present times. Qutb was mainly known for his theory of 

jahiliyya (widespread ignorance in the Arab world) which became a threat to nationalist regimes 

in the Middle East region and later on to the West (Khatab, 2006). For Qutb, a strong socio-

political role of Islam in the Muslim world was essential. According to his claims, Islam had 

bestowed a far superior system irrespective of other systems that came before and after Islam. 

The notion of governance itself, hakimiyyah (sovereignty), was by following the rule of Islamic 

law, according to Qutb (Khatab, 2006). The inception of modern Islamic radicalism in Sunni 

Islam begins with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt in 1982. The first Islamist organisation to 

practise Salafi-jihadism was the Muslim Brotherhood which brought Islam to counter the 
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colonialism. Qutb’s writings were foundational in forming the Muslim brotherhood which 

emphasised “following the Salaf, a complete rejection of any action or principle that contradicts 

the Sunnah and Quran” (Aboul-Enein, 2003, p. 29). Qutb urged a small number of Muslims to 

build a revolutionary vanguard which would move the whole world, comprising Muslims as 

well, away from jahiliyya (an age of pre-Islamic ignorance) to bring back the spiritual light of 

Islam to the world (Manne, 2016). Qutb’s Milestones has been so influential over Islamist 

terrorist organisations – including AQ and IS – that it has been compared to the Islamic version 

of Lenin’s What Is to Be Done? (Kepel et al., 2005). Qutb’s conception of jahiliyya was taken as 

the founding ideology of IS and has been termed as ‘Qutbism’. Qutbism was further identified 

and put forth by Muhamad Abd al-Salam Faraj as a religious obligation to carry out jihad by all 

Muslims – which he, along with other Qutbists understood as “a violent struggle in the service of 

God” (p. 10) –which would eventually lead to the conception of IS (Manne, 2016).  

According to Faraj, the Egyptian State as a ‘near enemy’ was far more strategically important 

compared to the ‘far enemy’, the United States. The reason being that to expand the territorial 

hold of the Caliphate within the Middle East would bring more power and might than to revolt 

against the presence of the US and its allies in the Middle East. It is in this interpretation where 

Zarqawi and Zawahiri differed in their approach to establish the Ummah. Zawahiri believes that 

the far enemy’s interference in the Middle East needs to be withdrawn first and only then can an 

Ummah be built comprising all Middle East states, however Zarqawi believes in fighting the 

near enemy first and to establish and extend the Caliphate. Qutbism was also taken a step further 

by Zarqawi by adding new components to the Qutbist ideology itself. Zarqawi introduced 

sectarianism and exterminatory hatred of the Shia (Manne, 2016).  Zarqawi vastly extended and 

exaggerated the permissible scope of killing, its purpose and its methods, in the name of the 

Caliphate. He conducted public beheadings of hostages, which was nothing new as many Islamic 

states have public executions, but what was different is that Zarqawi broadcasted them on the 

Internet and used them as propaganda. He also earned himself the title of ‘the sheikh of 

slaughters’ (Zelin, 2014) by not only killing Iraqi armed forces and their allies but also innocent 

Shia civilians and politically unfriendly Sunnis. Zarqawi preached and justified suicide 

bombings with callous theological justifications as the ultimate path to Jannat (heaven). The 

ideology of IS is rooted in ancient Islam and follows a hard-line, Salafi-form of Islam. IS 

arranges mythological narratives to its own advantage to suit its appearance to its readers. The 

loss of the Caliphate and loss of Dabiq were never reported in the IS magazines so as not to 

weaken the mythological narrative. 

Before we go any further, it is important to understand Salafism as an ideology. The followers of 

Salafism strive to imitate Mohammad and his disciples who were considered as the ‘righteous 

predecessors’ of Islam. Salafism believes that the Muslim community must return to the 
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practices of these ‘pious ancestors’, al salaf al-salihin – meaning the three first generations of 

Muslims – beginning with the Prophet Mohammad and his disciples (the Sahaba) and 

incorporating the next two generations (Hashim, 2017).  

Salafism posits that the perfect Islamic society emerges out of the strict observance of 

two sources: the Quran and the Prophetic tradition (the Sunna, the actions and deeds of 

the Prophet Mohammad, and, strictly verified, the Hadith, the sayings and deeds of the 

Mohammad). The sacred texts are unchanging and unchangeable and must be applied in 

its entirety. The state the Salafist seek will base its legal system, governing bodies, and 

foreign  policy on the sacred texts alone. They reject any system of laws not based on the 

texts and any political ideology created by man to rule over man: particularly 

democracy, which is seen as shirk, or idolatry (Hashim, 2017, p. 65).  

IS taps into a number of ancient prophecies for the sake of rallying their followers. As this thesis 

has shown, IS has brought radical Islam into the twenty-first century and made it more appealing 

to young people with the help of the Internet and social media platforms. It is difficult yet 

extremely important to evaluate the ideological damage caused by IS propaganda, in particular 

among the young audience. IS strategy differs from that of AQ, in that the latter seeks to 

destabilise states whereas IS is trying to build one. IS portray themselves as saviours of the 

Islamic civilization through their high-definition videos, nasheeds and glitzy videogames which 

mimic TV shows and seek to make killings look ‘cool’ (Hall, 2015). The way in which IS gains 

attention is drawn from the success of AQ’s 9/11 attack and operates through staging a large 

number of highly spectacular mediated terror attacks to gain attention from the mainstream 

media and further from AQ followers. The civilians who live in security and peace are terrorised 

and this creates a deeply destabilizing impact when IS stages mass-mediated horror with a 

handful of victims (Chaliand & Blin, 2016). In addition to this, “the Internet and social media 

platforms have offered an ideological home for many Muslims, for most Arab immigrants across 

Europe and has provided comfort and support, while at the same time allowing them the freedom 

to maintain their Islamic identities” (Wright, 2016, p. 164). IS believes in continuing its roots 

from the past and it derives its strength from emulating the past. The reasoning IS seeks is from 

the past and IS followers gain strength by reiterating what was done in the past (Wasserstein, 

2017, p. 18). Hence, one should not make “the mistake of simply ascribing everything IS does is 

for the love of violence, or a criminal indifference to rules, on the contrary, IS is following rules, 

not making them; obeying standards, not ignoring them; trying through such actions not to re-

enact, but to re-create a distant but ever-relevant past” (Wasserstein, 2017, pp. 18-19).   

The result is that IS has defied conventional propaganda techniques and has given a new 

direction to propaganda through social media platforms. With IS’s carefully choreographed 

violence propagated through online means, IS has deliberately angered Muslims and non-
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Muslims across the globe. Therefore, as stated, it needs to be emphasized that for many IS 

supporters Zarqawi depicted death, as IS screened the beheading of prisoners and the dumping of 

bodies of enemy soldiers in mass graves whilst the camera rolled. This kind of showcasing of 

death and beheading of prisoners on screen was something that AQ’s Zawahiri was completely 

against. Yet perhaps precisely because of the morbidly inhuman footage of such acts, IS was 

able to successfully recruit foreign fighters, subdue its subjects, capture land and create a State. 

In its online propaganda, IS openly claimed a Caliphate and still wants the world to know its 

might. Creating a new State via extreme brutality is not something new. Take for example, the 

French revolution in 1789, in which the ‘enemies of the revolution’ were executed by the French 

revolutionaries to subdue public dissent and  there was the deliberate undertaking of  what was 

termed by the revolutionaries as “the Terror”,  from where we derive the term “terrorism” 

(McCants & McCants, 2015). IS’s innumerable streams of propaganda videos, online content 

and its online e-magazines Dabiq and Rumiyah reverberated a strange yet an obsessive irony of 

ultraviolence and civil order when the Caliphate was in existence. A comprehensive society was 

showcased by IS which “went beyond the nihilistic destruction associated with the jihadist 

movement” (Stern & Berger, 2015, p. 69). IS claimed that it managed to bring about  this 

‘comprehensive society’ which existed here and now, and IS as an organisation embraced it in 

all its existence with the emergence of the Caliphate in 2014 (Stern & Berger, 2015).  

On the contrary, Ayman al-Zawahiri envisioned Qutbism as the unification of Muslims under 

one Ummah. This brought the ideological breach between Zarqawi and Zawahiri, where 

Zawahiri disagreed with Zarqawi’s intention of killing Shiites, Kharijites and all other apostate 

Muslims, resulting in the disaffiliation of IS from AQ. In his work titled Guidelines for Jihad, 

Zawahiri believed that if Sunni Muslims are attacked first by the members of non-Sunni sects or 

non-Muslims, then only the killing of the latter is justified. To which IS argued in its Dabiq’s 7th 

edition, that Zawahiri had committed “grave errors over the question of takfir. While Zarqawi 

rightly ‘considered the blood of the Rafidah obligatory to kill’, Zawahiri refused to take their 

‘filthy blood’ and ‘censured any attempt at reviving jihad against these pagan apostates’” 

(Dabiq, 2015, 7th edition). Thus, the interpretation and implementation of Qutbism by Zawahiri 

and Zarqawi were on different trajectories.  

Qutbism asserts the Sunni sect to be true Muslims and Shia and Kharijites to be apostates and 

infidels. What has been transformed is the interpretation and implementation of Qutbism in the 

modern-day world by different terrorist ideologues, which has further misguided AQ and IS 

followers. The first implementation of Qutbism was carried out by the Muslim Brotherhood in 

the 1950s and its objectives included an end to formulate “a united Islamist world in their image 

by advocating towards  (a) building the Muslim individual (b) building the Muslim family (c) 

building a Muslim society (d) building a Muslim State (e) building the Caliphate and (f) 
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mastering the world of Islam” (Aboul-Enein, 2003, p. 30). The destinies of Muslims should be 

controlled by themselves with Dar-ul-salam (the abode of Islam). Now the interpretation of all 

these six objectives have been radicalised by terrorist groups like AQ and IS to meet their own 

ends. The objectives have been transformed to “(a) Allah being their sole objectives (b) The 

messenger is their leader (c) Quran is their law (d) Dying in the way of God is our highest hope 

and (e) Jihad is the way” (Aboul-Enein, 2003, pp. 30-31). Thus, one of the challenges for the 

counter-terrorism agencies is to “foster the original message of working towards peaceful change 

and encouraging and acknowledging the social service provided to Muslims. Integrating the 

elements that work with the government and its political system to be part of an aggressive 

counter terrorism strategy” (Aboul-Enein, 2003, p. 31). For IS, the Caliphate is the driving idea 

behind their aim of the unification of Muslims, specifically the Sunni sect of Muslims, regardless 

of race, because they oppose ‘race/ethnic’ Islamic nationalism, whereas in the case of AQ, the 

ideology as a movement has a broader horizon encompassing the ummah comprising all 

Muslims. Towards asserting Qutbism, more specifically IS version of Qutbism, IS has been 

remarkably consistent and coherent throughout all the IS magazines, and audio and video 

productions by the IS’s media centres, as shown in the previous chapter. Hence, IS’s Islamic 

belief multimodal strategy needs to be targeted by counter-terrorism agencies at an ideological 

level to dismantle the IS version of Qutbism arising from its media productions.  

It is important to formulate counter-narratives that falsify the ‘Prophetic methodology and 

prophecy’ at the behest of which IS has driven its online propaganda (Wood, 2015). IS 

propaganda content derives its reasoning for all its activities from hadiths and nasheeds under 

the guise of ‘Prophetic methodology’ and according to the ‘prophecy’, however, if the 

methodology and the prophecy itself are falsified, this would be a significant blow to IS losing 

the reasoning behind its propaganda as well as losing online followers. That is, we need to 

understand IS ideology from a historic lens to develop counter-narratives to IS propaganda. 

“Understanding IS is thus a matter of exploration and reconstruction” (Wasserstein, 2017, p. 13). 

IS has mixed 7th-century brutality with 21st-century online communication technology to make 

violence more appealing to its followers. This closely relates to what Grimshaw (2011) has 

mentioned about two constant concerns that emerged in the cultural cold war period (1953-

1967). First, “the dangers of an increasingly nihilistic society. The rejection of belief and then 

turn to nihilism was seen as laying society open to the influence of ‘bad faith’ and the second 

concern being the consequences of supporting antidemocratic religious institutions and beliefs 

merely because they were opposed to communism” at that point of time (Grimshaw, 2011, p. 

42).  

To understand AQ, we need to remember that the 9/11 terror attacks marked a significant shift in 

AQ’s strategy-making and its organisational set-up from being a structured hierarchical 
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organisation to disenfranchised organisational groups united by a global call. Abu Musab Al-

Suri’s Call to Global Islamic Resistance serves as the foundation stone which led to AQ’s 

ideological shift from a rigid structural organisation to a disenfranchised organisation. First, post 

9/11, AQ acquired the status of a global terrorist organisation, having earned its own branding 

status. With the increasing absence of a centralised physical location, and the rapid 

advancements in online communication technologies, AQ leaders capitalised on the Internet and 

online tools to compensate for the loss of physical training camps thus disseminating the 

functional know-how through online means. AQ leaders such as Al-Suri, Yonis Tsouli and 

Anwar Awalaki (also known as the Bin Laden of the Internet) (Earnhardt, 2014; Sivek, 2013) set 

up their own social media channels and websites disseminating extremist content. Other than 

this, Samir Khan also started publishing Jihadi Recollections from Yemen along with AQ’s 

online e-magazine Inspire to attract AQ followers (Sivek, 2013). Secondly, AQ’s new ideology 

was to target the perceived weakness of the West. Over several editions of Inspire magazine, AQ 

mocked the US and its allies for their security discrepancies. For example, in Inspire’s 4th 

edition, AQ mocks that it took only USD4,200 to cause panic and paranoia in the US when it 

shipped printer cartridges filled with explosive through a UPS flight. The writer mentions the 

panic caused America to invest in billions in security agencies (Inspire, 4th edition, 2010). AQ 

also capitalises on the social phenomena that are impacting the Muslims in the West to 

strengthen its narratives. For example, in Inspire e-magazine, an AQ writer emphasises the rise 

of Islamophobia in the US (Inspire, 2010, 1st edition). In other editions, AQ criticises France 

over the burqa ban, calling the act an attack on Muslim women (Inspire, 4th and 5th edition, 2010 

and 2011). Thus, to locate and name weaknesses of the West and to motivate the lone-wolf 

attackers has been a significant shift for AQ before and after 9/11. This also emphasises Al-

Suri’s point in his writings’ series, titled “The Jihadi Experience”, over several editions of 

Inspire (2010, 2011, 2012), stating it to be much easier for the lone-wolf attacker to attack the 

enemy when they are residing at the nucleus of the opponent, rather than trying to come to an 

AQ base.  

Thirdly, AQ has focused on economic jihad in which the opponent’s loss in financial terms has 

been AQ’s main target. For example, in reference to the 9/11 terror attacks, in one of the editions 

of Inspire the writer mentions that the 9/11 terror attacks caused an economic haemorrhage in 

the US (Inspire, 5th edition, 2010). Similarly, as noted above, the fourth edition of Inspire which 

mentioned the USD4,200 operation of sending explosives in a UPS flight to the US, also 

discusses the US spending billions of dollars to revamp its security measures. In the 17th edition 

of Inspire (2017), AQ gives directions to make home-made train-derailment tools, encouraging 

the lone-wolf attackers to target transportation in Western countries, causing large-scale 

economic damage.  



 191 

Fourthly, according to Zawahiri, the media should be used responsibly to propagandize AQ’s 

goals and objectives to its followers. In Al-Suri’s Call to Global Islamic Resistance, in a 

chapters titled, “The Theory of Media and Incitement”, Al-Suri emphasises the advocacy drive 

comprising of four elements: “audience, content of message, style of message and delivery 

system of the message” (Rogan, 2007, p. 28). Al-Suri mentioned that these four were the main 

drawbacks that were keeping AQ from reaching its desired goals. Post 9/11, AQ media outlets 

have emphasised the content, audience and delivery of message. AQ has taken a horizontal 

approach and shifted from an elitist ideological stance to a catch–all movement. AQ has widened 

its audience with populist narratives to appeal to a global audience. It has shifted its ideological 

narratives and broadened what comprises Ummah. In an attempt at populist narratives, AQ has 

framed Middle Eastern local narratives in accordance with global narratives (Rogan, 2007). 

Until 2018, AQ stuck to the same approach except that it has now added social media and online 

applications to its media foray. However, the target hasn’t changed; the US remains the main 

opponent for AQ throughout all its 17 editions of Inspire e-magazines. One of the things in 

which AQ has been consistent over the years is its anti-American standpoint. Political ideologies 

take decades to formulate and solidify into a proper standpoint and AQ has, for a long time 

(2010 – 2017), reiterated its anti-American stance over the Middle East through the vast array of 

its media outlets.  

Post 9/11, AQ has also shifted in terms of structural adaptations: the organisational structure has 

moved from singularity to multipolarity. Post 9/11, structural adaptations have taken place by 

AQ formally affiliating with geographically dispersed groups and AQ has benefitted from 

modern online communication technologies to create virtual safe havens and to freely access 

jihadist content online. In light of all this, AQ media has now set some pre-set narratives that I 

call ‘ideological filters’ thorough which all present events and happenings are explained. These 

ideological filters are required to be deconstructed to counter AQ propaganda. The counter-

narratives need to be aimed at breaking the ideological filters which have been developed by AQ 

over the years and which are reflective of the Middle East’s decades-long political instability and 

external intervention in the region. The ideological filters are also a result of a biased 

representation from the developed world towards Africa, the Middle East, South East Asia and 

Latin America, which has strengthened AQ’s ideological narratives. The Western ideological 

manifestations have been institutionalised and have come to exert politico-economic pressure 

over the global structure. In other words, the ideas of democracy, free markets, globalisation and 

liberalization are touted to be ideological manifestations of the West which have been cemented 

into institutional structures, for example in the form of the World Bank, International Monetary 

Fund and the United Nations, which have become the flagbearer institutions of the ideological 

West. Thus, unless there is the deconstruction of AQ’s ideological filters on which AQ’s global 

call stands, AQ propaganda will continue to rise. 
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 In contrast to AQ, the Caliphate has been the main ideological edifice over which IS built its 

belief system. For the ideological background on which IS pinned all its argumentation in Dabiq 

and Rumiyah arose from the self-claimed Caliphate itself. The various themes that have been 

outlined in the previous chapter on Dabiq and Rumiyah were all based on the aspect of the 

Caliphate being in existence. The Caliphate was the essence of the IS propaganda model. The IS 

Caliphate gave a sense of belonging to its followers and the followers fought to defend and 

sustain the Caliphate. Thus, the ideology itself had a physical existence for the IS compared to 

AQ’s ideology which is devoid of any physical entity and exists primarily in the minds of AQ 

followers. However, the propagation of ideologies of both the terrorist groups resides and 

circulates through social media, therefore one of the important aspects while developing 

counterstrategies is to focus on the channels through which propaganda contents are being 

circulated. The loss of the Caliphate has meant the loss of the ideological inception on which IS 

premised its propaganda. However, IS remains strong, with its ideological manifestation 

circulating via social media channels, IS newsletters and video messages. This can be very well 

witnessed from al-Baghdadi’s 18-minute video footage which came out on 29th April 2019 that 

claimed IS is in a “war of attrition” and that they “will prolong it for the enemy, and they must 

know that the jihad will continue until the judgement day” (The New York Times, 2019). What 

is important to be aware of here is the “ideological allure” of IS and the “evangelization of a 

glorified ‘holy war’” that Al-Baghdadi focuses on to carry on through jihad. The 18-minute 

video is also a strong ideological acknowledgement that al-Baghdadi is still in command and 

gives a sense of leadership to the IS followers. Counter to what may have been expected due to 

the previous centrality of the physical Caliphate, after the Caliphate’s demise, the ideological 

edifice has shifted to the online sphere.  

Many counter-terrorism agencies and inter-governmental agencies have set up cybersecurity 

wings to counter cyber criminals and terrorists, however, it has been a big debate as to with 

whom the onus lies: the governments, the internet service providers, or the social media 

corporations? The free flow of information through social media platforms has also raised 

questions over free speech and what is considered as terrorism content and what is not. The 

University of Arizona’s Dark Web project which was funded by the US National Science 

Foundation has established that the dark web has been an essential tool for terrorist recruitment. 

“The dark web is a part of the Internet that is hidden and lies beyond the reach of conventional 

search engines. Users are mostly anonymous and untraceable, and they pay for services or goods 

with cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin” (Chakraborty, 2019). Cyber-terrorists are not only looking 

for potential recruits but are also searching for encrypted services to safely disseminate messages 

from one terrorist cell to another (Mantel, 2009). For example, social media encrypted services 

such as Telegram and WhatsApp have become a secure medium for terror cells to disseminate 

terrorist propaganda and plan attacks (Prucha, 2016; Shehabat et al., 2017; Yayla & Speckhard, 
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2017). Recently, a pro-IS Telegram channel had posted a step-by-step instruction guide on how 

to procure weapons on the dark web anonymously (Chakraborty, 2019). The IS Telegram 

channel, which is an encrypted communication app, is looking for the “lone wolves in the land 

of unbelievers” and recommends LUCKP47 SHOP: the “best armoury in the dark web” 

(Chakraborty, 2019). Other than this, there are several dark web browsing applications such as 

“The Onion Routing Project” which is also abbreviated as Tor and was developed by the US 

Navy in the mid-1990s and was later outsourced in 2004. Tor uses round-about routers making it 

difficult to locate the actual IP address. Therefore, to counter IS ideological manifestations 

online, it is essential to target the channels of dissemination as well (CNBC, 2019). The ideology 

of IS is undoubtedly important but its manifestation through different propaganda channels is 

equally important to engage with so as to counter any IS ideological offensive. For the IS 

ideology continues to persist, despite one of its supposedly central pillars of the ideology itself 

(the Caliphate) having withered away in Syria and Iraq. Yet the ideology was always being 

promoted through scattered locations, even when the Caliphate was in existence and it had its 

own media centre, so it has shifted from being a physical entity to an ideological embellishment. 

The ideological differentiation between IS and AQ also emerges from the technological 

sophistication both the organisations have in spreading propaganda. IS is a tech savvy 

organisation which has disseminated its propaganda through social media platforms whereas AQ 

has primarily used technology to transform its goals into a global movement and functions 

through franchised cells across the globe.  

Whereas AQ made progress from traditional means of propaganda through pamphleteering and 

mainstream media post 9/11, IS has had all the requisite online means to carry forward its 

propaganda through social media channels, sharing videos, blogs and even through virtual 

games, which have been accessible through different mediums and devices, whether through 

mobile phones, laptops or desktops. In many ways, IS’s social media efficacy has a more far-

reaching effect compared to that of AQ. The religious fanaticism that was preached in Madrasas 

and Mosques are now supplemented with action-packed films and video games by IS. IS has 

managed to give a modernised face to the Salafist ideology through social media platforms, 

high-definition cameras and go-pros. The result has been that theocracy has been given a logo, 

the image has been orchestrated of a particular type of young, conservative Muslim. However, 

this had been done earlier by AQ by attracting its readers with the narratives of external 

aggression in the Middle East. Nevertheless, what is new with respect to IS is the way in which 

IS has done it. IS has projected jihadism as a sustainable lifestyle where jihad itself has been 

projected as heroic action. Social media channels have been exploited by IS media units to 

orchestrate the image of a true Muslim who is given an identity by IS. However, unlike IS, AQ 

has focused more on structural transformation post 9/11 and the revival of a disenfranchised 

organisation after bin Laden’s death (Hoffman, 2018a; Mohamedou, 2006). This is because post 
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9/11, AQ’s leaders realised that it is easy to target and annihilate a territorially bound 

organisation compared to a global movement which binds a franchised organisation together 

with a united call. An organisation which is bound by a loosely networked structure and united 

by a global ideological call is far more difficult to annihilate than an organisation which is 

territorially bound such as the way IS as a territorial unit was. Thus, there is not one AQ but 

several AQs now (Hoffman, 2004, 2007, 2018a). Each operation base is driven by the same 

ideological call as envisioned by Usama bin Laden, al-Zawahiri and al-Suri. AQ has been busy 

all this while working underground while IS has seized media attention to rise and fall within the 

span of four to five years (Hoffman, 2018a). However, after the loss of the Caliphate, IS is now 

on the rise in other countries such as Afghanistan and Turkey where it is setting up new bases. 

For example, IS’s affiliate, Wilayat Khorasan, controls populated areas of Afghanistan’s eastern 

Nangahar province which has attacked Jalalabad and Kabul (Gambhir, 2015). However, IS is 

relatively new and has a somewhat alien presence in Afghanistan and is bolstered by jihadis 

from Pakistan, Chechnya, Uzbekistan and Egypt. In the recent past, the emergence of IS in the 

Philippines has raised concerns that IS is looking for new territorial claims in Southeast Asia 

(Azami, 2016; Gunaratna, 2016; Johnston & Clarke, 2017).  

In Southeast Asia, an IS-alleged group held parts of Marawi town in the Philippines for five 

months in 2017 and has recruited some foreign fighters there as well. In Southeast Asia, IS 

targets to set up wilayats in Indonesia and Malaysia whereas in the Middle East, IS has internal 

networks in Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Jordan maintaining a strong presence. Even if the physical 

Caliphate has withered away at its core, the peripheries of the Caliphate remain stronger through 

different wilayats spread across several continents (Winter & al-Tamimi, 2019). IS thrives on the 

socio-cultural alienation of Muslim communities within countries. For example, IS has already 

made inroads in India, considering the country as a promising territory, and intends to thrive on 

and harbour the Hindu-Muslim tensions in the country. Other IS followers have gone back to 

“Jordan and Saudi Arabia where there were ISIS-inspired terror attacks on the same day as the 

Colombo bombings took place” (Lister, 2019). IS is also regrouping in Libya to reclaim the 

coastal town of Sirte and it carried out several terror attacks in 2019. According to a recent 

Pentagon draft-report, without continued military pressure over IS, IS still holds the potential to 

regain territory within 6-12 months with the intent of reconstituting a physical Caliphate (NBC 

News, 2019). While IS has been in present attention, this has given AQ the time to reformulate 

its military strategies and to redefine its terror tactics while IS faced the Western blow (Hoffman, 

2018b).  In a similar fashion, AQ benefitted from the Arab Spring in 2011 as the upheaval 

helped AQ’s movement to revive itself. Over several editions of Inspire, AQ writers mock the 

Middle Eastern leaders for getting dethroned by the people when the Arab Spring swept away 

dictatorships. Therefore, while formulating counter-narratives, one needs to keep in mind that IS 

is an organisation for the millennials, which is visually enticing and covering media attention 
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through gory videos, whereas AQ does not seek attention in the same way as IS does. AQ seeks 

attention through causing long-term damage that will affect generations to come and will leave 

an impact for a very long time. The prime example of that is the 9/11 terror attack on US soil.  

6.3 Audience   

With respect to the audiences of IS and AQ, the content and the readership of both the 

magazines differ significantly. Based on the content itself, AQ intends to target an audience with 

a more rational and scientific temperament to carry out terror attacks, whereas in the case of IS, 

the target readership is expected to be millennials and a ‘right-now’ generation. In addition to 

this, the IS audience wants a utopian state where they belong, not just an ideological organisation 

where they don’t have a sense of connectedness to the State itself. The idea of belongingness has 

been central in the case of IS where the marginalized and the dejected received refuge under the 

Caliphate whereas AQ’s audience are ideologically bound to the call. Both the organisations 

attract a different set of audiences based on the propaganda content and the choice of the 

medium. Dabiq and Rumiyah are more graphic compared to Inspire which is based more on long 

written pieces by senior leaders of AQ. Inspire expects its audience to understand the rationale 

behind carrying out jihad and why the US is the main enemy and why it needs to be dismantled. 

AQ expects its readers to pay attention to the ideological calling and seek reasoning within it, 

whereas the IS expects its readers to first travel to the Caliphate and sustain the utopia of 

defending and expanding the Caliphate. Now that the Caliphate has been destroyed in Iraq and 

Syria, the focus has now shifted to combat, and securing arms and ammunition from the 

opponent. IS propaganda units continue to function from other locations, but the focus now has 

shifted to warfare and combat and what IS calls in its recent series of 25-part (to date) video 

messages, “Harvest of the Soldiers”15 which gives details about the number of casualties, arms 

and ammunitions seized from the opponent. IS has a much closer affinity with its audience 

providing accessibility of its content through social media platforms and cell phones. IS has not 

only weaponised the medium itself but the devices as well (Brooking and Singer, 2018). The 

closer affiliation with its audience has meant that the cell phone, tablet, and laptop have also 

been integrated along with the mediums themselves. The cell phone itself has made terrorism a 

mobile and a personalized affair which is accessible anywhere anytime irrespective of 

geographical location (Brooking and Singer, 2018). Thus, IS readership being more mobile can 

access content any time.  

 

However, even though AQ is online, it hasn’t digitized its content to the extent that its media 

content is downloadable from any device and is compatible with all computer operating systems. 

 
15 New video messages from the Islamic State: Harvest of the soldiers #25 accessed on 5th May 2019 from 
https://jihadology.net/?s=Harvest+of+the+Soldiers 
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AQ’s presence on the Internet is that of what can be called ‘traditional usage of the Internet’ 

through sound bites and voice recordings of the AQ leaders like Ayman al-Zawahiri, Anwar al-

Awalaki or Al-Suri. AQ’s transition to the Internet is, to date, restricted to websites and blog 

forums by AQ followers compared to IS media units having the capabilities of animation, sound 

effects and high-definition video footages to produce its media content. Further, IS media 

content being compatible to any computer operating systems, is downloadable and can be 

watched and saved on any device anytime from anywhere. 

  

This also brings me to discuss the difference between AQ and IS audiences in terms of being 

“digital immigrants and digital natives” (Prensky, 2001). IS’s audience tend to be digital natives 

who are “used to receiving information really fast. They like to parallel process and multi-task. 

They prefer their graphics before their text rather than the opposite. They prefer random access 

like hyper-text. They function best when they are networked. They thrive on instant gratification 

and frequent rewards. They prefer games to ‘serious work’” (Prensky, 2001, p. 2). In contrast, 

AQ tends to cater to an audience who are digital immigrants and prefer traditional means and are 

not appreciative enough of the newly-honed skills of the natives that they have gained through 

interaction and practise over the years (Prensky, 2001). Digital immigrants are those who have 

transitioned from traditional to the networked means. “Like all immigrants, some adapt better 

than others to their environment, but they always retain, to some degree, their ‘accent’ that is 

their foot in the past” (Prensky, 2001, p. 2).  

 

The ‘digital immigration accent’ can be easily witnessed in our daily lives with the differences 

between our generation and our parents and grandparent’s generations. For example, accessing 

the Internet for first-hand information comes naturally to a digital native whereas a digital 

immigrant still relies on the conventional means first rather than turning to the Internet at first. 

Similarly, digital natives seek learning assuming that the system itself will teach them how to 

operate the system/program compared to digital immigrants going through a manual for the 

system/program to follow step-by-step instructions/directions (Prensky, 2001). Digital natives 

are more attuned to the Internet but rather than just the Internet, the digital natives of IS are more 

so social media natives, and the real difference is that IS is a social media terrorist organisation 

and its audience is more receptive to information that is present in front of their screens rather 

than reading books and magazines, as is the case with AQ’s generation. However, it is 

questionable whether this delineation still holds true between digital immigrants and digital 

natives after the twenty years since Prensky wrote about digital immigrants and digital natives. Is 

it so simplistic and dualistic considering that the real difference now is not so much digital but 

social media driven? Thus, they are not only digital natives but are social media natives who 

consume information through social media channels and increasingly try to access and make 
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their presence felt across several social media platforms at a time. Moreover, encryption-based 

services such as WhatsApp and Telegram somehow offer a sense of exclusivity and secureness 

for the social media native to receive information from its sources which is not easily publicly 

accessible. A social media native is not only present and extracting information from existing 

social media channels that have been there from the early 2000s but is continuously making their 

presence felt across newer platforms such as SnapChat and Telegram. With their presence made 

on as many platforms as possible, the social media native heavily relies on inter-social media 

networks to consume as well as produce and share information. However, the social media 

immigrants are the ones who have continued to rely on the traditional social media channels that 

have existed or were at the very start of the social media revolution. Social media immigrants are 

satisfied with their continued presence over the traditional social media platforms such as 

Facebook and Twitter. Social media immigrants also find it difficult to keep up with social 

media innovations and have a lesser inclination to make their presence felt across all the 

emerging social media platforms. They are more attuned to the traditional social media structure 

initiated by some early social media companies such as Facebook and Twitter. Social media 

immigrants have transitioned from the previous social media networks that were in their nascent 

stage, such as Hi5 and Orkut, to Facebook and Twitter. Thus, IS’s audience or its followers are 

likely to be social media natives and immigrants. Graphical information attracts far more 

attention from social media natives today compared to instruction manuals that attracted interest 

and worked for the digital immigrants in the case of AQ.  

As social media natives are becoming the audience of modern terrorist groups such as IS, IS 

understands very well where and what kind of propaganda to manufacture to attract the attention 

of its target audience and this is also tailored to meet their online gratification. The IS media 

units know where social media natives reside, and which social media channels to exploit to get 

hold of their audience. The diversity of accessing different platforms by IS media units and their 

audience indicates the choice of mediums that the target users of different ages use to seek 

information about IS propaganda. The multiplicity of platforms catering to a diverse audience 

has proven advantageous for contemporary social media propaganda. The digital texts and 

images play a far greater role in influencing user perception through social media platforms 

compared to mere words and images in traditional e-magazines. IS has surpassed the previous 

propaganda and radicalisation tactics by earlier organisations and has infused social media 

platforms as persuasive channels of radicalisation. Digital texts and images through social media 

channels have come to play an integral role in framing meanings and presenting them in front of 

the users. The use of social media platforms as a communication medium has given rise to 

“Homo digitalis” (Patrikarakos, 2017).  
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AQ considers itself to be a moderate extremist group compared to IS (Holbrook, 2015) which 

believes in displaying violence and barbarity openly through its own media units. IS, with its 

propaganda tactics through social media applications, has given rise to a more integrated 

relationship between social media and terrorism. Online terrorism is accessible through social 

media platforms and is mobile and a personal affair for the millennials. The integrated 

relationship between social media and terrorism arises from the spectacle of terror that unfolded 

with the 9/11 terror attacks. While the 9/11 terror spectacle was replayed constantly on social 

media, its real propaganda aim was television news circulation globally and then the circulation 

of the images on the Internet; what we now have, with the emergence of social media, is 

multiplication of the spectacle by IS directly aimed at social media. Social media terrorism has 

also given rise to broadcasting terror attacks in real-time and simultaneous sharing. IS caters to a 

millennial generation where the attacks carried out are being simultaneously broadcast through 

social media channels (Blaker, 2015). The planned attacks follow a decentralised path and work 

in a type of franchised model where there is distant affiliation to IS through constructed notions 

and beliefs (practice of ba’yah – pledging allegiance).  

Further, for IS, a terror attack is more than just a terror attack, but also a media spectacle that 

gains global prominence every time an attack takes place. However, the media spectacle is not 

necessarily fuelled through mainstream media as IS manages its media spectacle through its own 

social media units. As noted, AQ created a media spectacle when it undertook the 9/11 terror 

attacks which meant it rose to global prominence with the help of mainstream media. In the case 

of IS, however, it has its own several small and big media units to create spectacular attacks and 

to broadcast the attacks and they continue to live on even after the collapse of the Caliphate, that 

is, IS has taken on the role of creating and circulating its propaganda. For example, the US 

coalition forces did manage to seize and break into one of IS’s media centres, which was located 

in the Sinjar mountain range, which was tasked with IS’s weekly newsletter production – al-

Nabba – yet even after destroying one of the IS media bases in Iraq, the al-Nabba newsletter 

continues to publish even when one of the satellite media centres was destroyed. Similarly, 

within days of the attack, the IS newsletter al-Nabba published IS’s stance post the Sri Lanka 

attack stating, “raising the Caliphate’s banner in new arenas… the days are pregnant with more 

disappointments for the enemies of Allah” (Lister, 2019). Moreover, the IS official news agency, 

Amaq, remains active, in which IS claimed responsibility for the terror attacks in Sri Lanka on 

18th April 2019. In other words, IS does not need the mainstream media to frame spectacular 

attacks, because the IS media, with the help of numerous social media platforms and other online 

channels creates its own self-styled media spectacle. In contrast, AQ’s 9/11 spectacle was firstly 

primarily staged by the mass media via television and then circulated via the Internet. This 

means it was over time, after countless repetitions, that September 11 became the social media 

moment for AQ where its attack went ‘viral’ in social media terms. However, in the case of IS, 
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self-managed mediated attacks are required to be countered with correct factual information as 

events unfold to counter the miscommunicated propaganda by IS at each and every stage and on 

every digital platform. IS social media propaganda thrive on misinformation and 

miscommunication, which further adds to the fear and intimidation. An example of how IS 

media units have exaggerated and embellished information in Africa occurred in a 2014 incident. 

Militants in the city of Derna, Libya, openly pledged allegiance to IS in October 2014 and 

claimed that an emirate was established in the city. After the pledge of allegiance, IS media units 

soon posted with images and videos from Derna with IS fighters parading in the midst of Derna 

city with IS flags waving (Gartenstein-Ross, 2015). The social media spectacle that it created 

was catered to the millennials, portraying IS in a manner which was exciting, heroic and gave an 

impression of soldiers celebrating victory. In reality, however, the overall incident was nothing 

like IS claimed over social media. Rather, it was a simple practice of bayat (pledge of allegiance 

to IS) in Derna, Libya, by a small militant group which was like any other IS follower or small 

terror affiliate pledging allegiance to IS. However, the difference was in its presentation of the 

incident over social media circles. The media veneer that IS portrayed over social media was 

specifically targeted to much-needed IS online fanfare compared to what actually happened on 

the ground. IS also gains global recognition from its audience or followers who commit attacks 

and pledge allegiance to IS, which indirectly keeps the fear of IS alive in the West. Even in the 

recent case in Christchurch, IS has moved quickly to exploit New Zealand’s mosque shootings 

of March 2019 to justify and energize new attacks and “to make itself relevant again” (Bruce 

Hoffman as cited in Wright, 2019). However, AQ does not expect any sort of allegiance from its 

followers while committing terror attacks (Al-Suri, 2004; Cruickshank & Ali, 2007; Gunaratna 

& Oreg, 2010; Lia, 2007). 

In order to understand and reach the target audience of both the organisations, it is important to 

note the nature of issues that are required to be dealt with to target their respective audiences. 

AQ points to an ideological offensive where its propaganda is inherently based on long standing 

grievances and the US’s exploitation of the Middle East region for oil and other energy 

resources. On the contrary, IS propaganda is a social media problem. I say it is a ‘social media 

problem’ because IS uses social media channels extensively to propagate its ideas and beliefs. 

While dealing with IS propaganda, it is important to take cognisance from the previous chapter 

of IS’s Islamic belief multimodal strategy comprising Islamic beliefs as reasoning and social 

media as the medium. Thus, AQ’s audience needs to be dealt with on an ideological level 

whereas IS’s target audience needs to be dealt with in terms of the multimodal messaging 

through which IS disseminates its messages. The IS audience pays more attention to the 

multimodality of the propaganda through graphics, texts and images whereas the AQ audience 

emphasises the ideological call itself. What sets IS messaging apart from AQ messaging is that 

IS messaging is no longer restricted to text and images but is also being displayed though audio 
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and video messages. The digital multimodality of the IS messaging can be witnessed through the 

step-by-step video manuals that have been created by IS social media units and which can be 

saved/downloaded on mobile phones, tablets and laptops. For AQ’s audience, the enticement is 

not through the multimodality of the message (as in the case of IS) but the call itself and to 

attach the call to all the existing practicalities that plague that Middle East region.  

6.4 Magazine content  

Dabiq and Rumiyah intend to cater to a younger generation than Inspire. This can be witnessed 

from several different media used by IS compared to AQ. The textual and visual multimodality, 

as explained in the previous chapter, is testimony to this claim. This claim is further supported 

by various other scholars such as Blaker (2015), Gartenstein-Ross (2015), Gates and Podder 

(2015), Thompson (2011), Weimann (2006, 2011) who have reiterated social media usage by IS. 

Dabiq and Rumiyah’s contents are more graphical and actively engage with the reader. The 

magazines are also a repository of familiarising the reader with other IS media content that are 

being published and circulated through social media channels. For example, Dabiq and 

Rumiyah’s opening section starts with the list of top ten videos to watch for its readers and then 

gives out links to access those videos followed by hashtags (#). Dabiq and Rumiyah, inherently 

being online e-magazines and those which are shared through social media channels, give quick 

accessibility to the readers to read these magazines online and jump to other channels from the 

magazines as repositories. That is, Dabiq and Rumiyah act as resource bases which are 

disseminated through social media channels in PDF formats (which are downloadable) and 

direct the readers to other links and sites from where they can access more content. Thus, IS 

encourages and facilitates content sharing. As mentioned in the previous chapter, IS propaganda 

greatly relies on the digital multimodality offered by the Internet and social media platforms. At 

the heart of social media platforms is content sharing itself. At present, in social media, we not 

only simply listen, watch or read but “we are urged to share ideas and images, information and 

entertainment, stories and songs with self-selected networks of friends, contacts and our own 

personal friends. Sharing is part of what’s social about social media” (Meikle, 2016, p. 26).  

Based on the content sharing inherent to social media platforms, IS followers deliberately choose 

and emphasise what is being shared. “In the economy of ideas that the web is creating, you are 

what you share – who you are linked to, who you are networked with and which ideas, pictures 

and video links or comments you share” (Leadbeater, 2008, p. 28). Thus, what is shared 

becomes the idea of who one is on these platforms (Meikle, 2016). Based on the idea that you 

are what you share, IS followers represent the virtual image of IS based on what is shared online. 

The interactivity is seamless between the reader and IS media units through the different media 

of Dabiq, Rumiyah and countless social media units. In a way, in the overall scheme of IS 

propaganda, the follower becomes both, or simultaneously, a consumer and a producer of IS 
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media content, that is becoming an IS social media ‘prosumer’. A prosumer is one who is both 

producer and consumer and involves a combination of production and consumption as 

presumption (Toffler, 1980 as cited in Ritzer, Dean, & Jurgenson, 2012). Thus, there is seamless 

interactivity between the reader and IS through the cell phone (device) and the ideological 

enticement. The emergence of smartphones has led to bringing together the personal and the 

public in an unpredictable context leading to its own set of dilemmas, risks and possibilities. 

Now the problem lies in identifying what is public and what is private and where these two 

merge after the emergence of social media (Meikle, 2016). Smartphones have brought together 

the “public media with personal communication” (Meikle, 2016, p. 43). Every phone has 

become a source and a vehicle for its users’ emotions and relationships. “Held near to or on the 

human body, they observe, (the phone) plays a vital role in the emotional identity of the user as 

well as assisting in the emotional management of the ups and downs of everyday life” (Vincent 

& Fortunati, 2014, p. 32).  A smartphone, in many ways, offers multiple portals to the online 

world through which users connect with others, even with those with whom they have never 

interacted before in the social media world (Meikle, 2016). An ideological enticement via the 

social media world is mobile, downloadable and is a personalised affair. In many ways, Dabiq 

and Rumiyah create an echo-chamber in the mind of the reader, the more the reader accesses the 

content, the more he/she is dragged into the trap of ideological enticement set by IS. The 

emergence of the Internet and social media platforms has shifted the ideological enticement from 

physical training camps and group affiliations to online institutions. As was identified in 2008, 

before the rise of IS,  “the terrorists we should fear most are self-recruited wannabes who find 

purpose in terror and comrades on the Web” (Sageman, 2008, p. 37). It is not even poverty and/ 

or necessarily religion, but rather a sense of marginalisation and a search for significance that 

has made the Internet and social media into online institutions bringing these marginalised 

individuals together (Torok, 2013). The practicality of the real world is somehow distant while 

reading Dabiq and Rumiyah and it is a new world all together for the reader while reading and 

acknowledging content from these two magazines.  

The content of both the magazines (Dabiq and Rumiyah) are primarily premised on mythologies 

which themselves have no real evidence. A media content based on mythology (having no 

substantial proof) urges its reader to see that in the world of IS everything is possible, that 

everything is achievable and that everything that is happening or has happened so far has been 

predicted or is in accordance with the prophecy. The media content is like a prophetical fairy-

tale where the reader is drawn towards the apocalyptical view of the end of days and a doomsday 

vision (McCants & McCants, 2015). Going through the IS media content is like going through 

an imaginary wonderland which ultimately seeks readers’ engagement both mentally and 

physically to achieve the prophetical goal. Added to this skilfully devised media content, the 

reader’s belief is strengthened further by proof-texting of Quranic verses, hadiths and nasheeds, 
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persuading the reader as an obligatory act to act in accordance to the said prophecy. IS content is 

abundantly substantiated with pictures and images from the past and present to support its 

various themes, as discussed in the previous chapter. IS uses a lot of infographics to capture the 

attention of its readers. The textual and visual multimodality is exploited across all IS media 

units. As stated in the previous chapter, IS’s Islamic belief multimodal strategy infuses Islamic 

beliefs (Sharia, Quranic verses, mythologies, hadiths and nasheeds) along with textual and visual 

multimodality (aural, visual and spatial modes) circulated through Dabiq, Rumiyah and several 

social media channels as mediums. Digital multimodality has led to ideological enticement not 

only through visual forms but has extended the construction of meaning through audio-visual 

mediums as well. The reader no longer needs to imagine while reading, as digital texts are 

embedded with links to navigate the reader from merely reading to experiencing a social event in 

virtual space. IS intends to cater to the millennials and millennials will pay more attention to 

visual information and graphical evidence than to what is being stated. Zelin (2015) stated, when 

IS was at its zenith, IS would not take into cognisance any media production unless it was 

supported by visuals, pictures or images to prove an attack had taken place. Through Dabiq and 

Rumiyah, IS connects through visual communication with its readers of whatever social events 

are narrated to the readers (Zelin, 2015). The aspect of visual affordability is further amplified by 

the use of social media channels in which information in the visual form has taken precedence 

over anything which has to be read, unlike what occurs in AQ’s Inspire. The visual form is 

depicted in several ways, through memes, video messages and GIFs. All different visual forms to 

depict information are used for different purposes. For example, while the memes and GIFs are 

mostly used to mock and ridicule the opponent (as demonstrated in the last chapter), IS uses 

video messages to glorify IS goals and ambitions. Thus, different modes of visual 

communication are applied by IS social media units to attract the reader. In other words, visual 

affordability is further segregated through different mediums (memes, GIFs and video messages) 

depending on the meaning that is attributed to the messages. IS understands the ways through 

which ideologies can be disseminated in visual form. It does so through images and videos in 

Dabiq, Rumiyah and through its countless social media channels, to replicate content in several 

forms.  

However, in the case of Inspire, the content is more practical in terms of familiarising the reader 

with the social realities and difficulties while living in jihad compared to a blind call for hijrah in 

the case of IS. “The circulation of religious texts is secondary with AQ, central to IS propaganda, 

incantatory among radicals. What works with IS followers is the radical imaginary and the 

theological rationalisation provided by IS media units, and it is not based on real knowledge but 

an appeal to authority” (Roy, 2017, p. 54). On the contrary, AQ does not believe in utopia and 

seriously considers international world politics, and the foreign policies of the US and its 

Western allies while planning its long-term goals. AQ’s content showcases a different 
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ideological standpoint to reach its goal in a step-by-step manner rather than carrying out random 

terror attacks. An attack by AQ is a well-orchestrated attack which has its pre-planning and post-

implications well thought out. Inspire offers a more functional ideology which takes into 

consideration the practicalities of the present world-order rather than basing the ideological 

doctrine on mythologies and utopia. As AQ’s senior leaders like Abu Musab al-Suri stated as far 

back as 2004, AQ is no more a terrorist organisation, it’s a calling for a global Islamic 

movement, it’s a line of thought that seeks to dismantle Western imperialism from the Middle 

Eastern region; it is much more than merely seeking territory and conquering wilayats but rather 

a global call to fight the US global hegemony and seize back individual autonomy of the 

Muslims all over the world (Al-Suri, 2004). Inspire’s content gives a sense to its readers that 

he/she is independent and that with all the ideological and lone-wolf training through Inspire, 

they themselves are capable enough to carry out their own self-styled terror attacks. In other 

words, Inspire relieves its follower from any agency or affiliation to AQ, it encourages its 

readers to take jihad on their own. An AQ follower is not bound to devote himself to any 

organisational attachment while taking up jihad. This is in line with Al-Suri’s conception of 

“Individual Terrorism Jihad” and “Participation of Jihad in Open Fronts” (Inspire, 2010, 4th 

edition, p. 31). Al-Suri states:  

We ask the Muslim youth to be a terrorist? Why do we ask for such individual 

terrorism? First, because secret hierarchical organisations failed to attract Muslims. The 

youth fear joining such an organisation because if there is a mistake then the authorities 

will reach them. Second, because we need to give the youth the chance to play a role 

without being part of an organisation. Some youth don’t want to join the organisation 

and don’t know how to act on their beliefs. Third, due to pressure from the Jews, 

Crusaders and lapsed Muslim regime (Inspire, 2010, 4th edition, p. 31). 

Thus, individual jihad gives them agency to conduct their own self-styled attacks without 

organisational obligations:  

The individual terrorism jihad and guerrilla warfare conducted by small cells or 

individual terrorists paves the way for the other kind of jihad i.e. the open front jihad, 

which further aids and supports it. (Inspire, 2010, 4th edition, p. 31).  

Inspire acts more as a trigger and path-finder towards committing self-styled jihad using local 

resources. In terms of quality and presentation of the content in Inspire, the first few editions 

clearly indicate its serving as a mouthpiece of the senior AQ leaders such as Usama bin Laden, 

Anwar Awalaki, Zawahiri and others, and targeting the US as the prime enemy. The presentation 

of content in Inspire is scattered and varies in formatting of the articles when compared to Dabiq 

and Rumiyah which are well formatted and have very eye-catching presentation styles. The texts 
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are carefully orchestrated to create significance for the identities of the people and existing 

discourses (Gee, 2014) in Rumiyah and Dabiq. The overall tone of IS towards its reader is direct 

in the sense that it uses Islamic beliefs as obligatory social practices to commit the reader to 

action. For example, hijrah is presented in the early editions of Dabiq as an obligatory practice to 

the reader to respond to the call of the Caliph. If it is not possible to achieve hijrah, IS offers an 

alternative within the bounds of the Quran – bay’at for those who cannot perform hijrah. Thus, 

IS’s Islamic belief multimodal strategy incites the reader to commit to act using countering 

components to reinstate its ideological practice. However, in the case of Inspire, the tone of the 

articles is instructional in nature. Inspire positions the reader at the centre, on the other hand, 

Dabiq prefers the reader to be more of a passive receptor of what is being stated and to do what 

is expected of them, for example the call for hijrah to the Caliphate, or to pledge allegiance to IS 

to carry out actions.  

 

Another analytical outcome comes from the fact that IS’s ideological representation emerges 

from persuasion through different means (e-magazines, hadiths, nasheeds, video messages and 

several other social media channels) by carrying a sustained “media jihad” (Winter, 2015b) to 

persuade readers to come to the Caliphate. However, in the case of Inspire, the writers are 

focused on ideological representation which is more functional in nature. AQ presents an 

ideology which can be put into practice through instructional manuals and step-by-step actions 

rather than a blind call to the AQ’s base. In short, IS ideology is more affiliation-based compared 

to AQ’s which is more functional in nature irrespective of the numbers. The production value of 

both the magazines (Dabiq and Rumiyah) also hints at the technological sophistication that IS 

has over AQ. Thus, in Inspire, AQ pays more attention to the ideology itself giving lesser 

attention to content presentation and format or layout of the articles compared to IS which pays 

more attention to the presentation and formatting of the content than the ideology itself. In other 

words, it could be stated that– whether explicitly or implicitly – IS’s messaging strategy is 

premised on the McLuhanian idea of the ‘medium is the message’ where the choice of mediums 

dictates the ideological interpretation of jihad as a participatory lifestyle and infotainment. On 

the contrary, AQ’s Inspire is about the idea more than the presentation/format. Inspire does not 

act as much of a technological repository, unlike Dabiq and Rumiyah which lead the readers to 

follow other videos and links. Inspire is in itself a singular complete repository which 

encompasses the ideological pathway of AQ and how to achieve it. Inspire does not have any 

specific ideological enticement like Dabiq and Rumiyah, however, AQ’s ideological stance is 

rooted in having a long-term vision compared to the IS ideological vision based on mythologies 

and utopia.  
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6.5 Main target (opponents)   

AQ’s main target has always been the US and it explicitly mentions several ways in which to 

dismantle its social, political and economic order. AQ believes until the US collapses – 

politically, socially, economically – only then will the present world order shift, and global 

hegemony will be toppled. Usama bin Laden in his opening article in Inspire’s first edition 

(2010), blames global warming and climate change on industrial nations such as the US and its 

Western allies. Bin Laden states:  

 All industrialised countries, especially the major ones, bear responsibility for the global 

warming crisis, except that most of them have called each other to commit to the Kyoto 

Protocol and have agreed to reduce emissions of harmful gases. However, Bush junior – 

and prior to him, Congress – rejected this agreement in order to please the major 

corporations. They, therefore, are the real culprits behind the assault of the global 

climate, and this isn’t the first of their crimes against humanity; they themselves are also 

behind the current global financial crisis, and they themselves were behind all the global 

speculations, monopolizations and price rises in peoples’ sustenance. (Inspire, 2010, 1st 

edition, p. 8)   

From the above excerpt, it is interesting to note the anti-capitalist tone that is presented in 

Inspire. AQ positions itself as an ally in the fight against capitalism where AQ accuses America 

of favouring major corporations and declining to sign the Kyoto protocol. AQ blames the US for 

driving its capitalist economy on the back of causing environmental damage and exploitation of 

resources from other nations. To strengthen AQ’s argument, the writers further quote arguments 

of Chomsky and Žižek to substantiate their own argument with the anti-imperialist policies of 

America, which we will discuss later in this chapter.  

AQ tries to link all problems as a by-product of the American imperialism and claims that the 

US has exploited the Middle East for oil and plunders Islamic nations’ wealth to fuel its own 

economy. AQ urges its followers to stop contributing to the prosperity of the American economy 

and calls for the Islamic nations to stop economic transactions with the US to bring its economy 

to stagnancy. Apart from the economic perspective, AQ never fails to bring in the Palestinian 

sufferings to build animosity against the US. The Palestinian Intifada has used a major 

ideological filter, the causation filter, through the lens of which AQ looks at the US. The US’s 

support of Israel and the suppression of Palestine as an independent state are also a central 

narrative via which AQ frames the US as the main enemy of all Muslims and the Middle East. 

On the other hand, IS takes everyone as a potential enemy irrespective of being from the West or 

from the Middle East. In IS’s perception, everyone is an enemy unless they belong to the Sunni 

sect of Islam and follow Salafist Islamic doctrine. This is because IS believes in building a 
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Caliphate (claim of Statehood) and rejects Islamic Nationalism (as discussed in the previous 

chapter). The IS Caliphate was premised on the unity of faith and abidance to the IS version of 

Islam. In other words, the Caliphate was a supra-religious community based on faith irrespective 

of any other parameters. The IS Caliphate negates the modern notion of nationalism and 

patriotism and unites everyone on the basis of faith irrespective of race, skin colour and 

nationality. 

To understand, the IS version of Islam, it is imperative that one understands Islamic 

sectarianism. A sect is: (1) “‘exclusivistic’ in relation to the prevailing norm”; (2) “maintains a 

degree of tension with the World”; (3) is a voluntary body; (4) has a possibility of “discipline…. 

even expulsion”;  and (5) “is for its members” a “primary source of social identity” (Wilson, 

1992, pp. 53-55). The Islamic sectionalism emerges from what Kenney (2002) terms as ‘political 

Islam’. Political Islam is used to draw on Islam to empower political claims. Both Muslims and 

non-Muslims use it to prescribe to the political manipulation of religion. The sects are 

denominations (madhhab) which translates close to ‘school of law’. A madhhab is concerned 

with the sharia, a concept for which ‘law’ is the usual – but again an inadequate – translation 

(Sedgwick, 2004, p. 290). The Sunni sect of Islam arises from the Sunnah which defines that 

Mohammad himself was the last successor and Abu Bakr, who was the father-in-law to 

Mohammad, was elected as the first Caliph (El-Hibri, 2010). On the contrary, the Shia sect are 

of the view that Mohammad had anointed Ali ibn Abi Talib, his son-in-law, as his successor. 

The Shi’ites derive their name from the fact that they are par excellence the ‘party’ (shia), that is, 

of Ali. The third sect are the Kharijites who are believed to have emerged after the death of 

Mohammad. “The term Kharijites literally means ‘leavers’ or ‘dissenters’ and were tightly 

organised communities of purists in the seventh century who rejected the emerging religion and 

political consensus shortly after the death of the prophet and fought against the political and 

religious establishments which embodied such consensus. The Kharijite is the prototypical sect 

in Islam” (Sedgwick, 2004, p. 297). “Christian and Jews are ahl al-kitab – ‘people of the books’ 

– granted certain privileges by Islamic law. In terms of legal status, ahl al-kitab come second 

after Muslims, while pre-Mohammadans, ‘idolaters’ such as Hindus, come third. At the very 

bottom are post-Mohammadans. Islam recognises a sequence of prophets that included Moses 

and Jesus and culminated in Mohammad. It is the central tenet of Islam that Mohammad was the 

last prophet, who brought the perfect religion, and that there will be no more prophets after him 

until the end of time” (Sedgwick, 2004, p. 293). Thus, coming back to IS, IS beliefs rests on the 

Sunni sect of Islamism with IS claiming that only it will bring back the age of Mohammad 

through modern means. IS justifies the same in Dabiq and Rumiyah in several articles where it 

draws attention to the oppression of Sunni Muslims all over the world by other religions, and the 

Caliphate as the place for the Sunni Muslims to be free and to embrace their true Sunni identity. 

The fact that Hindus and Buddhists are also enemies of IS is substantiated by articles in Dabiq 
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indicating how Hindus in India openly suppress Muslims, who are the largest minority in India, 

and on Buddhist oppressions against Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar. In the eyes of IS, the 

identification of the enemy is inherently based on what religion one follows and connects it to 

the central theme of identifying the enemy as a crusader (in the case of Christians), an apostate 

(in the case of Shia, Kharijites and Yazidis) or the oppressors (Hindu, Buddhists and all other 

religions). The opponent is inherently identified based on his religious pre-dispositioning unlike 

AQ having a long-term strategic planning. The only goal for IS was to sustain and defend the 

Caliphate. The Caliphate was premised on religious faith, and where other religions are waging a 

religious war against the Caliphate. Here are some images from Dabiq, 2015, 14th edition, 

depicting religious intolerance that has been used by IS as counter-narratives to argue 

suppression of Muslims.  

 

Fig. 6.1 Dabiq, 2015, 14th edition, p. 64 Buddhist against Muslims. 
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Fig. 6.2 Dabiq, 2015, 14th edition, p. 65 Hindus in Bengal. 

It is important to understand, while devising counter-narrative strategies, who is identified as the 

opponent in the case of AQ and IS. The opponent, in the case of AQ is the US for its American 

imperialism and its hegemony over the Arab nations, whereas IS identifies its opponents on the 

basis of religion and those who do not ascribe to the Sunni sect of Islam. The more US holds a 

physical presence in the Middle East, the more AQ has a stronger narrative to build against the 

US, identifying the US as the Western aggressor (enemy identification filter). Whereas in the 

case of IS, sectarian tensions present in the region, such as the cold war between Saudi Arabia 

and Iran, and internal incursions in another nation’s territory need to be mitigated to weaken the 

IS propaganda model.  

Moving on to the two similar aspects in IS’s Dabiq and Rumiyah and AQ’s Inspire are (1) the 

use of foreign journalists and scholars to substantiate their (AQ and IS’s) respective propaganda 

systems, and (2) IS’s shift to lone-wolf terrorism through “Just Terror Tactics” (JTT) in 

Rumiyah, similar to “Open Source Jihad” (OSJ) in AQ’s Inspire. 

6.6 Use of foreign journalists and scholars   

One of the commonalities that can be noted between AQ and IS is the use of Western scholars 

and journalists to reiterate their organisational propaganda, for example, from Chomsky and 

Žižek in AQ’s Inspire to Sigmund Freud in IS’s Dabiq (Dabiq, 2015, 15th edition). However, the 

use is different, for whereas Chomsky and Žižek’s arguments have been exploited by AQ in 

terms of supporting its argument why the US is the opponent, Freud has been labelled by IS as 
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one of the “engineers of the Western decadence” (Dabiq, 2015, 15th edition, p. 21). Freud has 

been quoted in the context of the growing acceptance of homosexuality and same-sex marriages 

in Western countries, which I will discuss in detail in the later part of this segment. What is 

important to emphasise is how Western scholars and their arguments have been manipulated to 

support AQ and IS’s arguments against the present Western world. Similarly, Western 

journalists such as Steven Sotloff, James Wright Foley, Peter Edward Kassig and the British 

photographer, John Cantlie, who is believed to be under duress under IS, have all been used as 

captured Western voices to air terrorist grievances through a Western mouthpiece. The captured 

journalists and their subsequent video-recorded beheadings have been exploited further to create 

fear and intimidation among people in the West. The purpose of highlighting this similarity 

between IS and AQ is to point towards the tactics used by both the organisations while devising 

counter-narratives. From the use of Western journalists and scholars, it is evident that both IS 

and AQ exploit narratives advanced by Western scholars and journalists in their own favour. 

While AQ uses Chomsky and Žižek to exploit their arguments to advance AQ’s overall aim and 

so appeal to an intellectual, leftist audience, IS does so through falsifying and blaming Western 

scholars for the contemporary happenings, one such example being Freud, who I will discuss 

later in this segment. Nevertheless, IS also doesn’t miss an opportunity to use Cantlie (British 

journalist held hostage by IS) to advocate its aims and goals via a Western mouthpiece. This 

crucial similarity here is to locate more clearly the ways in which IS has learnt similar tactics 

from its predecessor AQ while devising counter-narrative strategies by counterterrorism 

agencies and think tanks.   

 

For example, in the case of Inspire, the first article written by Usama bin Laden, “The way to 

save the Earth” quotes US scholar, Noam Chomsky with his point of view that there is not much 

difference between the policies of the United States of America and that of a Mafia. Noam 

Chomsky, a scholar of linguistics as well as a noted public intellectual, is known for his criticism 

with respect to US polices and its global hegemony. Chomsky, on a number of occasions 

(Chomsky, 2011, 2015a, b; Chomsky & Barsamian, 2010) has criticised the US and its 

aggressive foreign policy as being one-sided and imposing its dominance to garner its own 

benefits. In one of his interviews with respect to terrorism, Noam Chomsky defines ‘terror’. He 

states that there is a literal meaning and a doctoral meaning of terrorism. In the literal meaning 

he states terrorism, as it is defined by the US code of laws: “it is the threat or use of violence to 

intimidate typically the civilian population to meet the political or ideological ends. The doctoral 

definition is shaped by media, academia and scholars; however, it is shaped from the perspective 

of ‘Us’ v/s ‘Them’” (Chomsky’s Philosophy, 2015). Further, he stresses the recommendations of 

the 9/11 Commission that were given to the US government proposing a strategy in three 

dimensions. The three dimensions were: “(1) attack terrorists and their organisations; (2) prevent 
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the continued growth of Islamist terrorism; and (3) protect against and prepare for terrorist 

attacks” (Kean & Hamilton, 2004, p. 363). He further talks about the sources of terror that need 

to be dealt with.  

 

Terrorists see themselves as a vanguard who are trying to organise a constituency to 

support  their long-term demands, now their long-term demands in case of their jihadi-

style terror are  pretty clear…… their goals are to defend Muslim lands from attack, and 

they list specific grievances and the grievances are real. They are trying to mobilise the 

constituency and join them (Chomsky’s Philosophy, 2015).  

 

Chomsky clearly states that the US needs to address the grievances of the terror groups and 

acknowledge their grievances which are the source of the terror. Chomsky has been a staunch 

critic of the US and its policies in the Middle East region for many years now. He has 

incessantly criticised the US government for steering away from the realities of the Middle East 

region and hiding its various ways of oppression behind the false claim of democratisation 

(Chomsky, 2015a). Chomsky, in his works, often brings together “issues such as terrorism, 

corporate power and American exceptionalism and other major concerns so as to provide maps 

that enable his readers to refigure the landscape of political, cultural and social life in ways that 

offer up new connections and the possibility for fresh modes of theorising political resistance” 

(Chomsky, 2015a, p. 3). Chomsky has also extensively contributed in terms of elucidating a 

different conception of power and the deliberate production of ignorance. That is, in Chomsky’s 

view, the application of power and manufacturing of ignorance have been used as  deliberate 

tools to stifle thinking and oppress dissent. Further, Chomsky notes that over decades now, 

America has been a dominant outside influence on meeting its own self-interest in other 

countries. Even before the Gulf war (1990 – 1991) and the Iraq war (2003 – 2011), the US had 

attacked several countries in Central America to establish its own terms by force. For example, 

during the Reagan administration, the attacks on Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatemala have 

been asserted by Chomsky as a form of US-organised terrorism aimed at ‘soft targets’ 

accompanied with an embargo and pressure on allies and international lending institutions and 

the constant threat of invasion. The United States has also sought direct military intervention, 

used force to threaten, imposed its troops, and has undertaken destabilization programs to 

dismantle regimes. Further to this, sanctions and economic blockades have also been imposed to 

assert the United States’ interests in other countries. “The US foreign policy is intimately 

connected with its economic interests and these have had a profound impact on the socio-

economic development of the Central American and Caribbean countries” (Pearce, 1982, p. 34).  
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In the recent past, Noam Chomsky has called the US the leading terror state. Chomsky states in 

an interview with Euro News’s Isabella Kumar, “the worst terrorist campaign in the world is 

being orchestrated in Washington, which is the global assassination campaign, the drone 

campaign. Over large parts of the world, the US is carrying out assassination campaign that the 

US government suspects of harming our nation” (Global Conversations, 2015). Chomsky, who 

has criticised the US polices and its interference in the Middle East region, serves an anti-

American purpose for AQ. By using Chomsky’s critique, AQ reiterates its ideology from a 

Western perspective. Similarly, Slovenian philosopher, Slavoj Žižek has also been highlighted 

by AQ as he condemns American imperialism which emerged in the 21st century. He states that 

the Western powers have created an economic neo-colonialism which has put an immense 

pressure on developing countries that have been used as a threat to exploit other countries 

(Žižek, 2004). Žižek states that the US has exploited the Middle Eastern region both 

economically and politically to sustain its hegemony over the region. Further, Žižek criticises the 

US on its false accusation of Iraq over weapons of mass destruction (WMD). “Americans have 

historically seen their role in the world in altruistic terms” (Žižek, 2004, p. 44). Žižek (2004) 

states, that, in one way, it is America’s underlying supposition “to give people a chance, to 

liberate them from their imposed constraints, and they will embrace America’s ideological 

dream” (Žižek, 2004, p. 44). To pursue the ideological dream gives way to a subdued acceptance 

of American hegemony. The 9/11 terror attack was a reminder to the US itself that its hegemony 

was no longer suitable in the changing world-order. “What this gesture amounted to was 

objectively assuming the burden of all that being ‘American’ stood for in the past, an 

‘exemplary’ case of ideological interpellation, of fully assuming one’s symbolic mandate, which 

comes on the scene after the perplexity caused by some historical trauma” (Žižek & Iek, 2002, p. 

56).   

 

The audience that AQ intends to target are primarily educated Muslims but also Western-

educated leftists and anti-imperialists, who both recognise these personalities and understand 

scholarly argumentation and debates against the US, whereas in the case of IS, the audience of 

the Dabiq comprises young millennials or, as Patrikarakos (2017) calls them, ‘Homo digitalis’. 

The audience demographic of AQ’s Inspire is towards educated Muslims in the West compared 

to the IS audience demographic targeting young millennials who are attracted by graphic 

violence (which included beheading aid workers and journalists and the immolation of the 

Jordanian pilot back in 2015) and using social media as an effective tool to bring in more new 

recruits and encourage lone-wolf terror attacks (Berger & Morgan, 2015). IS’s successful social 

media campaign is a result of small hyper-active groups of social media users who disseminate 

IS messaging in concentrated bursts once IS claims terror attacks (Berger & Morgan, 2015, p. 3). 

“In much of its public discourse, IS relies on Islamic eschatology for legitimacy and 



 212 

mobilisation” (Weiss & Hassan, 2016, p. 177). Islamic symbolism is also greatly used by IS to 

attract its fighters and gain attention from Muslims living in the West (Hall, 2015; Weiss & 

Hassan, 2016).   In contrast, AQ seeks to also draw sympathy from non-Muslim, anti-American, 

Western leftists and radicals.  

 

Similarly, IS has used hostage UK journalist John Cantlie as a tool to reiterate its organisational 

propaganda. It does so by using John Cantlie as a Western anchor man reporting positively about 

IS. Apart from Cantlie, IS has used American journalists, Steven Sotloff and James Wright 

Foley, to serve the IS’s own purposes by blaming their respective governments for failing to act 

leading to their deaths. However, still at present, John Cantlie has been held hostage and used as 

a Western puppet to falsely propagate the positive image of the Caliphate (Wintour, 2019). He 

has also appeared in videos, but it is unclear as to the degree to which he is acting /speaking 

under duress. Cantlie has written several articles in Dabiq aligning with the IS’s point of view. 

For example, in Dabiq’s (2015) eighth edition, Cantlie has written an article titled, “Paradigm 

Shift” in which he stated that the Obama administration had failed to counter IS so far. Similarly, 

in Dabiq’s (2015), seventh edition, Cantlie had written a piece titled, “The Anger Factory”, 

where he criticised the Western powers who have invaded the Muslim lands and bombarded Iraq 

and Syria. Cantlie also wrote that there was biased media reportage with respect to atrocities 

committed by US led coalitions, Russia, and the Syrian government in Iraq and Syria compared 

to a great deal of media hype when reporting about atrocities and terror attacks committed 

against the West. His article was in response to the terror attacks in Paris in 2015. Apart from his 

written pieces in Dabiq, there have been several videos that have also been circulated by IS in 

which John Cantlie is seen reporting from the IS giving a positive reportage of the Caliphate 

(Withnall, 2015). According to the recent media reports, it is speculated that John Cantlie is still 

alive and is working for IS. There have been several other news reports of Cantlie working 

closely with IS and still remaining an IS hostage to date (Callimachi, Kirkpatrick, Pérez-Pena, 

2019). Nevertheless, the fact is that Cantlie’s written pieces and his reportage through social 

media units are testament to IS using a Western journalist as a counter-narrative to the 

mainstream narratives. Cantlie remains a central aspect of IS propaganda. In other words, 

Cantlie’s life itself is a captured voice of the West to project IS ideology back to the West using 

Cantlie as a Western pawn. For IS as well as its predecessor, AQ, Western journalists such as 

Matt Schrier, Peter Theo Curtis and Daniel Pearl, and scholars, are used as tools to position their 

views, which has been a common tactic to voice the terror group’s view. That is, Western 

scholars and journalists are used as counter-narrative propagators to serve their organisational 

objectives and goals. The use of Western scholars and journalists are also to use the West against 

itself whether it is to cite Western scholars such as Chomsky, Žižek and or make use of British 
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journalist, John Cantlie. The aim is to voice AQ or IS ideology through representatives of the 

West.  

 This use of Western voices can also include more historical sources. In 15th edition of Dabiq, in 

an article titled, “The Fitrah of Mankind and the Near Extinction of the Western Woman”, IS 

accused Austrian neurologist, Sigmund Freud, of bringing perversion to the West. IS terms 

Freud as “one of the engineers of Western decadence” (Dabiq, 2015, 15th edition, p. 21). This is 

in context of the growing acceptance of same-sex marriages and LGBTQ groups in the West. In 

Dabiq’s 15th edition, IS editors emphasise the basic ‘instincts’ of mankind. The word ‘fitrah’ 

does not have any exact English word equivalent to it, however, the nearest equivalent to fitrah 

can be translated as ‘instinct’. The writer states:  

The fitrah (instinct) is also the attraction of man towards woman and of woman to man, 

while submitting this attraction to the laws of marriage, divorce and slavery dictated by 

Allah….The opposite of fitrah is all sexual perversion, the worst of which is mentioned 

in the Quran as that of sodomites (Dabiq, 2016, 15th edition, p. 22).  

 The fitrah is also that woman does not imitate man. The Prophet cursed those men who 

 emulate women and those women who emulate men (Al-Bukhari). The fitrah is also that 

 woman does not rule man (Dabiq, 2016, 15th edition, p. 23). 

In this context, the writer stresses what he calls the basic ‘human instincts’ that one is born with 

and that homosexuality and sodomy are the perverse practices brought to the West by man-made 

instincts. They are brought through “teachings that have made their way into most Western 

societies through education systems and media industries designed to produce generations 

devoid of any traces of the fitrah” (Dabiq, 2015, 15th edition, p. 20). In Freud’s celebrated work, 

Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, Freud states homosexuality as a normalising practice 

(Van Haute & Westerink, 2016). In his essay Freud argues, “firstly, homosexuality can be found 

in many persons who can hardly deviate from the common sexual norm. Secondly, 

homosexuality does not disturb a person’s achievement, on the contrary, homosexuals are often 

highly advanced in intellectuality and morality. Thirdly, homosexuals can be found in all 

civilizations, however, the moral evaluation of homosexuality in different cultural contexts 

varies. From this he concludes that homosexuality as such cannot be classified as abnormal” 

(Van Haute & Westerink, 2016, p. 568). However, the argument by Freud from the IS 

perspective is attributed as deviant and that which is against the basic human instinct. The IS 

writer counters such ‘deviance’ through proof-texting from Quranic verses:  

Read if you wish, ‘…… the fitrah of Allah upon which He has created [all] people; no 

change  should there be in the creation of Allah….’” (Muslims). In this regard, Allah 

said, “[The polytheists] supplicate none but a rebellious Satan, whom Allah has cursed, 
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for he has said, ‘I will surely take a prescribed portion from Your servants. And I will 

mislead them, and I will arouse in them [sinful] desires, and I will command them so 

they will slit the ear of cattle, and I will command them so they will change the creation 

of Allah.’ And whoever takes Satan as an ally instead of Allah has certainly incurred a 

clear loss (Al-Nisa 117-119) (Dabiq, 2016, 15th edition, p. 21).  

Thus, from IS’s perspective, Freud is an ally of Satan and a mark of deviance who has 

propagated the sin of homosexuality in the Western world. Not only from the scholarly 

perspective, but also from the modern-day example of homosexuality as an act of perversion, IS 

uses an image of the former United States Secretary of the Army, Eric Fanning (18 May 2016 – 

20 January 2017) with the caption running, “An effeminate sodomite leads the crusaders”. 

Fanning’s appointment to the position of the US Secretary of the Army as an openly gay man 

had stirred some controversy in the US Congress and his nomination was stalled for eight 

months before he took the designated appointment. The quote against Fanning also builds on the 

IS’s impression of how it looks at the US troops through the lens of a thousand-year-long 

struggle against Christendom (Bennett, 2016). IS sets themselves up as the inverse of the West 

and their version of Islam as the inverse of crusader Christian culture.  
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Fig. 6.3 Dabiq, 2015, 15th edition, p. 23 - An effeminate sodomite leads the crusaders 

Not only are Western journalists and scholars used to debate pro-militant ideologies and beliefs, 

but circumstantial discourses are also exploited to frame and direct their own point of view. In 

the case of AQ, there have been several images in Inspire in which writers and editors have 

mocked leaders of Islamic nations and the US for failing to act against AQ’s efforts. The Arab 

Spring in 2011 was a perfect circumstantial discourse that AQ exploited to mock leaders from 

Islamic nations. It did so by appropriating images of the leaders of the Arab nations such as Ali 

Abdullah Saleh, Hosni Mubarak, Muammar Gaddafi, who were ousted by their people in the 

Arab Spring revolutionary process in 2011. The images were appropriated with ridiculing 

statements stating who were next in line to be dethroned and their governments being toppled. 

Similarly, IS has used circumstantial discourse to offer counter-narratives which are reflective of 

the present context. One of the examples is the image of Alan Kurdi, a three-year old boy, whose 

body washed up along the shore of the Mediterranean Sea as the family tried to reach Europe 

amidst the European refugee crisis in 2015. A Turkish photographer named Nilüfer Demir 

from Dogan News Agency had taken the original photo that went on to become one of 
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the defining photographs of 2015. However, in IS contextual terms, the same image was 

appropriated by IS media units with the story anchorage, “The Danger of Abandoning 

Dārul-Islām” in which IS has tried to manipulate the literal meaning of the image in its 

own favour. In the recent Sri Lanka attacks as well, IS exploited the present 

circumstantial discourse, to claim and frame terror attacks as a retaliation to New 

Zealand’s mosque shooting in March 2019 and losing the last strip in the Syrian town, Baghouz.  

 

Fig.6.4 Dabiq, 2015, 11th edition, p. 22 – The counter-narrative projected by IS. 

6.7 Open Source Jihad (OSJ) and Just Terror Tactics (JTT)   

 

After the demise of the IS’s Caliphate, IS has taken a similar approach to AQ, encouraging lone-

wolf terrorism in the West. IS’s Rumiyah came up with a new section from October 2016 titled, 

“Just Terror Tactics” (JTT) which is very similar to Inspire’s “Open Source Jihad” (OSJ) 

section. Inspire’s OSJ section was in line with AQ’s idea of triggering local sleeper cells across 

the globe to carry out terror attacks using local resources. Nevertheless, the main target through 

OSJ continues to be the American economy. In the latest, seventeenth, edition of Inspire 

magazine published in Summer 2017, the OSJ section directs the reader to make a homemade 

train derailment tool using local resources to cause significant damage to the American economy 

and to its other Western allies such as Britain and France, where a significant amount of means 

of transportation is through trains. However, since the latest publication published in Summer 

2017, there have been no reports of recent terror plots that have followed this homemade 

derailment tool as a terror tactic. The OSJ section aligns with the AQ’s ideology of carrying out 

terror attacks far from the base; it aligns with al-Suri’s idea of individual jihad carried out by 

smaller sleeper cells. This also reiterates the Action filter (mentioned in Chapter 4) where the 

followers are encouraged to act in retaliation to the opponent (the US and its allies). However, 

the intention with which an AQ follower takes up self-styled jihad is very different from what IS 

has recently come up with as “Just Terror Tactics”. In the case of AQ’s Inspire, through the five 

ideological filters previously stated (in Chapter 4), the reader is brainwashed and then 

encouraged to undertake a terror attack. For an AQ follower, carrying out a terror attack has a 
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personal meaning attached to him which has been attested through various ideological filters 

before committing to action. Lone-wolf jihadism is the only way through which jihad can be 

accomplished by the AQ follower. Lone-wolf terrorism can be very well substantiated from 

Enzensberger’s (2005) beautifully written piece, “The Radical Loser”. As Enzensberger (2005) 

points out, “the way humanity has organised itself – ‘capitalism’, ‘competition’, ‘globalisation’, 

‘empire’ – not only does the number of losers increase each day, but as in any large group, 

fragmentation sets in” (p. 1). This leads to a failed systematic output that brings alienation, 

inferiority, a sense of defeat and being victimised, resulting in the birth of radical loser. “A 

radical loser is invisible, guards his delusion, saves his energy and waits to strike for his hour to 

come to draw maximum attention to himself” (Enzensberger, 2005, p. 3). The radical losers are 

the targeted individuals that need an ideological trigger to commit the acts of terror. The 

ideological trigger is the Open Source Jihad. “Once the radical loser finds the ideological 

collective where his views align with a collective group and his views and opinions are 

welcomed, the ideological trigger sets in to ignite the radical loser and make him explode into 

action” (Enzensberger, 2005, p. 2). The ideological trigger is championed over the amalgamation 

of religious, political and social motives to mobilise the radical loser towards action. The 

ideological framing of the radical loser and the justification of his act gives him confidence to 

act further. AQ drives the Open Source Jihad on ideological triggering to commit the lone 

wolves to carry out terror attacks where violence has a personal meaning attached to the actor. 

This is in contrast to IS’s “Just Terror Tactics” section. JTT is an alternative or at best a 

retaliatory cry of IS to find alternative means to carry out spectacular terror attacks. Now that the 

Ummah is gone, Islamism has emerged as a successful doctrine to mobilize the radical loser 

coupled with social, political and religious motives (Enzensberger, 2005). The kind of 

worldwide attention achieved today by nebulous groupings like AQ and IS has far-reaching 

implications compared to those past terrorist organisations who relied on “propaganda through 

action” (Enzensberger, 2005).  As has been discussed, what has shifted are the means through 

which the propaganda content is circulated via social media channels.  

 

JTT has been an alternative tool to offer ways and means through which sleeper cells can carry 

out terror attacks. In other words, IS ideology was embedded within the Caliphate and since the 

Caliphate ceased to exist, JTT has become an alternative means to retaliate for the lost Caliphate 

and put the blame on the West. While many of the terror tactics in JTT are repetitive of what AQ 

had already instructed in OSJ back in 2010-2012, JTT supersedes OSJ in visual presentation of 

the overall content in Rumiyah compared to Inspire. Several individual terror tactics such as 

vehicular terrorism, seizing large trucks and heavy vehicles to mow down people, knife attacks, 

and pressure-cooker bombs have already been instructed by AQ in OSJ. JTT has been more 

popular than OSJ due to IS’s superior access to online communication technologies and social 
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media applications compared to AQ. This has also been possible because of the multimodality of 

means through which JTT plots have been instructed to IS followers compared to OSJ through 

AQ’s Inspire. As I have mentioned before, with IS’s technological sophistication it has not only 

published terror plotting in printed text and images through JTT but has also replicated the same 

content in the form of video messages. This digital multimodality of content from printed text 

and images to video messages downloadable from any device anywhere any time, has further 

increased the accessibility of JTT over OSJ.  

 

IS has exploited social media applications and mobile devices not only for terror-tutorial plotting 

through JTT but also to circulate real-time high definition videos to broadcast attacks 

simultaneously. The terror tactics in JTT are nothing new as AQ had already found innovative 

ways to commit terror attacks, however AQ lacked the reach and technological expertise that IS 

has achieved in making JTT visible via social media and especially through smartphones. With 

the emergence of social media terrorism and smartphone usage, IS has been able to publicise 

small-scale attacks in Britain, US and France to capture global attention within a short period of 

time. Lone-wolf jihadism has been far more publicised through JTT through various means 

compared to AQ’s OSJ. In other words, IS’s JTT is a repackaged section with AQ’s old OSJ 

tactics. To combat IS’s JTT and AQ’s OSJ, the challenge will be to limit the circulation of such 

content which circulates through social media platforms. As it has been stated earlier, in the case 

of IS, it is important to counter the channels of propagation through which JTT is being 

presented in front of the IS audience, whereas in the case of OSJ, the action filter needs to be 

disconnected from the other ideological filters mentioned in Chapter 4. Only with the weakening 

of other ideological filters, which is equivalent to Borum’s (2010) four stages of radicalising the 

potential terrorist, the action filter (OSJ) can be dislodged. We need to remember that the action 

filter – the OSJ section – is intractably linked to other ideological filters. Thus, the causation 

filter is equivalent to Broum’s (2010) first stage of radicalisation i.e., social and economic 

deprivation (it’s not right) followed by the enemy identification filter leading to 

blame/attribution (it’s your fault) (Borum, 2010), the retaliation/motivation filter and reasoning 

filter corresponding to inequality and resentment, a sense of compassion (it’s not fair) (Borum, 

2010) which leads to the action filter, which is equivalent to dehumanising/ demonising the 

enemy (you’re evil) (Borum, 2010).  

 

6.8 Conclusion   

The thematic differences between IS and AQ in Chapter 6 highlights different organisational 

ideologies due to several factors. To begin with, one of the main factors was the ideological 

differentiation between AQ and IS. For IS, the organisational ideology rested with the 

declaration of the Caliphate and now the internationalisation of the Caliphate through global 
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wilayats spread across Southeast Asia, Asia and the Middle East. Even after the fall of the proto 

state (the Caliphate) itself, the centripetal force of IS ideological indoctrination continues to 

remain strong through its global wilayats. The initial ideological doctrine of IS rested on its 

territorial existence as a terrorist organisation.  

All IS propaganda was premised on the establishment of the Caliphate in accordance to the 

“prophetic methodology” (Wood, 2015) and that it was an obligatory act to migrate and defend 

the Caliphate by IS followers. By establishing the Caliphate, IS brought into existence its own 

version of the Caliphate of the past but ignored the present practical realities (the new world 

order, the contemporary politics of the Middle East region) of the world. IS’s aim was to erect a 

functional Caliphate using modern means, modern arms and ammunition, social media and 

online propaganda to entice followers. However, AQ’s ideology has been different from that of 

IS, because AQ believes in lone-wolf jihadism and encourages its followers to carry out attacks 

where they reside. Another crucial thematic difference that emerged from the analysis was the 

choice of mediums and the media content of both organisations. IS is a millennialist terrorist 

organisation and its audience differs from AQ. IS attracts a young global and local audience 

demographic which can be best termed as “digital natives” (Prensky, 2009) or more as social 

media natives and immigrants or “homo-digitalis” (Patrikarakos, 2017). IS’s audience are more 

engaged with visual forms of communication through infographics and high-definition videos 

engaging the follower, compared to simple texts and a few grainy images in the case of Inspire.  

The target audience for AQ are a global audience with a higher age-demographic who derive 

personal meaning from the message of AQ leadership and choose to act upon it. For example, 

senior AQ leaders like Ayman al-Zawahiri and Abu Musab al-Suri in Inspire serve as key 

ideologues for AQ followers, in their writings. AQ’s target audience are well aware of the new 

world order and support AQ’s fight against the US, due to the US’s historical intervention in the 

Middle East region. The US sanctions over Iran, the war on Iraq, support of Israel against 

Palestine and actions to keep Saudi Arabia close for America’s own interests for energy 

resources, have been some of the ways in which the US has asserted its hegemony over the 

Middle Eastern states. Moreover, the choice of mediums to disseminate media content varies 

between the organisations. IS sells its ideological enticement in various forms, through high 

definition videos, virtual games, e-magazines and, in the past, even through merchandising IS 

symbolism in t-shirts, cups and hoodies to promote the IS ideological stance (which are no 

longer existent on the online platforms). In the case of AQ, the ideology is more functional in 

terms of know-how manuals and instruction guides through texts and images in e-magazines 

compared to the visual enticement in the case of IS. As discussed, AQ followers are “digital 

immigrants” (Prensky, 2009) who are still attached to the traditional means of receiving 

information. Overall, IS relies more on visual mediums to propagate its extremist ideologies 
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compared to AQ relying on textual messages and imagery to explain its aims and objectives to 

its followers. Also, as previously discussed, the other significant difference has been that both 

terrorist organisations identify different enemies. For AQ, the US and its Western allies are the 

enemy because of their imperialistic policies and historical intervention in the Middle East 

region, whereas IS’s retaliation against the West and attacks on non-Sunni religious minorities 

was undertaken to establish the Caliphate and continue due to resentment over the collapse of its 

Caliphate. IS terror attacks also strengthen the IS apocalyptical narrative of the doomsday vision 

and that the end of times is near (McCants & McCants, 2015).  For example, as it goes with 

Rumiyah’s opening line, “O Muwahhidin, rejoice, for Allah, we will not rest from our jihad 

except beneath the olive trees of Rumiyah (Rome).” 

There are plenty of examples to substantiate this point regarding how IS looks at Rome, when IS 

editors, writers and followers mention the conquest of Rome. For example, in Dabiq’s, 2016, 

15th edition, the IS writer mentions:  

We call you to reflect on the questions as the bloodthirsty knights of the Caliphate 

continue to wage their war of just terror against you. And have no doubt that the war 

will only end with the black flag of Tawahid (Islamic monotheism) fluttering over 

Constantinople and Rome, and that is not difficult for Allah…. (p. 7)  

In another instance, Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, who was the former IS spokesperson was 

quoted from his speech in Dabiq’s, 2014, 4th edition:  

We will conquer your Rome, break your crosses and enslave your women, by the 

permission of Allah, the Exalted. If we do not reach that time, then our children and 

grandchildren will reach it, and then they will sell your sons as slaves at the slave market 

(p. 5).  

The narration is derived from prophecies foretold and it is important to be aware of “the Islamic 

State’s intellectual genealogy if we were to react in a way, that will not strengthen it, but instead 

help it self-immolate in its own excessive zeal” (Wood, 2015, p. 4).  It is also interesting to see 

that IS focuses on the war being inter-generational whereby jihad as an inter-generational 

struggle continues until the prophecy is fulfilled. Further, as I have stated in previous chapters, 

nothing circulates in IS propaganda without a visual imagery that binds its “Prophetic 

methodology”. In the above speech, “Rome” is Rome in Italy as host to the Vatican City, as the 

Dabiq writer refers to “breaking the cross”. The cover page of Dabiq’s, 2014, 4th edition, when 

the terrorist organisation was at its zenith was the following:  
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Figure 6.5 Dabiq, 2014, 4th edition  

The cover page of Dabiq’s 4th edition representing the imaginary conquest of Rome in the future 

with the IS flag atop at the centre of St. Peter’s square and in front of the Sistine Chapel in the 

Vatican City symbolises its mythical realism being put into action. The IS’s aim is that of 

extending the Caliphate’s presence through internationalisation of the wilayats and to annex and 

gain territorial dominion all across Europe. Rome as an actual intention for IS signifies its 

capture and subsequent victory over Catholicism, for victory over the Vatican is the ultimate 
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prize that will lead to fulfilment of the prophecy and the beginning of the apocalypse. Wood 

(2015) interviewed Robert ‘Musa’ Cerantonio, who is an Australian IS preacher; Cerantonio 

states, “The Prophet said that the one sign of the imminent arrival of the end of the days is that 

people will for a long while stop talking about the end of the days…. if you go to the mosques 

now, you will find the preachers are silent about this subject” (p. 16). Thus, in accordance to this 

theory, IS has no issues with understanding setbacks, as for them God has preordained 

destruction of the Caliphate and its people anyway. IS enemy identification is purely based on 

faith and the ‘Prophetical methodology’ that it adheres to and that would eventually lead towards 

the doomsday vision. 

On the contrary, AQ’s retaliation is ultimately directed against the US and considers the US as 

the main target to shift the present world order. However, the enemy for IS is everyone except 

the Sunni Muslims, for IS believes in a religious-ethnic cleansing of the enemy compared to AQ 

targeting the US as the main culprit of the present-day globalisation and neo-capitalist world 

order. AQ’s leaders believe globalisation and neo-capitalism has resulted in US hegemony over 

the Middle East. However, IS has succeeded in gaining a better global outreach compared to AQ 

due to its technological superiority and sophistication, with its nebulous media networks 

enabling IS to attract and engage followers to the Caliphate. In comparison, AQ’s enticement has 

been sporadic; there is an absence of a sustained propaganda, and that which emerged only did 

so in a sustained fashion. AQ reached its zenith after the 9/11 terror attacks. However, AQ has 

continued to work on its military strategy post 9/11 and has adopted a disenfranchised network 

model to sustain its organisational and ideological existence. This global network model was 

envisioned by Al-Suri for AQ and presently the whole organisation functions through sleeper 

cells spread across the globe. As al-Suri along with other AQ senior leaders had envisioned, AQ 

is no longer an organisation but “a call to global Islamic Resistance” (Al-Suri, 2004) against the 

West. Hoffman (2007) is right in saying that AQ has transformed into a ghost organisation 

which has no physical existence and maintains its presence mostly through online means through 

blogs, videos, audio files and social media platforms. Thus, AQ is not only a terrorist 

organisation but an ideological call, i.e. “the Call to Global Islamic Resistance” (Al-Suri, 2004) 

which resonates with its followers. Therefore, it can be stated that AQ’s ideological call binds 

AQ’s terror network together. AQ has been a late bloomer in grasping social media applications 

compared to IS. Nevertheless, the emergence of online communication technologies has clearly 

helped AQ to reach more followers and potential recruits through the Internet. IS, being a 

millennial terrorist organisation, has emerged in the existing social media environment and 

consists of a generation who have lived their entire lives leaving digital footprints all over the 

Internet. This has given an added advantage to IS to exploit social networking sites and other 

online communication platforms to drive their global propaganda machinery. This is also the 

reason that there are two different approaches that have been applied in the earlier two chapters 
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with respect to the analysis of AQ’s Inspire and IS’s Dabiq and Rumiyah e-magazines. On the 

one hand, where AQ has developed the ideological filters (Chapter 4) over a considerable period 

of time articulating real world happenings, on the other hand, IS has exploited the digitality of 

texts and images in their propaganda strategy. Thus, the multimodality of digital texts and 

images has played a crucial role in IS’s multimodal strategy (Chapter 5). 

Overall this research offers a discoursal, visual and multimodal analysis of AQ and IS messaging 

strategies supported by strong comparative work between the two. The message has not only 

been altered with the emergence of social media platforms, but the dynamics of the conflict all 

together have also changed. “How information was being accessed, manipulated, and spread has 

taken on a new power. Who was involved in the fight, where were they located, and even how 

they achieved victory has been twisted and transformed” (Singer & Brooking, 2018, p. 11). 

Today’s terrorists are using several social media applications and therefore have access to an 

innumerable number of devices to reach their potential followers. Terror handbooks, terror 

manuals, terrorist communities and contacts are one search away on the Internet today. These all 

are pressing issues in which ongoing research needs to be undertaken to tackle social-media 

terrorism as it continues to arise and develop, taking new forms and making use of new 

technologies and apps. One of the major drawbacks has been that anti-terrorism agencies, 

international institutions and governments have been slow in formulating robust regulatory/ 

policy frameworks amidst the never-ending debate on social media regulation and the right to 

free speech through these platforms. It has been a struggle for the international agencies and 

governments to keep up with the rapid technological advancements that have taken place in the 

social media world with new applications and functions being launched by social media 

corporations periodically. With so many diverse social media platforms at everyone’s disposal 

and with each platform catering primarily to one form of media content – either completely for 

images, for instance Instagram, as a photo-sharing app, or like Snapchat – users have got several 

mediums through which they can access information from anywhere at any time. At the heart of 

social media content sharing is the multimodality of the information itself that has taken a central 

role. We consume information through several modes, whether it be in the form of text, images, 

videos, animations and through embedded links in front of our mobile screens. To focus here on 

a specific example, IS preaches a jihadi lifestyle with social media usage and also a jihadi 

lifestyle that incorporates social media, which is visually enticing and offers jihadism as a 

sustainable lifestyle for the reader. IS rose to popularity with its own self-styled media units 

capturing barbaric acts in high-definition videos and circulating them over the Internet through 

social media platforms giving a new brutal face to terrorism. In other words, IS uses the terror 

spectacle in newer ways and in increased numbers with its vast array of media units in a more 

direct fashion given the advancement in online communication technologies post 9/11. What IS 

has done through the new manifestation of terrorism, social media terrorism, is that it has 
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weaponised smartphones, tablets and laptops (Brooking and Singer, 2018) along with the online 

channels, and social media platforms through which its media content is circulated now. This 

miraculous reach of IS would have been unimaginable without the Internet and social media, 

which AQ could only dream of.  
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Chapter 7 

 

Conclusion 

 

7.1 Conclusion  

This thesis is a response to the reach and the technological sophistication achieved by modern 

terrorist organisations like IS and AQ, exploring different narratives that have emerged from 

seventeen editions of Inspire, the e-magazine published by AQ, and fifteen editions of Dabiq, 

thirteen editions of Rumiyah, both e-magazines published by IS, and a number of digital images 

and videos that have proliferated through social media channels. This research work applies 

discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2013; Gee, 2014; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002), visual analysis 

(Ledin & Machin, 2018; Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001) and multimodal discourse analysis 

(Kress, 2009; Machin, 2013; O’Halloran, 2015) to draw out key similarities and differences in 

the ways in which both the terrorists organisations communicate, position their audience and 

push their ideologies. IS propaganda signals a distinctive shift in how contemporary terrorist 

organisations seek to operate from mass-mediated terrorism towards using the Internet and social 

media platforms at their disposal. Applying technological skills and sophistication, IS has gone 

beyond just publishing e-magazines, but has also produced several high-definition video 

productions and online applications that constitute its online propaganda machinery. 

After the demise of IS as a territorial entity and trying to undertake physical action in Syria, the 

Islamic State is pushing towards internationalisation of the Caliphate through international 

wilayats in Southeast Asia, the Middle East, Africa and Asia. While AQ’s ideology circulates 

online, its call is focused on lone-wolf operatives. What makes IS’s ideology significant is that 

they exist as far more than a call to collective action. For example, the constant circulation of 

ideas and tactics that IS media units are disseminating through online means was witnessed in 

the transfer of arms, ammunition, tactics and skills to the Sri Lankan terror group, the National 

Thowfeek Jamaath, which carried out the Easter bombings with the help of IS in April 2019. 

This also gave IS further global recognition by claiming attacks through its local operatives in 

different nations. Even after losing the last strip of land in Syria in March 2019, IS continues to 

exist through its virtual means. The physical Caliphate might have come to an end but IS 

ideology is ethereal and continues to circulate on the Internet and social media platforms. As has 

been discussed, the IS ideology is based on the Salafi-jihadi movement which has been re-

packaged in a new manner through social media platforms.  

What needs to be noted is not only that Salafi-jihadists’ ideology is mirrored by IS ideology, but 

that the tweaking of ideology and application of Salafi-jihadism itself has become IS’s version of 

Islam. Salafi-jihadism is not something new for counter-terrorism agencies and terrorist 
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researchers studying Islamic terrorism but what is novel with the IS ideology is the execution, 

dissemination and circulation of the ideology that has taken place through online means. 

Furthermore, for digital natives, IS’s form of Salafi-jihadism can very easily become the normative 

expression of Islam itself. What makes IS different from AQ is that its ideological belief is not 

restricted within the IS organisation itself but has been openly circulated and tactically executed 

through its global media set-up. Whereas AQ committed mass murder for a televised audience – 

the only difference is that AQ got mass media to broadcast it as news, while IS both creates and 

broadcasts its spectacle of violence – which are more individualised and brutal in impact, IS 

showcased governance programmes when it had established the Caliphate – it showed IS brides, 

it showed IS children, it showed old-age homes, shifting to showcasing arms and ammunitions 

acquired from the enemy to scenes from the battlefield. Nothing escaped IS media showing its 

ideological belief in visuals and knowing its millennial audience. IS media has always known that 

visuals would gain greater attention for the IS version of Salafi-jihadism than simple written text. 

In the case of AQ, the text up until then was supported by the singular spectacle of 9/11 while all 

other AQ events pale in significance; AQ ‘won’ the ‘spectacle’ at the end and it has changed the 

way we travel after 9/11, and IS can’t actually compete with the magnitude of the 9/11 terror 

attacks. IS’s version of Salafi-jihadism includes the digital witnessing (Chouliaraki, 2015) of 

putting the ideology into practise. IS gives evidence/proof of exercising the ideology itself by 

recording events that it has undertaken, which has attracted its own niche audience or IS social 

media followers. Of course, one of the reasons for the attraction and blind faith towards IS 

ideology has also been due to the ignorance of Islamic faith by IS followers (Karim & Eid, 2012). 

IS attracts a particular cohort who believe in a hard-lined Salafi form of jihadism and believe in 

the apocalyptical vision that IS paints to its followers, which has helped IS to radicalise and 

persuade its followers easily. This demonstrates a major shift from AQ’s mass-mediated terrorism 

to IS's virtual attacks through social media channels. 

Thus, even after the collapse of the ideology in its physical manifestation, the virtual Caliphate 

lives on in the online sphere. It is the nostalgia for the past Caliphate in both its historical and more 

recent IS Caliphate forms that will drive the support for the virtual Caliphate by the IS follower, 

who will then strive to keep the IS ideology alive. The main challenge ahead is to fight the virtual 

Caliphate even after the IS on the ground has withered away. Thus, the issue that arises here is 

that while the physical Caliphate could be destroyed, how does one destroy the virtual Caliphate 

– that exists and circulates on social media – and now on the dark net? It is no longer just the 

physical manifestation of an ideology or belief that these terror groups seek but the virtual 

manifestation (through social media platforms) as well, which gains more prominence for their 

respective viewers. Thus, to broadcast or to circulate an act of violence through social media, 

whether Islamic terrorism or alt-right-wing terrorism, gives validation to and circulation of ideas 

in itself. The challenge for future researchers researching terrorism and for counter-terrorism 
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agencies is what to do in response to fight the virtual Caliphate or social media terrorism. This 

involves the need to examine online extremism that is emanating from social media platforms. 

Over the span of 4-5 years, IS has shown the world what a millennial terrorist organisation can do 

with the help of online social media channels. IS is not only waging the war on the ground but also 

waging a virtual war on the Internet and social media. IS’s Caliphate is effervescent and is real 

and holds the attention of its audience from minute to minute. What is next needed to look at post 

IS Caliphate, is its virtual Caliphate or social media Caliphate in the online sphere. The IS ideology 

online is manifested in digital form and digital text and images that will have a pivotal role in 

orchestrating and framing the Salafi-jihadism narrative online. In other words, it is the means by 

which the Salafi-jihadism in the online sphere would prosper, rather than what it conveys.  

Further, carrying out discourse analysis, visual analysis and multimodal analysis also tells us that 

digital texts and images are not only restricted to mere written words but have greater 

functionality in terms of taking the reader from one mode of grasping information, which is 

through mere reading, to other modes of acquiring information in the form of aural, visual and 

spatial modes. Unlike AQ’s Inspire which was much more based on texts and images only, IS’s 

Dabiq and Rumiyah offer multimodality of content ranging from top ten videos to watch, 

indicating content that are accessible through other mediums (aural, visual and spatial), and 

through social media functionalities such as creating their own hashtags and trending them on 

social media platforms. As mentioned in Chapter 5, textual and visual multimodality makes 

Dabiq and Rumiyah a repository of online content for various other mediums rather than just e-

magazines circulating in the online sphere. Islamic State’s e-magazines are more than just an e-

magazines, they are electronic repositories with multimodal texts, embedded with links taking 

the reader to other modes (aural, visual and spatial) of information. The digital text and images 

and their multimodal purpose have a significant role to play where the representations of the 

ideology itself are in the form of slang, memes, Graphic Interchange Formats and trolls, which 

have attracted the attention of the millennial audience. The multimodality of digital texts and 

images are within themselves an endless downward spiral which lead the follower from one 

source to another leading to a closed system of meanings which would eventually radicalise the 

follower. We also need to look at the Internet and social media platforms from different 

perspectives while researching online terrorism. What needs to be acknowledged here is that the 

Internet has diversified as a medium and social media has become a prominent information 

channel in the online world. The problem is not only restricting terrorism from the online space 

but specifically curbing online extremism from the social media sphere. This also emphasises 

that the thematic differences between AQ and IS vary because of the different ideological and 

communicative approaches that these two organisations have adopted.  
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This also points towards a distinctive shift in contextualising historical events and theology from 

the perspective of two terrorist organisations. Where AQ has focused more on learning from the 

historical events and drawbacks of the organisation and used it to its advantage to improve their 

functional tactics of committing terror attacks, IS has exploited historical events and theology 

towards reminiscing about the past through modern communication means via social media 

platforms, through graphics and visuals, and through crafty videos with contextual Qur’anic 

verses to strengthen their circumstantial discourse. In the past, online terrorism consisted of what 

Weimann (2004) has mentioned earlier, “These are psychological warfare, publicity and 

propaganda, data mining, fundraising, recruitment and mobilization, networking, information 

sharing, and planning and coordination” (Weimann, 2004, p. 5). However, at present, the 

phenomenon of terrorism has become concentrated at one particular point of the online sphere – 

the social media platforms. Terrorist organisations such as the Islamic State and also lone-wolf 

terrorists are using these platforms to connect with like-minded affiliates, planning and 

coordinating attacks along with self-broadcasting attacks to their respective networks. These are 

some of the ways in which social media platforms have been used for radical ideology 

propagation. In future, the relationship between social media and terrorism points towards a 

futuristic new manifestation of terrorism transitioning from online terrorism to social media 

terrorism, which we are presently witnessing and will continue to witness in the near future. 

Social media terrorism is a new manifestation of terrorism which is emerging through the use of 

social media platforms. Social media terrorism is mediatisation of an act of terror through social 

media channels. It is an act of terror which thrives on the basic characteristics of social media as 

an apparatus for real-time broadcasting through social media live streams, spreading terrorism 

through user-generated content and circulating terror content through peer-to-peer networking by 

terrorist organisations such as the Islamic State and Al Qaeda.  

Social media terrorism has a distinctive quality of being individualistic in nature via media 

content becoming accessible to everyone, through their personal electronic devices (smartphones 

and laptops) from anywhere at any time. At the same time, social media platforms have given 

terrorist organisations the ability to link individuals and to curate targeted propaganda. Social 

media channels have provided newer ways for terrorist groups to produce and disseminate 

terrorist propaganda through which individuals are easily connected and are influenced by 

terrorist groups. At present, what we see are lone-wolf attacks, and more often, what can be 

termed as self-franchising cells carrying out terror attacks. These attacks become a way of 

publicly stating allegiance to the organisation. With the ease of access to smartphones, a small 

mobile device encompassing all social media applications in your pocket, terrorist propaganda is 

no longer restricted to pre-digital formats (in the form of pamphlets or newsletters) and therefore 

its reach is in constant digital circulation through social media platforms. With seamless Wi-Fi 

connectivity and the omnipresent wireless internet access, extremist content and newer ways to 
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carry out terror attacks are no less than floating in the air for a radical loser to pick up and put it 

into practice. With the emergence of smart phones, information consumption has become 

personal and an individual is able to access the content multiple times without any restriction of 

geographical location or time. In many ways, social media platforms have become the channels 

of extremist media content in all formats (PDF, Docx, images, texts, videos, audio) globally. All 

social media users who are on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, Telegram are all 

potential influencers for IS and AQ or can be linked to IS or AQ content by associates. As has 

been observed, “new communication technologies have played a central role for terrorist 

organisations to propagate, recruit, organise, arrange financing and transfer knowledge and 

skills” (Global Risk Affairs, 2019)16. In future, with social media platforms such as Facebook, 

Twitter and other social media channels bringing new applications to their foray, terrorists will 

devise newer ways to exploit those applications to their advantage. This corresponds to 

Crenshaw’s (1987) argument that carrying out a terror attack itself is an innovation, and 

terrorists conspire to and seek newer ways to carry out terror attacks. The one very recent 

application that has been used mostly by lone-wolf terrorists has been the livestreaming 

application which has been used by terrorists to self-broadcast themselves in real time while 

committing the acts of terror. In terms of social media terrorism being futuristic, one example to 

demonstrate this would be Facebook planning to introduce its crypto-currency, Libra. Thus, with 

cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin, and Facebook planning to introduce Libra, terrorists will seek 

newer ways to use these new technologies and social media innovations to their own advantage.  

However, this rapid developing phenomenon of social media terrorism can be curbed if strong 

regulatory frameworks are developed surrounding these platforms and social media innovations 

that are taking place at a faster pace. For example, robust regulatory frameworks for social media 

are required to stop circulation of live broadcasting and events through social media channels. 

However, a question also arises as to what degree of regulation can be put in place to restrict 

online extremism from social media: is it only the regulation of certain applications from these 

platforms that need to be held accountable or are regulatory changes in encryption-based content 

and circulation of content itself required? As Torok (2013) has pointed out, by looking at the 

online sphere from the Foucauldian idea of institution, the Internet is no less than a closed 

institution which isolates individuals, limiting their exposure to other messages. The Internet 

offers like-minded individuals the opportunity to interact within the closed institution leading to 

a greater chance of personal transformation. The disciplined regularity of visiting the closed 

institution and normalising extremist discourse are some of the characteristics that make the 

Internet similar to an online institution. This also gives rise to the ‘ideological echo-chamber’ 

which I discussed in Chapter 5 of my thesis. Thus, if the websites cannot be shut down, we need 

 
16 Terrorism and the tech industry accessed on 16th May 2019 from 
https://www.globalriskaffairs.com/2019/05/terrorism-and-the-tech-industry/ 
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compelling counter-narratives which are imbued with the ‘code words’ that are familiar to the 

target audience. 

It needs to be emphasised that social media channels are organic online communication 

technologies that have had a monumental growth over the past decade, a growth which has been 

unregulated, and with this absence of a regulatory framework proving to be advantageous for 

terrorists. It is time to raise questions, such as: are our social media channels as safe as they 

claim to be through privacy settings? Do we need a more comprehensive framework to protect 

our online identities from terrorists’ organisations like IS? What degree of regulatory framework 

is needed to curb social media terrorism emerging from social media platforms? What are the 

ways in which terrorist operatives potentially use these platforms and for what purposes? What 

kind of policy frameworks are needed to grapple with social media terrorism? What can 

government, counter-terrorism agencies and social media corporations do to be more involved in 

formulating a social-media-dedicated policy framework to counter social media extremist 

messaging? Apart from this, the dark net, closed chat-room forums, and different online and 

social media tactics have been deployed by AQ and IS media units to disseminate terrorist media 

content. For example, “hashtag (#) hijacking is a common tactic, which is a relatively simple 

method of implanting popular words, thereby gaining the attention of people looking for certain 

content” (Siboni et al., 2015, p. 134). IS also distributes computer games such as one called, 

“Jihadi Stimulator” mimicking real life battlefields to attract potential recruits and IS followers 

(Siboni et al., 2015, p. 134). Terrorists also use a method known as a ‘virtual dead drop’ or 

‘sleeping mailbox’ to protect some of their most sensitive information regarding planning and 

coordination (Farkas, 2008, p. 655). This momentous social media development and the 

inclusion of more functions, sharing images, videos, even geographical location, for example 

through Facebook messenger and Twitter, have raised a new set of concerns altogether. 

Applications like Facebook Live and live-broadcasting through YouTube have added their own 

set of disadvantages to broadcasting happenings in real- time across the globe. In short, no one is 

responsible for on-line content management which is why IS and now, slowly AQ, are operating 

online. The information gatekeeping process has taken a backseat and much questionable content 

(not just terrorist organisation content) is being passed without any scrutiny or censorship. 

Terrorist organisations like IS have benefitted from these uncensored mediums and have 

included them in their propaganda machinery. The anti-terrorism agencies are gradually stepping 

up to counter online extremism emerging from social media platforms and are coming up with 

appropriate policy recommendations or regulatory frameworks to keep pace with technological 

advancements in the social media world. However, it is equally important to distinctly determine 

where to draw the line for social media applications to prevent them falling prey to facilitating 

the circulation of terrorist propaganda. 
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Before proceeding to the future research scopes arising from this research piece, following is a 

brief summary of the overall thesis: In the introduction, this particular research emerged from the 

understanding that there is a lack of qualitative research in the field of social media terrorism. 

Nonetheless, some researchers such as Roy (2018) and Hegghammer (2017) are working on 

similar qualitative work related to Islamic terrorism. Thus, in this thesis, we use discourse 

analysis, visual analysis and multimodal analysis to analyse social media texts and images in 

terms of qualitative research. In the second chapter, in the literature review on the Internet and 

terrorism, and further terrorism emerging through social media platforms, it was witnessed that 

in the past few years several methodologies have emerged with respect to studying social media 

platforms, such as network analysis (Scott, 2017; Smith et al., 2009), and sentiment analysis 

(Kowcika et al., 2013; Neri et al., 2012; Paltoglou, 2014). However, it was discovered that a 

critical investigation with respect to digital text and visual multimodality and how these two are 

used as tools to frame messages in social media was yet to be explored. Thus, in the fifth 

chapter, discourse analysis has been applied to social media platforms to understand the meaning 

and interpretations of texts and images used to frame social media messages. I have applied 

multimodal analysis to IS’s e-magazines – Dabiq and Rumiyah and IS social media content, i.e. 

audio, videos and online content, that have been circulated through social media channels – to 

focus on the interpretation of digital texts and images by IS and AQ to engineer constructed 

meaning to the social media user. Based on multimodal discourse analysis, there were five 

different narratives that emerged from Inspire (AQ’s e-magazine) and Dabiq and Rumiyah (IS’s 

e-magazines). In the fourth chapter, the five ideological filters that arise from AQ’s Inspire 

magazine have been discussed. These five ideological filters are (a) the Palestinian sufferings 

(Causation filter), (b) the US as the Western aggressor (Enemy identification filter), (c) 9/11 

terror attacks (Retaliation or motivation filter), (d) Usama bin Laden and Al-Suri (Reasoning 

filter), and (e) Open Source Jihad (Action filter). In the fifth chapter, the five themes that 

emerged from Dabiq and Rumiyah have been discussed. The five major themes are (a) Jihadi 

narrative through social media and digital platforms, (b) mythological narrative surrounding 

Dabiq and Rumiyah, (c) imposition of Al-walā' wa-l-barā' (loyalty and disavowal to Allah), (d) 

Statehood (the Ummah) and (e) IS soldiers and child soldiers premised on jihad as an 

intergenerational war. In the sixth chapter, a comparative analysis has been carried out between 

the similarities and differences between AQ and IS. The aspects in which both the organisations 

are different from each other are (a) ideological differentiation between IS and AQ, (b) target 

audience, (c) magazine content, and (d) main targets (opponents); and two aspects in which both 

the organisations are similar are (a) use of Western journalists and scholars for ideological 

promotion, and (b) IS’ shift to lone-wolf terrorism through Rumiyah’s “Just Terror Tactics” 

(JTT) similar to AQ’s “Open Source Jihad” (OSJ) in Inspire. The conclusion chapter is a brief 
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summary of the overall research and pointing towards a new form of terrorism – social media 

terrorism – emerging with the use of social media platforms by terrorist organisations.  

Social media emergence has brought a new foray of academic research in the online 

communication field and has kept academics and scholars busy interpreting the sudden shift that 

has opened new potential avenues of further research (one being this thesis itself). Thus, the 

rapid growth and proliferation of several social media platforms need a deeper understanding 

from stakeholders from different fields to use social media space safely.  

As mentioned above, social media in itself is a huge area of study and, in my thesis, I 

specifically look at multimodality of texts and images and the relationship between social media 

and terrorism. With the introduction of ‘social media terrorism’ as the departure point, the 

overarching conclusion from this research is comprised of some arguments that are stepping 

stones to future research investigations. First, multimodal analysis needs to be strongly 

integrated with social media qualitative research. It is imperative that multi-modality aspects of 

social media texts and images are studied from a qualitative aspect deriving meaning from what 

and how certain things are stated. Discourse analysis and multi-modal analysis need to be taken 

as important methodological tools to research the qualitative aspect of social media platforms. 

Secondly, with the increased access of social media platforms through mobile devices like 

smartphones, information has become personalised and customised according to the likes of the 

user. Therefore, it is easy for social media users to form ideological echo-chambers and be 

unable to have a balanced perspective of the world events and happenings. This has benefitted 

terrorist organisations like IS who have used online ideological echo-chambers as radicalising 

tools to attract followers. Further, the unlimited accessibility and the temptation to look at the 

extremist content again and again, irrespective of time and location, have made terrorism a 

personalised affair. Social media terrorism has given a personal meaning to committing violence 

to the social media user, as if these platforms have served as a virtual gateway to the terrorist 

organisations. Accessibility and affiliation to IS or AQ through social media platforms have 

given an agency to the follower to be “virtually reborn” (Singer & Brooking, 2018) through 

online means. Thus, contemporary forms of terrorism are no more just what could be termed 

online terrorism or cyber-terrorism, in fact, it has gone beyond that and what we are presently 

witnessing is social media terrorism or in particular ‘smartphone terrorism’ where smartphones 

have been weaponised (Brooking and Singer, 2018) as a means to promote terrorism. The whole 

world of terrorism has become accessible within the palm of our hands though smartphones and 

all social media applications within the smartphone.  

Hopefully, this thesis paves the way to new areas of research and is a step towards understanding 

the terrorism emerging from social media platforms. This thesis is an attempt to reconceptualise 

the growing interdependence of technology and terrorism over the years and the exploitation of 
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web-based applications by terrorist organisations as a primary means of fulfilling their 

objectives. The thesis focuses specifically on the comparative analysis of the messaging 

frameworks between AQ and IS, and IS’s social media usage using different means and terror 

cells that have been successful in reaching out to their like-minded affiliates. It examines 

narratives that are posted and uploaded on online platforms and the prospective audiences of 

these extremist ideologies. This thesis also questions whether more stringent regulations are 

needed over the Internet as a medium and especially social media platforms as factors such as 

anonymity, peer-to-peer networking and reach play a significant role in radical ideology 

propagation. This thesis seeks to spark a debate regarding whether we need a potential regulatory 

framework for social media platforms amidst the right to free speech and expression through 

these platforms in the online sphere. The phenomenon of social media terrorism is global and 

can be undertaken in any part of the world, as we witnessed recently in New Zealand with the 

terror attack that took place on 15th March 2019 and took 51 innocent civilian lives while 

practising their religious freedom. New Zealand, even though being in one far corner of the 

world, has woken up to the harsh realities of a terror attack and how it has impacted New 

Zealanders. What needs to be paid attention to here is that social media terrorism is not limited 

to right- or left-wing terrorism but is being embraced by any individual/terror group perpetrating 

an attack.  

The misuse of the Internet and social media services is not limited to organisations such 

as Al Qaeda or ISIL but extremist right-wing terrorists have ‘discovered’ the 

opportunities of such services for their activities to share information and connect on an 

international scale (Terrorism and the tech-industry Report, 2019).   

Lastly, this thesis adds to the existing knowledge in media and terrorism studies, where social 

media platforms have come to play a crucial role in modern terrorism. This thesis adds to the 

existing body of knowledge by examining how modern terrorist organisations such as IS have 

placed greater importance on media publicity through the Internet and social media platforms. 

What Zawahiri had clearly stated to the then IS of Iraq’s head – Zarqawi – “we are in a battle 

and that more than half of this battle is taking place in the battlefield of the media” (Zelin, 2014, 

p. 3), is turning out to be true more than ever before. However, Zawahiri had cautioned Zarqawi 

that the Muslim population who loved and supported Zarqawi will find beheading of hostages on 

camera distasteful. Yet, for the IS follower who is the “radical loser” (Enzensberger, 2005), the 

images of beheadings, slaughtering and point-blank mass executions have proved attractive and 

they share IS images and videos further through social media platforms. Thus, this leads us to 

think ahead, to consider if AQ adopted a social media strategy which was on a par with the 

present IS social media strategy then it would have been pitched at an ideological and emotive 

level to attract more audience and disseminate AQ’s ideological call in an intense, digitised 
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networked fashion. Nevertheless, both the leaders, Zawahiri and Zarqawi, knew well that media 

publicity for AQ or the future IS was going to be a key driver for the terrorist groups to prosper. 

However, the media usage was different, with AQ – because of their leaders and core followers 

– seeking to use media more responsibly compared to IS displaying brutal savagery unfiltered. In 

short, AQ pitches its media to its particular core audience, while IS’s media both reflects and 

seeks to entice a different, millennial, ‘digital native’ audience of ‘radical losers’. The imagined 

audience of IS are social media natives and social media immigrants, as pointed out in Chapter 

6, however, AQ’s imagined audience are mostly likely digital immigrants who have transitioned 

from the traditional means to digital means. Furthermore, media usage was also influenced by 

the choice of mediums that both organisations had at their disposal at that point in time. Thus, 

McLuhan and Fiore’s (1967), “medium is the message” and Zawahiri’s, “half the battle is taking 

place in the battlefield of the media” (Zelin, 2014) are significant indicators in themselves to 

ponder in future how the media plays a crucial role in global terrorism. 
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Appendices 

Collected statements of the central claims made in this thesis – 

• Enemy identification filter (US) + Reasoning filter (lone-wolf jihadism) = 

Action filter (OSJ).  

• Islamic belief multimodal strategy = Islamic beliefs (Sharia law, Quranic verses, 

mythologies, hadiths and nasheeds) + textual and visual multimodality (aural, visual and 

spatial modes) + social media, Dabiq and Rumiyah (mediums).  

• IS memes are online tools that intertwines visuality + text + Islamic discourse = 

construct meaning. 
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