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1. Foreword ς by Haras Rafiq, Managing Director of Quilliam 

 

¢ƘŜ ƳŜƴŀŎŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ (IS) self-ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩ ƛǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜƭȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ 

number of levels. Tactically, its military operations demand lateral thinking, since the group exists as a 

nebulous, swarming network constantly seeking to expand its reach. Strategically, too, it is pioneering 

new insurgent methods, establishing numerous, complex administrative and institutional foundations 

in Iraq and Syria that are already deeply rooted and sure to prolong the war for years to come, as the 

middle ground between civilian and soldier is systematically destroyed. It is in psychological terms, 

though, that IS has truly transformed the state of play. Its vast propaganda operation is unrivalled, 

involving devoted media teams from West Africa to Afghanistan who work relentlessly, day and night, 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǎŜƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩ ōǊŀƴŘΦ {ƻ ŦŀǊΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ 

meaningfully mitigate L{Ωǎ ability to globally engage have been left floundering. 

  

Numerically speaking, it is an uphill struggle. Though there are some commendable efforts being 

undertaken by counter violent extremism practitioners and civil society organisations, they are dwarfed 

ƛƴ ǎƛȊŜ ōȅ L{Ωs media behemoth, which produces on average 38 individual batches of propaganda each 

day ς videos, photo essays, articles and audio programmes. Apart from practicalities, the counter effort 

is, from the offset, structurally impaired from success. Indeed, the cult of the counter-narrative has left 

coalition partners working from within a reactive paradigm, something that means it is perpetually on 

the back foot when it comes to presenting an alternative to what IS offers.  

 

The difficulties we face in the information war on IS are not something of which we can opt out. Hence, 

we need to recognise our weaknesses and circumnavigate the obstacles we face. Arguably the most 

damaging of those weaknesses has been a persistent tendency to misunderstand just what it is that IS 

is doing ς myriad questions have been asked, and most left unanswered.  
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In the QǳƛƭƭƛŀƳ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ latest research into IS propaganda, Senior Researcher Charlie Winter 

presents us with a truly ground-breaking window into the mind of the propagandist, demystifying the 

media war more than ever before. Between 17 July and 15 August 2015, the Islamic month of Shawwal, 

Charlie compiled an exhaustive archive of IS propaganda, creating not just a snapshot of its output, but 

a comprehensive, 30-day view of it.  

 

Over the course of the Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ ƘŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ммпс ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ άŜǾŜƴǘǎέΣ 

discrete batches of data that were disseminated with a view to bolstering the IS world view, be that 

through graphic violence or millenarian scenes of vividly lit fairgrounds. Each event was recorded 

according to 7 variables and then grouped by narrative and subcategory, enabling detailed analysis. By 

ǇƻǎǘǇƻƴƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŦǳƭƭΣ /ƘŀǊƭƛŜ ǿŀǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǾŜƴǘ L{Ωǎ 

tactical saturation of the Internet and consider its messaging in an aggregated, considered manner. In 

so doing, as important trends, iniquities and anomalies that are otherwise impossible to discern become 

strikingly apparent, he has presented us with an important tactical and strategic insight into the virtual 

ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΦ 

 

When it comes to IS propaganda, it is imperative that we understand it in as granular and nuanced a 

manner as possible. Using data to test the hypothesis of the July 2015 report Ψ¢ƘŜ ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ Ψ/ŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΥ 

¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ tǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩΣ /ƘŀǊƭƛŜ Ƙŀǎ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ L{ 

brand. It is high time we ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŜƭƛȄƛǊ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ǳǎ ŦǊƻƳ L{Ω ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 

supremacy, no catch-all counter-narrative to undercut its carefully cultivated and choreographed 

ƛƳŀƎŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜΣ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƛŎƘ ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ L{ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩ ƛǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ 

itself on an industrial scale. If we are to destroy its brand, we must first be able to fathom its depths. 
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2. Executive Summary  

 

This ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜΦ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

tƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ Ψ¢ƘŜ ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ Ψ/ŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΥ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ 

tǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩΣ ǘƘe following analysis is based upon an exhaustive 30-day survey of Islamic 

StateΩǎ ƳŜŘƛŀ ƻǳǘǇǳǘΦ  

 

At 24 hour intervals from 17 July to 15 August 2015, the Islamic month of Shawwal, all media output 

from LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƻǳǘƭŜǘǎΣ from the provincial offices to the central foundations, was compiled 

for aggregated analysis. A total of 1146 separate events ς discrete batches of propaganda ς were 

recorded in the data collection period: a mixture of photo essays, videos, audio statements, news 

bulletins, posters, theological essays, and so on. After the data collection period had ended, the archive 

was translated and refined, as events were grouped according to their primary narrative and, if 

applicable, sub-narratives. Following this, the data was rigorously tested against a number of variables 

to determine inconsistencies and anomalies. Then, the archive was broken down into its various 

narrative groupings, which were qualitatively assessed both in isolation of, and respect to, each other. 

 

From the following pages, 10 key conclusions emerge: 

 

1. The volume of output produced by Islamic State far exceeds most estimates, which have been, 

until now, necessarily conservative. Disseminating an average of 38.2 unique propaganda 

ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀ Řŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƭ ŎƻǊƴŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ 

sophisticated information operation campaign, the success of which lies in the twin pillars of 

quantity and quality. Given this scale and dedication, negative measures like censorship are 

bound to fail. 

 



6 
 

2. While there is broad consistency in the Islamic State narrative, it changes on a day-to-day basis 

according to on-the-ground priorities for the group. Composed of 6 non-discrete parts ς mercy, 

belonging, brutality, victimhood, war and utopia ς ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩ ōǊŀƴŘ ƛǎ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǎƘƛŦǘƛƴƎΦ  

 

3. Constituting just 3.48% of the Shawwal dataset, the themes of mercy, belonging and brutality 

are dwarfed by the latter three narratives in terms of prominence. This is a marked shift from 

past propaganda norms and is indicative of changes in tactical outreach for Islamic State. 

 

4. Over half of all the propaganda was focused on depicting civilian life in Islamic State-held 

territories. The spectre of ultraviolence was ever-present, but the preponderant focus on the 

ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩ ǳǘƻǇƛŀ demonstrates the ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛǎts. 

 

5. Economic activity, social events, abundant wildlife, unwavering law and order, and pro-active, 

ǇǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ŦŜǊǾƻǳǊ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ civilian appeal. In this way, 

the group attracts supporters based on ideological and political appeal.  

 

6. Besides civilian life, the propagandists go to great lengths to portray their military, variously 

depicting it in stasis or during offensives. There are few occasions upon which its defensive war 

is documented, something that makes sense given the need to perpetuate the aura of 

supremacy and momentum.  

 

7. A large proportion of military-themed events is devoted to showing LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǿŀǊ ƻŦ 

attrition, with mortars and rockets being fired towards an unseen enemy. Given the locations 

from which many of these reports emerge, as well as the fact that the aftermath of such strikes 

is rarely, if ever documented, it is conceivable that these low-risk attacks are falsely 

choreographed to perpetuate a sense of LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ constantly being Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦŜƴǎƛǾŜΩΦ 
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8. Islamic State still markets itself with brutality. However, the intended audiences for its 

ultraviolence are decidedly more regional than they have been in days gone by. Indeed, it 

seems that fostering international infamy is now secondary to intimidating its population, in 

order to discourage rebellion and dissent. Of course, this is very much subject to change. 

 

9. The quantity, quality and variation of Islamic State propaganda in just one month far outweighs 

the quantity, quality and variation of any attempts, state or non-state, to challenge the group. 

All current efforts must be scaled up to achieve meaningful progress in this war. 

 

10. The global desire to find a panacea counter-narrative to undermine the Islamic State brand is 

misplaced. Categorically, there is no such thing. Those engaged in the information war on the 

ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩ Ƴǳǎǘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ƭŜŀŦ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ōƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛǎŜ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘȅΣ 

quality, variation, adaptability and differentiation. Most importantly, though, it must be based 

upon an alternative, not counter, narrative. 

 

¦ƴǘƛƭ ǿŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ŀ ǊŜŀŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǇƛŜŎŜ-by-

piece basis is bound to fail, countering its propaganda supremacy will always be a Sisyphean task. As a 

ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŜǇ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀ ǾƛŀōƭŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻ ǘŀŎƪƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ 

marketing strategy, it is critical that we prioritise understanding the strategy itself. Based as it is on a 

30-day snapshot of Islamic State propaganda, the following report is an important contribution to this 

end. However, it is just a first step. If we are to take the information war seriously, this endeavour must 

be scaled up and expanded such that it is long-term. After all, we will never be able to truly second 

guess ς and hence undermine ς the IS propagandist unless we can decode the strategy behind their 

actions. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Since Islamic State seized LǊŀǉΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ Ŏƛǘȅ aƻǎǳƭ in June 2014, there has been an unprecedented 

surge of interest into jihadist propaganda. Publics, policymakers and journalists watched on aghast as 

Islamic State set about expanding its sphere of influence, seemingly documenting all facets of its 

existence on high-definition cameras. bƻǿ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ȅŜŀǊ ŀǎ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ōǊǳǘŀƭƛǘȅ 

continues to reach new levels of sterilised depravity, as its propagandists seek to maintain and cultivate 

the menace their insurgent pseudo-state presents. Such consistent, glossy violence has served to derail 

the mainstream discourse on the group, with tabloid newspapers and politicians perpetually citing the 

ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǳƭǘǊŀǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ ŎƘƛŜŦ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ to foreign recruits. Categorically, this is not the case. Beyond 

soundbites, the fixation on brutality at the expense of a more rational, holistic analysis of the group 

adds little to our assessment.1  

 

As part of the Quilliam FoundationΩǎ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŀƎanda strategy, the 

following report seeks to meaningfully contribute to our understanding of how the group projects itself 

ς both inside and outside of its boundaries ς by detailing and analysing the findings of an exhaustive 

data-based census of its official media output. Presenting a practical application of the theoretical 

framework for understanding Islamic State propaganda set out in the July 2015 report Ψ¢ƘŜ ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ 

Ψ/ŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΥ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ tǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩ, this project illuminates the strategic 

thinking and tactical evolution of ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ brand and messaging.2  

 

                                                           
1 That said, some excellent contributions have been provided by the likes of Haroro Ingram, Aaron Zelin, J.M. Berger, Nico 
tǊǳŎƘŀ ŀƴŘ !ƭƛ CƛǎƘŜǊΦ {ŜŜ !ŀǊƻƴ ½ŜƭƛƴΣ ΨtƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƻǊ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΥ ŀ ǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƳŜŘƛŀ ƻǳǘǇǳǘΩΣ 
Perspectives on Terrorism όфύΣ нлмрΤ WΦaΦ .ŜǊƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ WƻƴŀǘƘƻƴ aƻǊƎŀƴΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ L{L{ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ /ŜƴǎǳǎΥ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ 
ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ L{L{ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊΩΣ The Brookings Institution όнлύΣ нлмрΤ !ƭƛ CƛǎƘŜǊΣ Ψ{ǿŀǊƳŎŀǎǘΥ Ƙƻǿ ƧƛƘŀŘƛǎǘ 
ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜΩΣ Perspectives on Terrorism όфύΣ нлмрΤ WΦaΦ .ŜǊƎŜǊΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƳŜǘǊƻƴƻƳŜ ƻŦ 
ŀǇƻŎŀƭȅǇǘƛŎ ǘƛƳŜΥ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǊ ǿŀǾŜ ŦƻǊ ƳƛƭƭŜƴŀǊƛŀƴ ŎƻƴǘŀƎƛƻƴΩΣ Perspectives on Terrorism (9), 2015. 
2 /ƘŀǊƭƛŜ ²ƛƴǘŜǊΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΥ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩΣ The Quilliam Foundation, July 
2015. 
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¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ !ǊŀōƛŎ-language echo chamber, a 

comprehensive archive of its official output has been compiled ς 1146 individual propaganda ΨŜǾŜƴǘǎΩ, 

all of which were released over the course of the tenth month of the lunar calendar, Shawwal, in the 

Islamic year 1436 (17 July to 15 August 2015).3 Coming immediately after the month of Ramadan and 

thirteen Islamic months after Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was declared as Islamic StateΩǎ ΨcaliphΩ ƻƴ нф WǳƴŜ 

2014Σ {Ƙŀǿǿŀƭ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǘŜǎǘ ŎŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ψ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ ΨCaliphateΩΩ ƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎΦ  Equipped with such an 

extensive sample, it has been possible to further demystify Islamic {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ with 

evidence-based analysis. Such a study is important because, at the time of writing, too much insight 

into Islamic State propaganda is based on conjecture and hence, the prevailing assessment of its 

metanarrative is based upon an incomplete picture. If the coalition is to be able to meaningfully 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ƛƴŦƻrmation operations, it must first determine exactly what fruit those 

operations are bearing.  

 

After setting out the methodology used to assemble the archive, eŀŎƘ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƪŜȅ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ 

ς brutality, mercy, belonging, victimhood, war and utopia ς is closely examined in the context of the 

dataset. Accompanying this, there are tabular and graphical representations of the archive that appear 

throughout the paper. It fast becomes clear that close analysis of the Shawwal dataset provides a 

ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎƻǊŜƭȅ ƴŜŜŘŜŘΦ ²ƛǘƘ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳŜƴǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƛŘŜŀlised understanding of itself can be dismantled and interpreted 

in minute detail. With it, our own information operations can be tailored to directly challenge the 

composite elements ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩ brand, something required in the absence of a panacea counter-

narrative that can singlehandedly undermine Islamic State.   

 

                                                           
3 Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŜǾŜƴǘΩ ŘŜƴƻǘŜǎ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ is delivered a specific 
propagandistic message. An event may feature a number of narratives, but there is always one principal idea that it is 
trying to convey or reinforce. Individually, most propaganda events are insignificant. However, when disparate events 
ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ǘŜƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ Řŀȅ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƻƴ ŜƴŘΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƛƴ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛǎ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘΦ 
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2. Methodology  

 

a) Locating the source 

 

Before attempting to compile a full archive of Islamic State propaganda, it is first necessary to 

determine the source from which to compile it. In the past, jihadist groups tended to prefer using 

password-protected Arabic-language forums to share and exchange ideas.4 These forums still exist and 

are still used; however, they now play a role secondary to that of open source (Twitter, Tumblr, 

Facebook etc.) and peer-to-peer (Kik, Surespot, Telegram etc.) social media, as jihadists have become 

less insular and have sought to increase their exposure and accessibility.5 Operating out in the open 

necessitates significant operational security sacrifices. However, the advantages are manifold, as 

evidenced ōȅ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ, among other things. 

 

Indisputably, social media has emerged as the arena of choice for jihadist propagandising and, 

recognising that the unencumbered instrumentalisation of their platforms by violent extremist groups 

is likely to cause long-term legislative and ethical problems, social media corporations have fought back. 

For example, Facebook has imposed strict user limitations and regulations that have largely succeeded 

in ejecting jihadist propagandising from the platform.6 In contrast, Twitter, which initially took a less 

hands-on approach towards the issue, remains unable to eject the extremists that have colonised it in 

recent years. The rapidity with which media can be disseminated on Twitter, coupled with its capacity 

for extremely targeted messaging and the hashtag search functionality, removes the need for self-

                                                           
4 See Aymenn Jawad al-¢ŀƳƛƳƛΩǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜΥ Ψ5ŀǘŀōŀǎŜΥ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ς jihadist 
media (forumǎύΩΣ Jihad Intel presented by the Middle East Forum, (http://jihadintel.meforum.org/identifiers/25/jihadist-
media-forums). 
5 The role that social media plays for violent extremists is perpetually shifting. In a Subcommittee on Counterterrorism and 
Intelligence congressional hearing at the end of 2011, of the 6 platforms listed, only Twitter and Facebook were 
ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘΦ {ŜŜ ΨIƻǳǎŜ ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎΣ ммн /ƻƴƎǊŜǎǎΥ ƧƛƘŀŘƛǎǘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ς how to prevent terrorism and preserve 
ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ Subcommittee on Counterterrorism and Intelligence of the Committee on Homeland Security, 6 December 
2011.  
6 {ǘŜǾŜƴ {ǘŀƭƛƴǎƪȅΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŦƻǊ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƧƛƘŀŘƛǎǘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΩΣ The Washington Post, 27 August 2015. 
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advertising centralised accounts, thus making it an ideal place for violent extremists to operate.7 No 

group does this more effectively than Islamic State, the supporters of which have proved to be both 

resilient and quick to adapt to all counter-measures to date.8 Indeed, over the past year, despite the 

formidable obstacles that TwitterΩǎ administrators now present them with, Islamic StateΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ 

productivity and rate of dissemination has continued to accelerate. 

 

b) The dissemination structure 

 

Since the summer of 2014, Islamic State has eschewed the use of ΨofficialΩ accounts on Twitter.9 This 

occurred out of necessity, rather than choice. Officially branded accounts made easy targets for those 

with the power to suspend ς administrators could glance at a user profileΣ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ƛǘ ŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ΨƧƛƘŀŘƛǎǘΩ 

ŀƴŘ ΨƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǎǇŜƴŘ ƛǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƎŀǘƘŜǊ ŀ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŘƛǎǎŜƳƛƴŀǘŜ media. Hindered by such 

negative measures, operating on Twitter became more difficult for Islamic StateΩǎ proselytisers, who 

came to realise that their methodology would have to adapt.  

 

Reflective of this, hashtags ς which Twitter neither suspends nor blocks ς are now LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ 

preferred vehicle for dissemination. By using an organically defined set of ǘŀƎǎΣ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ 

disseminators can simultaneously be effective and low-key. They do not require official branding or a 

large following to have a large impact. Indeed, the more they blend in with the crowd, the better. By 

operating as much as is feasible below the radar, they are able to avoid suspension for relatively long 

periods of time, all the while sharing pre-uploaded batches of propaganda along with the relevant 

hashtags, a system that renders them immediately accessible to an ever-waiting audience that then 

shoulders the burden of mass broadcasting. The fact that mass dissemination is done by a separate tier 

                                                           
7 .ŜǊƎŜǊΣ ΨaŜǘǊƻƴƻƳŜΩΦ 
8 Lǘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ŀǎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘƛǎƛƴƎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎo 
integral to the recruitment process. This is a function reserved for peer-to-peer social media platforms, upon which 
detailed conversations can be conducted with assured anonymity. 
9 .ŜǊƎŜǊΣ Ψ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ ŎŜƴǎǳǎΩΣ ноΦ 
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ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜǊ ƴŜȄǳǎ means that the official disseminators are more difficult to 

detect and suspend.10 Furthermore, because there are a number of ΨofficialΩ initial disseminators, even 

if 1 or 2 are removed, others will always be present to make up the numbers. This is not a fool-proof 

means of operating ς suspensions of the right accounts still occur fairly regularly ς but, to date, the flow 

of propaganda has not been stemmed. 

 

Country  Total Number of Events  % of Events  

Iraq 380 42.49 

Syria 301 33.74 

Central 141 10.09 

Libya 46 5.16 

Egypt 10 1.12 

Afghanistan 4 0.45 

Yemen 4 0.45 

Algeria 2 0.22 

Saudi Arabia 2 0.22 

West Africa 2 0.22 

Total 892 100 

 

c) Building the archive 

 

As there is no single account responsible for introducing LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘa to the Internet, 

identifying and monitoring initial disseminators, while useful, only gives a partial snapshot of the full 

output. Furthermore, while there are some Twitter users that act rather like living archives of Islamic 

{ǘŀǘŜΩǎ messaging, they are insufficient as sources due to their periodic absences, suspensions, or 

apparent lapses of interest. Therefore, the only way to compile a full dataset of all Islamic State 

propaganda is to systematically monitor each of ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ designated hashtags.11 By using  

                                                           
10 .ŜǊƎŜǊΣ Ψ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ ŎŜƴǎǳǎΩΣ нпΦ 
11 Given that some of these hashtags appear over 1,512 times in 24 hours, this is a time intensive pursuit. 



13 
 

these tags in combination with a set of other ΨkeyΩ hashtags to refine the search, as Islamic State 

supporters do, it is possible to circumnavigate the Twitter bots ς computer programs set up to create 

automated posts ς and other sources of noise that flood jihadist channels seeking to disrupt easy access 

to propaganda.  

 

With that in mind, this paper was 

researched by tracking hashtags, not 

users. For 30 days at 24 hour intervals, all 

officially branded propaganda events 

released by any ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩs 

provincial media offices were collected 

and entered into the archive, along with 

those issued by its central propaganda 

organs (the al-Furqan, al-LΩǘƛǎŀm and 

Ajnad Foundations and the al-Hayat 

Media Center), radio station (al-Bayan 

Radio) and publishing house (al-Himma 

Library). Besides the magazines released 

by the al-Hayat Media Center, the only written propaganda that was recorded was ŘŀΩǿŀ literature 

ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŀƭ-Himma Library, al-.ŀȅŀƴ wŀŘƛƻΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōǳƭƭŜǘƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ battlefield 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ !ΩƳŀǉ bŜǿǎ Agency, which were collected at daily ƛƴǘŜǊǾŀƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ !ΩƳŀǉΩǎ ¢ǳƳōƭǊ ǇŀƎŜ.12 

Officially prescribed tweets and individual operation claims, both of which are repeated in Islamic 

{ǘŀǘŜΩǎ Řŀƛƭȅ ōǳƭƭŜǘƛƴǎΣ ǿŜǊŜ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀǎŜǘΦ  

 

                                                           
12 It is worth noting that, even ǘƘƻǳƎƘ !ΩƳŀǉ bŜǿǎ !ƎŜƴŎȅ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘȅ ǘƻ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ 
ǾƛŘŜƻǎ ŦƛƭƳŜŘ ōȅ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ΨǊŜǇƻǊǘŜǊǎΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘƭƛƴŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƘŀǎΣ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ghayr rasmơ (unofficial) on 
its website.  

4%
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Each set of propaganda was recorded as an event, a discrete piece of propagandistic messaging ranging 

from photographic reports to audio statements, magazines, online articles and videos. Every event, 

whether audio, visual or textual, was recorded according to 7 variables: date, country, location (if 

applicable), production unit, medium, language and title. While Islamic State regularly releases foreign 

language media, all the data for the project was compiled using Arabic-language sources because the 

ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ Ŧƻreign-language supporters, the majority of whom are restricted by their language skills, offer 

but a partial view of the full picture.  

 

d) Refining the archive 

 

Over the 30 day data collection period, a total of 1146 events were recorded in their original Arabic 

form. Prior to the analysis phase of the project, the title and content of each of the events was 

translated along with the respective production unit, language and location. Following this, they were 

sorted by key narrative ς brutality, mercy, belonging, victimhood, war and utopia. The latter 2, war and 

utopia, were then further refined into 14 subcategories ς for war: preparation, offensive, defence, 

attrition, martyrdom panegyrics and summary; for utopia: economic activity, expansion, governance, 

justice, religion, social life and, lastly, nature and landscape.  

 

The regularity and duplication of multiple-language bulletin broadcasts from al-Bayan Radio meant that 

aggregating each of these events into just 2 entries a day ς 1 audio and 1 textual ς facilitated more 

nuanced analysis.13 Prior to this, the archive was skewed by the volume of Ψsummary' events, which are 

almost uniquely vehicles of the war narrative. As a result, the full dataset was compressed from 1146 

events to an abridged version of 892. It is this abridged set that is analysed below.  

                                                           
13 This should not be interpreted as an assertion that a French or Russian news broadcast should be considered the same as 
an English or Arabic broadcast of the same day ς after all, while the content and editorial decision behind each event may 
be identical, the audiences are entirely different. Since the data collection, bulletins have begun emerging in both Bosnian 
and Bengali.  
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Figure 1 
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3. Thematic Analysis 

 

A common misconception about Islamic State propaganda is that it starts and finishes with brutality. In 

July 2014, there was speculation as to whether this would no longer be the case, with multiple media 

outlets reporting on a spurious rumour that Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi had banned the featuring of 

executions in videos.15 However, as footage released in the days following those reports would show, 

brutality is still very much present, albeit less prominently than is often portrayed. Compared to the 

norms that emerged between 1 Ramadan 1435 to 1 Ramadan 1436, it seems that the overall Islamic 

State narrative has shifted in favour of victimhood, war and utopia. The brutality, mercy and belonging 

themes are still present, but instances of 

those 3 are now vastly outnumbered by 

propaganda prioritising the others (there 

are only 31 of them, out of a dataset of 892).  

 

The following pages continue the discussion 

on the 6 central themes of LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩs 

messaging as defined ƛƴ Ψ¢ƘŜ ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ 

/ŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩ ς brutality, mercy, belonging, 

victimhood, war and utopia ς about which 

myriad questions remain:16 how do they 

operate together? Which of them is 

exploited the most at any given time? Do 

they change according to on-the-ground 

                                                           
15 CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΥ {ŀǊŀ !ǊƛŘƛΣ Ψbƻ ƳƻǊŜ ƎƻǊȅ ōŜƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǾƛŘŜƻǎΥ ǿƘȅ L{L{ Ƙŀǎ ōŀƴƴŜŘ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ǾƛŘŜƻǎΩΣ Christian Science 
MonitorΣ нм Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ! ƪƛƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴǘƭŜǊ L{L{Κ .ŀƎƘŘŀŘƛ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘƭȅ ōŀƴǎ ƎǊǳŜǎƻƳŜ ōŜƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǎŎŜƴŜǎΩΣ The Jerusalem 
Post, 19 July 2015.  
16 /ƘŀǊƭƛŜ ²ƛƴǘŜǊΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΥ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩΣ The Quilliam Foundation, July 
2015, 22.  

EVENTS BY NARRATIVE  

Utopia Military Mercy

Victimhood Brutality Belonging
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events such as tactical setbacks or advances? Through the lens of the Shawwal dataset, questions such 

as these can be answered empirically.  

 

a) Mercy ς 0.45% 

 

The mercy narrative ς the idea that Islamic State is willing and able to grant clemency to those who 

repent ς features in 4 events in the Shawwal dataset, 1 video depicting the repentance of a group of 

former members of the Iraqi police and army, and 3 photo reports from Tripoli and Cyrenaica Provinces 

in Libya.17 Given that a total of 892 events were recorded, it does not figure prominently. By way of 

contrast, in the run-up to and initial months of the inaugural ΨcaliphalΩ year, much more attention was 

paid to istitņba (appeals for repentance). At these carefully orchestrated events, people ς fighters and 

civilians ς would be shown pledging allegiance to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi en masse.18 The motivation is 

self-evident: Islamic State wanted to send a message that, if past beliefs are recanted, one has the 

opportunity to be forgiven ς something that would facilitate its rapid expansion in the region.  

 

The comparative scarcity of mercy-prioritising propaganda in Shawwal could be interpreted in a 

ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǿŀȅǎΦ Lƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ŀǎǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ƳŜǊŎȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ 

important if there is little prospect of expansion, so it could be borne of the fact that Islamic State is no 

longer looking to enlarge its borders at a rapid pace. After all, at this juncture, the group is prioritising 

consolidation in Syria and Iraq, not expansion. There is much evidence that repentance is still being 

encouraged by Islamic State internally, but it is not being bragged about as it once was.19 If its offer of 

amnesty is too prominent, the grƻǳǇΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŘƛǎǎŜƴt through intimidation could run 

                                                           
17 ΨwŜǇŜƴǘŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜǊǎ ǘƻ DƻŘΩΣ Euphrates Province Media OfficeΣ нт Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ! ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴǎ 
ŜƳōǊŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳ ƛƴ {ƛǊǘŜΩΣ Tripoli Province Media OfficeΣ ол Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ ΨwŜǇŜƴǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŀǇƻǎǘŀǘŜǎ 
in the village of Um al-vŀƴŘƛƭΩΣ Cyrenaica Province Media OfficeΣ с !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇŜƴǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ŀǇƻǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ 
ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ {ƛǊǘŜΩΣ Tripoli Province Media Office, 11 August 2015. 
18 ΨCǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘΩΣ Khayr Province Media Office, 16 !ǇǊƛƭ нлмрΤ Ψ9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΣ 
Raqqa Province Media Office, 5 March 2015. 
19 See Aymenn Jawad al-Tamimi, ΨRepentance: financial income for the Islamic StateΩ, Aymenn Jawad al-TamimiΩs Blog, 28 
September 2015. 
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the risk of being undermined. 

 

b) Belonging ς 0.89% 

 

There were only 8 belonging-themed propaganda events during the data collection period, all of which 

were in Arabic. All sǘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΣ о ǿŜǊŜ ǾƛŘŜƻǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ǿŜǊŜ 

photo reports. None of the events ς video or otherwise ς were as carefully choreographed as past 

releases from al-Hayat Media Center.20 However, photos and videos showing fighters relaxing with each 

other, drinking tea and enjoying themselves, still convey a particularly appealing story of the collective, 

and it would be wrong to discount the importance of these events based on their relative scarcity.21 

Indeed, while the belonging narrative is by no means the only draw for foreign recruits, it still plays a 

critically important role. 

 

Again, the Shawwal dataset contrasts to past norms. Just as Islamic State was less outward-looking with 

its brutality propaganda, its overt, external stressing of belonging seems to have been tempered too. 

Iƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƛƴŀǳƎǳǊŀƭ ȅŜŀǊ ŀǎ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΣ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜ ŘƛǎǎŜƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǾƛŘŜƻǎ 

that championed the idea of belonging. They depicted Western foreign fighters sitting together on 

grassy hillocks and in children-filled parks, calling upon their fellow extremists to join them in the land 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΦ22 Many others emerged over the rest of the year, showing Arab supporters singing 

and drinking tea together during ƛǎǘƛǊņἤņǘ (breaks) and rapturously inviting their compatriots to join 

them at ribņt (the frontier).23 Distinct from the expansion-ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ΨaŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƻ ώΧϐΩ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǾƛŘŜƻǎΣ ƛƴ 

                                                           
20  Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜ Lǎ bƻ [ƛŦŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ WƛƘŀŘΩΣ al-Hayat Media Center, мл WǳƴŜ нлмпΤ Ψ9ƛŘ DǊŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΣ al-
Hayat Media Center, 2 August 2014; Ψ¢ƘŜ {ǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ !ōǳ YƘŀƭŜŘ ŀƭ-/ŀƳōƻŘƛΩΣ al-Hayat Media Center, 21 April 2015. 
21 ΨwŜƭŀȄŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ mujņhidin ƻƴ ΨLŘ ŀƭ-CƛǘǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ IŀǊŀǿŀΩΣ Cyrenaica Province Media Office, 19 July 2015; 
ΨwŜƭŀȄŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ mujņhidΩΣ Sinai Province Media Office, 10 August 2015. 
22 Ψ9ƛŘ ƎǊŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΣ al-Hayat Media Center, 2 August 2014Τ Ψ²ŀƛǘΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎΩΣ al-
Hayat Media Center, 15 October 2014. 
23 Ψ.ǊŜŀƪ ƻŦ mujņƘƛŘΩ, Aleppo Province Media OfficeΣ ф !ǇǊƛƭ нлмрΤ Ψ.ǊŜŀƪ ƻŦ ŀ mujņƘƛŘΩ, Jazira Province Media Office, 18 
aŀǊŎƘ нлмрΤ Ψ.ǊŜŀƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳǳƧņƘƛŘƛƴ ƻƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ wŀƳŀŘŀƴ ƛƴ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ 5ŀƳŀǎŎǳǎ tǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩΣ Damascus Province 
Media Office, 15 July 2015. 
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which fighters of a given nationality incite their fellow countrymen to join them in jihad or wage it back 

home, this belonging-focused stream of propaganda tells a story of camaraderie and friendship,  

one designed to lure the marginalised and disenfranchised into making hijra (migrating) and joining the 

ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀƭΩ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ24 

 

c) Brutality ς 2.13% 

 

The brutality narrative was present in the dataset but, at just 19 events of 892, it was not nearly as 

prominent as many observers tend to assume. Most instances provoked negligible international 

scrutiny, even though executioners from Germany and France, among others, were featured.25 While 

a Croatian oil worker was beheaded in Egypt and explosives detonated beneath a group of pro-Taliban 

Afghans, the vast majority of the people executed were Iraqi or Syrian nationals, who were alleged to 

be spies and traitors.26  

 

.Ǌǳǘŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƻǊƛƻǳǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎƛƴƎΦ Lǘ ƎǊŀǘƛŦƛŜǎ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜǊǎ ŀǘ 

home, attracts others from abroad and, to political sympathisers, positions the group as the one entity 

that is able to truly reverse the status quo. Importantly, though, propaganda that prioritises brutality is 

not produced solely for securing support. As an embodiment of its cultivated triumphalism, the 

documented executions of spies or enemy soldiers are intended to intimidate adversaries, provoke 

irrational reactions from the media and polarise communities. While it has often been the case in the 

                                                           
24 ΨaŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƳƻƴƻǘƘŜƛǎƳ нΩΣ Tripoli Province Media OfficeΣ мн aŀǊŎƘ нлмрΤ ΨaŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aǳǎƭƛƳǎ ƛƴ 
{ƻƳŀƭƛŀΩΣ Euphrates Province Media OfficeΣ нм aŀȅ нлмрΤ ΨaŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ DŀȊŀΩΣ Aleppo Province Media Office, 
30 June 2015.  
25 Ψ¢ƻǳǊƛǎƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƳƳŀΩ, Homs Province Media Office, р !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ!ƴŘ ǿŜ Řid not wrong them but they were 
ǿǊƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΩΣ Hama Province Media Office, 22 July 2015. 
26 Ψ! ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9ƎȅǇǘΩΣ Sinai Province Media OfficeΣ с !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ/Ǌƻŀǘƛŀƴ ŎŀǇǘƛǾŜ ƪƛƭƭŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΩΣ Sinai Province Media Office, мн !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ ΨYƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
ŀǇƻǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǊŜǾŜƴƎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƻǘƘŜƛǎǘǎ LLΩΣ Khurasan Province Media Office, ф !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ!ƴŘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ 
ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǿǊƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΩΣ Hama Province Media Office, нн Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ƻǳǊƛǎƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƳƳŀΩΣ Homs Province 
Media Office, 5 August 2015. 
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past that all of the above motivations are sought and achieved in the same release, in the Shawwal 

dataset, there was no such success.27 

 

While only an expanded dataset could provide a definitive explanation for this, it is possible to 

ǇǊŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǊƛƭȅ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘŜŘ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ 

narrative. Indeed, in the past year, the key target audience for Islamic State brutality has constantly 

been subject to change. While it used to beΣ ǳƴǘƛƭ нф WŀƴǳŀǊȅΣ ƛƴŦŀƳƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ aƻƘŀƳƳŜŘ ΨWƛƘŀŘƛ WƻƘƴΩ 

9ƳǿŀȊƛΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘΣ ōƭƻƻŘȅ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƻ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƘŜ has not appeared since 31 January 

2015.28 The immolation and mass killings of Christians in Libya that rŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƻƴΩǎ ōŜƘŜŀŘƛƴƎǎ 

continued to secure mass media attention.29 However, since April 2015, LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘƛǎǘǎ 

have been decidedly more inward-looking, instead focusing on intimidating and provoking those forces 

militarily engaging the group on the ground, be that in Iraq, Syria, Libya or Khurasan.30 Global attention 

towards ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ōǊǳǘŀƭƛǘȅ periodically re-emerges, but in a manner far less significant than in days 

gone by that is predicated upon the mode of execution, not the message behind the act itself. 

 

d) Victimhood  - 6.84% 

 

There were 61 events that channelled the victimhood narrative in the Shawwal dataset. With the 

exception of 3 videos and 10 written reports, they were photographic in nature. In all of the events, the 

dead and injured are, invariably, civilians: children, youths, the infirm and, in 1 case, a woman.31 Damage 

                                                           
27 {ŜŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ΨIŜŀƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊǎΩ ŎƘŜǎǘǎΩΣ al-Furqan Foundation, 3 February 2015. 
28 Ψ! ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƻ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩΣ al-Furqan Foundation, мф !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмпΤ Ψ! ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƭƛŜǎ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩΣ al-Furqan 
Foundation, мо {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нлмпΤ Ψ! ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ WŀǇŀƴΩΣ al-Furqan Foundation, 31 
January 2015. 
29 ΨIŜŀƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊǎΩ ŎƘŜǎǘǎΩΣ al-Furqan Foundation, о CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нлмрΤ Ψ! ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ōƭƻƻŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ ŎǊƻǎǎΩΣ al-Hayat Media Center, мр CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нлмрΤ Ψ¦ƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΩΣ al-Furqan Foundation, 19 
April 2015. 
30 Ψ5ŜǘŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛŜǎ LLΩΣ Dijla Province Media Office, 26 Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ[ƛǉǳƛŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǇȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ tŜǎƘƳŜǊƎŀ ŀƴŘ ¸ŜȊƛŘƛ 
LƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩΣ Jazira Province Media OfficeΣ ну Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ5ŜǘŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊǎΩΣ Jazira Province Media Office, 3 
!ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƭƛǉǳƛŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ṜŀǎƘŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜΩΣ Salahuddin Province Media Office, 9 August 2015; 
Ψ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŜƳȅΣ ǎƻ ōŜ ǿŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΩΣ Raqqa Province Media Office, 15 August 2015. 
31 Ψ¢ƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ ŀ ¢ǳǊƪƳŜƴ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŜǊǘǎ ƻŦ ¢ŀƭΩŀŦŀǊΩΣ !ΩƳŀǉ aŜŘƛŀ !ƎŜƴŎȅ, 15 August 2015; 
ΨaǳǎƭƛƳ ŘŜŀǘƘǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƻƳōŀǊŘƳŜƴǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /ǊǳǎŀŘŜǊ {ŀƭuli ǇƭŀƴŜǎ ƻƴ wǳǘōŀΩΣ Anbar Province Media Office, 31 
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to places of worship and civil infrastructure also features heavily.32  

 

Like all jihadist groups, Islamic State relies heavily upon the victimhood narrative ς the idea that Sunni 

Muslims are being persecuted by a global conspiracy ς to justify not only its most heinous acts, but also 

its very existence. In many of its most renowned, brutal videos, victimhood is closely entwined with the 

ΨpunishmentΩ that follows. 2 ŎŀǎŜǎ ƛƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŀǊŜ ΨIŜŀƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŜƭƛŜǾŜǊǎΩ /ƘŜǎǘǎΩ, in which the Jordanian 

Ǉƛƭƻǘ aǳΩŀŘƘ ŀƭ-Kasasbeh was burned alive, and ΨBut If You Return, We Shall ReturnΩ, in which 3 groups 

ƻŦ ŀƭƭŜƎŜŘ ΨǎǇƛŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ōǳǊƴŜŘ ŀƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŎŀǊ, drowned in a steel cage and beheaded with explosives.33 

Recently, the victimhood narrative was starkly juxtaposed with brutality in an Anbar Province Media 

Office video that begins with grainy footage of 2 alleged Islamic State fighters being hung upside down 

ŀƴŘ ōǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŀǘƘ ōȅ {ƘƛΩƛǘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘƛŀƳŜƴΦ34 The scene cuts to 4 alleged members of the predominantly 

{ƘƛΩƛǘŜ pro-Iraqi government al-Hashd al-{ƘŀΩŀōi watching the clips, before they themselves are hung 

upside down and burned alive. While the prioritised theme of each of these videos is brutality, the 

victimhood narrative plays a crucial role as a justifierΣ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘƛƴƎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŀŎǘǎ.  

 

Images of the dying, dead or maimed are not found exclusively in execution videos. Photo reports or 

stand-alone videos documenting the collateral damage of airstrikes in detail are regularly circulated 

too. In doing so, the group justifies its harshest acts by instrumentalising the anguish of its civilian 

population and, using the ΨCrusaderΩ-ΩSafavidΩ-ΩNusayriΩ war as a cause to rally around the flag, 

legitimises its continued existence.35 Graphic evidence of civilian casualties is Islamic StateΩǎ ƭƛŦŜōƭƻƻŘ 

                                                           
!ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ±ƛŎǘƛƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƳōŀǊŘƳŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ /ǊǳǎŀŘŜǊ bǳǎŀȅǊƛ ǇƭŀƴŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ aŀƴōƛƧΩΣ Aleppo Province Media 
OfficeΣ нм Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ.ƻƳōŀǊŘƳŜƴǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊǇƭŀƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ǊǳǎŀŘŜǊ {ŀŦŀǾƛŘ !ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ 
ƻŦ CŀƭƭǳƧŀƘΩΤ Fallujah Province Media Office, 13 August 2015. 
32 Ψ!ŦǘŜǊƳŀǘƘ ƻŦ ōƻƳōŀǊŘƳŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ /ǊǳǎŀŘŜǊ {ŀŦŀǾƛŘ ǇƭŀƴŜǎ ƻƴ ŀ ƳƻǎǉǳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ŀƪǊŀ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩΣ Euphrates Province Media 
OfficeΣ нл Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ƘŜ {ŀŦŀǾƛŘ ŀǊƳȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎ ŀ ƳƻǎǉǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜŀǾȅ ŀǊǘƛƭƭŜǊȅΩΣ Janub Province Media Office, 6 August 2015; 
Ψ.ƻƳōŀǊŘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ǊǳǎŀŘŜǊ {ŀŦŀǾƛŘ !ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ǳǇƻƴ aǳǎƭƛƳ ƳƻǎǉǳŜǎ ƛƴ {ŀƧŀǊΩΣ Fallujah Province Media Office, 9 August 
нлмрΤ Ψ¢ǿƻ ǊŀƛŘǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /ǊǳǎŀŘŜǊ {ŀŦŀǾƛŘ !ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ vŀΩƛƳ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭΩΣ Euphrates Province Media Office, 23 July 2015; 
Ψ.ƻƳōŀǊŘƳŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ǊǳǎŀŘŜǊ bǳǎŀȅǊƛ is on ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŀƴŘ ƻƭŘ ōǊƛŘƎŜǎ ƻŦ aŀȅŀŘƛƴΩΣ Khayr Province Media 
Office, 4 August 2015. 
33 ΨIŜŀƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊǎΩ ŎƘŜǎǘǎΩΣ al-Furqan FoundationΣ о CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нлмрΤ Ψ.ǳǘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǊŜǘǳǊƴΣ ǿŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴΩΣ Nineveh 
Province Media Office, 23 June 2015. 
34 ΨtǳƴƛǎƘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǇǳƴƛǎƘ ȅƻǳΩΣ Anbar Province Media Office, 31 August 2015.  
35 Ψ/ǊǳǎŀŘŜǊΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ²ŜǎǘΤ Ψ{ŀŦŀǾƛŘΩ ǘƻ LǊŀǉΩǎ LǊŀƴ-ōŀŎƪŜŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΤ ŀƴŘ ΨbǳǎŀȅǊƛΩ ǘƻ !ǎǎŀŘΦ 
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and the more graphic the evidence, the more powerful the propaganda. Critically, reminders of the 

victimhood narrative are not just served up as justifiers for its existence, they are also intended as 

indicators of the ΨsacrificesΩ it suffers on behalf of Sunni Muslims the world over.  

 

e) War ς 37.12% 

 

Prioritised in 331 of the 892 events, war is 

the second most prominent narrative in the 

Shawwal dataset. This is unsurprising. 

Regardless of what it claims, war is Islamic 

{ǘŀǘŜΩǎ Ǌŀƛǎƻƴ ŘΩêtre, its primary agent of 

change and revolution. Without war-

themed propaganda, Islamic State would 

lose the cement that binds it together 

because, in order to buoy up support and 

perpetuate the perception of its apocalyptic 

momentum, it must always appear to be 

triumphant.  

 

LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ΨǿƛƴƴŜǊΩǎ 

ƳŜǎǎŀƎƛƴƎΩΦ36 Hence, while it is fighting on 

both defensive and offensive fronts, it is the latter that receives the most propagandistic attention. No 

supporter, committed or otherwise, receives gratification from witnessing their own army disintegrate. 

CƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƎǊŀƛƴȅ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ !ΩƳŀq News Agency, carefully compiled 

                                                           
36 Daveed Gartenstein-wƻǎǎΣ ΨWƛƘŀŘ нΦлΥ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘΩΣ Cǳƭƭ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ IŜŀǊƛƴƎΣ 
Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs, 7 May 2015. 
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photo reports from the provincial media offices, or longer documentary-like battlefield montages from 

the al-LΩǘƛǎaƳ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊΥ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩ ŀǊŜ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ 

expanding.37  

 

Such is the regularity of war propaganda events that one could reasonably assess that Islamic State 

advertises the entirety of its military operations.38 However, this is far from the case, something clearly 

attested to in the data. In places where the fiercest fighting is taking place, there tends to be a marked 

absence of the production of war events, with a majority of this subset being issued in less sensitive 

areas. That said, notable exceptions occur when a particular ghazwa (raid) has been selected for 

broadcast, like, for example, ǘƘŜ ΨwŀƛŘ ŦƻǊ {ƘŀȅƪƘ !ōǳ YƘŀǘǘŀō ŀƭ-{ƘŀȅƘŀǿƛΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ 

of Shawwal in the environs of Bayji.39 In cases like these, photo reports are circulated continuously with 

a specially designated hashtag, emerging with a much shorter lead time than usual, depicting the 

preparation, operation and aftermath in vivid detail. Ghazwņt events are painstakingly choreographed 

such that, when combined with a textual narrative, the reports seem to unfold in real time. While they 

occur regularly, they are not indicative of the norm. 

 

hŦ ǘƘŜ оом ǿŀǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘΣ со ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ǿŜǊŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴΥ оо ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ !ΩƳŀq News 

Agency website and 30 news items in the daily bulletins. 32 of the total subset were in audio format: 

apart from 2 wills from suicide bombers, they were all al-Bayan bulletins, 1 for each day of the sample 

month. The remaining material was composed of 216 photo reports and 20 videos. After being 

aggregated, it was broken up into 7 sub-categories: summary, preparation, defence, offensive, attrition, 

                                                           
37 Ψ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŦƛƎƘǘŜǊǎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ vŀǊȅǘŀȅƴΩΣ !ΩƳŀǉ aŜŘƛŀ !ƎŜƴŎȅΣ с !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ{ƴƛǇƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 
the Peshmerga apostaǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ǎƪƛ aƻǎǳƭΩΣ Nineveh Province Media OfficeΣ но Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ5ƛǎǇŜǊǎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ 
ǘƘƻǎŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƳΩΣ al-LΩǘƛǎŀƳ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ, 23 August 2014. 
38 ²ƛƴǘŜǊΣ Ψ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ /ŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΣ нсΦ  
39 Ψ!ƴ ŀǊƳƻǳǊŜŘ ōǳƭƭŘƻȊŜǊ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩΣ Salahuddin Province Media Office, мр !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ!ǎǇŜŎǘ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ōŀǘǘƭŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ŀȅƧƛΩΣ Salahuddin Province Media Office, мр !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŀŦƛŘƛ !ǊƳȅ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ōŀǘǘƭŜǎ ²Ŝǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ŀȅƧƛΩΣ Salahuddin Province Media Office, 15 August 
нлмрΤ Ψ!ǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻǘȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦŜŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŀŦƛŘƛ ǎǿƛƴŜ ²Ŝǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ŀȅƧƛΩΣ Salahuddin Province Media Office, 
15 August 2015.  
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aftermath and martyrdom panegyrics. These are explained in greater detail below: 

 

1. Summary: 84 of the eǾŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜΣ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅΣ ǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŘŀȅΩǎ 

military accomplishments.40 

 

2. PreparationΥ ол ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜΩǎΩ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ƛƴ ǎǘŀǎƛǎ, showing training camps, 

parades, fortified ribņt lines and weapons training. They are intended to impress upon current 

and prospective members of Islamic State the professionalism, stoicism and well-equipped 

nature of its standing army.41  

 

3. DefenceΥ Ƨǳǎǘ у ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŘŜŦŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǿŀǊΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ с ǇƘƻǘƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ 

depicting anti-aircraft gunfire and 2 videos claiming to show enemy offensives being repelled.42 

The lack of time devoted to defence is inevitable: Islamic State cannot afford to be perceived 

ŀǎ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦŜƴǎƛǾŜΩ, because its chief appeal is the perception of its political and military 

supremacy. Furthermore, practically speaking, it serves the group tactically to keep as tight a 

lid as possible on its defensive procedures. 

 

4. AttritionΥ ту ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀǎŜǘ ŘŜǇƛŎǘ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǿŀǊ ƻŦ ŀǘǘǊƛǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŀǊe 

ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƛƴƛƳŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻǊǘŀǊǎΣ vŀΩǉņΩ ŀƴŘ 

                                                           
40 Each day, al-.ŀȅŀƴ wŀŘƛƻ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜŘ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛƻ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŘŀȅΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ 
multiple languages (Arabic, Turkish, Kurdish, French, English and Russian). While Arabic bulletins were circulated every day 
without fail, bulletins in other languages appeared most but not all of the time. 
41 ΨCǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǊƛōņǘΩΩΣ Hama Province Media OfficeΣ нн Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊǘƘ ōŀǘŎƘ ŦǊƻƳ {ƘŀȅƪƘŀȅƴ 
ŎŀƳǇΩΣ Aden Province Media OfficeΣ нр Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψwƛōņǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜ ƴŜŀǊ YǳǿŀƛǊŜǎ !ƛǊōŀǎŜΩΣ Aleppo 
Province Media OfficeΣ м !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ5ŜǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ½ŀǿōŀϥŀ ŀǊŜŀǎΩΣ Janub Province 
Media OfficeΣ мн !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмр Ψ¢ƘŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ of a new batch of the anti-ǘŀƴƪ ǎǉǳŀŘǊƻƴΩΣ Anbar Province Media Office, 14 
August 2015. 
42 Ψ/ƻǳƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ aǳǉōƛƭŀ Iƛƭƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ !ƭŜǇǇƻ tǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩΣ Aleppo Province Media Office, 
нн Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ ΨwŜǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ bǳǎŀȅǊƛ ǇƭŀƴŜǎ ǿƛth anti-ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘ ǿŜŀǇƻƴǎΩΣ Damascus Province Media Office, 6 August 2015; 
ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜ ŦƛƎƘǘŜǊǎ ǊŜǇŜƭ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ȅǊƛŀƴ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ǘƻ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ {ŀƭŀƘƛȅȅŀΩΣ !ΩƳŀǉ Media Agency, 12 August 
нлмрΤ ΨCŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊǇƭŀƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bǳǎŀȅǊƛ /ǊǳǎŀŘŜǊ ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜΩΣ Khayr Province Media OfficeΣ мр !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ ΨCŜƴŘƛƴƎ 
ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊǇƭŀƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŀŦƛŘƛ /ǊǳǎŀŘŜǊ !ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ǎƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ .ŀȅƧƛΩΣ Salahuddin Province Media Office, 15 August 2015. 
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Katyusha rockets being fired at the unseen enemy.43 Intriguingly, none of the attrition events 

provide any evidence that an enemy is actually at the receiving end of the projectiles being 

photographed. Given the prevalence and location of the majority of these reports (often 

provinces in which there is less heavy fighting), it is conceivable that Islamic State falsely 

produces these low-risk, low-cost photo reports simply to lend itself an air of activity. This 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘƛǎǘǎΩ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŘǳǇƭƛŎƛǘȅΦ44  

 

5. Offensive: there are 52 events in this subset, 7 videos and 45 photo reports, documenting 

specific attacks or raids and showing off ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǊŜƳŀŎȅ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ 

fighters.45 Its soldiers are mythologised, portrayed as courageous and committed, something 

that is intended to shame sympathetic observers into volunteering. Warfare is glamorised and 

gamified as observers are fed ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘƛǎǘǎΩ stories of divinely guided conquest. 

 

6. Aftermath: there are 31 depictions of the aftermath of battles, with Islamic State fighters being 

shown lauding over ƎƘŀƴņΩƛƳ (war booty) and defiling the bodies of their enemies in a mixture 

of photo reports and videos.46 Prisoners are paraded, destroyed tanks examined, and trenches 

                                                           
43 Ψ!ǘǘŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊǊŀŎƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŀŦƛŘƛ !ǊƳȅ ǿƛǘƘ мнл ƳƳ ƳƻǊǘŀǊǎΣ ǎƻǳǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ŀȅƧƛΩΣ Salahuddin Province Media 
OfficeΣ нм Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ!ǘǘŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ tŜǎƘƳŜǊƎŀ ŀǇƻǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƳƻǊǘŀǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ¢ŀƭ wƛƳΩΣ Dijla Province 
Media OfficeΣ но Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ!ǘǘŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǇƻǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŜǎƘƳŜǊƎŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tYY ǿƛǘƘ Řifferent types of weapons and 
ƳƻǊǘŀǊǎ ƛƴ ¢ŀƭ .ŀǊŀƪΩΣ Baraka Province Media OfficeΣ ол Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ Ŏƭǳō ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊǘŀǊǎΩΣ Khayr Province 
Media OfficeΣ мл !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΣ Ψ¢ŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ ŀ ōŀǊǊŀŎƪǎ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ŀŦŀǾƛŘ !ǊƳȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ млс ƳƳ Ŏŀƴƴƻƴκ½ŀǿōŀϥŀΩΣ Janub 
Province Media OfficeΣ мн !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊǊŀŎƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŀŦŀǾƛŘ !ǊƳȅ ǿƛǘƘ vŀϥǉŀΩ ƳƛǎǎƛƭŜǎΩΣ Janub Province 
Media Office, 14 August 2015. 
44 CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛƴ !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмр ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜŘ ΨCŀƭƭǳƧŀƘΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜȅŀǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŀŘŜǊǎΩΣ a video in which was depicted what is, 
at first glance, a recent attack on forces loyal to Baghdad. In reality, as noticed by Daniele Rainieri, the raid had actually taken 
place the year before no later than October 2014, when a photo report was released on it. See @DanieleRainieri, Twitter, 21 
August. 
45 Ψvǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ IƻǳǘƘƛ ǎƴƛǇŜǊ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {Ƙŀϥŀō ŀƭ-ϥ!ƛŘǊǳǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘΩΣ Aden Province Media Office, 18 July 
нлмрΤ ΨtǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŀǘǘƭŜǎ ƛƴ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ CŀƭƭǳƧŀƘΩΣ Fallujah Province Media OfficeΣ нл Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ!ƴŘ ǎƛǘ ƛƴ ǿŀƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǘ 
ŜǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƻƪƻǳǘ L±ΩΣ Sinai Province Media OfficeΣ ол Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƪƴƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩΣ West Africa Province Media Office, 2 
!ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ƘŜ ōŀǘǘƭŜ ǘƻ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ vŀǊȅŀǘŀȅƴΩΣ Damascus Province Media Office, р !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ƘŜ ōŀǘǘƭŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Hawijat al-aŀǊƛϥȅȅŀΩΣ Khayr Province Media OfficeΣ мн !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ¢ƘŜ ōŀǘǘƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ CǊƛŘŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ŀȅƧƛΩΣ !ΩƳŀǉ aŜŘƛŀ !ƎŜƴŎȅ, 15 August 2015. 
46 Ψ!ǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘ ōŜǉǳŜathed to his ƳǳƧņƘƛŘƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ vŀǊȅŀǘŀȅƴ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩΣ Damascus Province Media Office, 19 
Wǳƭȅ нлмрΤ ΨtŜǊƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǇƻǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǿŀƪŜƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ 5ŜǊƴŀΩΣ Cyrenaica Province Media Office, 29 July 2015; 
ΨΨ.ǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ - !ōǊŀƳǎ ǘŀƴƪ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ƛƴ CŀƭƭǳƧŀƘΩΣ !ΩƳŀǉ Media AgencyΣ м !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ!ǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ōƻƻǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ vŀǊȅŀǘŀȅƴΩΣ Damascus Province Media OfficeΣ т !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ! ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ƛǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀǎ ōƻƻǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ 
Ψ{ŀȅȅƛŘ ŀƭ-{ƘǳƘǳŘŀϥ .ǊƛƎŀŘŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ŀȅƧƛΩΣ Salahuddin Province Media OfficeΣ мп !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмрΤ Ψ!ǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ 
the booty that God bestowed upon his ƳǳƧņƘƛŘƛƴ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ {ƛǊǘŜΩΣ Tripoli Province Media Office, 15 Agust 2015. 




