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Abstract

Kurstin Gatt, Decoding DA 1SH: An Analysis of Poetic Exemplars and Discursive
Srategies of Domination in the Jihadist Milieu. Beyond the images of bloody attacks,
staged beheadings, and dismembered corpses, ideologically driven cults like the so-
caled ‘Idamic State’ work to generate obedience and compliance by producing,
through their symbolic language, the potential for coercive power. This book joins a
vibrant discussion about Jihadism by taking DA‘ISH as a case study and explores the
functionality of the Arabic language, and poetry vis-avis organizational power rela-
tions. Specificaly, this research focuses on the use of language as a medium of commu-
nication, and on poetry — an ancient instrument of mobilization — as atool to wield dis-
cursive power over the private and socid life of a primary Arab audience.

To date, denominational poetry produced by jihadist groups remains underrepresent-
ed in the academic field. In part, this may be a result of the inaccessihility to retrieve
jihadist material. The present work is grounded in theoretical frameworks that deal with
the concept of domination, which is enforced through discursive strategies. The over-
arching theory of hegemony is characterized by manipulation and power abuse, and it is
examined by taking into consideration the political and cultural context in which
DA ‘ISH was founded, namely its emergence in the post-US-led invasion of Irag and its
roots linked to the Arabic-l1slamic tradition. Through an analysis of language and poetic
exemplars, | investigate how representations of the past are used as a mobilizing force
primarily to |legitimate the message of DA ‘ISH and also to inculcate a specific ideologi-
cal worldview, to generate compliance and obedience, to create and consolidate group
identity, to spur aggression against the enemy, and ultimately, to invoke acts of vio-
lence.

The past manifests itself in different dimensions. From the outside, the most obvious
relics from the past are constituted by the classical register of the Arabic language,
which is used as a lingua franca in the jihadist milieu, and the classica Arabic ode
which stems from an oral tradition that has — for more than a millennium — served as a
central vehicle of communication. Other manifestations of the past include pre-1slamic
themes and logic of argumentation, Qur’anic alusions, historical figures, and ancient
wisdom, all of which are exploited to galvanize support for DA ‘I SH. Representations of
the past and the present are instrumentalized discursively, placing theologically loaded
diction and culturally resonant symbols in critical places such as names of publishing
institutes and media outlets to create a novel jihadist discourse.

The findings of this study suggest that the ‘novel’ discourse of DA‘ISH gains its
strength from tradition and the socio-political context. Once novel concepts and mean-
ings enter a complex maze of repetition, primarily through a ritualistic form of poetry,
these novel ideas become intertwined with the social memory and ultimately cemented
in the collective jihadist schema. In turn, acquiring fluency in the discourse of DA ‘ISH
becomes a primary indicator of compliance towards the hegemonic project of the organ-
ization. This investigation supports the need for a broader analysis of jihadist speech in
all of its forms. Decoding discursive strategies exploited by jihadists to execute a spe-
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cific ideological worldview is pivotal in building a long-term counter-jihadist narrative
that exposes the discursive strategies of domination enforced through the symbolic
world on the Arabic-speaking audience.



Abstract

Kurstin Gatt, Decoding DA 1SH: An Analysis of Poetic Exemplars and Discursive
Srategies of Domination in the Jihadist Milieu. Jenseits der Bilder der blutigen An-
schlédge, inszenierten Enthauptungen und zerstiickelten Leichen wirken ideologisch
motivierte Kulte wie der sogenannte ,,Islamische Staat" darauf hin, Gehorsam und Zu-
stimmung zu erzeugen, indem sie durch die Symbol sprache das Potenzial fiir erzwunge-
ne Gewalt schaffen. Diese Arbeit ist intendiert als Beitrag zur Arabistik und Kritischen
Diskursanalyse, und Teil einer engagierten Diskussion Uber Dschihadismus, in dem
DA‘ISH als Falstudie dient. Die Analyse konzentriert sich auf die Funktionalitat der
arabischen Sprache und der modernen dschihadistische Dichtung im Kontext
Machtstrukturen. Das Hauptinteresse besteht insbesondere darin, wie die arabische
Sprache als Kommunikationsmittel und die Dichtung zur Mobilisierung mit der Absicht
diskursiver Machtaustibung tber ein primér arabisches Zielpublikum genutzt wird.

Bisher wird die moderne dschihadistische Dichtung in der Wissenschaft kaum be-
achtet, obwohl das Phanomen des Dschihadismus mehrere Jahrzehnte alt ist. Dies ergibt
sich zum Teil aus der Schwierigkeit des Zugangs zu Quellen. Basis der hiesigen Uber-
legungen sind Theorien, die die Herrschaft in der Durchsetzung diskursiver Strategien
thematisieren. Die Untersuchung von Ubergreifenden Herrschaftstheorien, die auf Ma-
nipulation und Machtmissbrauch fokussieren, beriicksichtigt den politischen und kul-
turellen Kontext, indem DA ‘ISH entstand, namlich in der Zeit nach der US-gefiihrten
Invasion des Irak, und auch die sehr enge Beziehung zur arabisch-islamischen Tradi-
tion. Vor allem belegt die Arbeit anhand einer Untersuchung von Sprache und poeti-
schen Beispielen, wie Darstellungen der Vergangenheit als mobilisierende Kraft ver-
wendet werden konnen, um die Botschaft von DA‘ISH zu legitimieren, und dartiber
hinaus dokumentiert sie die Indoktrinierung in einer ideologischen Weltanschauung, die
Durchsetzung von Konformitét und Gehorsam, die Schaffung und Festigung von Grup-
penidentitét, den Aufruf zu Angriffen gegen den Feind und schliefdlich die Motivation
von Gewaltakten.

Der spezifische Bezug auf die Vergangenheit manifestiert sich auf unterschiedlichen
Ebenen. Von auf3en gesehen erscheinen die meisten Spuren der Vergangenheit in der
klassischen Form der arabischen Sprache, die unter dschihadistischen Gruppierungen
als Lingua franca benutzt wird. Zudem manifestiert sich die Vergangenheit in Form der
klassischen arabischen Ode, die aus einer miindlichen Uberlieferung stammt und seit
mehr als einem Jahrtausend als kollektives Kommunikationsmittel dient. Weitere
Wiederverwendungen der Vergangenheit, die die Mobilisierung von DA‘ISH genutzt
werden, sind vor-islamische Motive, uralte Argumentationslogiken und Weisheiten,
koranische Anspielungen und historische Personlichkeiten. Die Darstellungen der Ver-
gangenheit und der Gegenwart werden durch die Zusammenstellung von theologisch
aufgeladenen Redewendungen und eine Symbolik, die an die Zielkultur angepasst sind,
mit modernem Verlagswesen, Medienkandlen und moderner Kriegsfilhrung zu einer
diskursiven Strategie verbunden, wodurch ein neuartiger dschihadistischer Diskurs
geschaffen wird. Die Studie ergab, dass der neuartige Diskurs von DA ‘ISH seine Stérke
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durch Tradition, gesellschaftspolitische und religidse Entwicklungen erlangt hat. Wenn
neue Konzepte und Bedeutungen in ein komplexes Labyrinth aus Wiederholungen gera-
ten, beispielweise durch die rituelle Form der klassischen arabischen Dichtung, werden
diese neuartigen ldeen mit dem sozialen Gedachtnis verflochten und schliefdlich im
kollektiven dschihadistischen Schema verankert. Den neuartigen Diskurs von DA ‘ISH
zu beherrschen, impliziert wiederum Zustimmung und Konformitét und ist somit wich-
tiger Bestandteil des hegemonialen Projekts der Organisation.

Die vorliegende Untersuchung beweist die Notwendigkeit einer breiteren Analyse
des dschihadistischen Diskurses. Die Dekodierung von diskursiven Strategien, die von
Dschihadisten benutzt werden, um eine bestimmte ideologische Weltanschauung
umzusetzen, ist von zentraler Bedeutung fur den Aufbau eines langfristigen anti-
dschihadistischen Gegen-Narrativs. Ein Versténdnis der diskursiven Herrschaftsstrate-
gien, die durch die symbolische Welt auf das arabischsprachige Publikum ausgelibt
wird, kdnnte dazu beitragen, ihre Wirkkraft einzuddmmen.
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Preface

From the outside, it is easy to perceive jihadist organizations like DA‘ISH in terms of
repression and loathing. When we think of DA‘ISH, we think of the orchestrated be-
headings, destruction of world heritage, and terrorist attacks which rendered most of the
world perilous at the very least. Certainly, | would not wish to diminish in any way the
violence and brutality of militant jihadist groups. Yet if we want to understand how
such an insurgent group worked and how it managed to highjack the hearts and minds
of its recruits and manipulate the Arabic-Islamic tradition, such afocus may be mislead-
ing. From the inside, the most striking aspect of DA ‘ISH is its absolute control over its
symbolic world, culminating in its extensive use of poetry in the jihadist milieu. This
book proposes that if we want to understand the power of DA ‘ISH, then we must make
sense of the messages with which individuals living under DA‘ISH control are bom-
barded continuously, and decode these ways of communication to address how people
come to embrace such deadly cults. How can people leave their families and homes to
pledge loyalty to DA ‘ISH, which in turn takes away their freedom, their life, and threat-
ens extreme violence to anyone who would question, let alone oppose it? This study
challenges the common belief that radical fundamentalist organizations such as DA ‘I SH
can only be defeated by means of violent physical warfare. Underlying this work is the
assertion that understanding the jihadist discourse can help us understand better the
jihadist milieu and, as a result, be able to provide a more effective counter-narrative to
the jihadist paradigm. Decoding DA ‘1SH offers a contextualized insight into the contro-
versiad manifestation of religiously inspired political violence by analyzing strategies
sharpened by decades of technique through which organizations like DA ‘ISH permeate
flesh and blood of the people. Flowery language captivates children and adults emotion-
ally and passionately and helps to reshape their understanding of reality, deactivate self-
inhibiting norms associated with atrocities, and induce specific actions. Decoding
DA ‘1SH is along shot in the dark to understand the complex worldview of the organiza-
tion, which operates as a form of power in its own right because those who control the
power over meaning, also control the perception of reality. By exploiting the power of
poetry to wield absolute control over the worldview of its adherents, DA‘ISH attempts
to legitimate brutality as virtue, concentrate bigotry, eulogize violence, and give a ve-
neer of truth to the jihadist propaganda. By claiming control over the symbolic world
and public discourse, jihadist currents cling to the Arabic-Islamic tradition to chase
political power, riding roughshod over Qur’anic principles and traditions. Its laudatory
slogans, single words, sempiternal images, ancient wisdom, and poetic verses are rein-
vented and subtly imposed on those living in the jihadist milieu in a million repetitions
and taken on board mechanically and unconsciously. Decoding DA ‘1SH sheds light on
how jihadist organizations exploit the symbolic world to strike further flames of discon-
tent in war-torn countries like Iraq and Syria and wreak havoc over large areas and
populations.
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Often quoted sources are referred to in abbreviated form as follows:
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CHALABL

CHALMAL

CHALPCP
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DAN

DA‘ISH
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LISAN
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‘Critical Discourse Analysis' refers to an interdisciplinary approach to the
study of discourse that views language as a form of practice.

The Cambridge History of Arabic literature: ‘Abbasid Belles Lettres, eds.
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bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).

Ahlam al-Nasr, Uwaru al-haqqi: al-diwan al-shi ri al-awwal li-sha ‘irati al-
jihadi al-adiba al-fadila Aklam al-nasr, e-book, accessed May 30, 2018,
https://jihadol ogy .net/2014/07/19/f ursan-al -bal agh-media-presents-a-new-
rel ease-from-a%e1%h8%a5| am-al -na%el%b9%a3r-flames-of -the-truth/.
See also ISO.

Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe, vol. 1-VI.
(Leiden: Brill, 2001).

‘Islamic State Organization’ or DA‘ISH refer to the group once known as
‘the Ilamic State of Iragq’ (I1SI, October 2006 to April 2013), ‘the Islamic
State of Iraq and Sham’ (I1SIS, April 2013 to June 2014), and ‘the Islamic
State’ (IS, June 2014 until present). This usage conforms to the group’s own
shorthand for itself, namely, “the Islamic State” (al-dawla al-islamiyya), or
merely “the State” (al-dawla), which dates back to 2006.

George J. Kanazi, Studies in the Kitab As-Sinag ‘atayn of Abiz Hilal Al-
‘Askari (Leiden: Brill, 1989).

Edward William Lane, “An Arabic—English Lexicon. I-VIII.” London and
Edinburgh 93 (1863).

Ibn Manzir: Lisan a-‘Arab (Beirut, 1955-6).

Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Wkitten Arabic (Wiesbaden: Har-
rassowitz Verlag, 1979).



A Note on Transcription

This work adheres to the trangliteration system adopted by the International Journal of
Middle East Studies (IIMES):

Consonants
d d k
b dh t I
t r z m
th z n
] S gh h
h sh f w
kh $ q y
Vowels
Long Vowels Short Vowels Diphtongs
a a aw
i u ay
1 i
- -a(-atinidafa)

- a and (-)I- (e.g. al-kitab; wa-I-kitab; no sun letters)

- Initial hamzais always dropped

- Thenisbaending is rendered -iyya in Arabic (e.g. misriyya)

- Technical terms for which there is no English equivalent and that is not found in
Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary are rendered in transcription.

- Proper names, technical terms, and geographic designations that have become stand-
ardized in English are either not translated or used in simplified trandliteration with-
out diacritical marks. Examples of these words include Baghdad, hadith, Hamas,
Hizbullah, Islam, jihad, Mosul, Prophet Muhammad, Saddam Hussein, and Sunni Is-
lam. In some exceptional cases, the ‘ayn and hamza are retained for example al-
Qa'ida, Qur’an, Shari‘a, Shi‘a, Ba'th Party.

- Arabic titles of magazines are transliterated according to IIMES but without diacrit-
icsex: al-Naba and Dabig.






Introduction

Contextualizing Decoding DA ‘I SH

Since its emergence in 2006, the phenomenon of the ‘Islamic State' has managed to
assert itself as one of the world’s most prominent militant jihadist groups of modern
times by embodying the threat of relatively straightforward but highly shocking attacks.
News about violent attacks, which were often communicated through heavy usage of
psychological warfare with high-quality production of audio-visual publicity materials,
has become palimpsestic, consisting of a series of translucent events overriding them-
selves. To date, there has been little agreement on the enigma of DA ‘ISH, which has
managed to attract a significant number of individuals from the Arab-1slamic world and
outside it to join it. However, trying to unravel DA‘ISH and similar jihadist organiza-
tions through conventional narrative history and military tactics has proven relatively
futile.

The phenomenon of DA‘ISH is a growing field of study in which a variety of disci-
plines participate. Political scientists, media analysts, historians, religious scholars,
Arabists, and experts of ideologies have delved into different aspects of this organiza-
tion. The inter-disciplinary fields engaged in understanding DA ‘ISH are testimony to
the multi-faceted dimensions that feed on religious, cultural, and political elements in
the organization's day-to-day operations. In an attempt to reconstruct life under
DA ‘ISH-controlled regions, research thus far has focused overwhelmingly on the expe-
riences of eye-witnesses that have managed to escape from DA ‘ISH territory," and on
administrational documentation that has found its way out of the jihadist compound.?
Other scholars have investigated DA ‘ISH vis-&vis its connection to Islam® and or its
presence online.* While these dimensions are undoubtedly valuable attempts to under-

1 For further reading on the subject, see also Donatella Rovera, “Escape from Hell: Torture and Sexual
Slavery in Islamic State Captivity in Irag,” Amnesty International, 2014, accessed June 20, 2018,
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/fil es/resourcesymde140212014en.pdf.

2 For further reading on the subject, see also Rukmini Callimachi, “The ISIS Files,” The New York Times,
April 8, 2018, accessed August 20, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/04/04/world/ mid-
dleeast/isis-documents-mosul-irag.html.

3 See aso Hassan Muhsin Ramadan, Tashrii al-fikr al-salaff al-mutararrif (Damascus: Dar a-hasad,
2009); Ibrahim Faw‘ad, Da ‘ish: min al-najdr ila al-baghdadr: nustaljiya al-khilafa (Beirut: Awal Centre
for Studies and Documentation, 2015); Vincent a-Ghurrayib, Dawlat al-khilafa al-isamiyya: al-tanzir
al-salaf7 al-jihadr (Beirut: Dar al-wala’, 2016).

4 For an analysis on how DA‘ISH uses the digital world, see also Abdel Bari Atwan, ISamic State: The
Digital Caliphate (London: Sagi Books, 2015); Adam Hoffman, and Y oram Schweitzer, “Cyber Jihad in
the Service of the Islamic State (1SIS),” Srategic Assessment 18, no. 1 (April 2015); Charlie Winter, The
Virtual ‘Caliphate’: Understanding Islamic Sate's Propaganda Strategy (London: Quilliam Foundation,
2015); Christina Schori Liang, “Cyber Jihad: Understanding and Countering ISlamic State Propagan-
da,” Geneva Centre for Security Policy (GSCP), Policy Paper 2 (2015); Daniel Milton, “Communication
Breakdown: Unraveling the Islamic State’s Media Efforts,” Combating Terrorism Center, U.S. Military
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stand the extent of brutality with which DA ‘ISH militants operate, analyses of militant
jihadist movements cannot be solely governed by the paradigm of terrorism. This study
proposes to shift focus on the language because Classical Arabic is exploited as a pow-
erful medium through which DA‘ISH transmits its ideology transnationally to other
prospective recruits.® Additionally, poetry serves jihadist groups as a cultural tool which
is utilized to inculcate the jihadist worldview among an Arabic-speaking audience.
From a discursive point of view, the analysis of language and poetry plays an essential
role in the maintenance of and communication in the jihadist groups because it takes
into account culturally dependent and resonant symbolism that is continuously appro-
priated by jihadist groups.

Aims and Scope of the Study: The Disciplinary Context

The primary purpose of this study is to develop an understanding of jihadist discourse.
More specifically, this book investigates discursive tools instrumentalized by DA‘ISH
to wield power over its primary Arabic-speaking audience by generating compliance. |
argue that we cannot understand the insistent voice of DA‘ISH unless we delve deep
into the ancient past and reread the jihadist group in light of the tribal cultures that for
over amillennium have expressed themselvesin poetry and have attached great value to
their cultural traits and traditions, including their tribal values and the Bedouin ethos
that still permeate the jihadist milieu today. Thus the analysis of DA ‘ISH must take into
consideration its appropriation of the Arabo-Idamic tradition, its ancient modes of
communication, and political mobilization. More specifically, this study addresses the
following questions:

1. How do discursive elements of the symbolic world seek to engender commitment
in the target recipientsin the form of domination?

Since this is a study about discourse, it is not the course of events that stands at the
centre of this study; instead, it is the language that reflects events and, at times, shapes
and nurtures them. The recognition that discourse operates as a disciplinary device does
not imply that other forms of coercive control are not necessary. The blatant punitive

Academy, West Point, October 2016, accessed June 30, 2018, https.//ctc.usma.edu/app/uploads/2016
/10/ISMedia_Online.pdf; Daveed Gartenstein-Ross, Nathaniel Barr and Bridget Moreng, “The Islamic
State’'s Global Propaganda Strategy,” International Centre for Counter-Terrorism (ICCT), The Hague,
Research  Paper, March 2016, accessed June 30, 2018, https://www.icct.nl/wp-
content/uploads/2016/03/I CCT-Gartenstein-Ross-| S-Global -Propaganda- Strategy-March2016.pdf; Doug-
las Wilbur, “Propaganda’s Place in Strategic Communication: The Case of ISIL's Dabiqg Mage-
zing,” International Journal of Strategic Communication 11, no. 3 (2017): 209-23.

5 The exploitation of specific discursive elements connected to the Arabic language plays a pivotal role in
the jihadist propaganda due to the overwhelming number of recruits joining DAISH from Arabic-
speaking countries. See also, “Foreign Fighters: An Updated Assessment of the Flow of Foreign Fighters
into Syria and Irag,” The Soufan Group, December 2015, accessed May 5, 2018,
www.soufangroup.com/foreign-fighters/.
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inducements, beheadings, and burning of soldiers alive are, no doubt, considerable.
Incarceration and corporal punishments, however, are never the exclusive forms of
control upon which jihadist organizations rely.® Symbolic displays of power expressed
discursively not only operate in tandem with overt coercive controls, but they are also
themselves a subsystem of coercive control. The group’s control of power is conceptu-
alized vis-avis its contestation over the symbolic world, the management, and appro-
priation of meanings and events. DA ‘ISH controls and manipulates the symbolic world
in the same manner that it constructs institutions of enforcement and punishment.

In the analysis of DA‘ISH discoursg, it is impossible not to experience a combina-
tion of what socia scientists following Max Weber conceive as a loyalty-producing
organization through traditional authority (domination) and its anxiety-inducing simula-
crum. The absolute control over the symbolic world enables DA ‘ISH to appeal to poten-
tial recruitsinside and outside of Iraqg, justify the killing of civilians and fellow Muslims
in insurgent attacks, legitimate organizations that engage in violence, and counter the
claims of authorities in Iraq and around the Muslim world. Thus, specifying the nature
of and rationale behind symbolic discursive displays in jihadist organizations such as
DA ‘ISH can clarify more general concepts such as obedience, complicity, power abuse,
and membership.

Crucial to this study is how discursive mechanisms work to exemplify and produce
political power. This study is interested in how DA‘ISH mobilizes its citizens and
members to demonstrate and embody its power. It engages in discussing discursive
strategies as an occasion for enforcing obedience, but also as the very mechanism of
enforcement. In amore critical approach to power, we are especially interested in power
abuse or domination, and how the jihadist ideology is used to legitimate such hegemo-
ny. More specifically, this research investigates how elements that form part of the
collective heritage in the Arab world are appropriated through discursive means to pro-
duce and legitimate political power, thus helping to ensure the group’s own survival and
obedience from its supporters.

In atime when multiple jihadist organizations are striving to acquire political legiti-
macy, the cadence of the classical Arabic ode, which is characterized by syntactic paral-
lelisms, rhymes, allusions and maxims, all couched in balanced structures, provides a
useful and inexpensive tool to communicate messages and power relations among ji-
hadist subscribers. Poetry and other forms of discourse play an essential rolein enabling
DA ‘ISH to wield control over the worldview of their subscribers, mainly because these
elements serve as an emotional expression founded upon a unique orchestral coordina
tion between the speaker and audience.

To bridge the gap between discourse and power abuse, this study avails itself of
modern theories borrowed from the field of ‘Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). This
growing field of research proposes a systematic approach to analyze the interdepend-

6 Lisa Wedeen, Ambiguities of Domination: Politics, Rhetoric, and Symbols in Contemporary Syria (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 27.
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ence of ideology and communicative practices. It also explains how language is strate-
gically deployed to legitimate violent actions and resist a demonized ‘other.” The study
is thereby concerned with the use of language, symbolism, and poetry as a communica-
tive or symbolic form of ‘social manipulation.” The concept of power abuse is connect-
ed to ‘social manipulation’ which implies the exercise of a form of illegitimate influ-
ence by means of discourse. Social manipulation is defined in terms of abuse of power,
namely social domination between parties and its reproduction in everyday practices,
including discourse.” Manipulating how recipients understand particular events discur-
sively is crucial, especialy in the case of the brutal and violent acts committed by
DA‘ISH. The manipulative jihadist language that is embellished in highly emotional
literary devices and associations through underlying effects can achieve shiftsin a dom-
inant logic. In a broader, semiotic sense, this work also argues that manipulation as an
illegitimate influence is also exercised in the symbolic world by creating a flag, curren-
cy, and reconstructing the world map.

The reasons for classifying language-based and symbolic strategies as ‘manipula-
tive' are two-fold. Firstly, these strategies are intentional and covert. The jihadist dis-
course is premeditated, and it is constructed deliberately to thwart reality.® Secondly,
these strategies benefit the interests of DAISH, and they imply an asymmetrical rela-
tion between DA‘ISH and its recipients.” By combining theories of domination with
theories of literary criticism and CDA, this work discusses how content and form, to-
gether with residual and archaic references to other inter-textual poetical output can help
to spread the jihadist message in thistime and age.

2. What are the hallmarks of DA ‘ISH discourse, and what function does poetry play
in the jihadist milieu? More specifically, what are the main literary themes, motifs,
and devices used in these poems, and how do these devices contribute towards
building up ajihadist ethos?

The study aims to unravel some of the mysteries concerning the debate on Jihadism
through an examination of its discursive strategies by giving due importance to the
semantic field, imagery, recurring motifs, morphological patterning, parallel structures,
intertextualities, and other elements which shape this discourse in particular. These
language-based aspects are analyzed in light of the culture and tradition that nurtured
them. Recurring lexical items, metaphors, and field-specific lexicon, which promote
resilience, steadfastness, belligerence, and the element of never-ending combat and
struggle, gained strength from the traditional virtues of honour, dignity, courage, perse-

7 Seealso Teun Van Dijk, “Discourse and Manipulation,” in Discourse and Society 17, no. 3 (2006): 359—
83.

8 See also Frans Van Eemeren, “Foreword: Preview by Review,” in Manipulation and Ideologies in the
Twentieth Century: Discourse, Language and Mind, eds. Louis Saussure, and Peter Schulz, vol. 17 (Am-
sterdam: John Benjamins, 2005), xi.

9 Louis de Saussure, and Peter Schulz, eds., “Introduction,” in Manipulation and Ideologies in the Twenti-
eth Century: Discourse, Language and Mind, vol. 17 (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2005), 6.
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verance in the face of evil most of which are enshrined in the pre-1slamic Bedouin ethos
and the Islamic code of Arab societies. Phraseology derived from the Qur’an and classi-
cal Arabic poetry creates a specific aura of authenticity as a result of the fact that it is
not usually deployed in day-to-day parlance but is used in a ‘sacred’ space which has
been nurtured, cherished, and built up through time by multiple generations. The highly
emotional rhetoric gleaned from the poetic tradition, and Islamic discourse enables
DA‘ISH to inject a spirit of struggle, resistance, and resilience by means of a hard-
hitting language and an ethos of war.

This work locates modern jihadist poetry in the long-standing Arab poetic tradition
spanning over a millennium by indicating possible influences on DA ‘ISH poetry and its
position in the broader literary framework of modern Arabic poetry. Due to the form of
jihadist poetry, this study investigates the superficial link between jihadist poetry and
the Arabic poetic tradition. The jihadist poem is composed following the classical ode
known as gasida that has held a revered position in the Arabic culture for centuries. The
dominance of its poetic form has inspired poets stretching from the pre-llamic erato as
far as the twentieth century, after which significant shifts in poetic sensibility began to
emerge. From the twentieth century onwards, the classical ode remained in power but
was now challenged with new poetic forms and techniques. During the modern period,
the fundamental elements of the classical gasida have been retained. Still, this model
has undergone some changes that are also reflected in DA ‘ISH poetry. Additionally, this
book discusses whether such poetry has unique characteristics when compared to other
poems of Classical Age and Modern Times.

This study sheds light on discourse as a site of symbolic action, that is, the decisive
and distinctive manner in which it acts in the world. Form and content are discussed
concurrently because of the interplay of form and content in shaping that action. Even
though the form and content are inseparable, they are till clearly distinguishable, and
both work in different ways to promote specific goals. The analysis of poetry is carried
out by resorting to the contribution of literary scholarship by both classical literary crit-
ics and modern Arabists. Traditional scholarship of Arabic literary criticism plays a
crucia role in understanding the poetic voice within any jihadist group mainly because
it focuses on the poetic discourse as a finely interconnected whole with its literary and
discursive mechanisms that all work together to create an encompassing narrative for
DA‘ISH and those subscribed to its ideology. In this manner, literary devices are not
only prized for their ornamental function, but they also play a pivotal role in substantiat-
ing an argument and, ultimately, manipulating the populace.

This book examines the functions of jihadist poetry as the primary medium of com-
munication in the jihadist milieu. The features of poetry are to be understood in the
context of the Arabic poetic tradition that laid particular importance to this form of
discourse as attested by the centrality of poets and poetry in the pre-lslamic and Islamic
societies. For this reason, the functions of modern jihadist poetry are linked to the func-
tions of classical Arabic poetry that have already been discussed extensively elsewhere
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by prominent scholars in the field of Arabic studies, including Beatrice Gruendler, Su-
zanne Pinckney Stetkevych, and Wen-Chin Ouyang.™®

Additionally, the book discusses DA‘ISH poetry in terms of its mnemonic tech-
niques that are attributed to orally based thought. Oral communication, or the process of
verbally transmitting information and ideas from one individual or group to another, has
held an essential spot in the cultural space of the Arabic-lIslamic tradition for socio-
political reasons. Although one cannot infer that the jihadist milieu isacase of a‘prima
ry oral’ culture, the function and form of poetic discourse, including its incessant repeti-
tions, its aesthetic appeal, its smplicity of verses, and the centrality of the communal
experience hint towards mnemonic techniques adduced to orality. In turn, these tech-
niques facilitate memorization, consolidation of the in-group bond, and subtle transmis-
sion of the group’s message. This work culls theories from Walter Ong’s work entitled
Orality and Literacy to understand the power of specific techniques attributed to orality
in the poetry of DA ‘ISH. Ong's work remains one of the more recent monographs that
discusses the Oral Literary theory, which can be traced mainly to the work of two schol-
ars, Milman Parry (1902-1935) and Albert Lord (1912-1991). By referring to the ‘' Ora
Literary Theory,” the discussion focuses on the mnemonic imperative of oral poetry that
is central to the effectiveness of ideological transmission in DA‘ISH poetry. By adopt-
ing this systematic theoretical framework, this work presents the organization’s world
through its own eyes and voice, thus providing a greater understanding of the manipula-
tive strategies used to spread the group’s worldview, its political culture, self-images,
guiding myths, and the making of a jihadist identity. The main focus of this book cul-
minates in the analysis of how DA ‘I SH poetry is instrumentalized to legitimate, authen-
ticate, and justify violence.

3. How isthe past manipulated to reflect a modern worldview?

The diaectd relationship between tradition and modernity has a functiona role to play
in the overall discursive strategies devised by DA‘ISH. Discursively, manipulation
involves the usual forms and formats of ideological discourse. Manipulation is usualy
based on trust, which the manipulator often gains by engaging in argumentation. This
work deliberates that discursive logics of argumentation exploited by DA ‘ISH are not to
be understood in terms of the group’s appeal to logic or rationale but to other forms of
appeal that are more current in the specific Arabo-Islamic milieu including the appeal to
tradition (argumentum ad antiquitatem), the appeal to authority (argumentum ad vere-

10 See also Adonis, An Introduction to Arab Poetics, trans. Catherine Cobham (Cairo: American University
of Cairo, 2000); Beatrice Gruendler, Verena Klemm, and Barbara Winckler, “ Arabische Literatur,” in Is-
lam: Einheit und Vielfalt einer Weltreligion, ed. Rainer Brunner (Stuttgart: Verlag W. Kohlhammer,
2016), 360; Beatrice Gruendler, Medieval Arabic Praise Poetry: Ibn Al-Rizmi and the Patrons Redemp-
tion (London: Routledge, 2010), 3—76; Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych, The Poetics of Islamic Legitimacy:
Myth, Gender, and Ceremony in the Classical Arabic Ode (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2002), 180-282; Wen-Chin Ouyang, Literary Criticismin Medieval Arabic—Islamic Culture: The Making
of a Tradition (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), 55-88.



Introduction 7

cundiam), the appeal to conseguences (argumentum ad consequentiam), and the appeal
to emotion (argumentum ad passiones).

Appeas made to tradition and authority are perhaps the two most recurring types of
logics of argumentation in DA ‘ISH discourse.™ The group’s instrumentalization of the
Arabic-Idlamic tradition should not be taken at face value but should be considered as a
strategic means to reach an ideological end. From an argumentative viewpoint, the ap-
peal to tradition or antiquity, whereby a thesis in an argument is deemed correct on the
basis that it is correlated with past and present traditions, is a type of logical falacy.
One major issue concerning this logical fallacy is connected to the ambiguous definition
of the term ‘tradition’ because its signification varies among different periods, cultures,
religions, and geographical locations. Assuming that DA ‘ISH links itself to the Arabic-
Islamic tradition, the concept of tradition includes along-standing history spanning over
several centuries transnationally. Admittedly, this variegated span over time and geo-
graphical location carry different messages and ideol ogies through which jihadist organ-
izations like DA ‘ISH sift to justify their unique worldview.

By framing modern-day warfare within an Islamic tradition, figurative language
does not merely serve as an ornamental device but becomes an expression of argumen-
tation within itself. This logic of argumentation communicates the subtle message that
the unfolding political events in the region are pre-destined, and DA‘ISH is only ful-
filling religiously inspired apocalyptic events. The role played by tradition in DA‘ISH
discourse is three-fold. First, tradition and its wealth of associations serve as a powerful
force of argumentation based on comparisons between modernity and the glorious Is-
lamic past. Second, the process of sifting through tradition is instrumentalized to create
a new ideology. The selective reconstruction of the past is strategically mobilized to
manipulate the populace discursively and symbolically. Third, tradition normalizes a
modern jihadist worldview, through which ideas and actions come to be regarded as
‘normal’ and morally justified in the jihadist milieu.

Different facets of tradition that surface in DA ‘ISH discourse — whether in the form
of classical language, classical ode, ancient wisdom, the pre-1slamic nhomenclature sys-
tem, imagery culled from religious texts, mythological Muslim warriors — are éttractive
and appealing because they arouse emotions and provoke passion especially for a socie-
ty that is deeply connected to its history, traditions, and faith. DA‘ISH plays upon the
sensitivity and emotions of a cultured milieu in which the merest reference to the
Qur’an strikes up extraordinary reverberations. Poetry with overtones of Islamic terms
serves as a powerful instrument for honing this reverberatory faculty and, thus, for at-
tuning and orienting the sense to the divinely ordered world. The supremacy of the
Qur’an, religious metaphors, allusions, formulae, and Islamic values appeal to the Is-
lamic ethos. In this case, the argument relies on one's respect for what authority has
said. The appeal to authority papers over gaps in logic and evokes deep cultura ties,

11 Theories on tradition are based on the semina work of Edward Shils entitled Tradition, which was the
first extensive study on the multifaceted understanding of tradition. See aso Edward Albert
Shils, Tradition (London: Faber and Faber, 1981).
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facilitating the manipulation of the collective memory by means of religious immunity.
In devising religious associations strategically, DA ‘ISH aspires to gain a glow of au-
thority, and generate compliance from its audience.

The appeal to authority is also an illegitimate use of force because of its apparent at-
tempt to intimidate the primary Arab audience by daring them to challenge what is
culturally believed to be unchallengeable. In this sense, there is interpenetration and
almost identification of religion and DA‘ISH; disagreeing with DA‘ISH becomes
equated with opposing Islam. Thisis a clear example of how faith, as an integral part of
the Islamic tradition, is weaponized as a group identity meant to galvanize support for
the jihadist cause. Islamic discourse is exploited to characterize enemies, to imply
modes of action against them, and to define intergroup, intra-group, and out-group rela-
tions. This work suggests that once the jihadist message becomes encoded in a cultural-
ly resonant form of discourse and built on fallacious types of logic, the recipients may
be unable to understand the real intentions or the full consequences of the beliefs or
actions advocated by DA ‘I SH, making them “victims of manipulation.”*?

Status Quasstionis

Until recently, there has been no thorough analysis of the poetry and discursive strate-
gies of jihadist groups like DA‘ISH. Recent developments in the Arab world have
heightened the need for a serious examination of militant jihadist propaganda, which is
being deployed across the Middle Eastern region and beyond with unprecedented stealth
and efficacy. In the academic field, the past decade has witnessed a renewed interest in
the study of modern Jihadism and jihadist literature, primarily because of the acknowl-
edged political significance of militant jihadist organizations and the far-reaching ef-
fects these groups exert on global politics. However, the importance of jihadist poetry
continues to be primarily downplayed or even neglected as a valid subject for systemat-
ic research both in Western scholarship and in the Arab world for various political and
religious reasons.™® Except for the scholarly work mentioned in this section, there is still
a general lack of meticulous study that focuses on the language-based strategies which
are exploited for ideological transmission, especialy in the case of contemporary ji-
hadist movements.

Severa attempts have been made to study the relationship between language and
ideologies that dominate politics in the Arab world. In a study entitled Islamist Rheto-
ric. Language and Culture in Contemporary Egypt, Jacob Hoigilt examines Islamist
discourse published in the form of theological books of three prominent Islamist figures

12 Teun Van Dijk, “Discourse and Manipulation,” Discourse and Society 17, no. 3 (2006), 361.

13 David Rapoport, a renowned scholar in the field of terrorism, had made a similar claim more than three
decades ago, “scholars rarely read the literature written by terrorists.” David C. Rapoport, ed., “The Inter-
national World as Some Terrorists Have Seen It: A Look at a Century of Memoirs,” in Inside Terrorist
Organizations (New Y ork: Columbia University Press, 1988), 32.
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in Egypt in light of the Arabic text linguistics.* In contrast to Hoigilt's study, this re-
search does not focus on the analysis of theological books; it concentrates instead on
poetry as a more accessible and practical means of transmitting a specific worldview on
the battlefield. The instrumentalization of the Arabic language in politics is the central
point of discussion in Ofra Bengio’s monograph called Saddam’'s Word: Political Dis-
course in lrag, which investigates the Ba'thist discourse in Irag under Saddam Hus-
sein’s rule. Bengio's work analyses political terms, concepts, and idioms as disseminat-
ed through the official Iragi mouthpieces as expressions that have both reflected and
shaped Iraq's political culture and events. This seminal work illustrates how language
and politics are interdependent and that regimes or specific political cultures are built on
public discourse.®

The concept of using language and symbolism to enforce domination in the Arab
world is also discussed in Lisa Wedeen's work Ambiguities of Domination: Politics,
Rhetoric, and Symbols in Contemporary Syria. This work treats rhetoric and symbols as
central elements of politics. The study analyses the symbolic world, including the or-
chestrated spectacles and strategized language that emerged during the thirty-year rule
of Syria’'s ex-President Hafiz al-Asad’s regime.’® Additionally, the official discourse of
the Egyptian ex-president Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir and the Iragi ex-President Saddam Hus-
sein is thoroughly examined for its emotional and manipulative effect in the work of
Kristina Stock entitled Sprache als ein Instrument der Macht: Strategien der Arab-
ischen Politischen Rhetorik im 20. Jahrhundert.'” In light of these works, the aim be-
hind this study is to contribute to this growing area of research by exploring the centrali-
ty of discursive strategies in the jihadist political discourse.

More recent discussions and analyses about the symbolic world of modern jihadist
organizations are characterized by different perspectives and theories, including the
literary, cultural, musical, religious, and historical aspects. These areas of research are
by no means distinct or categorized. Quite often, these studies entail a combination of
multiple aspects and theories. Perhaps one of the first scholars to have highlighted the
importance of militant jihadist chants and poetry in the jihadist groups was Tilman Sei-
densticker, who drew attention to the presence of both poetry and chants in jihadist
circles. The scholar concludes the study by analyzing a praise poem dedicated to Osama
bin Laden.® In another work, Seidensticker claims that chants “represent a genre of

14 See aso Jacob Haigilt, Islamist Rhetoric: Language and Culture in Contemporary Egypt (London:
Routledge, 2011).

15 See aso Ofra Bengio, Saddam’'s Word: Political Discourse in Iraq (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1998).

16 Wedeen, Ambiguities of Domination.

17 Kristina Stock, Sprache als ein Instrument der Macht: Strategien der Arabischen Politischen Rhetorik im
20. Jahrhundert (Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag, 1999).

18 Tilman Seidensticker, “Lieder und Gedichte als Mittel zur Mobilisierung von Religion bei Jihadisten,” in
Religionsproduktivitét in Europa: Markierungen im religidsen Feld, eds. Jamal Malik, and Juergen
Manemann (Muenster: Aschendorff, 2009), 145-54.
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religiously imbued music that apparently plays an enormous role in Jihadist circles.”*®

Another study that deals with primary jihadist sources is conducted by Ruediger Lohlk-
er, which aso touches upon the topic of jihadist chants, albeit very briefly.® The study
of Jihadism is discussed in more detail in a book series edited by Ridiger Lohlker enti-
tled Sudying Jihadism. To date, this series comprises three volumes entitled New Ap-
proaches to the Analysis of Jihadism: Online and Offline, Jihadism: Online Discourses
and Representations, and World Wide Warriors. How Jihadis Operate Online. The
second volume is especially noteworthy because it investigates the symbolic world of
militant jihadist organizations, devoting a book chapter to the poetry of al-Qa’ida’s
chief theologian.*

Other studies that have focused on the cultural products and practices of the jihadist
culture include a volume edited by Thomas Hegghammer entitled Jihadi Culture: The
Art and Social Practices of Militant Islamists, which focuses on poetry, jihadi chants,
and non-military practices in jihadist circles among others®? From a musicological
perspective, Jonathan Pieslak discusses the role of music in the Iraq war, comparing
jihadi chants to the music employed by US soldiers.® In more recent publications, Jona-
than Pieslak and Nelly Lahoud focus on the musical element of DA‘ISH chants, by
providing a historical overview of jihadist chants and several common themes within
the vast array of chants?* Similarly, Henrik Grétrud's article entitled “Islamic State
Nasheeds as Messaging Tools" bridges the relationship between DA ‘ISH chants and the
literary aspect related to DA ‘ISH, outlining several recurring themes and characteristics
of chants® Likewise, Robyn Creswell and Bernard Haykel provide an insight into
DA‘ISH and a-Qa‘ida poetry by discussing aspects of innovation and traditionalism,

19 Tilman Seidensticker, “Jihad Hymns (nashids) as a Means of Self-Motivation in the Hamburg Group,” in
9/11 Handbook, eds. Hans G. Kippenberg, and Tilman Seidensticker (London: Equinox Publishing,
2006), 73.

20 See aso Ruediger Lohlker, Dschihadismus-Materialien (Wien: Facultas Verlags— und Buchhandel,
2009), 133-41.

21 Ruediger Lohlker, ed. New Approaches to the Analysis of Jihadism: Online and Offline, vol. 1 (Vienna: V
and R Unipress GmbH, 2011); Jihadism: Online Discourses and Representations, vol. 2 (Vienna: V and
R Unipress GmbH, 2013); World Wide Warriors: How Jihadis Operate Online, vol. 3 (Vienna: V and R
Unipress GmbH, 2020).

22 See aso Thomas Hegghammer, ed., Jihadi Culture: The Art and Social Practices of Militant Islamists
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

23 Jonathan Pieslak, Sound Targets. American Soldiers and Music in the Irag War (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2009), 58-77.

24 See aso Jonathan Piedak, “A Musicological Perspective on Jihadi Anashid,” in Jihadi Culture: The Art
and Social Practices of Militant Islamists, 63-81; Nelly Lahoud, and Jonathan Pieslak, “Music of the Is-
lamic State,” Survival: Global Politics and Strategy 60, no.1 (2018): 153-68; Nelly Lahoud, “A Cappella
Songs (anashid) in Jihadi Culture,” in Jihadi Culture: The Art and Social Practices of Militant Islamists,
42-62.

25 Henrik Grétrud, “Islamic State Nasheeds as Messaging Tools,” Sudies in Conflict and Terrorism 39, no.
12 (2016): 1050-70.
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theology, jihad, and issues related to the nation-state.® From a historical perspective,
Behnam Said’'s work entitled Hymnen des Jihads: Naschids im Kontext Jihadistischer
Mobilisierung remains, to date, the most recent and extensive study in the field of
chants in the context of militant Islamist mobilization covering a period that ranges
from their inception until the pre-DA ‘ISH era?’

A significant contribution to the field of jihadist poetry is the work of Elisabeth
Kendall, which provides a qualitative and quantitative approach to the study of jihadist
poetry.”® Kendall offers inspiring examples of how the classical poetic tradition is ex-
ploited in appropriating the past and reconfiguring it to support a contemporary militant
jihadist agenda, focusing mostly on al-Qa‘ida in the Arabian Peninsula. By taking the
leading Arabic magazine of al-Qa‘'idain the Arabian Peninsula called Sada al-Malahim
as an example, Kendall argues that the provenance of poetry featured in the magazine is
overwhelmingly derived from classical tradition (52%).% To date, Kendall is the only
scholar who has provided empirical data on the importance of poetry among modern-
day tribal societies, substantiating the claim that poetry till plays a fundamental role in
“ideological indoctrination and spiritual preparation” of contemporary jihadist groups.®
Kendall’s survey of Yemeni tribespeople states that an overwhelming majority of Yem-
eni tribespeople regard poetry either asimportant or very important in their daily lives.
Kendall’s data also indicates that poetry is more prevalent among men (82% among
men and 69% among women) and that neither age nor the level of education makes any
difference.® The research presented in this book builds on the work of Elisabeth Ken-
dall by focusing exclusively on the analysis of poetry and discursive strategies as in-
strumentalized by DA ‘ISH.

26 See also Robyn Creswell, and Bernard Haykel, “Poetry in Jihadi Culture,” in Jihadi Culture: The Art and
Social Practices of Militant Islamists, 22-41; “Why Jihadists Write Poetry,” The New Yorker, June 20,
2017, accessed April 10, 2018, https:.//www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/06/08/battle-lines-jihad-
creswell-and-haykel.

27 See also Behnam Said, Hymnen des Jihads: Naschids im Kontext Jihadistischer Mobilisierung
(Wuerzburg: Ergon Verlag, 2016), and “Hymns (Nasheeds): A Contribution to the Study of the Jihadist
Culture,” Sudiesin Conflict and Terrorism 35, no. 12 (2012): 863-79.

28 See also Elisabeth Kendall, “Jihadist Propaganda and its Exploitation of the Arab Poetic Tradition,”
in Reclaiming Islamic Tradition: Modern Interpretations of the Classical Heritage, ed. Elisabeth Kendall,
and Ahmad Khan (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016), 223-46. For further reading, see also
Elisabeth Kendall, “Y emen’s Al-Qa‘ida and Poetry as a Weapon of Jihad,” in Twenty-first Century Jihad:
Law, Society and Military Action, eds. Elisabeth Kendall, and Ewan Stein (London: I. B. Tauris, 2015),
247-69.

29 Kendadl, “Jihadist Propaganda and its Exploitation of the Arab Poetic Tradition,” 227-8.

30 Kendal, “Jihadist Propaganda and its Exploitation of the Arab Poetic Tradition,” 262.

31 Kendal, “Yemen's Al-Qa‘ida and Poetry as a Weapon of Jihad,” 251.

32 Elisabeth Kendall, “Al-Qa’ida, Islamic State and the Re-claiming of the Arab Poetic Tradition,” YouTube
video, 7:25-13:20, accessed April 9, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gtspESKY hrs&t=2156s.
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Primary Sources

This study has fixed points of reference in space and time. It takes into consideration
poetry produced after the announcement of the establishment of the organization known
as the Islamic State in Irag (1SI) in 2006 under the leadership of Abi ‘Umar a-Qurashi
al-Baghdadi until early 2018. In geographical terms, the scope of the present study is
limited to productions that emerged from areas that were under DA ‘ISH territory in the
Middle Eat, effectively Irag, Syria and North Africa (mostly Libya). Determining the
geographical location is essential for the context of this study involving multiple in-text
references to prominent figures, specific local events, and warfare developments. The
focus is centred almost exclusively on sources in the Arabic language because it is the
unofficial language of DA ‘ISH.*

The primary sources of this study vary from audio productions to written material.
Transcription of the chants investigated in this work is provided in the appendix. The
main corpus was retrieved from two primary internet sources. Firstly, the website ji-
hadology.net which is a clearinghouse for Sunni jihadist primary source material that is
run by Aaron Y. Zelin, a researcher at the Richard Borrow Fellow at the Washington
Institute for Near East Policy and Sami David Fellow at the International Centre for the
Study of Radicalisation and Political Violence. Zelin’s website is perhaps one of the
few running websites that publish DA ‘ISH related material for research purposes. An
overwhelming majority of chants were downloaded from jihadology.net as an audio file.
This archive for jihadist content supports the expansion of the field of Jihadism by
providing controlled access to the source material. The second internet source is Internet
Archive (archive.org), which was founded and is managed by the digital librarian
Brewster Kahle. Several propaganda materials such as chants, pamphlets, speeches, and
videos have remained accessible for the general public on this platform.

The corpus that is taken into consideration was published through DA ‘ISH media
outlets between 2006 and 2018. At the time of writing, there existed no thorough analy-
sis of this corpus of literature. The corpus of poetry may be divided into three main
groups consisting of DA‘ISH chants (anashid), Ahlam al-Nasr’s collection of poetry,
and poetry which is circulated on social media and published on DA‘ISH related pam-
phlets or magazines. This study takes into consideration the collection attributed to
Ahlam al-Nasr, who is a leading propagandist for DA ‘ISH. In the introductory section
of the collection, it is said that the poetess deserves to be given the title of “the poetess
of the State of Islam.”® This first collection of poetry called The Blaze of Truth (uwaru
[-haqai) consists of 107 poems mostly in monorhyme and published by DA ‘ISH media

33 There are few instances when other DA‘ISH related non-Arabic sources such as Dabiq are mentioned
briefly in this study.

34 Asof August 20, 2020.

35 InArabic, “...tastahigqu 'an tazfara bi-lagab sha‘iradawlat a-islam.” See DAN, 11.
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outlet called Fursan al-balagh media in 2014.*° Poems in this collection are not titled
according to the end-rhyme as was customary in the poetic convention but are given a
title extracted from a verse or hemistich in the poem. The collection of poetry is of sig-
nificant importance because it was written in the earlier years of the Islamic State organ-
ization. Thus, this collection sheds light on the socio-political dimension in which
DA ‘ISH was founded.* This collection is also symbolic because it illustrates a different
dimension to the stereotypical role attributed to women in a jihadist culture. Although
one could argue that Ahlam al-Nasr’ s poetry may reflect her personal experience rather
than that of DA ‘ISH, one must take into consideration that her narrative has been pub-
lished and subjected to some kind of harmonizing, editing, and reshaping at the hands of
the editors.

The corpus is based on two significant restrictions. Firstly, it deals exclusively with
material produced in Classical Arabic. The chants selected for analysis are composed in
Classical Arabic and vocalized in transcription for the sake of accuracy. Especidly in
the case of poetry, vowels are essential in determining the rhythm and the metre. An
insignificant number of chants that were produced in dialectal Arabic are intentionally
left out. The official DA‘ISH affiliated media arms that are under investigation are
identified on a DA‘ISH-affiliated video entitled the Sructure of the Caliphate which
outlines the main media productions under its control.®® Among the most prominent
outlets are al-battar media production, fursan al-balagh media, ajnad media foundation,
asda’ mediafoundation, and a-hayat media centre. Al-battar media production produces
poems in the written form; fursan al-balagh media often publishes translations of critical
speeches by DA ‘ISH leaders. Fursan al-balagh media has also published the first collec-
tion of poetry in Arabic, which is attributed to Ahlam al-Nasr. Ajnad media foundation
and asda’ media foundation are media units specialized in jihadist audio chants. Con-
cerning graphic productions, al-hayat media centre, which was formed in May 2014 and
is based in Syria,® has also produced an overwhelming number of films for DA‘ISH
including feature-length series such as“Clanging of the Swords, Parts I, II,

36 Ahlam a-Nasr, Uwaru al-kaqqi: al-diwan al-shi r7 al-awwal li-sha ‘irati al-jihadi al-adiba al-fadila
Anhlam al-nasr, e-book, accessed May 30, 2018, https://jihadol ogy.net/2014/07/19/fursan-al-balagh-
media-presents-a-new-rel ease-from-a%el%b8%a5l am-al - na%e1%hb9%a3r-flames-of -the-truth/.

37 In her collection of poetry, Ahlam al-Nasr identifies herself as a Syrian who had lived in the Gulf coun-
tries until the establishment of the so-called DA ‘ISH caliphate. Al-Nasr is reported to have married in the
Syrian courthouse of Ragga to a Vienna-born jihadi Aba Usama al-Gharib. Her poetry is often dissemi-
nated through other DA ‘I SH media arms and social media accounts, especialy on Twitter, Instagram, Fa-
cebook, and Telegram.

38 Aaron Y. Zelin, “The Structure of the Caliphate,” Jihadology (blog), July 7, 2016, accessed May 5, 2018,
http://jihadol ogy.net/2016/07/06/new-video-message-from-the-islamic-state-the-structure-of -the-
caliphate/.

39 Atwan, Islamic Sate, 15.
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Il and 1V and “Flames of War: Fighting Has Just Begun.”“*® An overwhelming number
of films and short clips entail poetry that is, at times, either chanted or recited.

This study is not concerned with the analysis of all poetry produced by DA ‘ISH, but
it is mostly aimed to tread an analytical middle ground between an analysis that uses
traditional and modern theories to state universal hypotheses about DA ‘ISH discourse.
In this way, this research is intended to contribute to a critical understanding of how
ideologically and politically salient discourses in the jihadist sphere reach their intended
audience. Ultimately, the overarching aim is to increase and refine our knowledge about
Jihadism in general by decoding specific discursive strategies deployed as practical
tools to achieve domination.

Methods of Research

The corpus of this study is limited to ‘the Islamic State Organization.” The decision to
restrict the corpus to this jihadist group over other groups is two-fold. Firstly, the digi-
talization of the group’s propagandistic material makes access to this closed community
easier in comparison to the more limited use of the internet among other jihadist groups.
Secondly, DA ‘ISH has garnered international attention as one of the most recent facets
of Jihadism. Decoding its message and strategies may serve as an opportunity to ad-
vance our knowledge of the phenomenon of Jihadism as manifested in modern times.
Another limitation is based on the type of discourse being examined.

Due to practical constraints, this work cannot provide a comprehensive anaysis of
all forms of discourse produced by DA ‘ISH; it focuses instead on two key components
that require a thorough discussion, namely, repetitive names of affiliated institutions and
poetry. The analysis of names is especially critical because it contributes directly to the
image of the organization's self-representation. The creation of specific names for me-
dia outlets, female brigades, and fighters indicate how cultural artefacts and genealogi-
cal links borrowed from the past are retooled to conform with the group’s hegemonic
project. The second discursive component that is analyzed thoroughly is poetry. In the
jihadist milieu, poetry dominates other forms of discourse, and its circulation appearsin
different propaganda material. The importance of poetry in the process of ideologica
transmission lies in the significance of this form of discourse in the Arabic-Islamic
tradition. The classical Arabic ode deployed by DA ‘ISH resonates culturally because of
its long-standing tradition dating back to the pre-lslamic times.

The methodological approach taken in the analysis of poetry is qualitative and dis-
cusses poetic exemplars in their entirety. The corpus is collected by gleaning a substan-
tial number of poems and poetic verses from a varied range of propaganda material
published in Arabic online, including speeches, pamphlets, magazines, videos, and

40 Lauren Williams, Islamic State Propaganda and the Mainstream Media, Lowy Institute for International
Policy (LIIP), 2016, accessed May 30, 2018, https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/196198/islamic-state-
propaganda-western-media_0.pdf.
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audio files. After collecting poetic verses in the gasida form, several exemplars were
chosen and analyzed thoroughly in order to unravel various literary devices adopted by
DA‘ISH. Subsequently, a literary-cum-discursive analysis is carried out to unpack the
cultural and literary notions to understand the content as well as the form of this dis-
course. Various literary devices adopted in this type of discourse are discussed as poten-
tial strategies of mobilization and domination. The analytical approach which is adopted
in this study combines theories derived from literary criticism and ‘ Critical Discourse
Analysis’ That way, poetic exemplars are thoroughly examined in light of the poetic
tradition which influences the form and content, and also vis-a-vis the ideological inten-
tions underlining this cultural product. The selective reconstruction of intertextualities,
religious citations, and historical references are thus examined as language-based in-
struments by which DA ‘ISH legitimates its existence and modus operandi.

Poetic exemplars are trandated into English for the sake of being more accessible.
However, tranglation of Arabic poetry as a perpetual process of encoding and decoding
inevitably poses two significant challenges. Firstly, the notion of full equivalence be-
tween Arabic and English is hard to achieve because the ‘significance’ and the * mean-
ing’ are aways culture-bound. The intercultural translation of the images borrowed
from the Arabic-Isamic culture is often unintelligible in the Western world. In such
cases, the multiplicity of meaning and not just one meaning is often the case. The im-
portance of translating the context tends to be even gain more prominence higher when
dealing with propagandistic and ideological poetry because its essence centres on moti-
vating and mobilizing its audience.

Secondly, tranglation fails to render the poeticity of the poemsin Arabic because its
quality rests fundamentally on the Arabic linguistic structure, particular forms of lan-
guage, and the insertion of archaic diction. Classical Arabic prosody, for instance, de-
pends on an aternation of syllabic weights between a light (CV) and heavy one (CVC)
that is entirely different from the syllabic stress as a predominant metrical pattern in
English poetry. The rigid structure of the gasida is relatively challenging to render in
tranglation. The precise regularity in the Arabic metrical pattern may be apprehended as
dull and monotonous in the West. In contrast, it is positively valued in the Arabic-
Islamic tradition. To limit this loss, the origina texts in Arabic are provided together
with their English trandlation. Besides, the source language (Arabic) is prioritized over
the target language (English), and translations are rendered in modern English. As a
basis for the interpretation of vital poetic texts and passages of the literary lore, these
texts are situated in terms of the cultural and political environment that generated them.
The intention is to bring jihadist poetry into the purview of contemporary literary inter-
pretation in a way that makes it culturally relevant and poetically understood for the
modern reader. Finally, Qur’anic trandations in English follow the Sahih International
version, which is available online under quran.com.

Challenges and Limitations

This research faces several challenges connected to the accessibility of primary sources,
the issue of plagiarism, and the oversimplification of the jihadist phenomenon. The first
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issue concerning the difficulty in obtaining jihadist material consists of two major com-
ponents. Firstly, jihadist communities are inherently closed communities, which means
that the operation of intitutions affiliated with DA ‘ISH is often shrouded in secrecy and
is aso inaccessible to the outside world. Asaresult of thisinaccessibility, it is challeng-
ing to verify specific details such as the date of production. Considering the political
nature of jihadist discourse, which often makes explicit reference to the socio-political
events happening at a particular point in time, such details are crucial. When the date of
production is essential to the analysis, the date of online publication is taken as an in-
dicative date of the latest possible date of production.

Access to jihadist material has been the subject of intense controversy within the in-
ternational community. One major issue that has dominated the field in recent years is
concerned with jihadist sources being made available online and their possible contribu-
tion to inciting individuals into becoming radicalized. As a result, online jihadist
sources, in general, are continually placed under the scrutiny of European authorities. In
part, this may have contributed to the lack of a systematic study of jihadist material
among the academic community. Since this research is based on jihadist content as its
primary sources, poetic exemplars taken into consideration are annexed to this study.
The appendix is divided into two sections: Appendix A is made up of vocalized verses
that are quoted in this work. Sources described as being derived from jihadist online
sources, and social media are collected and archived from the primary source at the time
of posting and classified in Appendix B. The rendition of the poems in their original
form are included in this work for a more secure rendition of the sources and also for a
more preciseillustration of the aesthetical features related to DA ‘ISH poetry.

The second issue that arises in our discussion is the oversimplification of a complex
phenomenon commonly referred to as Jihadism. Referring to the society in which mod-
ern jihadist poetry is composed as a ‘jihadist community’ or ‘jihadist culture’ is only a
generic assessment of the multi-ethnic and multilingual jihadist scene on the ground that
is composed of multiple organizations which are geographically located from North
Africato South East Asia and beyond. Even if the research were to focus on one organi-
zation such as DA ‘ISH as a case study, one would discover that within itself, DA‘ISH
consists of various sub-cultures that may vary depending on whether the study deals
with the affiliates in Libya (province of Tarablus/Barga/Fezzan), Yemen (province of
Y emen, San‘a’/al-Bayda’/Aden-Abyan/Shabwa/Hadramiit), Nigeria (province of Gharb
Afrigiyya in West Africa province) or Afghanistan (province Khurasan). The issue
tends to become more complicated because DA ‘ISH affiliates that are outside the Irag—
Syria region mostly consist of an amalgamation of smaller militant jihadist organiza-
tions that had pledged allegiance to DA ‘ISH, such as the affiliate in Nigeria formerly
known as Boko Haram.** However, these mulltiple affiliates should not hinder the analy-
sis of DA‘ISH because the discourse belonging to these DA ‘ISH affiliates is delimited
by the organization’ s overarching ideological goals and motivations.

41 The molecular aspect of DA ‘ISH is discussed in detail in section 1.2 of this study.



Introduction 17

The third challenge is connected to the jihadist chants, which have become an insig-
nia of DA‘ISH and its propaganda. One issue that arises from these discussions is the
originality of an insignificant number of chants used by DA‘ISH. Researchers draw
attention to the fact that some chants are also used by other outlaw Salafi organiza-
tions.*? However, provided that most of the jihadist material is subject to policing by
Western authorities, and there is, as yet, no well-established archive or repository doc-
umenting jihadist content of different Salafi-jihadist organizations, it is practicaly im-
possible to verify the authenticity of the vast number of chants unless one happens to
have heard the chants before. DA ‘ISH chants, which are believed to have been ‘plagia-
rized” are purposely not taken as exemplars in this study. In the process of choosing
chants for analysis, the focus is set on the ones published through DA‘ISH affiliated
publishing centres, which are identified by a reference to the publishing centre at the
beginning of the audio file. This is usualy indicated by a signatory message stating
mu’assasat ajnad or mu’assasat asda’. Even in the unlikely event that some of the poet-
ic exemplars happen to be borrowed from other jihadist organizations, the fact that
DA‘ISH accepted to publish them under its name indicates that the content is aligned
with its ideology.

Key Terminology

This study makes use of several terms and restrains from using others that need further
clarification. Firstly, the terms DA ‘ISH or ‘Islamic State organization’ (1SO), which are
used interchangeably in this work, refer to what started as jam‘at al-tawhid wa-l-jihad
in 1999, which then pledged allegiance to al-Qa‘ida and later developed into ‘the Islam-
ic State of Iraq’ in October 2006 led by Aba ‘Umar al-Qurashi a-Baghdadi. Ayman al-
Zawahiri, who is the current leader of a-Qa‘ida central, severed ties with ‘the Islamic
State of Irag and Syria in February 2014 leading to the proclamation of the re-
establishment of the caliphate by the current leader of the Islamic state organization
Abii Bakr al-Baghdadi renaming the organization ‘the Islamic State.’*® The organization
under question is referred to as ‘the Islamic State organization’ and abbreviated as
‘I1SO." Associating the terms ‘organization’ or ‘movement’ with the group’s name is
essential on two accounts. Firgtly, it regards DA‘ISH for what it truly is, namely as ‘an
organization’ that calls itself ‘the Islamic State’ Referring to DA‘ISH by its self-
appointed name, that is, ‘the Islamic State,” would legitimate its declaration of an Islam-
ic caliphate,** because the notions of ‘Islamic’ and ‘state’ trigger the exact kind of se-

42 Lahoud, and Pieslak argue that especially during its early years, the IsSlamic State of Irag (ISI) used to rely
on borrowed chants sometimes even by reproducing them. It started producing its chants once it began to
gain military momentum on the battlefield. See Lahoud, and Pieslak, “Music of the Islamic State,” in
Survival: Global Politics and Strategy 60, no. 1 (2018), 157.

43 Jessica Stern, and J. M. Berger, |ISS The Sate of Terror (New Y ork: Ecco Press, 2016), XX—XXxi.

44 See also Adam Taylor, “France Is Ditching the ‘ ISlamic State’ Name — and Replacing it with a Label the
Group Hates,” The Washington Post, September 17, 2014, accessed August 28, 2018,
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mantic framing that the movement itself is so cunningly trying to propagate among its
predominantly Muslim audience. The association of ‘Islamic’ with ‘state’ suggest that
the creation of the organization is somehow connected to the past Islamic caliphates of
the Islamic Golden Age.® By claiming that the organization is ‘Islamic, DA‘ISH
bridges Islam, which isin itself a broadly contested concept, alongside other terms like
‘Mudlims’ and ‘Idlamists.” This particularly ambiguous and dangerous naming of the
organization seems to erroneously suggest that it is representative of 1slam, Muslims,
and Islamists alike. Additionally, the term ‘the Islamic State’ is strictly related to the
creation of a caliphate, which is the political goal of DA ‘ISH. The movement’s choice
of name is merely a projection of its ideology and its expanding policy, an image that it
has attempted to propagate to the outside world. It is for this reason that the current
name ‘the Islamic State’ has been developing concurrently to the political and military
achievements of the organization, changing from 1Sl (‘Islamic State in Irag,’” Ar. al-
dawla al-islamiyya f7 |- ‘iraq) in 2006 to 1SIS (‘Islamic State of Irag and the Levant,” Ar.
al-dawla al-islamiyya f7 |- ‘iraq wa-l-sham).

This study takes into consideration DA‘ISH sources from 2014 onwards when
DA‘ISH started calling itself ‘the ISlamic State.’ The study intentionally avoids refer-
ring to the Islamic State movement as a ‘terrorist’ organization principally because
‘terror’ is a contested concept denoting political subjectivity and ambiguity. This does
not imply, however, that this book is sympathetic in any way toward the jihadist ideolo-
gy or that thiswork is insensitive to the horrible acts practised by this movement. Nev-
ertheless, the study is aimed to keep away from terms with heavy political overtones for
the benefit of objective research. The term ‘ideological force’ is repeatedly used in this
work to define DA‘ISH. It stresses that ideology — and not religion — is the modus op-
erandi and the root of the group’s violence. In this context, ideology is understood to be
a system of beliefs, social constructs, ways of understanding life, and a political credo
disguised in Islamic terms. The importance of ideology in defining DA‘ISH does not
alude that this work engages with thorough analyses and debates of the Salafi-jihadist
ideology. Instead, it focuses mostly on how DA‘ISH communicates its ideology as a
coveted Weltanschauung for its audience. The term ‘force’ also indicates that the ideol-
ogy adopted by DA ‘ISH is not confined to the movement, but should be understood as a
radical undercurrent that has been gaining momentum in politically troubled countries.
The analysis of strategies that this study offers is not limited to DA‘ISH per se, but it
may also be relevant to other similar jihadist organizations that have been actively en-
gaging in the symbolic world for the past decades.

In this study, the term nashid (pl. anashid) is rendered as ‘chant’ rather than *hymn’
in tranglation. Oxford dictionary defines the notion of chant as ‘a repeated rhythmic
phrase, typically one shouted or sung in unison by a crowd as opposed to a hymn,

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worl dviews/wp/2014/09/17/france-is-ditching-the-islamic-state-
name-and-replacing-it-with-a-label-the-group-hates/.

45 See also Elisabeth Wehling, Politisches Framing: Wie eine Nation sich Ihr Denken Einredet — und daraus
Politik Macht (Cologne: Halem, 2016), 159-63.
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which is defined as ‘a religious song or poem of praise to God or a god.” Since this
study revolves around ideologica rather than religious poetry and it involves multiple
genres rather than solely praising God, referring to anashid as *hymns may be dlightly
misleading.

Division of Book

This book is divided into three parts. Part one is called ‘ Setting the Scene,” and its pri-
mary purpose is to provide a generic overview of the most critical elements that are
discussed throughout this work. Chapter one sets the scene by establishing a working
definition of ‘the Islamic State Organization,” which is, by definition, challenging due to
the multiple vectors involved in the process. This chapter contextualizes DA‘ISH vis-a
vis current political events, including the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003. It aso dis-
cusses DA‘ISH in terms of its ideological dimension and its intricate connections to
Islam. These discussions scratch the surface of the complexity encountered in identify-
ing organizations like DA ‘ISH within their historical and socio-political context. With
this background definition in mind, it is the purpose of the second chapter to introduce
and outline the theoretical components contributing to the discussions stimulated at a
later stage in this study. For a conceptual and theoretical orientation, this study borrows
discussions related to domination, tradition, and orality. This chapter draws some of its
inspiration from modern theories of hegemony and orality and discussions related to
classical Arabic poetry by classica and modern scholars. Among the most intriguing
discussions dealt with in this chapter is the dichotomous relationship between the past
and the present, tradition and modernity, advanced technology, and ancient modes of
mobilization, al of which contribute towards creating the group’s uniqueness in the
symbolic world.

Part two deals with different functions of DA ‘ISH discourse. Chapter three analyses
the role of symbolism and discursive strategies in the jihadist milieu. This chapter is
concerned with iconographies, such as the black flag and the currency created by
DA‘ISH, and its historical significance in the Arabic-lslamic tradition. It also establish-
es the importance of Classical Arabic as a medium of ideological transmission. As a
practical way of understanding the instrumentalization of the Arabic language, the chap-
ter develops into a thorough examination of naming strategies by analyzing the names
of media outlets and nomenclature as adopted and adapted by DA ‘ISH fighters. Naming
strategies are discussed vis-avis identity creation and how this newly formed identity is
accompanied by a specific behaviour marketed by DA ‘ISH. In chapter four, the focus
shifts on the function of poetry in the jihadist milieu. By building on the established
functions that classical Arabic poetry has enjoyed since the pre-lslamic times, this chap-
ter depicts the significance of this cultural artefact as the primary source of communica-
tion in the jihadist group. The functions of DA‘ISH poetry are analyzed in the frame-
work of the pre-Islamic and Islamic function of poetry, also taking into consideration
the socio-palitical conditions taking place on the modern-day battlefield.

Part three provides a thematic analysis of poetic exemplars and investigates how
specific themes contribute extensively to the overarching theories of domination. These
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chapters intend to offer a closer thematic analysis of DA‘ISH poetry by taking into
consideration the long-standing literary tradition and criticism on the one hand, and the
current discussions of poetic criticism on the other hand. These two dimensions are
especially helpful in decoding the poetic exemplars of a modern organization that com-
poses poetry in the classical form. The thematic analysisis divided into two major parts,
namely poetry of blood vengeance and poetry of ideological transmission. Chapter five
deals with poetry motivated by blood vengeance whereby ancient themes and motifs are
exploited to heighten emotions, galvanize support, and evoke the ferocity of the pre-
Islamic ethos of blood vengeance. Chapter six is concerned with the ideological trans-
mission of poetry, which is deployed to spread the jihadist paradigm and worldview.
Even in this case, traditional themes, poetic motifs, and morphological patterning are
mobilized to connect with the audience and, at the same time, install a shared vision
manipulated to suit the group’ s ideology.



PART |
Chapter One

The Emergence of DA ‘ISH as Part of the Jihadist Milieu

1.1. Defining ‘the Ilamic State Organization’: The AchillesHeel

DA‘ISH is considered as a radical, anti-establishment movement that operates on the
sustained basis of exerting external influence on behalf of a specific cause. One of the
major issues that arises in our definition of militant jihadist organizations such as
DA‘ISH is the lack of a central institution governing jihadist groups. In this sense, Ji-
hadism lacks the conformity of theological interpretations and overall pan-jihadist lead-
ership for consultation. This chapter eschews the problem of definition by discussing
key terms that help to discern the meanings of terms rather than to define these termsin
an essentialist manner. These terms are to be defined according to the socio-political
and historical factors that have influenced DA ‘ISH. Political belief systems, including
Jihadism, “are historically contingent and, therefore, must be analysed with reference to
a particular context that connects their origins and developments to specific times and
spaces.”! The historical circumstances of people have primacy and “not the generic
abstractions that would claim them...every aspect of their religions and cultures will
come forward only to the degree that they can help restore a sense of pride of place and
historical agency in shaping their new world.”?

From the outset, this work considers Jihadism to be starkly influenced by two major
intersecting dimensions. These dimensions, however, are neither reducible to their con-
stituent factors and forces nor fixed and stagnant in history. Diachronically, the jihadist
ideology as interpreted by DA ‘ISH links itself to Islam. It is a subset of a particularly
violent, conservative, and uncompromising Sunni group, often referred to as Salafi
Jihadism. Contemporary Salafi-jihadist aligned groups are based on afoetal relationship
with the traditionalist past. Modern-day adherents of Salafism claim to emulate exclu-
sively and meticulously the example of “the pious predecessors’ (al-salaf al-salif),
namely the first three generations of Muslims after the Prophet’s death.® The radicaliza-
tion of Islam advocates the restoration of a previous state of social affairs by seeking to
return to the status quo ante that is regarded as absent from the contemporary status quo
of asociety. The Salafi-jihadist component consists of a transnational outlook, the rejec-

1 Manfred B. Steger, The Rise of the Global Imaginary: Political Ideologies from the French Revolution to
the Global War on Terror (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 5.

2 Hamid Dabashi, The Arab Spring: The End of Postcolonialism (London: Zed Books, 2012), 137.

3 Seealso Bernard Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” in Global Salafism: Islam’s New
Religious Movement, ed. Roel Meijer (London: Hurst, 2009), 33-57.
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tion of electora poalitics, the reluctance to make truces or engage in political discussions
and compromises, and an exclusive focus on armed struggle.

On a synchronic level, DA‘ISH is shaped by the political events taking place in the
Arab world in general and the Irag—Syriaregion in particular. DA‘ISH is an ‘ideological
force' geographically connected to Irag and Syria. The definition of DA‘ISH as an ‘ide-
ological force' is vita on two accounts; Firstly, because DA ‘ISH needs to be under-
stood in terms of itsideology rather than its religious factors.* Secondly, the term ‘force
represents a physically violent organization. It refers to a type of power that has gath-
ered momentum by setting itself against other similar ideologies connected to Jihadism.
Until early 2017, DA‘ISH managed entire regions in Irag and Syria politically, socio-
logically, militarily, and ideologically. To date, however, DA‘ISH has lost most of its
power in the region and been relocating itself in neighbouring countries in South East
Asia, which makes it challenging to identify the organization in terms of its present
location.”

1.2. Contextualizing the Relationship between | lam, I lamism, and Jihadism
Jihadism is anchored in Islamic theology by means
of a much intertwined and closely connected line-
age of religio-historical figures, events, and con-
quests as well as other theological doctrines and
specific radical ideologies that have developed
throughout the centuries® Gradually, Jihadism
transformed itself into a global insurgency consist- Islamism

ing of a diversity of backgrounds of supporters of

radicalism, and a multitude of languages and di-

verse ethnic backgrounds within its ranks. For the Jihadism
sake of clarity, there are two significant vectors that

need to be mentioned at this stage, namely the his-

toricity of I1slamism and Jihadism, on the one hand,

and the relationship between DA ‘ISH and Jihadism

on the other hand. The difference between Ilamism 10 1 the representation of Islam,
and Jihadism is not clear-cut, and it is often cha- isiamism, and Jihadism

lenging to categorize points of distinction between

Islam

4  The centrality of ideology to DA‘ISH is also discussed in Peter R. Neumann, Radicalized: New Jihadists
and the Threat to the West (London: |. B. Tauris, 2016), xvii.

5 Asof December 2018, the presence of DA ‘ISH in Irag and Syria has reduced drastically.

6 Thereisonly aminority of supporters of Islamism and Jihadism in Islamic countries. Statistically, Islam-
ists make up around three to ten percent of the population in Islamic countries. Jihadists, on the other
hand, make up one percent of the Muslim population worldwide. See also Kai Hirschmann, Terrorismus
(Hamburg: Européische Verlagsanstalt, 2003), 42; Wilhelm Dietl, Kai Hirschmann, and Rolf To-
phoven, Das Terrorismus — Lexikon: Téater, Opfer, Hintergriinde (Frankfurt am Main: Eichborn, 2006),
24,
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these categories. As the graph illustrates, the complex relationship between Islam and
the Sal&fi-jihadist ideology can be conceptualized by defining points of similarity.

Among the most critical factors are the historicity of Islam vis-a-vis Jihadism and Is-
lamism. Unlike Ilam, which appeared during the seventh century CE in the Arabian
Peninsula, Islamism and Jihadism are, in essence, modern because both ideologies can
be traced to the nineteenth century. One way of defining Islamism is by considering it as
“asocio-political ideology which strives to institute governments under Allah’s authori-
ty, not man-made constitutions, and administration of society according to sharia (Is-
lamic law), not Western law.”” A significant political event occurred in 1978, which
provided an unprecedented impetus to the voices of both Islamists and modern jihadists.
During this time, the Iranian revolution sought the removal of the US-backed Pahlavi
Shah, whose dynasty was ultimately replaced by the new Islamic Republic of Iran. This
revolution inspired the formation of a Shi‘alslamist resistance movement called Hizbul-
lah, which came to existence within a few months following the Isragli invasion of
southern Lebanon. Mehdi Mozaffari argues that the term ‘Islamism’ acquired political
and ideological connotations with the outbreak of the 1slamic revolution under the lead-
ership of Ayatollah Khomeini, who propagated ‘political ISlam’ and established “the
first Islamist government in the twentieth century.”® This unprecedented historical event
brought about the need to create new terms to describe this phenomenon, such as ‘Is-
lamic fundamentalism,” ‘radicalism,” ‘Islamic revival,” and ‘political Islam.’®

In modern times, an overwhelming majority of 1slamist movements and Islamic re-
publics in favour of Islamic states are based on the work of ideologues such as Aba al-
A‘la Mawdidi (Jamat-e-lslami or ‘Islamic Society’),"® Hassan a-Banna (the Muslim
Brotherhood),** and Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab (Saudi Arabia).”? The works of these

7 Andrew Harvey, lan Sullivan, and Ralph Groves, “A Clash of Systems: An Analytica Framework to
Demystify the Radical Islamist Threat,” Parameters 35:3 (Autumn 2005), 76.

8 Mehdi Mozaffari, “What is |slamism? History and Definition of a Concept,” Totalitarian Movements and
Political Religions 8, no. 1 (2007), 18.

9 For a thorough analysis of these concepts, see also Bassam Tibi, Political 1slam, World Politics and
Europe: Democratic Peace and Euro-lslam Versus Global Jihad (London: Routledge, 2008); Gilles Ke-
pel, Muslim Extremism in Egypt: The Prophet and Pharaoh (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2003), xii; James Piscatori, “Accounting for I1slamic Fundamentalism,” in Accounting for Fundamental-
ism: The Dynamic Character of Movements, eds. Martin E. Marty, and R. Scott Appleby (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1994); Yvonne Y azbeck Haddad, John Obert Voll, and John L. Esposito, The
Contemporary Islamic Revival: A Critical Survey and Bibliography (New Y ork: Greenwood Press, 1991).

10 Sayyid Qutb and Aba a-A‘la Mawdudi expressed themselves against nationalism. They considered
nationalism as a European invention that was transported into the Middle East and south-east Asia. Qutb
believed that moral rearmament could only take place if Muslims perform an all-out offensive (jihad)
against modernity. See also Michael Whine, “Islamism and Totalitarianism: Similarities and Differ-
ences,” Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions 2, no. 2 (2001), 59-60.

11 Tarek Fatah, Chasing a Mirage: The Tragic Illusion of an Islamic Sate (Mississauga: John Wiley and
Sons Canada, 2008), 13.

12 The Wahhabi school is also one of the most influential ideological schools founded on the work of Mu-
hammad ‘Abd a-Wahhab (d. 1792 CE) who was a direct spiritual descendent of the thirteenth-century Is-
lamic scholar Tagi d-Din b. Taymiyya (d. 1328 CE) and the Hanbal1 school of jurisprudence. Al-Wahhab
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Islamist ideologues lay the foundation of doctrines we now associate with modern Is-
lamic states and militant Islamist and jihadist movements such as Saudi Arabia, Paki-
stan, DA ‘ISH, al-Qa‘ida. One of the most relevant debates that arose among the Islamist
trio in the early twentieth century is based on the concept of jihad against the non-
Muslim ‘enemy,” which interpretation came to play an essential part in the ideological
set up of later militant jihadist movements. This new form of jihad “was patterned on
the tradition of the underground communist parties of Europe and at time resembling
the anarchists of the 19" century.”** The work of Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1792
CE), who was a direct spiritual descendent of the Islamic scholar Tadf al-Din Ibn Tay-
miyya (d. 1328 CE) and the Hanbali school of jurisprudence has developed into Saudi
Arabia's state ideology.™* In modern-day, the jihadist ideology is thought to form part of
a broader 1lamist ideology and is considered as a militarized form of Islamism.™ Pub-
lished material such asthe DA ‘ISH associated Arabic newspaper called al-Naba', which
deals with provincial military activities and regional events carried out by the organiza-
tion, is replete with explicit references to Ibn al-Wahhab's ideology.’® The DA ‘ISH
affiliated publishing house known as maktabat al-himma has published a book entitled
Clarification of Doubts based on the ideology of a-Wahhab.'’

Our discussion about contextualizing Islamism and Jihadism should take place vis-&
vis the phenomenon of modernization and colonialization in the Arab-lslamic world
because this radical fundamentalist form of patriarchal reaction to European imperialism
and modernization took place in the twentieth century.*® * Organic movements,” whether
Salafi-jihadist, 1slamist or otherwise, were fuelled by their resentment against the cur-
rent values in their society, mostly functioning as a form of insurgency against colonial
intrusion and Western powers in the region.*® The historian Hisham Sharabi claims that
radical fundamentalist ideologies have accompanied the process of ‘modernization’ in

launched arevival of Islam and called for the example of the Prophet and his companions to clear Arabia
from different forms of Islam.

13 Fatah, Chasing a Mirage, 272.

14 |bn Taymiyyais the most prominent precursor of present-day (Sunni) revivalism, and his resolute funda-
mentalism has left an indelible mark upon later generations of jihadists. He was perceived both as a mili-
tant theoretician and as an activist defender of 1slam. See Hassan Hassan, “ The Sectarianism of the |slam-
ic State: Ideological Roots and Political Context,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, last ac-
cessed January 20, 2018, hitp://carnegieendowment.org/2016/06/13/sectarianism-of-islamic-state-
ideol ogical-roots-and-political -context-pub-63746; Michael Whine, “Islamism and Totalitarianism: Simi-
larities and Differences,” 57-8.

15 See also Marwan Abou-Taam, and Ruth Bigalke, Die Reden des Osama bin Laden (Munich: Diederichs,
2006), 107.

16 Seealsoal-Naba’, 69:13, and 10:10.

17 Kashf al-shubhat li-l-shaykh muizammad bin ‘abd al-wahhab (Islamic State: Maktabat al-himma, 2016).

18 For a discussion about ideological patterns of ideological phases of the Neopatriarchal age, see aso
Hisham Sharabi, Neopatriarchy: A Theory of Distorted Change in Arab Society (New Y ork: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1988), 92ff.

19 For practical purposes, the term ‘organic’ refers to local movements that were created by locals and not
supported by Western powers.
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the Islamic world to the extent that they took shape “under European domination and in
direct reaction to it.”*° On a similar note, Hamid Dabashi argues that these radical ideo-
logies were invented “in combative conversation and contestation with and against a
colonial modernity, a colonizing interlocutor, that coded itself, and was thus called ‘the
West'.”?! Dabashi deliberates that anticolonial Islamism, like anti-colonial nationalism
and socialism, are ideological formations “that historically have confronted European
colonialism and shaped the modern nation-states that emerged in the former colonial
territories.” These anti-colonial ideologies may have won short-term battles but have
produced “ catastrophic postcolonial state formations.”#

These arguments support the claim that DA ‘ISH should be defined according to the
recent events taking place in the Arab-Islamic world rather than its links to Islam. The
movement of 1slamic radicalization reacted strongly to the process of modernization and
colonialization by continually rejecting foreign values and ideas. At the same time, the
movement also engaged in creating a source of identification that would distance itself
ideologically from the ‘West" and ‘Westernization.” Jihadism thereby exploits religion
as ameans to an end rather than an end in itself. IsSlam is instrumentalized as an authori-
tative source of identification against the ‘other’ to gain political power, acting as the
primary idiom of the jihadist milieu.

The exploitation of 1slam as a source of identification in the jihadist stream is rein-
stated by the political scientist Robert Pape who studied more than three hundred cases
of suicide terrorism. The scholar claims that the goal of such movements has mostly
been politically driven such as the overthrowing of a country’s ruler and the creation of
a theocratic state, rather than pursuing a religious way of life. This source of identifi-
cation sought to give “a new Islamic content to the meaning of self and society by re-
formulating a redemptive Islamic dogma”?* Militant jihadist recruiters find non-
religious individuals or religious people with little knowledge of Islam to the most pre-
ferred target for recruitment. In a jihadist publication entitled A Course in the Art of
Recruitment, Abi ‘Amr al-Qa‘idi, a member of a-Qa‘ida, lists ‘ non-religious Muslims
as the most desirable group for recruitment, arguing that non-religious Muslims are
more prone to radicalization than religious Muslims. Citing the same recruitment manu-
al, areport published by the Combating Terrorism Centre concludes that the preference
of jihadist groups to recruit individuals with limited religious education stems from the

20 Sharabi, Neopatriarchy, 92ff.

21 Dabashi, The Arab Soring, 159.

22 Dabashi, The Arab Soring, 140.

23 Robert Pape argues that “there is little connection between suicide terrorism and Islamic fundamentalism,
or any one of the world'sreligions... Rather, what nearly all suicide terrorist attacks have in common is a
specific secular and strategic goal: to compel modern democracies to withdraw military forces from terri-
tory that the terrorists consider to be their homeland.” See Robert A. Pape, Dying to Win: The Srategic
Logic of Suicide Terrorism (New Y ork: Random House, 2006), 4.

24 Sharabi, Neopatriarchy, 94.
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fact that they “are less capable of critically scrutinizing the jihadi narrative and ideolo-
gy, in addition to being less familiar with contrasting Islamic schools of thought.”#

On the political level, one significant event that gave rise to radical ideological cur-
rents across the Arab and Muslim world was the advent of the Soviet-backed com-
munist coup in Afghanistan, leading to the Soviet invasion of the country in the follow-
ing year (1979-1989). Al-Qa‘ida, a Sunni militant Islamist movement, which is consid-
ered to be the first jihadist organization of modern times, stemmed from a decade-long
conflict that plagued Afghanistan from 1979 to 1989. Al-Qa‘ida inspired other Salafi-
oriented organizations in the Muslim world that responded to the struggle of moderniza-
tion.? In 2004, an a-Qa'ida member and ajihadi ideologue Abi Mus‘ab al-Siri penned
a seminal book about Jihadism entitled A Call to the Global Islamic Resistance.?’” Al-
Sar introduced the concept of decentralization, while also advocating ‘leaderless re-
sistance.” More recently, the US-led invasion of Irag triggered the resurrection of alocal
offshoot of al-Qa‘idain Irag (AQI), which served as an insurgency against US troopsin
Iragq in 2007 and later against al-Maliki' s Shi‘ite-led government. AQI later evolved into
what became known as the Islamic State organization.

Another critical dimension is centred around the relationship between DA‘ISH and
other jihadist groups. Different |slam-based ideologies that are now gaining currency in
the Middle East and beyond are far from monolithic, and every movement must be
examined as a distinctive part of the jihadist whole. The jihadist ideology is made up of
various movements that are united by a broad set of shared ideological beliefs but divid-
ed organizationally, geographically, and even doctrinally. While it is fair to argue that
every militant jihadist organization deservesits own analysis due to intrinsic idiosyncra-
sies, the existing similarities in the religious-cum-ideological dimension have resurfaced
in an overwhelming number of militant jihadist movements for the past decades.?® |deo-
logical principles shared among militant jihadist organizations include the ‘ruling by the
laws of God' (takzkim bi-shar * allah), ‘the foundation of Islamic’ ruling that is repre-

25 SeeAbu ‘Amra a-Qa'idi, Dawra fi fann al-tajnid (n.a.), 13, accessed January 20, 2018,
https://iaB00404.us.archive.org/15/items/amaaryasirO_gmail_201605/x::3120%¢4.pdf; Arie Perliger, and
Daniel Milton, From Cradle to Grave: The Lifecycle of Foreign Fightersin Iraq and Syria (West Point:
United States Military Academy, 2016), 25, available on https://ctc.usma.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2016/11/Cradle-to-Grave2.pdf.

26 Seealso Stern, and Berger, IS S The Sate of Terror, 242.

27 Abt mus‘ab al-sar1, Da ‘wat al-mugawama al-islamiyya al- ‘alamiyya (n.a., 2004),
https://iaB02700.us.archive.org/23/items/The-call-for-a-gl obal -| slami c-resi stance/ The-cal | -for-a-global -
Islamic-resistance.pdf.

28 The list of militant Salafi-jihadist organizations in the Arab-Islamic world comprises an overwhelming
number of groups, of which DA ‘ISH and a-Qa‘ida are only two examples. For alist of Salafi-jihadist or-
ganizations, see also Seth G. Jones, A Persistent Threat: The Evolution of al-Qa ida and Other Salafi Ji-
hadists (Santa Monica: Rand Corporation, 2014), 63-5.
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sented by the existence of a caliphate or a state (igazmatu I-aAukmy I-islami) and the crea-
tion of a caliphate of a state can only be brought into fruition by means of ‘jihad.’®

Apart from the similarities shared among jihadist organizations, there are also sever-
al fundamental differences. By way of example, the difference between DA ‘ISH and al-
Qa'ida is entirely built upon ideological dissonance®® DA‘ISH managed to gain its
strength and identity as a fully-fledged, independent organization by setting itself off
against other similar ideologies as a sort of surrogate or even underground self until its
official proclamation by Abt Bakr a-Baghdadi in 2014. Whereas al-Qa‘'ida’ s vision is
more nihilistic, DA‘ISH is more pragmatic and utopian. Whereas ideologically al-
Qa'ida was never overly concerned with the immediate formation of an Islamic cali-
phate, DA ‘ISH attempted to build a theocratic caliphate for all Muslims immediately.
The dlogan used by DA‘ISH, namely, ‘remaining and expanding (bagiya wa-
tatamaddad), is indicative of the group’s aggressive, expansionist outlook. Also, al-
Qa'ida accepts the existence of a secular democratic state as a secularist project on the
one hand, and the creation of local nationalist states called “Islamic” on the other.®
Another considerable ideological difference between DA‘ISH and al-Qa‘ida lies in the
projection of the ‘Other.” Whereas a-Qa’'ida’s primary enemy was the ‘far enemy’
mainly the US,* the enemies of DA ‘ISH are more widespread and even include ‘near’
enemies, including pan-Arabist regimes in the Arab world (Asad’s regime in Syria and
Abadi’s regime in Iraq), Iragi Shi‘a, the Turkish president Erdogan, the Lebanese Hiz-
bullah and the Y azidis amongst many others.®® These ideological differences serve asa
reinstatement that, in contrast to religions, ideologies are aive and dependent on socio-
political factors.

In addition to the similarities and differences between DA‘ISH and other jihadist
movements, our definition of DA‘ISH should also focus on its organizational aspect.
DA ‘ISH should not be conceptualized as one uniform body but in terms of its molecular
particularities. The jihadist currents are made up of smaller groups around the Arab and
Islamic world that are continuously competing for power against each other. Once a
bigger group becomes powerful and ‘popular’ in the jihadist milieu, smaller jihadist
groups that are equally fighting over public space and influence tend to pledge alle-
giance to the bigger group. Pledging allegiance known as bay ‘a, which denotes submis-

29 Mu'tazz a-Khatib, “Tanzim a-dawla al-isamiyya: a-binya a-fikriyya wa-ta’qidat al-waqi‘,” in Tanzim
al-dawla al-isamiyya: al-nash’a, wa-I-ta thir wa-I-mustagbal, ed. Fatima al-Samadi (Beirut: Arab Scien-
tific Publishers, 2016), 25.

30 Al-Qa‘idaformally disavowed DA ‘ISH on February 2, 2014.

31 Al-Khatib, “Tanzim al-dawla al-isamiyya: al-binya a-fikriyya wa-ta’gidat al-wagi‘,” in Tanzim al-dawla
al-islamiyya: al-nash’a, wa-I-ta thir wa-I-mustagbal, 25.

32 Daniel L. Byman, “Comparing Al Qaeda and ISIS: Different Goals, Different Targets,” Brooking, July
28, 2016, accessed January 20, 2018, https://www.brookings.edu/testimonies/comparing-Al-Qa’ ida-and-
isis-different-goal s-different-targets/.

33 UIf Brueggemann, “Al-Qaida and the Islamic State: Objectives, Threat, Countermeasures,” Federal
Academy of Security Policy: Security working Paper no. 9/2016, accessed January 20, 2018,
https://www.baks.bund.de/sites/baks010/files/working_paper_2016_09.pdf.
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sion to a recognized authority, consists of an appropriation of religiously charged dic-
tion to signify new group identities in the jihadist milieu. Smaller groups benefit signifi-
cantly from their amalgamation with a bigger jihadist current because sub-groups be-
come more visible once they join a bigger and more popular entity. This modus operan-
di among the jihadist groups also benefits bigger organizations like DA ‘ISH because it
enables the possibility of expansion within a short time. The more a bigger group ad-
vances militarily, the more these smaller groups would want to pledge allegiance. How-
ever, the opposite is also true. When alarger jihadist group starts losing its ground geo-
strategically and militarily, its members would either leave the bigger group and revert
to their prior group identity or else form new jihadist groups. At times, they pledge
allegiance to other ‘bigger’ jihadist groups. Hence, the rapidity with which organiza-
tions like DA ‘ISH expand is equally balanced by the rapidity it dissipates once it starts
losing power. This molecular peculiarity that characterizes jihadist movements explains
the rapid advancement and dissipation of militant jihadist groups. More importantly, it
explains why the structural destruction of organizations such as Al-Qa‘ida does not
bring an end to the jihadist groups. On the contrary, it opens up the battlefield for newer
militant groups to be formulated.

When DA ‘ISH rose to power, it did not emerge out of a vacuum, but it was created
by members who had been part of a-Qa‘ida in Irag (AQI) and other ideological
streams. When DA ‘ISH started gaining momentum, other smaller jihadist groups of-
fered their allegiance to centra DA ‘ISH. Once groups proclaimed their adherence to
DA‘ISH, this allegiance became reflected in the change of their name. The Sinai prov-
ince (wilayat Sina’) for instance, which was the local affiliate of DA‘ISH in the north-
ern Sinai Peninsula, was a group formerly known as Jam‘at Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis
(“ Supporters of Jerusalem’) which emerged after the Egyptian revolution of 2011 and
pledged alegiance to the Islamic State in 2014 Likewise, West Africa Province
(wilayat Gharb Ifrigiyya) was a northeast Nigeria-based Sunni insurgent group widely
known as Boko Haram and was formerly known as Jama‘at Ahl a-Sunnali-da'wawarl-
jihad (‘ People committed to the Propagation of the Prophet’s Teachings and Jihad’) and
pledged allegiance to DA ISH in 2015.

Likewise, the branch of DA ‘ISH in Libya, namely the three provinces wilayat Barga
(eastern Libya), wilayat Fizan (desert south), wilayat Tarabulus (western Libya),
pledged loyalty to DA ‘ISH central in 2014. These provinces included the ama gamation
of smaller insurgent groups from the region and neighbouring countries. One of the
most apparent advantages gained by DA ‘I SH upon these pledges of loyalty is network-
ing. Most of these insurgent groups spread out in Arab and Islamic countries are made
up of radicalized indigenous Bedouin Arabs that are well-connected in their location.
These local groups are experienced in military tactics after years of fighting in their
location.

34 Seeaso Daniel Milton, and Muhammad al-Ubaydi, “Pledging Bay‘a: A Benefit or Burden to the Islamic
State?’ CTC Sentinel 8, no. 3 (2015).
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1.3. The Impact of the US-led Invasion of Iraq in 2003 on Jihadist Groups
More recent events that took place in Iraq starting from the years leading to the US-led
invasion of lrag culminating into Saddam Hussein’s execution and the aftermath have
shaped the foundation of DA ‘ISH into an organization. Asin the case of other dramatic
historical events, the rise of a militant insurgency in unstable Iraq was al but inevita-
ble.® Iraq became a perfect training ground and a fertile territory for jihadists, leading
to a flow of foreign recruits joining the insurgency mostly via the Irag—Syria border
from overwhelmingly Sunni neighbouring countries, namely, Syria, Turkey, and Jor-
dan.* Peter Neumann argues that the “Iraq War contributed to the radicalisation of
European Muslims, creating a more supportive environment which Salafi jihadists could
draw on for finance and recruits.”* Additionally, Neumann states that “[a]nother con-
sequence of the Irag War was to prompt the rise of new terrorist structures.”*®

This does not mean, however, that the jihadist ideological currents did not exist in
Irag before 2003. The presence of jihadists in Iraq before the US-led invasion consisted
of a small jihadist enclave close to the borders with Iran. This group was led by a ji-
hadist movement called Ansar a-lslam (‘the Helpers of Islam’), which controlled an
area made up of ten enclaves by imposing a strict Salafi lifestyle.®® Unbeknown to Sad-
dam, Angsar al-lslam gradually promoted several a-Qa'ida operatives within its ranks
who were instructed by al-Qa’'ida leaders to make valuable connections with the army
commanders from Saddam’s brigades. These connections become especially important
immediately after Saddam’s fall from power, due to their experience of the front line
and their practical and strategic expertise.”°

In December 2001, as the US bombed al-Qa‘ida’ s mountain stronghold in Tora Bora
in Afghanistan as retribution for the 9/11 tragedy, a-Qa‘ida fighters and Afghan-Arabs
who fought with Taliban crossed Iran and found refuge with Ansar al-Islam. Apart from
these migrants, al-Qa‘ida had sent a group made up of 300 fighters that established
themselves between Baghdad and Mosul. Eventually, Ansar al-Islam received a promi-
nent figure known as Abt Mus ab a-Zargawi. Al-Zargawi was first expelled from Iran,
then he became the emir of al-Qa‘idain Irag but still acting independently of Osama bin

35 Scholars agree that the West “bears considerable responsibility for the rise of extremist forces, given the
role of the 2003 Iraq war in triggering a cycle of violent state collapse and sectarianism.” Julien Barnes-
Dacey, Daniel Levy, and Ellie Geranmayeh, eds., “Encouraging Regional Ownership of the fight against
the Islamic State,” in The Islamic State through the Regional Lens (European Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, 2015), 9.

36 Until 2014, more than half of the estimated 15,000 foreign fighters in the Islamic State come from just
five countries: Tunisia (3,000), Saudi Arabia (2,500), Morocco (1,500), Jordan (1,300), Turkey (1,000).
See aso Richard Barrett, “The Isamic State,” The Soufan Group (November 2014), 16, accessed
http://soufangroup.com/wp-content/upl oads/2014/10/T SG-The-lslamic- State-Nov14.pdf.

37 Peter R. Neumann, “Europe’ s Jihadist Dilemma,” Survival 48, no. 2 (2006), 74.

38 Neumann, “Europe’s Jihadist Dilemma,” Survival 48, no. 2 (2006), 76.

39 Atwan, Isamic Sate, 28.

40 Atwan, ISamic Sate, 28.
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Laden’s organization.”* Only in December 2004, al-Zarcawi alied his group with al-
Qa'ida central and started a campaign of ‘psychological warfare’ which included the
recording of gruesome acts of war on short videos. This public display of violence be-
came a milestone in the history of global jihad and eventually was developed even fur-
ther by the group’s strategists.*” DA I SH celebrated al-Zarcawi as an icon of its genera-
tion and recognized him as its first emir.*® The US-led invasion, followed by the remov-
al of Saddam Hussein from power and the installation of a Shi‘a-led government in Irag,
provided perfect conditions for jihadist groups like DA ‘ISH to operate.

It is axiomatic that as the state recedes in power and control, non-state anti-
establishment actors such as militant jihadist movements gain more prominence in a
country’s domestic politics. The spectacular advance of DA ‘ISH in Irag in June of 2014
as a revolt against the Nur1 a-MalikT's government was partly made possible by the
political and security vacuum that existed at the time. The coalition led by al-Maliki
failed to bring the “new era of freedom and democracy” it had promised, because the
“political process was dominated by a Sh'i mgority, with Sunnis being increasingly
marginalized.”* The tension among the Sunni-Shi‘a divide heightened as the US-led
coalition adopted a process known as de-ba ‘athification. The process sought to remove
any political structures linked to the Ba'ath Party. It was aimed to “ensure that repre-
sentative government in Iraq is not threatened by Ba‘athist elements returning to pow-
er.”* De-ba ‘athification was popular with several Iragi groups such as the Shi‘a and
Kurds, but it was opposed by the Sunnis and political minorities linked to Sunnis, espe-
cially after 30,000 Ba'athists were made redundant from public-sector.*” Although the
Arab Sunnisin Iraq consisted only of a small minority, they have traditionally dominat-
ed the political and social life of Irag, “originaly owing to Ottoman support but later the
result of the ability of Sunnis to maintain command posts of power.”*®

Dabashi argues that the European colonial domination of the Arab and Muslim
world has “systematically abused and instrumentalized” the Sunni-Shi‘a sectarian strife

41 Al-Zargawi travelled to multiple countries, and he had contacts from different jihadist circles. Additional-
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44 Saddam’s execution during ‘7d al-adha was regarded as the ultimate offence by the Shi‘ite led govern-
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45 Atwan, Isamic Sate, 36.
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“for the benefit of imperial domination.”*® This Sunni-Shi‘a sectarian strife resulting
from the US-led invasion is also reflected in the ideology of DA ‘ISH because it “feeds
off a powerful narrative of Sunni resentment against a perceived Shi‘a-dominated re-
giona order.”® Al-Zargqawi and al-Qa‘ida leaders proposed a sectarian agenda them-
selves, believing that the fermenting sectarian and ethnic violence in Irag would allow
militant jihadist organizations to expand its influence and power in the country.” Hence
when the insurgency in Iragq began on first May 2003, Osama bin Laden was swift to
mobilize his men and urge jihadists already in Iraq to perform suicide bombings. This
insurgency started with the “indigenous, secular rebels’ consisting of “up to 50,000
Ba'athists, ex-Iragi Army officers and men, ex-members of Saddam’s security forces
and citizens,” as well as “seven major Sunni Islamist groups.”*? Some of these insur-
gents who had lost their privileges upon Saddam’s execution and were fighting al-
Maliki's government from neighbouring countries returned to join the anti-
establishment movement calling itself ‘the Islamic State.’ >

While officially DA‘ISH distanced itself from the former Iragi regime due to the
Ba‘athist secular-nationalist political orientation,™ at the same time it became depend-
ent on the knowledge and skills of former Ba'athists. Non-radicalized Sunnis and
Ba'athist sympathizers, who were discriminated against in the de-ba ‘athification pro-
cess, joined DA ‘ISH because it made it possible for a disgruntled Sunni minority to take
revenge on lrag's Shi‘ite-led government. By pledging pledge allegiance to DA‘ISH,
several redundant ex-Ba'athists were willing to engage themselves in fighting against a
government they came to loathe. Even though radicalized recruits poured in from
around the Arab and Muslim world into Irag to fight its American ‘enemy,” DA ‘ISH has
kept its commanders “indigenous,”> ensuring that the group’s operations are facilitated
by “social and tribal networks on both sides of the border.”® In return, DA‘ISH aso
benefited greatly from their military expertise and know-how of the geographical land-
scape of Irag. Familial and tribal interconnectedness is considered as one of the many
reasons that led to the expanding success of DA ‘ISH. Leading figures in the group had
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worked in the security apparatus of former Iragi president Saddam Hussein's govern-
ment. One of the prominent figures dubbed as ‘the architect of the IsSlamic State’ was
Samiir ‘Abd Muhammad al-K hilfawi known as Haj Bakr,>” who was aformer colonel in
the intelligence service of Saddam Hussein’s air defence force.®

The political vacuum which existed in post-invaded Irag opened the field for fierce
competition for authority, legitimacy, and prestige, and thus a market for the skills of
propagandists and orators who could galvanize ancient modes of mobilization to frame
the group’s militant political agenda in the myth and ideology of alegitimate rule. The
socio-political factors leading to the invasion of Iraq empowered the jihadist discourse
over other discourses permeating the public sphere. In light of this widespread political
chaos dictated by sectarian violence and discrimination, jihadist propaganda gained
more currency because it was strategic by indicating to its followers how they had to
behave and act.™ Its effective strategies to galvanize support and to mobilize citizens is
partly owing to the decades-long experience of the jihadist stream.

It is against this politically-troubled background that DA‘ISH was founded. Alt-
hough one cannot infer that there has ever been a direct Ba'athi-DA ‘ISH connection or
some sort of alliance, one can safely argue that the post-invasion violence, which ex-
panded by disbanding most of the former regime’s security forces, resulted in the emer-
gence of different militias filling immediate security and political void. The political
vacuum coupled with economic instability, high rates of unemployment, and the lack of
security in Iraq following the US-led invasion provided jihadists with a favourable envi-
ronment to gain recruits and to create new structures that would eventually replace the
old network. The group’s polarizing ideology backed up with brutal acts of violence
found a receptive audience that was waiting to get out of its miserable condition.®

1.4. Conflating Violence with Religious M ores
DA‘ISH is one of the most recent facets of Jihadism, and it is by far, one of the most
brutal and violent movements of our times. As a movement, however, DA ‘ISH neither
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represents a new phenomenon, nor isit the first of its kind. The logic and mindset of its
jihadi ideology — including the justification of the extreme brutality and killings — has
been experienced before under the aegis of other, non-lIslamic, and also non-religious
campaigns led by the Crusades, the Spanish Inquisition, the Anti-Jewish pogroms, the
Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda (LRA), the Irish Republican Army (IRA), the Red
Army Faction (RAF),* the Croatian Ustasha movement, and the anti-abortion organiza-
tion called ‘the Army of God' in America® Other examples include the American
apocalyptic cult known as ‘Heaven's Gate' which was a suicidal cult and the ‘Move-
ment for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God” (MRTCG), which was a
religious movement connected to the Roman Catholic Church founded in the late 1980s
in Uganda. In comparison to the jihadist groups, the lifespan of these movements has
been relatively short, and their power geographically limited to one country. Modern
jihadist organizations, however, benefit from more than forty years of experience in
managing, creating, and reshaping the jihadist group transnationally. This experience
spanning over multiple decades is reflected in the sophisticated deployment of various
vectors of mobilization, which stem from old logics of the Arab and Islamic cultures.

As in the case of other ideologically driven movements, DA ‘ISH is cause-oriented.
The cause is identified by the ideology that the group propagated and a program of
action that is adopted. Violence is probably one of the most noticeable and effective
political strategies of fearmongering that asserts absolute obedience to those in power.
By deliberately using extreme ideas and symbolsin its propaganda, DA ‘| SH manages to
influence the public’s opinion precipitated primarily by an emotional response to uncer-
tainty, instability, and insecurity in social discourses rather than rational facts.

Jihadist organizations such as DA ‘ISH employ religious mores to justify the use of
violence and excessive demands in exchange for a promising salvific message. Public
displays of beheadings in public squares and recorded videos of people burnt alive and
shared online are instrumentalized in the struggle as a useful incentive to hide political
motives, to evoke irrationality and emotions, and to galvanize support for the organiza-
tion's cause. The rise of social media and its exploitation in the jihadist milieu has am-
plified the rippling effect of such videos, reaching audiences beyond the Irag—Syria
region in short periods of time. The jihadist group’ s extreme violence, which is recorded
by tech-savvy cadres on highly edited videos and disseminated online, is deliberately
and strategically exploited to instil fear in both the group’s enemies and the people it
seeks to subjugate.

The spectacular and orchestrated violence adduced to DA ‘ISH propaganda material
remains unprecedented. Although the long history of Arabic-Islamic culture is shaped
by wars and conquests, the ritualized brutality in front of cameras is a modern phenom-
enon in the region. The messages transmitted subtly through the semiotic sphere, in-
cluding the notorious orange jumpsuits worn by the victims of DA ‘ISH hint towards the
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influence of modern politics in the region. The iconic orange colour serves as a visual
proof and a timely reminder of the uniform worn by the detainees in Guantanamo and
Abti Ghrayb prisons. The Guantanamo Bay detention camp located in Cubais a US-led
military prison which created military commissions during the Bush administration in
2001 to try foreign terrorism suspects. Aba Ghrayb facility consisted of the US and
British-run jails in Irag. Both facilities in Cuba and Irag, which remain known for the
degrading conditions of the detainees, were promoted as part of the American strategy
of “War on Terror” which initiated after the 9/11 attack in 2001.

In 2003, images on social media showing torture and suffering of detainees in the
US and British-run jails such as Abii Ghrayb facility went viral in the Arab world,®
stroking rage and hatred towards the perceived West in general and the US and the UK
in particular.®* The images showed “graphic pictures of hooded victims being given
electric shocks, naked prisoners being hounded by barking dogs.” Also, “first-hand
accounts of rape and sexua humiliation were posted online.”® In December 2014, a
Senate report confirmed some of the worst practices of CIA’s torture machine, includ-
ing a‘rectal re-hydration,” in which detainees were anally raped with awater hose, often
causing prolapse and lasting internal damage. Baha Mousa was one of the victims killed
because of inhumane treatment by UK soldiers in September 2003, while another pris-
oner was allegedly kicked to death in an RAF helicopter. Other Iragi citizens died after
being held for questioning.®®

The spectacle of officially sanctioned torture at Abt Ghrayb and elsewhere, which is
known as the ‘Abi Ghrayb effect,’®’ has influenced starkly the violent practices that
followed in the region. By using technological advancements to amplify the brutality
and humiliation of the barbaric act, the group’s videos replicate the brutality endured by
the Iragis serving under the Western powers including the US because, “[plaradoxically,
the occupying forces were behaving exactly in the manner they had castigated the for-
mer dictator for adopting.”® The importance of the political context in which DA ‘ISH
videos started being circulated is also relevant to understanding how violence is politi-
cally rather than religiously motivated.

The vision of DA‘ISH is determined by and connected to its ideological pursuits.
Political violence is a powerful strategy to implement the group’s vision and narrative.
Acts of brutality, including beheadings, and burnings of soldiers alive, operate as a
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