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INTRODUCTION


Humans have long attempted to reconstruct and re-package reality through pictures. From the Chauvet cave paintings1 to Magritte’s The Key of Dreams,2 images have been used since prehistory to curate conceptions of human existence and re-package the world we live in.3

Perhaps no moment in modern history had more impact on this pursuit than the advent of photography. Indeed, when the first permanent photographic image was captured in 1825, the human capacity to articulate visual meaning was transformed.4 As a form of communication, photography presented manifold advantages: it was deemed to be “scientific,”5 and, as a means with which to record physical traces of an object or scene, often assumed to be above and beyond human subjectivity.6 From the early twentieth century onwards, however, critical theorists began to take it to task, questioning just how much it could be believed: To what extent, they asked, did photographs represent an objective “truth”?7 Their emergent scepticism was bolstered by the camera’s integration into the arsenals of propagandists the world over, especially at times of war, when photography’s tendentious relationship with reality was most evidently stretched.8 Over the years, this position was set to become the norm, such that nowadays it is widely accepted that photographic “reality” is, at best, a composite of stratified and constructed subjectivities—indeed, regardless of motivation, the mainstream critical position now states: photographs cannot be taken for granted as objective representations of “facts.”9

This book contends that this phenomenon has never been as starkly or as dangerously relevant as it is today, in light of the rise of the Islamic State. Indeed, as the book demonstrates, the summer of 2014—in which the group seized Iraq’s second city, Mosul,10 attempted to commit genocide against the Yezidi minority,11 captured vast swathes of eastern Syria,12 and declared itself a latter-day caliphate13—marked a turning point in the history of photography, one that stretched the photographic image’s already contested relationship with reality to its very limits. Uniquely obsessed with narrative, image management, and branding, the Islamic State used cameras as weapons throughout its formative years as caliphate. The tens of thousands of photographs its propagandists captured during this time were used to denote policy, navigate defeats, and, perhaps most importantly, construct an impossible reality, a totalising image-world of salafi-jihadist symbols and myths.14

Based on an analysis of its photographs, more than 20,000 of which it published online between December 2015 and September 2017, this work explores the process by which the Islamic State shook the foundations of modern war photography. Through thematic networks analysis and semiotic examination (that is, the study of signs and the way they operate to produce cultural meaning), it identifies the implicit value systems that underpin the Islamic State’s ideological appeal, evaluates the group’s contribution to the evolution of photographic language and, more generally, advances a new theoretical approach for conducting systematic visual propaganda analysis.

Research Questions

This book seeks to answer two primary research questions: first, to what end does the Islamic State use propaganda images? and second, how do its propaganda images articulate meaning? With this in mind, its photographs are examined less for the objects or events they denote than for the values and principles they connote and reinforce. They are explored on two levels: first, for what they show—that is:

•What issues, themes and phenomena does the Islamic State prioritise in its photo-propaganda?

•How does the thematic constitution of the Islamic State’s image-world respond to evolving situational exigencies?

•What visual tropes are most closely tied to the caliphate “brand”?

And second, for how they show—that is:

•When the contents and structures contained within this photo-propaganda are unpacked, disentangled and disassembled, what do they say about the intent of the photographers and photo editors, and how do they say it?

•What makes the photo-propaganda of the Islamic State mean anything at all?

•Assuming that meaning can be artificially augmented, how does that process of augmentation happen?

Using thematic networks and semiotic analysis to present a systematic examination of the Islamic State’s photo-propagandistic habits, this study scrutinises the content and techniques that undergird its imagery. It finds that, through the tens of thousands of photo-propaganda images published by the group between 2015 and 2017, the Islamic State crafted a comprehensive sense of what it was to fight on the front line and live in the caliphate. The idealisation of reality revolved around two undergirding poles, the chaos of war and the order of utopian rule, which the Islamic State continuously and systematically reiterated in the course of the thousands of thematically and geographically diverse images it published at its height.

In mapping this elaborate web of unreality, this study makes three key contributions to the research literature. First, it enhances our understanding of what made the Islamic State tick as a political actor during this particular period in its history, especially in relation to how it wanted its supporters to perceive it on both global and historical bases. While the extant research literature offers us numerous insights as to its strategic and ideological evolution through the last two decades, there has not yet been any effort comprehensively to map the cultural principles and doctrinal values that underpinned its political and emotional appeals to sympathisers and would-be members around the world.

This book does just that, demonstrating that the Islamic State’s offering was multifaceted, but nevertheless also confoundingly simple. To fight for or live within its caliphate was framed as a way to realise the impossible, to return to a purist rendition of Islamic rule that brought with it a series of absolutes—whether that was an absolute sense of community, an absolute feeling of security or an absolute experience of adventure. The line established by its photo-propaganda declared that the war the Islamic State was fighting was an episodic game complete with archetypal heroes and villains, while the state it was administering was a utopian place of consensus, peace, order and abundance. It was, to all intents and purposes, an exhaustive rendition of the unreal; an idealised, hyper-ideological vision of war and governance.

The second contribution that this study makes to the literature is in relation to how it advances the study of photo-propaganda as a medium. Through its staggered application of thematic networks and semiotic analysis, it demonstrates that there is great utility in interrogating politicised imagery like this beyond its superficial meaning. This is especially the case when a methodology like semiotic analysis is used, albeit selectively, carefully, and in full view of the critiques that have been levelled at it in recent decades.15 Certainly, photo-propaganda should never be regarded as documentary evidence of “real” life, even though it may depict “real” scenes and objects.16 This is because, by virtue of what photo-propagandists choose to capture, how they capture it and the selectivity that characterises their images’ eventual publication, this particular form of photography barely relates to the “real” world at all. With every decision made—each and every time a picture is shot, chosen, discarded, modified, edited or captioned—the propaganda image’s relationship with the “real” is corrupted, perhaps inexorably so. Ultimately, it ceases being an objective record of the material world and is instead co-opted into an ideological ideality that exists only in the mind of the author(s) of the said image, deployed to amplify that which it will, not that which actually is.

However, while it may be true that photo-propaganda is fundamentally misrepresentative and, thus, misleading, this study demonstrates that it is by no means useless as a historical artefact, provided it is approached in an appropriately critical manner. As the pages below demonstrate, if photo-propaganda is considered in abstract, studied on the basis that it offers us a direct window into the organisational imagination of the group in question—its very consciousness as a political actor and movement—then it becomes a vital resource for enhancing our ability to understand and respond to the challenges the group may pose.

The third contribution this book makes is to the methodological literature on visual semiotics—that is, it adds to our understanding of how and why images articulate visual meaning, and how this “meaning” can be analysed systematically and with finesse using semiotic tools. In many ways, semiotic analysis is an ideal tool with which to explore propaganda. However, it is not without issues. A common critique is that it “forgets what it has excluded.”17 In this view, semiotic investigations are problematic because they are unduly impacted by bias—both analytically, and in the context of text selection. In certain contexts, this is a more than fair criticism, and, in view of it, I have below tried to develop a replicable way to limit the influence of subjectivity and bias, a process I outline in detail in Chapter 4. A second criticism of semiotic analysis is that it claims to identify the objective meaning of a given text. This criticism holds that semioticians focus on only one sliver of signification and avoid acknowledging that “meaning” is shaped by the audience as much as it is by the author.18 To avoid falling into that trap—and, perhaps, to help others avoid it too—I set out below a more targeted, constrained and data-led approach towards using semiotic analysis, again something that is described in detail in Chapter 4.

The Corpus

In the course of the Islamic State’s first few years as a caliphate, it produced many thousands of media products, ranging from feature-length documentaries, call-in radio shows and glossy newsletters to synth-assisted songs, garish billboards and mobile phone apps.19 While gory video releases20 and slick magazines21 are the principal reason for its notoriety, lesser-known media products always formed the majority of its output.

Chief among them is the taqrīr muṣawwar (which translates literally as “photographic report”), dozens of which were published daily when the group was at its peak.22 Ranging in length from one to twenty images, these reports comprised discrete collections of photographs telling single-issue stories; as supporter-orientated integration propaganda—that is, propaganda that acts “slowly, gradually, and imperceptibly” to reinforce sociocultural norms and buttress the position of the ruling elite—they were crucial instruments of organisational branding and image management.23 Aimed first at committed members of the Islamic State, their meaning(s) would be delineated by their Arabic-language titles and captions, which, acting rather like news headlines, framed their content to determine the way the observer “read” the images therein.

This book explores an exhaustive sample of these reports—specifically, those that were published between 26 December 2015 and 28 September 2017. Each of the 20,788 images in this corpus was individually downloaded from the Islamic State’s official Arabic-language propaganda channel on the social networking platform Telegram.24 Together, they comprised 5,441 photo-reports, or collections of thematically clustered images.

While the Islamic State’s global propaganda production network is highly diverse, its online distribution apparatus is not. Indeed, since 2015, there have been just three official Islamic State-branded dissemination units, only one of which distributes photo-propaganda; all of them have been based on Telegram.25 This means that these 20,788 images comprise a full sample of Islamic State photo-propaganda during the 21 months between two of Abū Bakr al-Baghdādī’s most important public speeches, a period of time that began with the Islamic State at its zenith and ended with it nearing its nadir. Using these two points in time to ring-fence the archive was not simply a practical measure taken to limit what would otherwise have been an open-ended investigation: it also meant that the research could account for the full spectrum of the Islamic State brand, both when it was in territorial ascendancy and when it was in decline.

The first speech, “So Wait, We Are Also Waiting,” was issued on 26 December 2015, just weeks after the Islamic State had launched a series of coordinated terrorist attacks on the streets of Paris.26 It was unabashedly triumphalist in tone, a quality that was characteristic of the rest of the Islamic State’s propaganda at the time. The second speech, “But Sufficient Is Your Lord as a Guide and a Helper,” was distinctly less celebratory. Published on 28 September 2017, it emerged at a time when the Islamic State was at its weakest in years: in the months prior to the speech’s publication, the group had almost entirely collapsed in Iraq and was in the process of disintegrating in Syria—indeed, just weeks later, the cities of Raqqa, Mayadin, and Bukamal were liberated.27 By the time of publication, the substance of the Islamic State’s propaganda had changed profoundly. Depictions of its insurgent state became fewer and farther between as its heartland territories collapsed, only to be replaced by a steadily increasing stream of images documenting the progress of its defensive war effort.28

Notwithstanding the fact that the group’s communication priorities were forced to shift in response to evolving situational exigencies in Iraq and Syria, the raw thematic materials with which its propagandists worked remained the same throughout the 21 months in question. Hence, by exploring this particular range of images drawn from this particular period of time, this exploration is able to consider the Islamic State’s idealised “reality” as a fluctuating whole, instead of just analysing one snapshot of it.

Key Terms

Before proceeding, it is necessary to define two key terms that are used throughout the pages below: the “Islamic State” and “propaganda.” While each surfaces frequently in contemporary discourse around modern insurgency and political communication, their respective meanings are too often taken for granted. For the purposes of this study, they are defined as follows.

The “Islamic State” is a violent extremist insurgent organisation primarily based, at the time of writing, in Syria and Iraq, but with a global network of affiliates that stretches from West Africa to Southeast Asia. Ideologically speaking, it represents a subset of salafi-jihadism, a violent political current that, having existed for decades, witnessed a period of remarkable ascendance in the 2010s due to the fallout of the Arab Spring, among many other factors.29 Salafi-jihadism is a theopolitical ideology committed to imposing religious rule through violence, but with a specifically salafi reading of Islam. This focus leads its adherents to an expansive definition of idolatry and a readiness to excommunicate and target Muslims it considers to be idol-worshippers and apostates—critically, this includes Muslim rulers whom the salafi-jihadists consider to be tyrants.30

Not all salafi-jihadist groups have transnational ambitions. They are only considered “global” if, as part of their political programme, they target foreign powers and populations with an intent to rally the Muslim masses and in turn stop their “Crusader enemies” from supporting their local “clients.” At present, the Islamic State is outspoken when it comes to the global nature of its war. By its estimation, every perceived injustice that happens to Sunni Muslims in any context is an epiphenomenal expression of a supposed global war on Islam, a primeval, cosmic clash between all that is “Islamic” and all that is not.31 The Islamic State and other global salafi-jihadists hold that the distinctly transnational nature of this war necessitates a transnational response.

Below, I refer to the Islamic State simply as “the Islamic State,” favouring this label over others like “ISIS,” “ISIL,” “IS,” and “Daesh.” This is because it has been in consistent use by the organisation since its inception in 2006. A number of variants of “the Islamic State” has appeared in recent years, among them “self-professed Islamic State,” “self-styled Islamic State,” and “Islamic State group.”32 While such qualifiers may be expedient in the context of mass media coverage—they deny the Islamic State its most fundamental claim to statehood—for the sake of clarity they are not adopted here. This work caters for a specialist audience. Given that this is the case, it is assumed that readers are already aware of the fact that the Islamic State is a state in name only and, furthermore, that it is certainly not considered to be representative of Sunni Islam as a diverse global religion.33

“Propaganda,” in this overtly political context, is defined as any form of direct or indirect communication that is purposefully deployed not just to recruit supporters into a movement or cause, but also to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behaviours.34 Because it tends to manifest most prominently and dangerously at times of war, “propaganda” has for decades been a value-laden “dirty word,” something that implicitly hints at the fundamentally nefarious or malicious intent of those behind it.35 Indeed, the term has accrued so much baggage over the last century in particular that “to attempt to define it is to tread lightly on a conceptual minefield.”36 I prefer to approach it dispassionately, understanding propaganda not just as a weapon used by belligerents against their enemies at times of war, but also as a toolkit for influencing both friend and foe, both in and out of periods of conflict, and for both worthy and unworthy causes.37

The field of propagandistic communication varies greatly but, broadly speaking, it can be either strategic or tactical in intent. Per the French propaganda theorist, Jacques Ellul, the former “establishes the general [ideological] line, the array of arguments, the staggering of the campaigns” and “the latter seeks to obtain immediate results within that framework.”38 Tactical propaganda, which seeks to incite specific actions or behaviours, is only effective if it emerges in the context of ideas already established and propagated by its strategic counterpart. Crucially, it is not simply a unitary, straightforward form of political communication that can easily be countered through a similarly unitary, straightforward response, as is too often assumed.39 Rather, it refers to an entire information ecosystem in which different communicative activities can be geared towards entirely different tasks. For that reason, it can—and, I believe, should—be used alongside terms such as strategic communication (i.e., goal-orientated outreach that is engaged in both directly and indirectly by political actors) and public diplomacy (i.e., goal-orientated outreach that political actors engage in directly with foreign publics), each of which comprises its own subset of the propagandistic field of communication.

In recent years, insurgent groups like the Islamic State have tended to engage in at least one of three forms of propaganda activity: media-based, performative, and demonstrative.40 Media-based propaganda comprises audio-visual content like radio programmes, videos, magazines, and photo-reports that are broadcast online and off. Performative propaganda involves direct interpersonal engagement by specially designated outreach units (e.g., religious police patrols, evangelism drives, public punishments, and town fairs).41 Demonstrative propaganda involves propaganda of the deed-driven acts of violence geared towards signalling intent and upholding organisational brand, not territorial or material gain.42

The sole focus of this work is photo-propaganda, a subset of the first activity, media-based communication. Specifically, this refers to propagandistic communications that manifest in photographic form, albeit often accompanied by text in the form of captioning. In the specific context of the Islamic State, all its photo-propaganda is by definition mixed media in that it invariably combines image and text in this way, something that is factored in—embraced, even—in the course of the analysis below. Whatever the case, this focus should not be taken to suggest that other propaganda media matter any less than photo-propaganda: on the contrary, video, oral, audio and written materials produced by groups like the Islamic State are similarly rich documents that are also in need of specific analysis.

Structural Synopsis

Having set out the research questions and key terms and given a broad overview of the nature of the image corpus, this exploration can now proceed. First, a note on its structure.

Chapter 2 provides a background on the Islamic State’s particular approach to propaganda. It gives an overview of its online and offline outreach operations, discussing the full spectrum of its strategic communication efforts before focusing in particular on the role of photo-propaganda, which comprises by far the greatest proportion of Islamic State’s output. In doing so, this chapter describes how the Islamic State managed to produce so many images within such tight branding parameters, drawing in particular on a cache of little-known documents that the US military captured from Islamic State photo-propagandists in 2016 and later declassified.

Chapter 3 describes and visualises the Islamic State brand through thematic networks analysis, a form of discourse analysis that offers researchers a way to iteratively identify themes and concepts within complex datasets by distancing themselves from the data itself. In doing so, it identifies what it is exactly that the image archive contains and provides a detailed descriptive breakdown of the entire visual corpus. This allows for a systematic overview of the thematic pillars that are examined in the next portion of the book. What this chapter makes resolutely clear is that the Islamic State’s salafi-jihadist promise comprises more than just the brutal militancy for which it is most notorious. Rather, its image-world is fundamentally a composite ideal incorporating anything from visceral scenes of socioeconomic utopianism to triumphalist warfare and civilian victimisation.

Chapter 4 introduces the analytical methodology used for the next, more thorough part of the exploration—semiotic analysis. This is a form of visual analysis that comprises deep, systematic reading of an image or collection of images with a view to identifying and interrogating the sociocultural principles or “myths” that underpin it. The semiotic approach essentially separates the act of viewing from the process of comprehension and thereby enables the viewer to pick apart just how it is that they “make sense” of the image before them.

The next six chapters, which are split into two sections, “Jihād” and “Khilāfah,” use semiotic methods to investigate how and why the themes identified in Chapter 3 are articulated through the image archive. In so doing, they seek out answers for the second set of research questions. Chapters 5–7 work their way through the semiotics of the Islamic State’s war-focused photo-propaganda, advancing beyond the surface-level meaning of its battlefield images to explore their deeper conceptual foundations. Chapter 5 explores photographs depicting (and idealising) the individual Islamic State soldier; Chapter 6 assesses how photo-propaganda was used to glorify the Islamic State’s army as a collective whole; and Chapter 7 examines its use in the visual demonisation of the enemy. Through­out this section, points of cross-pollination from outside the salafi-jihadist paradigm are identified, aspects of its propaganda that are directly and demonstrably inherited from secular—sometimes even Western43—contexts.

Chapters 8–10 concern themselves with the Islamic State’s efforts to construct a comprehensive image of utopia through its deployment of photo-propaganda focussed on civilian life. Chapter 8 focuses on images depicting the various organs of the caliphate “state” in action; Chapter 9 considers photographs showing the nation over which these organs presided; and Chapter 10 addresses the sparing though ever-present photographic documentation of civilian plight at the hands of the Islamic State’s enemies. In the course of each chapter, it becomes clear that the role of systematic framing, symbolic content and visual syntax is no less important in photo-propaganda that was shot away from the front lines. Indeed, these mechanisms may even have been more critical in this context, contributing as they did to a vivid though less tangible feeling of socioeconomic, cultural and religious ecstasy in the caliphate. Whatever the denoted content of these images, the Islamic State’s utopian claims extended far beyond their superficial meaning. As such, it becomes possible to use them to travel to the very heart of the group’s political consciousness. Their contents, contexts, and structures were used perpetually to re-justify the Islamic State’s existence as an alternative to the status quo and to remind audiences of the necessity of its violent rejection of the “un-Islamic” world.

The study concludes with Chapter 11, which considers the previous chapters in totality and explores the immediate implications of the Islamic State’s adept manipulation of semiosis in propaganda. As each aspect of its image-world is evaluated in the context of the others, it becomes apparent that these images, which at first sight appear simply to be geared towards serving as indexical documents of daily life in the caliphate, are in fact a vehicle for something else, a repository within which are stored the nostalgic trappings of an impossible existence, one that revolves more around rational choice and identity appeals than it does around religion. This chapter is also used as an opportunity to revisit the literature on photography and visual meaning, and to identify the study’s broader contributions to the field of contemporary propaganda analysis.
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THE ISLAMIC STATE’S APPROACH TO PROPAGANDA


After its rise to notoriety in 2014, the Islamic State transformed the jihadist communication space. Having captured Mosul and declared its caliphate, the group consolidated its already formidable propaganda apparatus, creating a sophisticated and centralised media production network capable of publishing nearly a thousand unique pieces of propaganda a month.1 In the years that followed, its official output came to define public perceptions of it the world over, seamlessly—and damagingly—popularising an image of its caliphate that was crafted on its terms and its terms alone. This image was cultivated in pursuit of a range of stated ideological objectives: first and foremost, the establishment of a global “Islamic state” that was governed according to its starkly rejectionist interpretation of Islam; second, the absorption of non-Muslim communities into its ranks, either by coercion or persuasion; and third, the extermination of all “enemies of Islam,” be they Shi’ite Muslims, other Sunni Islamist militants, or members of the “Crusader” Coalition.

To be sure, jihadist media operations existed long before the Islamic State emerged in its current iteration, but they pale in comparison with what this group showed itself to be capable of doing at its height. Based on the economic principle of revealed preference, which holds that priorities may be discerned through patterns in resource expenditure and operational logistics, it seems fair to state that propaganda production and distribution were instrumental to its strategic and tactical understanding of insurgency.2 Not only was the group known to remunerate its media workers more generously than its rank-and-file soldiers, but it also expended a huge amount of energy rendering their day-to-day activities obscure, something that left the sphere of propaganda as one of its most enigmatic operational facets.

Drawing on a range of internal documentation produced by the Islamic State—some physically captured from it, others that emerged from among its supporters online—this chapter sets out the key features of the Islamic State’s propaganda apparatus between 2014 and 2019. First, it describes how jihadists conceptualise the notion of propaganda. Second, it explores the specific strategic underpinnings and objectives of Islamic State propaganda. Third, it sets out the structure and day-to-day operations of the Islamic State’s media apparatus. Understanding the group’s overarching outreach goals as well as the mechanisms through which it hoped to achieve them is critical contextual knowledge for the rest of this discussion.

The Strategic Objectives of Jihadist Outreach

Writing in 2008 on al-Qā’idah’s media strategy, Carsten Bockstette, then a lieutenant colonel in the German Air Force, proposed that the way in which jihadists conceptualise the communication battlespace means that they are in a highly advantageous position vis-à-vis propagandising against their more numerous, better-resourced, and better-equipped adversaries.3 By taking advantage of the “favorable communication asymmetry” that arises because of the nimbleness with which they can navigate the global information environment, jihadists, he holds, have been able to “compensate for a significant part” of what they are lacking in terms of “military might.”4 Relatively unchallenged, they are able to deploy meticulously planned, high-risk outreach strategies using both social and mainstream media, influencing friend and foe in almost equal measure.

Typically, jihadist communication campaigns revolve around one of three strategic objectives: propagation, legitimisation, and intimidation.5 The first essentially refers to efforts to attract new recruits, draw in new donors, and expand the reach of their ideology. The second speaks to a more defensive form of communication, one that focuses on justifying violence and situating the actions of the movement in question within a broader Islamic context. The last focuses on the adversary audience: it manifests most prominently in terrorist operations deployed because of their communicative rather than kinetic potential.

In pursuit of these three sets of objectives, jihadists work to a 5-step model, one that is common to much effective strategic communication planning and could thus be applied in the context of many political marketing campaigns, including those that are non-jihadist in nature:








	i)

	  Strategic end-state assessment and development.




	ii)

	  Communication infrastructure evaluation.




	iii)

	  Target audience analysis and channel selection.




	iv)

	  Plan development and execution.




	v)

	  Monitoring and evaluation.6






By adopting this approach, Bockstette contends that jihadist communicators have been able to exploit the fundamental asymmetry to which their enemies—risk-averse states often (but not always) bound by the ethical and moral conventions that have come to be associated with modern-day war-fighting—are simply not party. While there was much evidence for the validity of this framework in 2008, the advanced state of jihadist media production today bears little resemblance to the rough-cut tapes that characterised it in the 2000s. Nevertheless, these same three strategic objectives have withstood the tests of time, something that the next section on Islamic State media doctrine demonstrates.

The Islamic State’s Approach to Influence Warfare

Two doctrinal documents relating to the Islamic State’s media war are interpreted below. The first text is a speech attributed to Abū Ḥamzah al-Muhājir, one of Abū Muṣ’ab al-Zarqāwī’s successors and a former prime minister and war minister of the Islamic State of Iraq, the direct predecessor to what is now known as the Islamic State. Entitled “To Those Entrusted with the Message,” it surfaced posthumously in 2010, when the group was at its lowest ebb. The second text is a field-guide for media operatives that was published by the Islamic State’s printing press, the Himmah Library. Entitled Media Operative, You Are Also a Mujāhid, it first appeared in mid-2015, when the group was at the zenith of its influence. Both documents are similarly orientated: they each address core supporters of the group, setting out the strategic value of media activism with a view to justifying why the Islamic State invests so much time and energy in it. Each is considered in turn.

i) “To Those Entrusted with the Message”7

Stripped of ideological window-dressing, the Abū Ḥamzah speech consists of fourteen guidelines falling into four thematic clusters. Three of these clusters correlate almost exactly to Bockstette’s core communication objectives: propagation, legitimisation, and intimidation. The fourth relates to educational and administrative matters, pursuits that, while interesting, are not considered to be motivating factors for propaganda activism.8

Throughout this text, Abū Ḥamzah comes back to the perceived importance of proactive and positive outreach, holding that it is the chief means with which to propagate the Islamic State’s ideology and creed. He variously advises that media workers should “establish communication and dialogue with those who sympathize with and support the issue of Islamic media”;9 “prepare a daily video news bulletin that focuses on updates and analyses events, especially those relating to the mujāhidīn”;10 and compile “a memorandum of proposals and guidance on a monthly basis for the mujāhidīn and the commanders of jihād.”11 If each of these instructions is correctly implemented, he holds, Islamic State media operatives will be able to enlarge their global support base with unparalleled efficiency. Indeed, they could variously “raise [the mujāhidīn’s] spirits, frighten [the mujāhidīn’s] enemies,” and—perhaps most importantly in this context—make the group and its supporters “appear as one ummah fighting for one objective on many front lines.”12

Abū Ḥamzah also makes much of the media worker’s potentially pivotal role in legitimising the Islamic State in the face of its adversaries, noting that they are on the front line of defensive communications. He states that media workers are beholden to constantly “defam[e] the image of the infidels, expos[e] their immorality, and describ[e] every defect they have.”13 Simultaneously, they must work to understand the stuff of which their adversaries’ arguments is made—the implication being that counter-messaging campaigns should be developed based on this awareness.14 If this is done successfully, he contends, the regular media operative will be equipped with everything that they need to “expose their [enemies’] contradictions, violations, and grave sins.”15 Essentially, then, this second stream of operations revolves around the targeted derision of any ideas that run contrary to the Islamic State and its belief system, including those that emerge in the mainstream news. Thus, it appears to be geared towards entrenching the group’s exclusivist in-group identity, something intended to leave it legitimised and its adversaries discredited.

This text also ruminates at length on the topic of intimidation; indeed, it is the very first thing Abū Ḥamzah mentions. In particular, he proposes two key lines of aggressive communication operations: “sow[ing] terror in the hearts of our enemy using everything permitted by sharī’ah for this purpose”—including, that is, terrorism and violent propaganda—and “provid[ing] hackers with instructions” to deploy electronic warfare against enemy institutions such as banks and political foundations in order to “terrify those who have shares in these establishments and destroy their trust.”16 Here, he hints at the potentially war-changing impact of propaganda of the deed and propaganda of the virtual deed. As well as fostering a sense of the Islamic State’s apparent ubiquity, intimidation-focused influence campaigns conceived along these lines are said to be a way to compound, in the eyes of both friend and foe, the perception of organisational “strength” in terms of “determination and number.”17

Notwithstanding the fact that this speech was made nearly a decade ago by a man who is now long-dead, the ideas it contained continue to influence the Islamic State’s media apparatus. Indeed, they have been writ large across its outreach activities for years—seen in anything from its utopian promotions of life inside the caliphate and counter-messaging campaigns to its deployment of terrorism and distribution of ultraviolent propaganda—and, as is demonstrated below, continued to undergird those activities at the height of the group’s power in 2015.

ii) Media Operative, You Are Also a Mujāhid18

Unlike Abū Ḥamzah’s speech, which was published for an online audience, this Himmah Library booklet was composed primarily for in-theatre consumption, its core goal being to motivate Islamic State media operatives in their day-to-day efforts. Setting out the strategic importance of propaganda production and distribution, it describes the imperative for media jihād.

Its authors are unambiguous when it comes to the role of media production in propagating their ideology and expanding the movement. In the introduction, they state that the first goals of the media operative are:

To buoy the morale of soldiers, spread news of their victories and good deeds, encourage the people to support them by clarifying their creed, methodology and intentions and bridge the intellectual gap between the mujāhidīn and ordinary Muslims.19

In other words, propaganda is considered to be the central vehicle for popularising the Islamic State brand—anything from its news and current affairs to more esoteric, ideological matters that relate to its creed. This idea closely echoes what Abū Ḥamzah stated on the matter: he, too, held that media outreach is the chief means with which to incite “regular Muslims,” en masse, to jihād. In any case, the authors frequently return to this notion, variously noting that there are few more important things than “bring[ing] glad tidings to the believers’ hearts,” “transmit[ting] to the simple people a true picture of the battle,” and “steering others towards [the ideology] and opening their eyes to it.”20

The document is equally explicit about the need to defend the Islamic State through legitimisation-focused media operations. Its authors write at length about “the intellectual invasion” being conducted by Western nations against Muslims the world over, contending that media workers must “declar[e] the truth” in the face of their “daily lies and professionalised falsification,” responding aggressively to the “frenzied media campaign” they are waging.21 Moreover, given the recent “intensification of this propaganda war”—something that jihadists have long complained about—they hold that defensive communication operations have never been more important: after all, this battle is being fought not just for the reputation of the Islamic State as an organisation, but for the very existence and future of the religion of Islam.22

Just as it does in the Abū Ḥamzah speech, a discussion of intimidation takes centre-stage in the Himmah Library text. The authors write extensively about how aggressive communication operations are a central part of both “verbal jihād” and “jihād of the sword,” and they devote an entire section to its value in “infuriating the enemy.”23 Because “everything that angers the enemies of Allāh” is a legitimate “form of jihād,” they hold that offensive psychological operations should be viewed as a logical extension of, or even a substitute for, kinetic campaigns.24 It is worth noting that, because the Islamic State’s war is total, it matters not which aspect of the adversary is targeted: whether that be the government and its military, or its softer, more vulnerable underbelly—the general public.

Considered together, the field-guide’s eight chapters repackage and reiterate much of what Abū Ḥamzah stated five years earlier. This is significant because the Islamic State in 2015 was almost unrecognisable from the Islamic State of 2010: the group was ascendant, not floundering, having just declared its caliphate, attracted tens of thousands of supporters to Iraq and Syria, and provoked a global war. Given that, at the time of writing, we are on the cusp of another new phase in the group’s history, one in which the group is structurally much closer to the Islamic State of 2010, it is critical that this evolution—or lack thereof—is kept in mind.

The Structure and Activities of the Islamic State’s Media Apparatus

On 28 August, the United States Department of Defense declassified a series of internal documents relating to the Islamic State’s media operations. Captured from a senior propaganda official in the group’s Afghanistan-based provincial affiliate, Wilāyat Khurāsān, the files had originally been produced and covertly distributed by the Islamic State’s Central Media Dīwān.25

Prior to the emergence of these documents, the media infrastructure of the Islamic State’s self-declared caliphate was one of its most obscure facets. To date, aside from a handful of propaganda-related legislative decrees leaked from Iraq and Syria—which, considered together, do little more than compound the obscurity—vanishingly few tactical-level or strategic-level documents regarding its outreach activities have been openly available. As such, independent analysis of the intricacies of its operations has long been limited to reasoned speculation informed by interview data, historical (and, therefore, outdated) documents, and the output itself. On that basis, it is difficult to exaggerate the value of these captured files, which profoundly altered the extent to which outside observers could understand the group’s approach to conflict communication.

Because these materials were never meant for public consumption, they are written in a manner that is unlike any other literature attributed to and deliberately made available by the Islamic State. Indeed, besides one fleeting reference to the Prophetic tradition, there are no substantive discussions of theology or Islamic history in them, in stark contrast to the texts considered in the previous section. Instead, these authors opt for clear, almost scientific language. As is discussed in further detail below, this, coupled with the fact that they are centrally produced documents that were found in the possession of a provincial affiliate outside Iraq and Syria, is unequivocal evidence that, behind the Islamist veneer of the caliphate, there exists a highly pragmatic organisation.

(i) The Central Media Dīwān

During the period with which this study is concerned, the entirety of the Islamic State’s propaganda production and distribution efforts fell to its Central Media Dīwān, which these documents describe as supervising all media-based outreach “from Indonesia in the east to Africa in the west.”26 This includes both the outreach activities of provincial affiliates as well as those of the various “battalions and groups that have pledged allegiance to the caliph.”27

Inasmuch as this was the case, the Central Media Dīwān had oversight over everything “happening within the authority of the caliphate, including military, sharī’ah, [and] service matters.”28 Its core mouthpieces—at least, as of the point at which these documents were produced—were the Furqān Foundation, the AlHayat Media Center and the Furat Center, which were complemented by a newspaper (al-Naba’), a news agency (A’māq), and a radio station (al-Bayān).29

On a day-to-day basis, the core aim of the Central Media Dīwān was to “standardise” the Islamic State’s official output by “monitoring, supervising, and reviewing productions,” whether they were news bulletins, images, videos, or audio files.30 Pending approval, its officials were charged with publishing these online through a small collection of channels on Telegram that were controlled by the Islamic State’s official distribution network, namely ‘Nashir,’ the Furat Center, and the A’māq News Agency.31

The Central Media Dīwān’s approval process relied on secure digital communications. It kicked into action as soon as new material was provided by any one part of the Islamic State’s broader network of media offices. The first element of the process was the “pre-publishing” (qabal al-nushr) group, an encrypted chatroom on either Telegram, Pidgin, or WhatsApp to which designated provincial media representatives submitted their office’s output for evaluation.32 Once there, “brothers” in the overarching Media Monitoring Committee evaluated and cleared content for approval.33 That committee reviewed content both for quality assurance purposes and to ensure that the Islamic State’s operational security would not be compromised by its publication (i.e., by an image of one of its leaders or bases being accidently published).34

On completion of the initial review process, approved outputs were then dispatched to the “publishing” (al-nushr) group, which formed the next element of the review network.35 This group was the sole point of contact between the Islamic State’s media apparatus and the outside world: “the only [activities] that [take] place inside the publishing room are publishing.”36 “Comments or editing” suggestions were strictly forbidden.37

Alongside these two discussion boards was a third, “monitoring” (mutāba’āt) chatroom.38 This was reserved for secure “communication between the media personnel of the wilāyāt,” a place where Islamic State media officials from around the world would congregate virtually, “to discuss important issues and participate in wider scale publishing.”39 It is highly likely that this is where the Central Media Dīwān issued directives for tactical media campaigns.

(ii) Provincial media offices

Operating at a local level, though exclusively at the behest of the Central Media Dīwān, were the Islamic State’s provincial media offices—one for each of its wilāyāt at the time. Whereas the Central Media Dīwān was responsible for strategic direction, it was to provincial media offices that production and in-country dissemination duties fell. As one of the documents states:

The official media offices in the wilāyāt are platforms belonging to the Central Media [Dīwān] and the wilāyāt have been authorised to run them on behalf of the centre […] therefore, we want all the brothers to follow the guidance of the Central Media [Dīwān], otherwise the granted authorisation to the wilāyah will be withdrawn (emphasis added).40

At a local level, provincial media workers were not allowed to engage in any form of external outreach whatsoever. Their first priority was to document: to record “everything that happens in the wilāyāh including news and events”; their second priority was to distribute, principally through the dissemination of “news bulletins, video and photo reports, individual and breaking images [or] statements.”41 All other publishing activities, including those that took place online, were to be left to the Central Media Dīwān alone.42

A dedicated media amīr presided over every media office, wherever it was and whatever the extent of its relationship with the Central Media Dīwān.43 They were in charge of regional management and discipline and operated as the chief liaison between the office in question and the Central Media Dīwān. Where possible, the amīr was also required to meet with the Media Monitoring Committee in order to coordinate with it in terms of recruitment and expertise management—presumably, these meetings could occur virtually.44 Working closely with each of the media amīrs was an administrative cadre (kadrī idārī), the chief liaison with the wālī (governor) of the wilāyah in question and charged with providing “administrative needs for the office,” “maintaining headquarters and vehicles,” and “assisting the team of the interior publishing to carry out their mission.”45

Both the amīr and their administrative cadre were advised to have open lines of communication with all the wilāyah’s “dīwāns, groups and news sources” at all times so that they could efficiently keep abreast of “their work and conduct media coverage.”46 Moreover, they were advised to be in regular communication with key military officials across the wilāyāt so as to make sure that they did not miss important news events. Clarifying this instruction, one of the documents proposed the following scenario:

If the military amīr wants to communicate with the media office to convey to them information about an upcoming raid or operation, whom should he communicate with? There should be a person in charge of this matter. Also, if the filming team wants to co-ordinate regarding a specific project with any group inside the wilāyah, and instead of them busying themselves with coordinating and scheduling appointments, the [administrative cadre] should coordinate and schedule appointments for them.47

At a rank-and-file level, each provincial office would operate two teams of operatives, one for internal activities and the other for external activities. Internal teams comprised a “publishing and distributing [sub-]team” for disseminating media products to soldiers and citizens of the Islamic State as well as a cluster of production sub-teams for “main filming,” “military filming,” “montage,” “design,” and “printing.”48 Together, they were responsible for the compilation, production and dissemination of all local media products destined for “the soldiers and subjects of the Islamic State inside the wilāyah.”49 This included photo-reports and videos that were not published online, not to mention off-line publications like al-Yarā’ and al-Maysarah.50

The external team, which was orientated towards “the supporters, opposition, and enemies of the Islamic State outside of the wilāyāt of the Islamic State,” was more closely connected to the Central Media Dīwān.51 Its teams controlled everything that was destined for beyond the wilāyah in question, whether that was “framing news, preparing photo reports, individual photos and photos related to breaking news, communicating with the Central Media [Dīwān], and publishing and downloading official releases on a daily basis before delivering them to the internal publishing team.”52 Per the available evidence, it is unclear how much crossover there was between each of these teams and, for that matter, between the materials that were distributed by them.

(iii) Production remit

Wherever they were located, Islamic State media offices were charged with producing five outputs. The first two, published in written form, were breaking news announcements, which “include[d] the precise details of the military event such as location, results, and weapons used,” and “non-urgent news announcements,” which “include[d] the same content as the [breaking news] template” but were “used for news of events that took place more than 24 hours ago [and] after the [Media Monitoring] Committee’s assessment that it is no longer breaking news.”53

Next, there were videos, which comprised “a series of clips edited and prepared in a professional way that has an idea, scenario, or commentator.”54 They had to be uniform in every way—their “fonts, introduction and conclusion” all needed to adopt the template provided by the Central Media Dīwān—and they were meant to show the Islamic State at its best.55 To this end, those featured in them, whether soldiers or civilians, had to “appear in a very suitable appearance” and “be well spoken.”56 Videos were also meant to be technically impressive; filming, for example, “should be done using more than one camera.”57 Once produced, they would be sent “from the wilāyah to the [Media Monitoring] Committee” for evaluation. Quality control was always tight: indeed, “when there are big mistakes,” the video would be rejected.58

The last two content types were photographic. First were photo-reports, which “deliver[ed] an image about what [was] going on in the Islamic State, the status of Muslims there, the way its services and dīwāns [were] work[ing], and other such things.”59 Ideally, these reports were monothematic, conveying just one “clear idea,” and their constituent images were to be professional in style—that is, captured on high-definition cameras and uniform in design.60 Second were the informal photo-reports that were “used in [the context of] breaking news” and were akin to photo-reports inasmuch as they were monothematic and uniformly presented.61 In a separate document providing advice specifically to Islamic State photographers, it is stipulated that they “should absolutely never go out photographing without a clear plan.”62 It went on: “Everything has to be written, starting from the message that is intended to be delivered and ending with the angles of the shots.”63 The reason for this was self-evident: “Accurately specifying the message makes describing the shape of the scenes much easier.”64

When it came to the actual substance of this production effort, the Central Media Dīwān had four “priority” areas.65 The first was “military news,” which included content focusing on “offensive and defensive military operations, [and] everything else that is related to military work, whether individually executed operations (such as martyrdom operations) or group-executed operations (such as raids and so on).”66 The second was “sharī’ah news,” which included content focusing on “the ḥisbah [religious policing], [Islamic] courts, da’wah [proselytisation], mosques, and other things related to sharī’ah affairs taking place inside the wilāyah.”67 The third was “services,” which included “all news related to the services that are being provided inside the wilāyah such as the fixing and cleaning of roads, waterworks, electricity, and other related topics.”68 The last category was “other,” which referred to content made about events “that are not included in the topics above, such as snowfall in areas of the Islamic State, the rise in water level of a river, and other such things.”69

Each month, media offices were required to send statistical reports regarding their work to the Media Monitoring Committee. These reports had to include basic metrics such as “the number of videos, alongside the title of each one,” “the number of photo reports, alongside their titles,” and “the number of individual images, alongside their titles and subjects.”70 These figures were then aggregated and circulated internally in an ongoing quality assurance effort. Separately, officials in the Central Media Dīwān would individually grade content according to framing, narrative, and technical proficiency, an ongoing process that resulted in the selection of the top ten most effective Islamic State propaganda releases each month.71

In an effort to meet the Central Media Dīwān’s high standards, media offices were advised against innovation because it is “the main cause of mistakes.”72 Moreover, photographers were instructed to be selective in how they shot. For example, they were instructed not to show smiling audiences at public punishments (beheadings, stonings, and so on).73 Media operatives were also advised to avoid “filming the apostates saying the shahādah [the Islamic profession of faith] before their execution, and if this happens, it should be removed during the editing of the clip.”74 Such measures were presumably taken to ensure that “apostates” remained “apostates” in the eyes of the target audience.

Conclusion

This chapter has described the strategic objectives and tactical and operational structures that underpin the Islamic State’s approach to outreach and communication in general, not just its photo-propaganda. Based on its goal-orientated conceptualisation of how and why communications can impact on the prospects of an insurgency, not to mention the labyrinthine network of media offices and editorial influences that were charged with directing its branding focus—at both great cost and great risk to it—there can be no doubting the meticulous and calculated nature of its media activities. It is precisely this “nature” that this book is geared towards exploring more deeply, a process that begins with the next chapter.





3

DISENTANGLING THE ISLAMIC STATE BRAND


In total, the Islamic State published some 5,441 photo-reports between 26 December 2015 and 28 September 2017. Apart from operation claims, photo-reports were by far the most plentiful media product disseminated by the group, constituting some 80 per cent of its total output during the period in question.1 This corpus of more than 20,000 images was manually coded according to structural, geographic, and thematic characteristics. The resultant dataset lists each of the reports according to: (i) the date, week, month and year of the report’s initial publication; (ii) the state from which the report was published; (iii) the wilāyah to which the report pertained; (iv) the media unit responsible for production; (v) whether the said unit was housed in one of the Islamic State’s “Core” or “Distant” wilāyāt, or an “External” territory; (vi) the Arabic-language title of the report; (vii) an English-language translation of the title; and, lastly, (viii) each report’s thematic focus.

As is described in more detail below, to limit the impact of subjective bias when conducting this initial coding of the data, everything, including the thematic classification, was derived from the titles and logos of the reports, not their constituent images, and any cross-referencing between the titles and the reports was done after they had been thematically categorised.

This chapter sets out the findings of this initial round of content analysis, familiarising readers with key topographical features of the corpus. First, there is a structural overview, in which its breadth and scope are set out. Next, its geographic characteristics are analysed, with trends in the national and subnational provenance identified. The chapter then explores the corpus’s thematic networks, identifying the concepts of jihād and khilāfah as the two central paradigms that underpin it. This last section is the most extensive part of the discussion; through it, readers will become acquainted with the basic thematic constitution of these images, a necessary contextual step to take before moving on to the semiotic portion of the investigation.

Structural Analysis

Most of the 5,441 reports in the archive contain three or more images, though a significant number were issued as single photographs or as pairs of photographs. Sixteen per cent of them were published as formal taqārīr (“reports”), meaning that they were typically more technically sophisticated. The reports in this subset also tended to be larger, often including eight or more images, and they were always published alongside posters containing descriptive information about their constituent photographs.

In total, the 5,441 reports amount to some 20,788 unique image files. This equates to an average output of nine sets of photographs—or 32 image files—each day. While moderately useful, this figure should be treated with caution because it suggests a consistency in output where there was none. In reality, as Figure 3.1 shows, the Islamic State’s photographic output fluctuated a great deal daily, weekly and monthly. Notwithstanding its ebbs and flows, there is an unambiguous trend of decline in the data: whereas 351 reports were published in the first full month of the data collection period, only 160 were released in its last. This constitutes an overall drop of 54 per cent—from around 12 reports a day to just 5 reports a day.

It is worth ruminating on what caused this decline. Intuition suggests that the Islamic State’s territorial contraction in 2016 and 2017 was at least partially responsible. It is reasonable to deduce that, as it lost control of its most important strongholds in Iraq and Syria, it was no longer able to keep up the same levels of productivity: not only were its photographers having to work with less territory—and thus had fewer things about which to make propaganda—but there were also fewer of them. The Islamic State had, after all, been suffering from net manpower and resource losses for years prior to 2017.2

Figure 3.1: Number of photo-reports (weekly)
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Besides kinetic factors, it is also worth considering the impact of counter-Islamic State cyber-operations. While information about their extent is limited, it is likely that the decline in output was hastened—and perhaps even prompted—by the likes of Joint Task Force Ares, a division of the United States’ Cyber Command that was established in May 2016 with the unique mission of countering the Islamic State in cyberspace.3 This unit, which is known to have infiltrated the Islamic State’s central media archives and commandeered the passwords of its official Telegram accounts, is likely to have played a critical role.4

Notwithstanding the cumulative impact of external factors, it should not be assumed that the relationship between organisational strength and propaganda output is linear. While the 2017 decline did eventually hold, it was not always a foregone conclusion that it would.5 That decline was, after all, preceded by one of a similar magnitude stretching from May to October 2016, as Figures 3.1 and 3.2 both show.6 Given the transience of this first lull in productivity, it seems that it could well have come about because of internal decision-making on the part of the Islamic State, not external cyber or military measures on the part of its enemies.

Geographic Analysis

The Islamic State embosses all its images with a calligraphic logo relating to the media office responsible for production. This, along with additional information provided in report titles and captions, indicates the geographic origins of it photo-reports.

Figure 3.2: Number of photo-reports (monthly)
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Considered as a whole, the reports are almost equally divided between Iraq and Syria, in which originated 2,481 and 2,459 reports respectively—that is, 46 per cent and 45 per cent of the archive.7 Notably, just 5 of the 30 media offices that released photo-propaganda during this period were responsible for producing more than half the total output. In descending order of productivity, these offices were based in: Nineveh Province (725 reports); Aleppo Province (706 reports); Raqqah Province (646 reports); Dijlah Province (391 reports); and Khayr Province (308 reports). These outlets—the first and fourth of which are in Iraq, the rest in Syria—communicated hyperactively throughout the data collection period, their rate of output usually climaxing in line with strategic defensive operations.8

Figure 3.3: Photo-reports by state (monthly)
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When visualised on a month-by-month basis, as in Figure 3.3, the data show that, while the group’s Iraq and Syria propagandists were almost equally responsible for aggregate photograph production, the actual productivity of each state at any one time was irregular. For most of 2016, the Iraqi media teams were responsible for around 50 per cent of the total output, with their Syrian equivalents issuing about 40 per cent of it. The following year, this situation was inverted: the Syrian media teams were responsible for about 55 per cent of the total output, with their Iraqi counterparts producing just 37 per cent. This dynamic, which broadly corresponds to the waxing and waning of the Islamic State’s overt territorial presence in Iraq, became even more protracted towards the end of the data collection period: in September 2017, for example, just 26 per cent of the reports emerged from Iraq with 59 per cent originating in Syria.

Of the remaining 9 per cent of the archive, 147 reports were published by Islamic State affiliates in Libya, with a further 122 being issued from the Sinai Peninsula, 122 from Yemen, and 86 from Afghanistan and Pakistan.9 The Islamic State’s West Africa Province, which was more or less confined to northeast Nigeria during the period in question, released just 11 photo-reports, making its media office the least productive of the group’s wilāyāt.10 The remaining 13 reports emerged from what were at the time non-wilāyah affiliates in Somalia, the Philippines, Bangladesh, Tunisia, and mainland Egypt.11

As well as national and subnational characteristics, the corpus was sorted according to the official nomenclature used by the Islamic State to classify its global roster of affiliates. According to this, officially recognised Islamic State associates fall into one of three categories: Core wilāyāt; Distant wilāyāt; and External territories.12 The 4,940 reports that were published by media offices in Syria and Iraq were coded as being produced in its Core wilāyāt; the 488 reports that emerged from provincial affiliates elsewhere were coded as being produced in its Distant wilāyāt; and the remaining 13 reports, which were produced by affiliates that had not at the time been formally designated as wilāyāt, were coded as being produced in its External territories. While the proportional representation of Core and Distant wilāyāt media offices was consistent across the data collection period, there was significantly more variation when it came to the External territories—that is, such places as the Philippines, Somalia and Tunisia—with 80 per cent of their photo-propaganda appearing in the second half of the data collection period.

That most of the reports depict what was happening inside the Islamic State’s Core territories in Syria and Iraq is significant indeed: it betrays the extent to which its image-world was bound to those two states during the period in question.13 It is unsurprising that this was the case. Besides anything else, there was much more to photograph in Syria and Iraq: between 2015 and 2017, they were home to the vast majority of the Islamic State’s fighters, bureaucrats, civilian supporters, resources, and administrative facilities. They were also consistently a priority for recruitment: it was, after all, to them that most of its foreign fighters mobilised between 2013 and 2017.14

Although there were far fewer of them, photo-reports from the Distant wilāyāt and External territories of the Islamic State were no less important than those that originated in its Core wilāyāt. In many ways, the Islamic State’s international affiliates were as instrumental to bolstering the promise of its caliphate utopia as its propagandists in Iraq and Syria: they enabled it to stake its claim to globalism and, in branding terms at least, were a way to ease the impact of its territorial decline from 2017 onwards. That being said, the relative infrequency of the reports that they produced could be taken to suggest that their functional purpose was slightly different: more geared towards signalling intent and exaggerating potential than documenting daily goings-on.

Thematic Analysis

While information relating to the date, location and production unit of each photo-report was always explicitly identified by the Islamic State at the point of publication, there was no equivalent system for thematic classification. However, using a methodology known as thematic networks analysis, it was possible to work systematically towards identifying the discursive parameters of each of the reports, something that was necessary groundwork for determining their underlying, intended meanings.

Qualitative analysis is inherently interpretative and results in bias if structured incorrectly.15 This is especially problematic in the context of images, which are generally regarded as infinitely polysemic—i.e., their “meaning” is dictated by how they are interpreted, something that is itself reliant on the cultural conventions of the interpreter. In view of this, I opted to code each and every one of the photo-reports using thematic networks analysis, an inductive form of discourse analysis, which offers researchers a way to identify themes and concepts within complex datasets iteratively by distancing themselves from the data itself.16 By breaking a given dataset down into component parts and then thematically arranging them into codes—that is, “shorthand devices to label, separate, compile, and organize data” (emphasis in original)—researchers are able to identify trends systematically.17

Most commonly associated with the analysis of interview transcripts or literary materials, inductive thematic analysis allows for a methodical, and therefore more credible, form of qualitative research.18 It enables researchers to develop evaluations “derived from the dataset itself rather than from [their] prior theoretical viewpoint.”19 This means that content can be explored in a way that privileges empiricism and eschews analysis that is “impressionistic, anecdotal, unsystematic, and biased.”20

Thematic analysis takes several forms.21 The model used for this particular project was adapted from Jennifer Attride-Stirling’s thematic networks methodology.22 Attride-Stirling asserts that this approach enables one to “unearth the themes salient in a text at different levels [and] facilitate the structuring and depiction of these themes.”23 Specifying what is meant by “different levels,” she notes:

Thematic networks systematize the extraction of: (i) lowest-order premises evident in the text (Basic Themes); (ii) categories of Basic Themes grouped together to summarize more abstract principles (Organizing Themes); and (iii) super-ordinate themes encapsulating the principal metaphors in the text as a whole (Global Themes).24

Clarifying the process by which one arrives at the highest thematic level of the Global Theme, Attride-Stirling continues:

A thematic network is developed starting from the Basic Themes and working inwards toward a Global Theme. Once a collection of Basic Themes has been derived, they are then classified according to the underlying story they are telling and these become the Organizing Themes. Organizing Themes are then reinterpreted in light of their Basic Themes, and are brought together to illustrate a single conclusion or super-ordinate theme that becomes the Global Theme.25

Thematic networks analysis is an ideal tool with which to decipher the Islamic State’s image archive. It allows for the systematic identification and disaggregation of the Global Themes that together constitute the Islamic State’s “brand.” Moreover, it also captures how the thematic constitution of this brand shifts with the progression of time.

When applying the methodology in this particular context, individual photo-reports were considered to be the smallest unit of analysis (instead of, say, sentences). Initially, only their titles were considered, not the images to which they alluded. From 2014 onwards, the Islamic State’s Central Media Dīwān instituted a restricted linguistic code in relation to photo-reports published under its purview, meaning that photo-report titles were generally highly descriptive, using the same generic vocabulary. As a result, reports could be labelled in a manner that significantly reduced coding bias.26 The literal content of each report, which was indicated by the title, was used to identify the said report’s Basic Theme—i.e., “the most basic or lowest-order” description of its content.27 Throughout the assignation of Basic Themes, care was taken to consider the title of each report as literally as possible because its specific wording gives a good indication as to what its producers were intending when publishing it—that is to say, the titles points towards their “preferred or dominant meaning,” the meaning that they wanted the audience to take away from the report when they first conceived of it.28 As an example, if a photo-report was entitled “Children learning maths in a school in Manbij,” it would be coded under the Basic Theme “Children learning at school.” If a separate report was entitled “Children playing at school in al-Raqqah,” the report would be coded under the Basic Theme “Children playing at school.” If, on the other hand, a report was entitled “A visit to the Umm al-Mu’minīn school in al-Bāb,” and featured both images of children sat in a classroom and images of children congregating in a playground, it would be coded under the Basic Theme, “Visitation of school.”

This initial round of coding resulted in 644 Basic Themes.29 These were then grouped into 20 Organising Themes—i.e., “a middle-order theme that organizes the Basic Themes into clusters of similar issues.”30 Organising Themes exist on a higher level of abstraction than Basic Themes and thus allow for a more generalised categorisation of data.31 At this stage, it was possible to identify the archive’s Global Themes—i.e., the “main claim, proposition, argument, assertion or assumption that the Organizing Themes are about […] the core, principal metaphor that encapsulates the main point in the text.”32 When considering the Organising Themes in totality, both in isolation and in relation to each other, two repeating concepts—that is, two Global Themes—could clearly be discerned: military activities and civilian life. Based on this, the Global Themes were designated as “Jihād” and “Khilāfah.” The proportionate weight of each is demarcated in Figures 3.4, 3.5 and 3.6, and they are examined in further detail over the course of the following pages.

Jihād

This Global Theme into which 72 per cent of all photo-reports collected during the period in question fall revolves around military activities engaged in by the Islamic State, anything from offensive assaults to defensive operations and training sessions. In total, 121 Basic Themes arranged into 9 Organising Themes make up this subset of the reports. Below, each Organising Theme is described in descending order of prominence.

i)Offensive operations: 1,005 reports—26 per cent of the War subset and 18 per cent of the total archive—document what are framed as offensive military operations. The 49 variants of this Organising Theme shift according to context, stated objective, and tactic(s) employed. Its three most frequently appearing iterations depict: ground assaults against enemy positions (307 reports);33 sniper operations (105 reports);34 and suicide attacks (100 reports).35 Other tactics and weapons systems featured include anything from drone strikes36 to night-time ambushes.37 It is worth noting that many of the events depicted in these reports were framed as offensive even though they occurred in defensive contexts.38

Figure 3.4: Global Themes
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Figure 3.5: Organising Themes (War)

[image: image]








	ii)

	Martyrdom: 898 reports—23 per cent of the War subset and 17 per cent of the whole archive—commemorate men and boys who died fighting in the name of the Islamic State. Almost all the individuals eulogised in these images were photographed while they were alive, either in idyllic bucolic or urban surroundings or inside the vehicle-borne bombs in which they were set to die. Some 397 of these reports commemorate istishhādiyyīn—operatives who died in the course of suicide attacks;39 338 commemorate martyrs without providing an explanation as to how they died;40 92 commemorate inghimāsiyyīn—operatives killed during high-risk special operations where their deaths were a foregone conclusion;41 and 71 commemorate media operatives.42




	Figure 3.6: Organising Themes (Civilian Life)
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	iii)

	Projectile warfare: 870 reports—22 per cent of the War subset and 16 per cent of the entire archive—document attacks against enemy positions using rockets, missiles and mortars.43 Often just two or three images in length, these reports tend to focus on the launching of projectiles and rarely show the aftermath of the strikes themselves.




	iv)

	Progress reports: 488 reports—12 per cent of the War subset and 9 per cent of the total archive—document generic clashes between the Islamic State and its enemies. These collections of images depict a range of ongoing events and serve as general updates from the battlefield.44




	v)

	Garrison duty: 205 reports—5 per cent of the War subset and 4 per cent of the entire archive—document life on the frontiers of the Islamic State. In the main, these reports give an overview of quotidian life in the garrisons, featuring images of prayer time, food preparation, weapons cleaning, and physical exertion.45 Ribāt reports a peak during the sacred months of Rāmaḍān and Dhū-l-Ḥijjah.46




	vi)

	Aftermath: 186 reports—5 per cent of the War subset and 3 per cent of the archive—document the aftermath of Islamic State attacks. In this category, there are four clear groupings: images of war spoils;47 images of enemy corpses;48 images of shot-down drones;49 and images of captive enemy combatants.50




	vii)

	Defensive operations: 161 reports—4 per cent of the War subset and 3 per cent of the entire archive—document defensive military operations. Most (112) revolve around foiled enemy offensives and Islamic State counter-attacks,51 with a further 44 highlighting anti-aircraft defences.52 The last 5 focus on military preparedness, showcasing pre-emptive troop deployments,53 the building of fortifications,54 and the maintenance of weapons systems.55




	viii)

	Executions: 94 reports—2 per cent of the War subset and 2 per cent of the entire archive—document the execution of prisoners of war. Sixty show alleged spies being killed56 and the remaining 34 show alleged enemy combatants being killed.57 Photo-propaganda relating to executions occurring in this overtly martial context should not be confused with photo-propaganda relating to executions occurring in a civilian context, which is covered in the next section.




	ix)

	Training: 24 reports—1 per cent of the War subset and 0.4 per cent of the entire archive—depict Islamic State training camps, showcasing activities like weapons drills, physical exercise, and hand-to-hand combat.58






The various value systems that underpin these images are examined in greater depth in Chapters 4–6, which respectively revolve around how the Islamic State used photo-propaganda to idealise its fighters, glorify its military machine, and demonise its enemies.

Khilāfah

This Global Theme, into which the remaining 28 per cent of the reports in the corpus fall, revolves around civilian life inside the territories of the Islamic State. It comprises three thematic clusters: photo-propaganda relating to the caliphate “state”; photo-propaganda relating to the caliphate “nation”; and photo-propaganda relating to the victimisation of the caliphate citizenry at the hands of the purported “enemies of Islam.”

Below, the six Organising Themes that make up the “state” cluster are described in descending order of prominence.








	i)

	Law and order: 189 reports—12 per cent of the Civilian Life subset and 3 per cent of the entire archive—document law and order in the Islamic State. They manifest in three main ways: images of religious policing; images of penal proceedings; and images of police deployments. The first subset focuses on the activities of the Islamic State’s ḥisbah police; its 106 reports depict religious officials patrolling the streets and seizing, confiscating, and incinerating ḥarām materials—anything from cigarettes59 and alcohol60 to musical instruments61 and satellite dishes.62 Some 66 of the remaining reports showcase penal proceedings, chiefly in the form of exposés of the justice system63 and its subsequent implementation of capital and corporal punishments.64 In these latter reports, men and boys accused of murder,65 banditry,66 smuggling,67 adultery,68 homosexuality,69 and theft70 are shown being killed, maimed, or flogged in public. The last 17 reports document the deployment of police71 and the establishment of new checkpoints.72




	ii)

	Municipal services: 149 reports—10 per cent of the Civilian Life subset and 3 per cent of the total archive—document the provision of services in the Islamic State. These reports, which are highly varied, falling into 66 subcategories, show provincial services bureaus engaging in anything from pylon repairs to sewer maintenance.73 Much of the time, they indirectly document the Islamic State’s efforts to renovate civilian infrastructure in the aftermath of airstrikes. The most frequently occurring iterations of this Organising Theme focus on the following: road maintenance and repairs (38 reports);74 general overviews of services work (35 reports);75 moon-sighting committees responsible for declaring the beginning and end to Islamic months (11 reports);76 traffic policing (9 reports);77 and mosque construction (6 reports).78




	iii)

	Outreach: 144 reports—10 per cent of the Civilian Life subset and 3 per cent of the entire archive—document Islamic State outreach activities. Most of them follow the work of the Central Media Dīwān, principally its dissemination of propaganda materials79 and establishment of new media infrastructure.80 Some 29 reports showcase the work of the Islamic State’s Office for Public Affairs. A further 16 show its mediators hosting reconciliation meetings between rival tribes81 and holding gatherings with civilians and dignitaries.82 The rest depict new recruits signing up to join the Islamic State. These tend to feature large numbers of people, often from the same tribe, collectively pledging allegiance to the group.83




	iv)

	Social welfare: 69 reports—5 per cent of the Civilian Life subset and 1 per cent of the entire archive—depict the calculation, preparation, and distribution of social welfare among the civilian population of the Islamic State. Some 23 of the reports offer “day in the life”-style vignettes giving a general overview of the activities of the Zakāh Office;84 20 focus on the distribution of money;85 and 13 deal with the supply of foodstuffs.86 On a handful of occasions, those at the receiving end of the aid are specifically identified as the families of fallen soldiers and/or prisoners of war.87




	v)

	Education: 55 reports—4 per cent of the Civilian Life subset and 1 per cent of the entire subset—document education activities in the caliphate. Some 32 revolve around the seminaries offered by the Islamic State’s official proselytisation authority, the Office for Da’wah and Mosques.88 The rest depict school visitations: anything from teenagers completing mid-term and end-of-year exams89 to infants playing games during break-time.90




	vi)

	Healthcare: 24 reports—2 per cent of the Civilian Life subset and 0.4 per cent of the entire archive—document medical activities in the Islamic State. These range from tours of hospitals91 and dental clinics92 to home visits from general practitioners93 and vaccination campaigns for children.94 At one point, there was even a report showcasing a dialysis centre in the Iraqi city of Tal’afar.95






Below, the four Organising Themes that make up the “nation” cluster are described in descending order of prominence.








	i)

	Economic life: 322 reports—21 per cent of the Civilian Life subset and 6 per cent of the entire archive—document economic life inside the Islamic State. Some 140 focus solely on trade and commerce, with 65 reports depicting tours of markets,96 32 focusing on shops and showrooms,97 and 23 dealing with food preparation and restaurants.98 A further 111 reports showcase agricultural activity in the Islamic State: 22 focus on the breeding and rearing of livestock,99 21 document harvests,100 and a further 18 offer general overviews of farmyard activities.101 The remaining 71 reports revolve around industry, documenting visitations to anything from pipe factories102 and air conditioner workshops103 to cheese production plants104 and sunflower seed drying facilities.105




	ii)

	Landscapes and nature: 241 reports—16 per cent of the Civilian Life subset and 4 per cent of the entire archive—focus on landscapes and nature in the Islamic State. Some 146 consist of photographs of sites of natural or monumental beauty.106 Among them are photographic tours of the wilderness107 and heritage sites,108 as well as a number of reports shot on the banks of the Euphrates109 and Tigris rivers.110 A further 50 photo-reports comprise standalone images of the sun or moon, usually just after they have risen or set. While moon images usually appear at the beginning and end of each Islamic month,111 sunset photographs are evenly spaced across the archive.112 The remaining 45 reports document seasonal weather—anything from rainfall113 and frost114 to dust storms and thunderstorms.115




	iii)

	Tours: 143 reports—9 per cent of the Civilian Life subset and 3 per cent of the entire archive—consist of vignettes documenting “everyday” life inside the caliphate. Usually depicting structured visitations of specific villages, towns or neighbourhoods, reports in this category tend to incorporate more than one Organising Theme, tracking anything from religious activities and bird life to trade and recreation.116




	iv)

	Religious life: 128 reports—8 per cent of the Civilian Life subset and 2 per cent of the entire archive—document religious activities inside the caliphate. These reports show civilians in a range of “Islamic” contexts: anything from ‘Īd and Rāmaḍān festivities117 to Friday prayers118 and Qur’an memorisation contests.119






Below, the one Organising Theme that makes up the “victimisation” subset of Civilian Life images is described.

i)Victimisation: 46 reports—1 per cent of the entire archive—document the aftermath of air and artillery strikes against the Islamic State, principally in the form of dead or dying children and devastated public infrastructure.120 Notwithstanding their scarcity, the subset of images was instrumentally important to the group, which used the events portrayed to justify its harsh rule,121 shame onlookers into signing up,122 and instigate terrorist attacks abroad.123

As with the war-focused subset, the various value systems that underpin these images are examined in greater depth in later chapters, in this case Chapters 7–9, which respectively revolve around how the Islamic State used photo-propaganda to idealise its governance activities, celebrate the lot of civilians living within its borders, and foreground the indiscriminate attacks of its enemies.

Conclusion

When shifts in the proportionate presence of the two Global Themes are visualised over time, as in Figure 3.7, it becomes apparent that the Islamic State’s idealised version of reality in late 2015 was starkly different to its idealised version of reality in late 2017. At the beginning of the data collection period, the proportions were fairly evenly split, with war constituting the main focus of 55 per cent of the reports and the lot of civilians 45 per cent. This was not the case at the end of the data collection period, when no less than 87 per cent of the reports revolved around war and just 13 per cent focused on civilian life. This transformation in thematic focus, which happened gradually between December 2015 and September 2017, indicates that the Islamic State deliberately recalibrated its narrative priorities in response to shifting territorial circumstances in Iraq and Syria. Indeed, as it lost control of its heartland territories, its photo-propaganda became increasingly myopic, eventually coming to focus almost entirely on its war effort.

Figure 3.7: Evolution of Global Themes
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In the preceding pages, no attempt has been made to explain why, let alone how, the Islamic State communicated these particular concepts and ideas in the way it did, as this is a task reserved for the next portion of the investigation. Instead, this initial analysis has been used to generate a detailed overview of the archive and to provide necessary thematic, geographic and temporal context for deciphering the characters, activities, scenes and stories that were prioritised within it.

By understanding how the Islamic State’s thematic networks were structured over these 21 months, the door was opened to a deeper level of textual analysis, one at which the meanings present at the surface of these images could be transcended in order to work, using semiotic methods, towards their undergirding principles. Examining the shifting sands of the Islamic State’s “ideality” in greater depth—not just “what” but “how” and “why”—Chapters 5 to 10 of this book are split into two parts, one for each Global Theme. In the course of these parts, the undergirding principles that demonstrate how the Islamic State wanted itself to be seen, as well as how it wanted its supporters to be, are systematically dismantled and deciphered.





4

THE SEMIOTICS OF PROPAGANDA


Whereas, in the previous chapter, thematic networks analysis was used to describe the parameters of the corpus as a whole, the use of semiotic methods in Chapters 5–10 narrows the focus, exploring why the corpus contains what it does.

Using thematic networks analysis to first disaggregate and codify the archive before embarking on any close image analysis means that the foundations of this semiotic part of the investigation are more robust and impartial than they otherwise would be. Essentially, this means that this deeper, more selective stage of the investigation is rendered generalisable and relevant to the full corpus of images, not just to the ones that are below subjected to full semiotic interpretation.

Simply put, semiotic analysis is the study of how signs and sign systems convey meaning. After first emerging in the early twentieth century, it became a preferred methodological approach for cultural theorists,1 linguists,2 anthropologists,3 and philosophers alike.4 It was popular because it was perceived to be a way to unearth the deeper “reality” within which mankind existed.5 While nowadays semiotics has become somewhat outmoded as a tool for philosophical inquiry, it remains an important feature in advertising and political marketing literature because of its commercial and political potential.6 Indeed, if executed correctly, semiotic methods allow researchers to engage in a systematic form of textual analysis that reveals how and why products or people appeal in the way they do. In this sense, it is a highly useful lens through which to examine the photo-propaganda of the Islamic State.

Early Semiology

The term “semeiotic” was first coined in the 1860s by the American logistician, Charles S. Peirce, who defined the sign, his subject of analysis, as something that “stands to somebody for something in some respect or capacity.”7 For Peirce, signs could be categorised into three orders: the iconic, the symbolic, and the indexical.8 The meaning of an iconic sign—say, a detailed illustration of a plant—is born of its direct resemblance to the object, idea or concept it signifies.9 Conversely, the meaning of a symbolic sign—say, a word or a flag—is based on social conventions;10 that is, the relationship between a symbolic sign and the object, idea or concept it signifies has to be learned.11 Lastly, the meaning of an indexical sign—for example, the wood-smoke that indicates a fire or the bullet-hole resulting from a gunshot—is derived from its having a direct, physical link to the object, idea or concept it signifies.12 While most photographs are iconic signs, they can also be or contain symbolic and indexical signs.

Theorising on signs and meaning-making at around the same time as Peirce was Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, whose most famous work, Course in General Linguistics, was compiled after his death by a group of his students.13 Building on Peirce’s thesis, Saussure held that:

It […] is possible to conceive of a science; which studies the role of signs as part of social life. It would form part of social psychology, and hence of general psychology. We shall call it; semiology; (from the Greek semeîon, ‘sign’). It would investigate the nature of signs and the laws governing them.14

According to the Saussurean definition, a sign is the sum effect of two things: a signifier—“the form which a sign takes”—and a signified—“the concept it represents.”15 Signs are, Saussure held, the “whole that results from the association of the signifier with the signified.”16 By interrogating the nature of this association—i.e., by asking how a given sign means what it does—Saussure conceived of a new form of linguistic analysis, one that was geared towards illuminating the fundamental structures upon which all languages are built.

While Saussure’s chief concern was always linguistics, the framework he developed—that of the signifier and the signified—was not confined to this remit. Indeed, just decades after his death, the scope of semiotics had expanded far beyond words and syntax to become a way of studying any object insofar as it participated in meaning-making.17 It was used to examine how or why images or things—just like words—signify ideas, concepts, or values to people; why they mean in the way that they do.

There are three angles from which semioticians tackle this problem: first, by studying “the sign itself”;18 second, by identifying and analysing “the codes or systems into which signs are organized”;19 and, finally, by evaluating “the culture within which these codes and signs operate.”20 Below, as I bring together all three of these strands in the context of the Islamic State, I draw in particular on the work of Roland Barthes, whose work on photography and culture is salient to this day.

While, in Barthes’ view, it is the semiotician’s role to study “any system of signs, whatever their substance and limits,” it was, above all else, the semiotics of photography that fascinated and beguiled him.21 For Barthes, photographic images were incalculable entities, rich with meaning but lacking in structure; they were, he held, “a message without a code.”22

A fundamental principle of Barthesian semiotics is that sign systems, like photographs, operate—and must, therefore, be studied—across different planes of meaning.23 That which is “denoted” in a given image—i.e., what is immediately and obviously apparent—is only a small slice of its aggregate meaning. This is because, besides that which a given image literally depicts, there are always other ideas that are “connoted” by it, meanings that are born of cultural and ideological forces operating outside the image itself.24 Semiotic analysis sets out to proactively navigate beyond the photograph’s literal content to unearth the values that give rise to these alternative or adjacent meanings. Per Barthes, these meanings occur at different orders of signification. First, there is the connotative plane of meaning; and second, there is the plane of “myths,” which are more intangible and abstract, the sociocultural and political forces that give viewers of an object or image an intuitive “sense” of what it means. Semiotic analysis can be used to identify how and why connotation and myth operate and, therefore, to better evaluate the usually imperceptible system of principles and values upon which a society is grounded.25

It is the Islamic State’s system of principles and values that is the central pursuit of the semiotic portion of this exploration. By identifying its thematic substrates, and determining how they operate in symphony with one another, it becomes possible to tap into the very consciousness of the organisation.26

Visual Semiotics

In any given image, “meaning” is born of a number of things: interacting signs, structures, and features, some but not all of which may be arranged into codes.27 In order to “decode” an image, one must be acquainted with the conventions of those doing the encoding—in the present context, that would be the propagandists of the Islamic State.28 Even then, however, it is no simple task to disentangle photographic meaning because a photograph’s constituent parts are sensory and overlapping, “not distinct and clearly separable.”29 Hence, one is forced to proceed by identifying “significant differences” in the image, thereby imposing “digital features upon [its] analogical reality.”30 To do this, the observer must first identify and isolate meaningful features in the image in question, something known as paradigmatic analysis.31 They must then determine how these features are interacting with one another, something that is termed syntagmatic analysis.32

These two axes of meaning—the paradigmatic and the syntagmatic—are at the heart of semiotic analysis. If an image is broken down into its component parts along these lines, one can begin to determine “how” it means, “just as the grammatical analysis of a sentence can proceed into more and more detailed levels of analysis.”33 Essentially, photographs can be read as if they are sentences composed of a network of visual “phrases.” In this network, each phrase has its own significance and impact on the overall meaning articulated by the imagistic “sentence.” Some phrases have little autonomous value to them, whereas others can “mean” without company. Occasionally, they can even “mean” different things simultaneously—that is, the scene that they literally denote can be at odds with the ideas that they connote.34 In any case, by breaking visual sentences down into their constituent phrases and identifying how each complements or contradicts the others, it becomes possible to discern the systems of concepts, principles and values that adhere them together.35

This approach is usefully illustrated in one of Barthes’ most famous essays, “Rhetoric of the image.”36 In the essay, he considers an advertisement for Panzani (see Figure 4.1), a French food company that specialises in the production of Italian cuisine. Accom­panied by a 7-word caption, “Pates—Sauce—Parmesan a l’Italienne de luxe,” the poster contains an image of “some packets of pasta, a tin, a sachet, some tomatoes, onions, peppers, a mushroom, all emerging from a half-open string bag, in yellows and greens on a red background.”37 In the essay, Barthes works his way through the advertisement, demonstrating how it has been invested with meaning beyond just that which it literally denotes.

He begins by focusing on the “first message,” the caption and labels.38 Combined, these linguistic signs have both denotational and connotational meaning.39 The signifier Panzani, for example, does not “give simply the name of the firm but also, by its assonance, an additional signified, that of ‘Italianicity.’”40 When he comes to the image itself, Barthes notes that it comprises “a series of discontinuous signs.”41 First is the idea that “the scene represented is a return from the supermarket,” which itself implies two signifieds: “that of the freshness of the products and that of the essentially domestic preparation for which they are destined.”42 Second is the signifier “of the tomato, the pepper and the tricoloured hues (yellow, green, red) of the poster,” which again signifies “Italy, or rather Italianicity.”43 Besides these, Barthes draws the reader’s attention to two other signs:

In the first, the serried collection of different objects transmits the idea of a total culinary service, on the one hand as though Panzani furnished everything necessary for a carefully balanced dish and on the other as though the concentrate in the tin were equivalent to the natural produce surrounding it; in the other sign, the composition of the image, evoking the memory of innumerable alimentary paintings, sends us to an aesthetic signified: the ‘nature morte’ or, as it is better expressed in other languages, the ‘still life.’44

While a gulf exists between Islamic State photo-propaganda and Italian food advertisements, Barthes’ methodological approach to reading the Panzani poster is as appropriate in the context of political marketing as it is in the context of advertising, and, hence, it is ideal for the purposes of this work.

Applying Semiotics

As mentioned above, Chapters 5–10 use semiotic analysis to further interrogate the Islamic State’s image-world. They are broken into two parts, which correspond to the two Global Themes identified in the thematic networks analysis, with three chapters in each part.

The first task was to identify a sample of images that were representative of each of the Global Themes and, indeed, the Organising Themes of which they were comprised. This was done by analysing the corpus’s dominant combinations of paradigms and syntagms (henceforth referred to as “image frames”). The corpus was well suited to this because the Islamic State’s image-world is highly redundant—that is to say, it is dominated by a finite number of highly recognisable image frames. For example, photo-reports depicting soon-to-be suicide bombers almost invariably contain the same paradigms and syntagms as each other, many of which only ever appear in that particular context. Similarly, for example, reports on the execution of alleged spies or the theological training of children tend to feature the same unique range of signs and structures respectively. By seeking out images that were especially representative—those that did not just contain a selection of these redundant features but most or all of them—it was possible to select a manageable sample of images from each Organising Theme to subject to rigorous semiotic analysis.45

The second task was to limit the parameters of the analysis. It would not be methodologically feasible to examine all potential ways of reading this archive: a given photograph can be interpreted in an infinite number of ways depending on the context within which it is read and the identity of the reader.46 For that reason, the exploration focuses only on the “preferred readings” of these images—that is, how the propagandists intended them to be read.47 This was made possible by grounding the reading in the captions embedded in each photograph, which, alongside their respective report titles, were the Islamic State’s principal tool for directing and limiting the interpretative field.48

The third task was to identify the most important signifying features in each sample report. To do this as systematically as possible, each reading was done in accordance with Barthes’ stipulations, beginning with a description of the denoted contents as described through the lens of the linguistic signifiers provided in the title and captions. Simultaneously, the broader context is set—that is, the time and place to which the image in question relates. It is only after describing this—the overall image system—that investigation of its deeper semiotic meanings can proceed. This involves disassembling the images, pulling apart their signifiers and signifieds with a view to determining their relationships with each other. Initially, individual images are only appraised at the level of denotation,49 but, after the literal meaning of their paradigms and syntagms has been unpacked, the analysis travels to what Barthes terms the “second order” of meaning—that is, the level of connotation.50

Limitations

In many respects, semiotic analysis is an ideal tool with which to explore this corpus. However, as a methodological framework, it is not without its issues. Before proceeding, it is worth mentioning two of the principal challenges noted in relation to it, as well as how their impact was mitigated.

A common criticism of semiotic analysis is that it “forgets what it has excluded.”51 Viewed in this way, semiotic investigations are fraudulent because they rely upon the subjectivity of the investigator, not only in their analysis but also in their selection of the texts being analysed. This is, on occasion, a fair criticism and, in view of that, I took steps to limit the influence of subjectivity at every juncture, especially the first. As is explained in more detail below, the initial round of thematic networks analysis allowed for iterative rather than bias-led disaggregation of the data, and I was able to perform regular inter-coder reliability checks throughout it. This meant that robust and, as far as was possible, impartial foundations could be laid for the point at which semiotic analysis is introduced into the equation.

A second criticism made of semiotic analysis is that it claims to identify the objective meaning of a given text. Essentially, this criticism holds that semioticians focus on only one sliver of signification and avoid acknowledging that “meaning” is shaped by the audience as much as it is by the author. If an analyst assumes that meaning is “utterly under the control of the text”—in other words, that the experiences, beliefs and ideological orientation of the individual doing the decoding do not have an impact—they are bound to miss the mark.52 In the present context, the potential impact of this issue is significant indeed: after all, the same image of a man having his hand amputated in a crowded town square “means” something very different to a salafi-jihadist terrorist compared to what it “means” to, say, a British mother of two. This assumption, that meaning is “under the control of the text,” is not made below.53 Rather, it is wholly acknowledged that the reader makes of an image what their social, political or ideological setting suggests they make of it, and that, because of this, there can never be one “true” meaning to any given image or text. That is why, below, the exploration is concerned only with semantic realms delineated by the propagandists themselves in report titles and captions.




PART I

JIHĀD
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THE SOLDIER


This chapter is the first of three semiotic explorations of the Islamic State’s war-related photo-propaganda. Focusing on how the group used photography to idealise soldiers in its rank-and-file, the chapter sets out the visual parameters of its warrior archetype, demonstrating how it articulated and, in the context of its supporters at least, sought to internalise a predetermined set of ideals about what it was to fight as part of its jihād.

The Islamic State glorified its soldiers more intensively than any of the other groupings or demographics that appear in its photo-propaganda. Featuring in many thousands of pictures, they were framed as quintessential examples of the “ideal” mujāhidīn, shrouded in a rich mythology that positioned them as Islamic heroes fighting simultaneously on two fronts: physically, to protect and expand their Sunni Muslim in-group, and spiritually, to perfect their religiosity.

Their idealisation occurred through the recurrent use of a series of distinct but overlapping image frames, five of which—the warrior, the victor, the sentinel, the devotee, and the martyr—are explored in the course of this chapter. The discussion proceeds as follows: having surveyed some of the most important historical, non-jihadist conventions surrounding depictions of the ideal soldier, each of the above-mentioned frames is considered in turn. A handful of examples of each is closely analysed with a view to deciphering the encoded concepts they together connote. To do this, after describing what each of the images denotes—always anchoring the reading in the caption, which, to quote Barthes, directs “the reader through the signifieds” of the photograph, “remote-control[ling] him towards a meaning chosen in advance”—they are examined according to the semiotic analysis methodology outlined in Chapter 4.1

The overarching picture that emerges is characterised by a duality: on the one hand, the mujāhidīn of the Islamic State were shown to be hyper-masculine, revelling in the chaos of battle and consumed by bloodlust; on the other, they were framed as thoughtful worshippers, utterly devoted to the religion of Islam. Crucially, while the specific form of this ideal was unique to the Islamic State, the stuff of which it is made is highly conventional. Indeed, as is pointed out in the conclusion, its core ingredients conform to an ancient and durable warrior–hero mythology, one that is, to a large extent, cross-cultural and pan-historical.2

Before proceeding, a brief note on how these images were selected for analysis: as is explained in Chapter 4, they were chosen not based on aesthetic merit but on their representativeness of the archive as a whole. To demonstrate that the analysis below is not simply relevant to them alone, other examples from the same frames may be accessed through the collaborative project with the Imperial War Museum mentioned in the Author’s Note.

Existing Conventions: Courageous, Committed and Connected

The soldier–hero is one of the most conventionally recognisable figures in war photography. Whichever side they are fighting for (providing it is the side of the photographer), they are routinely depicted as hyper-masculine: that is, courageous, strong and, in many instances, bloodthirsty—and deeply committed to both cause and community (whatever that may be).3

The underlying motivation for their glorification is self-explanatory: whether a paid-up propagandist or merely a sympathetic photojournalist, the photographer in question has a stake in idealising them. By imbuing the soldier with superhuman qualities while simultaneously grounding them in the values of the in-group, they are able to contribute to the war effort, encouraging new recruits to follow in the footsteps of their ideals and sustaining a groundswell of support from the home front (wherever that may be).4

This practice has a rich pedigree. Some of the earliest photographs to idealise the in-group soldier were taken during the American Civil War. While almost all were rudimentary due to the constraints of technology—cameras were expensive and unwieldy at the time—they still managed, with the help of often-flamboyant captions, to lionise their subjects. Consider, for example, the description appended to Gardner’s photograph of Union soldiers marching to battle in downtown Centreville, Virginia, in 1862. Though the troops themselves were barely visible, the accompanying text—“Their uniforms were new, their muskets bright and polished, and though some faces were pale their spirits were elated”—embellished the image itself, lending its subjects qualities that were not otherwise visible.5

This “ideal” character was carried over into countless other conflicts in the decades that followed. For example, in the context of the First World War in Britain, posters and newspaper images routinely cast those on the front lines as “the quintessential figure of masculinity, embodying the national character in its noblest form.”6 Systematically, Allied soldiers were framed as stalwart patriots fighting tirelessly through hardship. So, too, were their Axis counterparts, whose image revolved around the perception of their “unshaken will to battle in an uneven contest.”7 During the Spanish Civil War, a little less than two decades later, this archetype emerged once more, with Republican and Nationalist sympathisers alike characterising their respective soldiery as disciplined, brave and selfless, fighting with abandon for their particular cause.8 Predictably, it also resurfaced during the Second World War, whether it was in the context of the “antipodean demigod” Australians dispatched to Southeast Asia or the battle-worn soldiers of the Red Army at Prokhorovka.9

From the mid-twentieth century onwards, the myth of the ideal soldier was somewhat diluted. This happened as the practice of war photography democratised and those charged with covering conflicts began to aspire towards a greater level of neutrality. With governments having less control over the visual narratives surrounding the wars in which they were involved, the resonance and, therefore, utility of their photo-propaganda depleted.

Notwithstanding this, many of the above-mentioned conventions persisted well into the twenty-first century and, indeed, continue to undergird conceptions of the ideal soldier to this day: consider, for example, how the German Army narrativises its military activities in Afghanistan,10 or how the American Special Forces are celebrated—mythologised, even—by Hollywood.11 As the pages below demonstrate, these conventions, now co-opted and reimagined by the photo-propagandists of the Islamic State, are by no means restricted to state actors.

1. The Warrior

Action-shots of the mujāhid at war are ubiquitous in the Islamic State’s image-world. Often staged, they showed its soldiers supposedly in their element. True to conventional form, a sense of reckless bravery lay at the core of many of these images: fighters were shown thrusting themselves directly into the (implied) line of fire so that they can get the best shot at their foe who, it should be noted, was usually inferred rather than shown. Given the subject matter, not to mention historical convention, this is intuitive. At least at face value, the perception of self-negligence on the battlefield was good for morale: it positioned the soldier as a committed combatant, lost in the cause for which he is fighting, something that was a useful tool for encouraging group cohesion.12

Figure 5.1 is a typical example of this. The caption, which reads “The clashes with the rāfiḍī army and its militias with light weapons in the Ṭayrān neighbourhood”, ties it to Mosul in northern Iraq. The date-stamp indicates that it was shot during the fifth month of the campaign to oust the Islamic State from the city, by which time its collapse there was already a foregone conclusion. In it, two men are photographed slightly from below. One is raising his finger over his head, and the other is shooting an AK-47 assault rifle at an off-frame adversary. They wear a combination of military and civilian fatigues and look straight ahead, giving no indication that they are aware they are being photographed. With battlefield detritus littering the floor behind them, they are bathed in a white light that accentuates their outlines and makes their weapons glimmer.

The way these two fighters stand—their bodies parallel to each other, the vertical of one man’s arm and the horizontal of the other’s weapon perpendicular to it—brings them close together, and the low angle from which they are shot places them “in a position of visual authority and dominance.”13 They are shown to be operating as a unit: one representing the physical strength of the Islamic State, his gun discharging in front of the camera; the other a manifestation of its spiritual strength, his finger raised to symbolise his commitment to tawḥīd (the oneness of God).14 Adrenaline fills the frame around them: it is captured in their focused, glaring facial expressions, which seem to hover between happiness, excitement, and fear. All this conveys a sense of their purported valour, which is further heightened by the intensity of the surrounding clamour: bullets are literally flying through the air and both men are shouting. Through this image, the viewer can almost feel the heat of battle; its subjects are the epitome of the mujāhid ideal, crying out, seemingly ecstatic, as they engage the enemy, physically and spiritually bound together by the cause for which they fight. Imperilled, they are personifications of the certitude and faith in victory ostensibly felt by all in the Islamic State’s rank-and-file.

Another paradigmatic example of this notion of fervour is found in the next image (Figure 5.2). Shot in the environs of Damascus in Syria, its caption reads “Courage, not retreat.” Two men, both wearing military fatigues, can be seen atop the crest of a rocky hill. The one furthest away is crouching, his face to the ground. He would seem to be praying or hiding were it not for the machine-gun that his companion operates, the presence of which suggests he is instead preparing an ammunition feed-strip. For his part, the gunner is upright, aiming and shooting his weapon straight out in front of him, an AK-47 rifle swung over his shoulders. His gaze is interrupted by a brown-grey dust cloud erupting on the left-hand side of the frame.

The caption transforms its protagonists from two vulnerable figures dangerously exposed on top of a hill into two vulnerable figures dangerously exposing themselves on top of a hill. In other words, instead of being targeted, they are the ones doing the targeting. Visualised in the dust cloud, the colour of which contrasts with the blue of the skies around it, the amorphous adversary pours towards the sliver of territory occupied by these two men, framing them as twin Davids pitted against a towering Goliath. Their proximity to the enemy is undeniable, but they are nevertheless separated from it—indeed, it is only the machine-gun and its bullets that connect the two. Once again, then, this frame recalls that highly conventional, twinned sense of courage in the face of insurmountable odds, and blind commitment to the cause.

Alternative iterations of it are found in Figures 5.3 and 5.4. The caption of the former reads “An inghimāsī [suicide assault] operation on the apostate PKK south of Kasrah Shaykh Jama’ah in southern Raqqah.” Shot in first-person using a helmet camera, it shows a suicide operation from the perspective of the perpetrator. A grenade hangs in the air to the right of the frame, having just been thrown; the target at which it is aimed is a single-storey building alleged to be housing members of the Kurd-dominated Syrian Democratic Forces (referred to pejoratively here as the PKK).

The game-like aesthetic of this image renders it more participatory than the others: the viewer, placed in the shoes of the attacker, is invited to share in what are ostensibly his final moments, their silent intensity mediating back and forth between protagonist, photographer, and viewer. Hence, though shot from a radically different perspective to that of the first two pictures, it is still orientated around the valour of its subject, capturing their seemingly selfless enthusiasm for battle.

As for Figure 5.4, it reiterates these ideas more voyeuristically. Its caption reads “Targeting the apostate peshmerga with medium[-calibre] weapons on the outskirts of the cement plant in Sinjār,” and it shows a black-clad fighter wielding a heavy machine-gun, surrounded by a yellow-brown sea of wheat. He stands alone, separated from the photographer, shooting at the unseen foe identified in the caption. Shot from below and out of focus, something that draws out the distance between him, the photographer and the viewer, his vulnerability is emphasised. So, too, however, is his courage: alone and exposed like this, his zeal appears to blind him to his insecurity. Yet another idealised mujāhid, this man is blatantly disregarding his personal safety for the benefit of his in-group.

The warrior frame was deployed in a wide range of tactical and geographic contexts (see the aforementioned Imperial War Museum project). That said, the way in which it idealised its subjects varied little: keeping to convention and borrowing extensively from video game culture in the course of doing so, the soldiery was invariably framed as committed and courageous, intent on fighting the enemy wherever and whatever they are.15 The frame thus crystallised the Islamic State’s conception of the mujāhid ideal, positioning its fighters as hyper-masculine everymen who were in their element when facing off against their foes. In that sense, it shared much with the warrior mythologies of other cultures, even those against which the Islamic State pits itself to this day, which almost universally fetishise the courage and fervour with which their own soldiers go to war.16

2. The Victor

The next subset of images, which depicts the Islamic State mujāhid as a perpetual victor, complemented the above while also introducing the notion that the war they were fighting was—and, indeed, continues to be—a perennial but episodic game. Usually documenting fighters in the immediate aftermath of offensive operations, this subset of photo-propaganda borrows much from the “war junkie” trope that was popularised by Hollywood during and after the Iraq War.17

Shot near the city of Fallujah in Iraq, Figure 5.5 is a prime example of it. The caption reads “The safe return of the brothers, thanks be to Allāh.” In it, two young men—beardless, so almost certainly teenagers—are walking through a trench.18 Both are smiling—they look relieved but also relaxed. One is wearing a baggy t-shirt along with an ammunition vest and what appears to be a backpack. His hair is tied back with a white bandana. The other is in military fatigues, wearing a similar ammunition vest along with a balaclava pulled back over his head. To the left of the frame, moving just outside the camera’s field of vision, the back end of a rocket-propelled grenade launcher peeks out. Clearly, there are more returning than just these two.

Perhaps the most striking aspect of this image is the posture and facial expression of the fighter closest to the camera. His shoulders are slouched—not under a heavy load, but out of relief—and he smiles as if he has just heard or shared an amusing anecdote. Thus captured, he is a picture of post-battle repose, presented in a manner opposed to the framing described in the previous section, which favours moments of chaotic tension over anything else. Instead, here he is, lumbering along and laughing with his equally grubby, equally relaxed “brother.” Together, they are shown to be returning from the battlefield carefree. The audience is invited to share this feeling with them. As Rose notes, close proximity in photography prompts “a relation of intimacy between the person pictured and the spectator,” and this effect is not lost here: these boys are being deliberately humanised, rendered familiar and, of course, aspirational to the sympathetic viewer.19

The next image (Figure 5.6) captures a similar scene and, in the process, conveys similar ideals. Its caption, which situates it in western Iraq’s Anbar governorate, reads “Aspect of the raid on the al-Bū Ṭarāḥ region north of Ramādī—seizure of the barracks of the apostates.” Four fighters, again beardless and likely to be teenagers, appear in it, each wearing military garb. Besides their AK-47s and white bandanas, there is little uniformity to what they wear. The one at the front appears to be saying or shouting something at the photographer. His gun is held upright (thus disarmed) and he is looking directly at the camera. The fighter behind him looks downwards, seemingly inspecting something that he has just picked off the floor. The barrel of a second, presumably looted gun can just be seen hanging off his far shoulder. The other two figures lag behind and are stood in front of a tarp-sealed tent partially dug into the ground beneath a row of telegraph poles stretching diagonally across the frame. The tricolour of the Iraqi national flag flies above it.

The distracted posture of this picture’s subjects—especially the three bringing up the rear—bespeaks their sense of confidence. They look as if they are ambling along, anything but alert and on the lookout for enemy soldiers. This feeling is compounded by the open mouth of the fighter in the foreground—not quite a smile but not far from it—which indicates he is shouting or perhaps jeering. This unheard noise is suggestive of the fact that, besides whatever he is saying and the sound of the wind around him, itself signified by the doubled-over flag appended to the tent, there is nothing else going on around them. The sum of all this gives the impression that the surrounding area—exaggeratedly defined as far as the eye can see by the path of the telegraph poles—has been fully expunged of enemy combatants, who are themselves implied, by the tent that lies intact and abandoned, to have fled without putting up a fight. Accordingly, this picture exudes a sense of triumphalism.

While the protagonists of the above picture are deliberately being humanised, Figure 5.7 elevates its figures to the quasi-divine. Shot on the outskirts of Mosul three weeks into the campaign to retake the city, its caption simply reads “Pictures from the ongoing battles near the Kawkjalī region of eastern Mawṣul.” Two fighters are shown walking down an empty carriageway; the one in front stood just a few metres from the photographer and the one behind a just-discernible silhouette. Piles of rubble flank them on either side of the road, which is shrouded in thick, black smoke. The fighter in front, the principal subject of this image, is smiling and at ease: he holds his rifle one-handed, with the other arm held aloft in a gesture of tawḥīd.

The golden light that falls across this scene—a result of post-production editing—renders it otherworldly, something that brings to mind the cosmic nature of the Islamic State’s war.20 The main protagonist, visibly relaxed, is framed by detritus and fumes: things that imply that the battle he is returning from has only just come to an end. Together, these features lend the image a preternatural atmosphere that is characterised by both tranquillity and chaos, and culminates in an assertion of territorial possession: this land, it states, is firmly and unequivocally controlled by the Islamic State.21

This otherworldly quality was by no means limited to images from the Mosul campaign. Rather, it appears throughout the archive. Figure 5.8, the caption of which reads “The return of the safe soldiers of the caliphate, thanks be to Allāh,” is another example. Shot in central Iraq, it shows a sweeping landscape lit by a setting sun. Four fighters are walking westwards, downhill and away from the camera, back into the territories of the Islamic State that lie in the distance, blanketed by a white haze.

The scene contains many of the usual victor motifs. Its subjects are shown at a moment of reprieve; there is clear separation between them and the raid from which they are returning—between its chaos, which sits behind them, and their peace, which sits before them. The position of the camera at the rear emphasises this, closing off their battlefield narrative with a clichéd image of a “happy ending”: four heroes walking off into the sunset, safe and secure.

Working complementarily with its warrior counterpart, the victor frame glamorised what it meant to be an Islamic State mujāhid. At an individual level, it implied that participation in its jihād was episodic in nature: that is, periods of calm interrupted by bursts of violent activity that always result in victory. In that sense, its war was shown to be sublimely intense, occurring in fits and starts that one could opt in and out of, game-like.22 At the level of the movement, however, this frame spoke to something more than just the “fun” of taking part: it asserted the Islamic State’s self-confidence as a military actor, connoting a strong sense of physical and spiritual supremacy.

3. The Sentinel

The next frame (Figure 5.9)—that of the sentinel—compounds the above ideas through highly formulaic images of fighters monitoring the unknown, usually from some sort of fortification. In this context, the generic mujāhid was shown to be pensive and vigilant, but also at ease. As well as asserting the defensive integrity of the Islamic State, these photographs conveyed a sense of what it was to be present, both physically and metaphysically, inside its territories. Through them, earthly reality was bifurcated between that which is known and tranquil—the dār al-islām (the “Abode of Islam”)—and that which is unknown and chaotic—the dār al-ḥarb (the “Abode of War”).23

Figure 5.9 succinctly encapsulates this dichotomy. Its caption reads “Ribāṭ of the soldiers of the caliphate in the mountains of Tūrā Būrā,” placing its subject in the Spin Gar mountain range of eastern Afghanistan.24 It shows a lone soldier looking out into the middle distance, sat atop a crude fortification built into the mountainside. His hair is concealed under a camouflage bandana and, aside from his white trainers, he is clothed entirely in black. Around his shoulders hangs a khaki green utility vest and, resting upright at his feet, is an AK-47 assault rifle. The land beneath him is covered in thick fog, the impenetrability of which is emphasised by faint silhouettes lying at the farthest reaches of his and the photographer’s gaze.

The perspective of the photographer places the viewer right next to this particular sentinel. Naturally, their eyes follow his, down the hill and out into the unknown. They are invited to share in his experience, to contemplate along with him that which lies beyond his and the camera’s field of vision. The fortifications at his feet look, at one and the same time, fragile yet formidable. They bring to mind an ancient form of warfare—indeed, they seem almost medieval—something that has the effect of positioning this scene outside worldly time. This man, thus abstracted, becomes a contemporary manifestation of the early Muslim ascetics, living on the frontiers of Islamic civilisation, his life characterised by war, poverty, and meditation.25 Both he and the viewer are placed on the edge of the dār al-islām, right on its frontier, that sliver of territory that separates Islam from kufr (“disbelief”) and tranquillity from chaos. The adversary—abstract and formless somewhere below—is out there, concealed within the dār al-ḥarb, an unseen but anticipated menace.

This bifurcation of the Islamic State “known” and the un-Islamic State “unknown,” and the role of the sentinel as a mediator between the two, is similarly captured in Figure 5.10. Shot in northern Syria, its caption reads “The ribāṭ duty of the soldiers of the caliphate against the Kurdish apostates in the northern Ḥalab countryside.” In it, a lone fighter stands on top of a dirt trench, monitoring the enemy. The sun lies low in the sky—it is hidden on the other side of the ridge—which leaves the fighter and his AK-47 rifle silhouetted against a blue background, his face brightly illuminated.

Like his counterpart above, this man has been shot looking out into the unknown from within the dār al-islām. What he sees, the viewer can only imagine because, this time, it is the position of the camera, not a blanket of fog, that limits the reach of the audience’s gaze. In any case, the image’s binary colourway—light conflicting with dark, black–browns opposing blues—implicitly reinforces the separation between that which is within and that which is without, once again placing the sentinel as the point at which two cosmic domains interact. Thus, in spite of his apparent youth, this mujāhid is imbued with quasi-divine qualities. He may be beardless but he is not a child: instead, he is a personification of the ascetic-belligerent ideals of early Islam, a protector of his in-group’s abode.

In Figure 5.11, these ideals are elevated even further. Shot in Iraq, the caption reads “Aspect of the ribāṭ of one of the sniper units in the province.” In it, a lone figure, rendered shapeless by thick camouflage, is pictured looking out into the distance. Slung over his shoulder is a sniper rifle, its barrel covered in canvas. He is stood in a patch of wild flowers, with a wide valley sprawling beneath him. Just above the horizon is a setting (or rising) sun, which glows gently, issuing a golden, heatless light.

Placed as they are in the position of the sniper’s spotter, the viewer is invited to participate in this scene and, in doing so, they are led to behold a setting that is idyllic and unfamiliar in almost equal measure. The alien feel of the landscape before them makes it abstract. Like the above images, it places the protagonist at the edge of the known world, his perfectly camouflaged figure cutting through its undulating hills. On the one hand, he seems at home, and, on the other, he stands apart from his surroundings. Scanning this strange horizon, looking for roaming enemies or contemplating the lands he is charged with protecting, he is positioned as the ultimate aspirational figure—defending, exploring, thinking—a refined embodiment of Islam and of war. Here, he is not just playing the role of protector: he is playing the role of hero, embracing chaos so that others can continue to live in order.

As the above shows, the sentinel frame enabled the Islamic State to split the world cleanly in two: the known, tranquil dār al-islām and the unknown, chaotic dār al-ḥarb. Harking back to the early years of Islam, it recalls a purist, warlike form of worship,26 positioning its protagonists as contemporary ascetics following in the footsteps of their ancestors, men and boys who have given up the luxuries afforded by modern life to protect and expand the frontiers of their state. For them, just as was the case for the early Muslim warrior mystics, jihād was positioned as the ultimate cause, an end in itself and a way to “confirm the purity of the soul” through hardship and sacrifice.27

4. The Devotee

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the religious identity of the mujāhidīn was also central to their idealisation. Their faith—both as individuals and as parts of the communal whole—is stressed throughout the Islamic State’s image-world. Alternately portrayed as professionals committed to protecting their in-group and as purists committed to furthering their own individual piety, they would be shown to engage wholly in jihād—that is to say, on both its greater/internal/spiritual plane and its lesser/external/physical plane.28

Figure 5.12 encapsulates this well. Shot in the environs of Damascus in Syria, its caption reads “The performance of the maghrib prayers before going out for work.” Captured at a low angle using a night-vision lens (necessary because maghrib prayers fall just after sunset), it shows a group of fighters at worship. On the left-hand side of the frame, a lone man acts as the group’s imam. Silhouetted, he stands upright, wears a balaclava, and is equipped with an ammunition vest. Behind him, there is an amorphous mass of others, also standing upright, also wearing balaclavas and also equipped with ammunition vests. This assembled mass of soldiers is his congregation.

The image is rich with signifiers. Its lighting and perspective emphasise the communal spirit of the group, its members’ collective solidarity and their obedience towards the imam. The viewer, beholding these worshippers from below, is placed outside it, left to wonder where these men, with their guns, balaclavas and ammunition belts, are next headed. The white text boxed in red that sits on the right-hand side of the caption, contrasting with the night-vision green, reads ‘ājil (“urgent”), denoting that they are about to embark on a raid. This foreshadowing of violence emphasises the potential caught up in this mass of soldiers, an impenetrable wall that not even light can get through. Flood-like, tinged in otherworldly green, their collective form brings to mind the apocalypse. Its shape sharpens leftwards, as if absorbing territory. The debris of war lie at their feet, the skies seeming to part above. This is no mistake: eschatology lies at the core of the Islamic State’s ideology, and its visualisation here is far from unique.29

Similar ideas are connoted in Figure 5.13, albeit less grandiosely. The caption reads “’Ishā’ prayers in one of the ribāṭ points.” It shows seven soldiers engaging in evening prayers, this time in central Iraq. Enclosed in what appears to be a manmade cave, they are again positioned in two rows, the one in front acting as imam and, behind him, tightly bunched together with arms crossed and heads bowed, his congregation: six others, some adult and some adolescent. The scene is claustrophobic: the rear wall of the cave is delineated by the faint outline of what seems to be a clock, and the floor and ceiling are highlighted by busy carpet and bare bulbs.

The contents of this picture are crammed together: the fighters stand shoulder-to-shoulder, wall-to-wall, and the photographer is poised at the entrance, awkwardly squeezed in to capture the entirety of the scene. This closeness compounds the apparent concentration of the worshippers and their imam. They appear silent and meditative, their jackets and hats hinting at the hardship through which they are living. Their cavern is rendered grotto-like, suffused with an intense and almost palpable atmosphere of spirituality. Its inhabitants are thus heterogeneous in one sense—they are not in uniform and are of multiple ages—and homogenous in another—moving and thinking as one.

Besides images like the above, the devotee frame also manifests on a more individual basis. Figure 5.14 is one such example. Shot during the campaign for Mosul, its caption is a quotation from the Qur’ān: “Believers, when you meet a force in battle, stand firm and keep Allāh firmly in mind, so that you may prosper.”30 In it, a fighter sits on an adjustable stool at the entrance of a disused market. He is side-on to the photographer, ignoring him as he holds delicately and reads intently a copy of the Qur’ān. One can just make out the pin of a grenade on his military-issue ammunition vest, and the other side of him flashes with red, signifying the end of a suicide belt detonation chord (standard issue for elite soldiers of the Islamic State). Leaning against the wall at his feet is an AK-47 assault rifle.

Again, the image has been shot from the perspective of a voyeur: the wall interrupting the photographer’s gaze very deliberately positions the viewer outside the market looking in. This heightens the distance, both physical and spiritual, between them and the subject: they are left observing a private moment of contemplation to which they are unequivocally external. Given that it was shot 5 months into the 9-month long battle for Mosul, by which time the Islamic State had been ousted from the east and was rapidly crumbling in the west, the image is rendered all the more poignant. This man’s fate is sealed—hinted at by the weapon and suicide vest, his death a near certainty—yet the Qur’ān is shown to be soothing him. Indeed, it appears to captivate him entirely, distracting from his perilous surroundings and providing a sense of certitude. Photographed here, the mujāhid’s apparent reliance on and belief in Islam is writ large across the frame.

An alternate, more optimistic iteration of this is found in Figure 5.15. Also shot in Mosul, this time just two months into the campaign, it was released in the aftermath of a successful Islamic State counter-attack in the city’s east. It, too, refers to the Qur’ān in its caption, which reads “When you begged your Lord for help, He answered you, ‘I will reinforce you with a thousand angels in succession.’”31 In it, a man raises his hands in supplication to the heavens above. His figure cuts through a scene of chaos—endless rubble, misshapen telegraph poles, muddled tank tracks, and a disabled armoured vehicle from which billows thick, black smoke.

There is an immediacy to this image that is not shared by the others. The off-kilter perspective and still-billowing smoke imply that the attack has just taken place and that its protagonist’s first move was to thank God. This, coupled with the text of the caption, leaves no doubt as to where this victory came from: it was the result of divine intercession, a response to the cumulative prayers of the Islamic State’s soldiery and citizenry. The total disrepair of the surrounding landscape reiterates this: it is as if fire has rained from down above, as if those “thousand angels” really did come to obliterate the enemy.

Photographs of the devotee pervade the Islamic State’s image-world. Cumulatively, they did more than position the mujāhidīn as faithful and fearless: they fed into an idea of them as committed actors, utterly bound to their in-group and cause and wholly absorbed by their belief in God’s plan. This aura of collective and individual piety very deliberately recalled the “atmosphere of spirituality and religiosity in the context of war” that was fostered by the great Muslim commander, Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn, at the time of the Crusades, not to mention the early Muslims during the Islamic conquests in the 7th century.32 The Islamic State considers itself to be an inheritor of the heroes of the medieval period, not to mention those who led the early Muslim conquests centuries earlier, so it is no surprise that it framed its fighters as modern manifestations of the famed warrior–scholars of those eras, positioning their successes (or failures) as direct functions of divine favour—visual “proofs” of God’s existence and support.

5. The Martyr

The idealisation of the mujāhid is at its most blatant in the context of martyrdom. Through eulogy portraits, which invariably cast suicide operatives and fallen soldiers alike as willing, self-sacrificing heroes, the Islamic State positioned death fī sabīl allāh (“for the sake of God”) as the ultimate act of heroism and worship, on the one hand framing it as a necessary weapon of asymmetric warfare and, on the other, celebrating it as a sure-fire means of securing immediate passage to jannah (“paradise”).33

This duality is clearly encapsulated in Figure 5.16. Shot in Mosul, its caption reads “The brother Abū ‘Umar al-Baghdādī—may Allāh accept him—the implementer of the istishhādī [martyrdom-seeking] operation in the Ṣaḥah area.” It shows a man in his late forties or early fifties sat on a park bench with brightly coloured swings standing just behind him. He is well lit; his eyes glint and he is grinning. A black shroud covers his head and he wears a khaki coat on top of a black fleece. His left arm is injured—a bandage and pins are holding it to his side. The index finger of his right hand is held aloft in a gesture of tawḥīd; parallel to this is the barrel of an M16 assault rifle, which is immediately alongside him. It is the first of four images showing him embarking on a suicide operation.

The photograph is dominated by its subject’s apparent happiness at the prospect of death, something that is amplified by his setting. He has been sat in the play area of a park, which purposefully recalls the idea of children. Whether or not he is a father, the idea of his children comes to mind—that is, those he is likely abandoning by taking part in this operation.34 This, coupled with the fact that he is sat alone on a bench built for three, puts him in a position of solitude. Nevertheless, there is no regret in his expression. Rather, his smile is the smile of someone who has not a care in the world; indeed, it is almost smug. That is because, for him and the thousands of others photographed in this context, martyrdom does not represent death—instead, it is framed as a new beginning.

Solo portraits of soon-to-be martyrs abound in the corpus. On occasion, though, would-be attackers are also photographed shortly before deployment bidding farewell to those around them. Figure 5.17 is one such example. Its caption reads “The istishhādī bids farewell to his father before departing.” It shows an adolescent boy sat in the driver’s seat of a vehicle bomb. He is kissing the hand of an older man, identified by the caption as his father, who is outside the truck, reaching in through the passenger side. One can just make out a dimly lit dashboard and see that the boy’s arm is swung over a steering wheel.

Notwithstanding the nature of the scene it depicts, the image nevertheless manages to convey a feeling of intimacy, not separation. By focusing the viewer’s attention on the apparent complicity of the older man, it attempts to comfort, not to shock: a boy is shown going to die, willingly, and a father is shown letting him go, willingly. Their bond is thus emphasised at the very point at which it is being severed. The downwards perspective of the camera amplifies this: the boy looks smaller than he actually is and is swamped by the vehicle in which he is to be killed. However, again, there is no suggestion that he does not want to be inside it. Hence, this image, which is almost a direct inverse of the above—a child bidding farewell to his father, not a father bidding farewell to his (implied) children—conveys the same set of meanings. Both these “martyrs,” regardless of the age disparity, are embracing the ultimate sacrifice on behalf of the in-group—not just without hesitation, but in a state of quiet jubilation, too.

Besides martyrdom portraiture, the martyr frame also regularly manifests in pictures of suicide vehicle bombs actually exploding. Figure 5.18 is one such photograph. Its caption places it in northeastern Iraq, describing it as “The moment of implementation for the istishhādī brother on the gatherings of the rāfiḍī army.” It shows an orange–pink sun setting over a gently rolling plain. The silhouetted horizon would be featureless were it not for the mushrooming dust-cloud that bursts from it.

In this photograph, the moment of detonation is not just recorded: it is romanticised. The dust-cloud is a metaphorical visualisation of the bomber’s passage from dunyā (“temporal existence”) to jannah (“paradise”), the very point at which his soul passes into the afterlife. Unlike in the previous images, the viewer’s distance from the protagonist is deliberately amplified here, rendered tripartite: geographical—he is there, the viewer is here; physical—he is vapour, the viewer is flesh; and metaphysical—he is in paradise, the viewer is earthbound. The setting sun heightens this notion of metamorphosis: the martyr’s soul, it hints, is not disappearing, it is merely passing on to somewhere else. As well as offering a conclusion to the bomber narrative, then, the martyr frame often initiates a new one, drawing to a close the earthly life of the mujāhid while simultaneously heralding the beginning of its heavenly counterpart.

Notably, it is not just the lives of fighters and suicide attackers that were memorialised by the Islamic State, something demonstrated in Figure 5.19’s commemoration of a media worker. Its caption, which reads, “The ‘ilāmī [media operative] brother Abū Ayman al-Maghribī [the Moroccan]—may Allāh accept him,” is accompanied by a calligraphic stamp in the top right-hand corner of the image bearing the motto “‘ilāmī, you are also a mujāhid.” The photograph commemorates the death of an unknown propaganda official in eastern Syria; he is sat in a dry desert valley atop a grey Arabian horse with traditional stirrups, holding the black flag of the Islamic State.

Even though he is explicitly identified as a non-combatant, al-Maghribī is nevertheless positioned as the epitome of the mujāhid. His horse, garb, and setting all recall a time long past. It is as if he is play-acting a specific set of imagined ideals about the early Muslims. His posture and gaze—upright and unflinching—appear to speak to a sense of sanctity, distinction, and honour. Holding the black flag of the Islamic State aloft, he marks its—and thus Islam’s—territory, a personification of the caliphate itself.35 While the picture says nothing about how he died, it implies much about how he lived: he is being positioned as a knight or hero of Islam, once more the caliphate’s aspirational ideal.

The above images represent only a tiny sliver of the Islamic State’s visual culture of martyrdom, which, through the strategic framing and use of photo-propaganda, was systematically characterised by a sense of piety and commitment to the caliphal cause. Its subjects were invariably framed as exemplars sacrificing themselves for the in-group, both the religion and community.36 Coupled with the idea of their selflessness would be an underwritten sense of their selfishness, the fact they actively sought out martyrdom so that they could pass into jannah ahead of their friends and families. In any case, their enthusiasm for battle—an easily recognisable convention in war photography—was unmistakeable.

Conclusion

This chapter describes how the Islamic State used photo-propaganda to idealise its soldiers. Broadly speaking, their character type was a composite of five visual archetypes: the courageous warrior, the euphoric victor, the vigilant sentinel, the fervent devotee, and the willing martyr. As already noted, while these qualities are unique in combination, the stuff of which they are wrought is far from original. Indeed, the ideal Islamic State soldier is but a modern-day synthesis of conventional warrior myths that have been extant for centuries in the context of both Eastern and Western cultures.

In one sense, this idealisation stayed close to the Islamic tradition. The fighter frame was a merely a re-dramatisation of the original image of the mujāhid, lending its subjects that same aura of “self-denying monotheistic piety and swashbuckling derring-do” that is said to have characterised the companions of the Prophet Muḥammad and their immediate descendants.37 The victor frame recalled similar ideals, portraying its protagonists as triumphant zealots, their enthusiasm for war tempered by “patient endurance (sabr) in the face of the constant, lurking possibility of violent death.”38 The sentinel frame, too, conjured up an image of the early ascetics—those “volunteer warriors” who were posted on the frontiers of Islamic civilisation in the first few centuries of the religion.39 The devotee frame built further on this reference point, positioning the rank-and-file as modern-day equivalents of the early Muslim companions of the Prophet, not to mention the “fighters by day and monks by night” who fought against the Crusaders in the medieval era.40 The above all culminated in the image of the martyr, who was framed as the very pinnacle of Islamic heroism, a manifestation of piety for whom jihād is an end in itself.41 By continuously reinforcing these five character types, the Islamic State attempted to realise them, elevating the image of its soldiers such that they would be bestowed with cosmic, almost superhuman attributes.42 The resultant notion of what it was to be a mujāhid fighting in its ranks was nuanced, but also simple: they were pious, brave, and bloodthirsty, and, for them, war was a competition of absolutes for which everything must be sacrificed.

Notwithstanding the distinctly “Islamic” nature of the soldier’s idealisation, the way they were mythologised was deeply conventional. Indeed, stripped of theohistorical window-dressing, it is predictable, built on the same masculinised notions of physical strength, spiritual certitude and a heroic bravery that have long been the standard for propagandistic and quasi-propagandistic depictions of war heroes.43 As laid out at the beginning of this chapter, such notions litter the last two centuries of war photography in particular and war-related visual culture in general. From the grainy images of Federalist soldiers marching to the front, and celebratory shots of Australian commandos celebrating their exploits in the South Pacific, to the way that American special forces are typically glorified in Hollywood action films, the visual character of the ideal soldier—brave, committed, and hungry for battle—is consistently recognisable. The mode of its emergence in the present context should not come as a surprise, for these ideas date back much further than the advent of photographic technology. Rather, they have appeared repeatedly across human history in anything from parietal art and classical monuments to medieval tapestries and Enlighten­ment-era oil paintings.44

With the above in mind, we should not be shocked at how the Islamic State depicted its mujāhidīn: the image is but the latest manifestation of an age-old hero archetype, fearless fighters struggling to supplant chaos with order on behalf of their in-group.45 As the next chapter shows, the same is true of how the Islamic State depicted its war machine, the idealisation of which was similarly systematic and, thus, similarly impressive, but certainly not, from a structural and thematic point of view at least, unprecedented.
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THE ARMY


Deployed alongside photographs of the warrior mujāhidīn, images glorifying the broader military machine within which they were fighting tended to manifest in three ways: pictures of battle-ready squadrons, weapons systems and war spoils. Together, and working in harmony with the image frames described in the previous chapter, this subgenre of photo-propaganda continuously reiterated three underlying ideals, each of which was implied to characterise the essential nature of the Islamic State’s military machine: professionalism, power, and supremacism. Through them, the Islamic State positioned its forces as equivalent to the standing armies of modern nation-states and, hence, a manifestation of jihadism that was uniquely capable of fighting its enemies as equals.1

This aspect of its image-world is as rich as it is formulaic. The discussion of it, which follows an account of how armies have conventionally been depicted since photography’s first emergence in the nineteenth century, is split into three. First to be examined is the squadron frame, in which the rank-and-file would be collectively portrayed as a highly integrated and rigidly professional community of soldiers. Next to be considered is the firepower frame, which showcased the Islamic State’s hybridised arsenal in action. Finally, the war spoils frame, which marked the group’s militaristic supremacy through trophy-style photographs of battlefield loot, is examined. In the conclusion, these frames are evaluated together. Once more, it emerges that the fundamental concepts underpinning them are highly conventional, tapping into a range of cross-cultural and pan-historical mythologies about what it is that constitutes the “ideal” army.

As is the case throughout this work, the exploration below makes no attempt to be exhaustive: instead, it merely seeks to introduce readers to some of the most salient image frames associated with the Islamic State’s military infrastructure. To that end, it is worth re-stating that the photographs below were selected for analysis based on their representative rather than their aesthetic qualities. To show that the observations about how and why they “mean” are not simply applicable to them alone, other examples may be accessed through the collaborative project with the Imperial War Museum (mentioned in the Author’s Note).

Existing Conventions: Community, Camaraderie and Capability

There exists a well-established and cross-cultural set of visual norms when it comes to photo-propaganda relating to the ideal army, many of which emerged long before the advent of photography in the nineteenth century.2 While these ideas tend to be less tangible than those associated with the hero–soldier mythology, they are as recurrent, manifesting in similarly predictable and time-worn ways.

Images of the ideal unit have long been at the heart of how different peoples portray and glorify their military apparatuses. As already mentioned, it was during the American Civil War that the photographic process was first meaningfully deployed. Unsurpri­singly, given the constraints of technology at the time, a preponderance of the images produced in relation to it catalogued troop movements off the battlefield.3 In this context, few opportunities were afforded to photographers in the way of staging or stylisation, so the burden of idealisation was often shouldered by the caption-writer.4 It was not until the First World War that conflict photo-propagandists were able collectively to idealise their subjects in any meaningful sense. Now afforded access to equipment that was smaller, and thus easier to transport, they were assigned to units with the task of capturing them at their best and most aspirational, in a manner befitting the image that was simultaneously being conveyed through poster-propaganda. Whether it was in images emphasising the “collective strength and will” of German armoured units, or shots of Allied troops winding their way, “courageous and committed,” through rear-guard trenches, photographic depictions of the ideal squadron continually celebrated the best ideals of the nation in question.5

There was little variance regarding what these ideals were: strength of spirit, communal camaraderie, and an overwhelming sense of capability were almost always the order of the day. Conveying as they did a “muscular display of national identity,” these conventions continued to characterise photo-propagandistic renditions of the army throughout both the Spanish Civil War and the Second World War.6 Whatever the context, collective images of the soldiery at the time tended to show troops banding together and fighting as one, as if physically bound by a mutual will and determination. More often than not shot from a distance, individuals would be anonymised and rendered into a collective whole, an abstracted and aspirational representation of the in-group. Manifesting thus, these images were intended to be iconic, motivational markers of communal spirit at times of war.7 While less prevalent—though by no means non-existent—in more recent forms of conflict photography, they, like many other such conventions, continue to take centre stage in fictional representations of war.8

In addition to the above, photo-propagandists have long fetishised weapons technology, typically with the intention of framing the army in question (and, thus, the nation behind it) as a technically superior power. In modern history, this was most blatant in the context of the First Gulf War, during which photojournalists, having effectively been co-opted as propagandists by the American military’s embed system, routinely found themselves emphasising the United States’ “high-tech arsenal” in Kuwait, so much so that weapons technology became “fundamentally important to [their audiences’] construction of national [American] identity,” a contention famously made by Baudrillard in the war’s aftermath.9 While it was especially brazen in this context, this practice did not deviate from the war photography norm. Chouliaraki, for example, tracks a strikingly similar phenomenon in the context of the First World War, during which there was a steady flow of photo-propaganda showing “soldiers [from all sides] posing with or using technology.”10 As Brothers notes, this theme was similarly prevalent during the Spanish Civil War, among others.11 The reason for its prevalence is self-evident: stressing the technological prowess of the army, and, thus, the capability of the in-group in general, boosts the morale of the soldiery and undermines that of their adversaries. In the context of insurgency, wherein one party is always fighting an uphill struggle to prove itself as a viable military actor, this is especially the case.12

As the pages below demonstrate, when depicting their own army between 2015 and 2017, the photo-propagandists of the Islamic State engaged in practices that were strikingly reminiscent of those identified above. Whether wittingly or not, their composite archetype reflected an archetypal and highly generic image of the “ideal” army—something that has emerged with great frequency in bygone years—seemingly with a view to realising the same aspirational ends as their predecessors.

1. The Squadron

Off-battlefield group shots of mujāhid squadrons litter the corpus. In this context, and in contrast to photographs that emphasised the character of individuals or pairs of soldiers, the individuality of those that feature was routinely minimised—faces would be blurred or concealed under balaclavas and images were captured from a distance. This had the effect of focusing the viewer’s attention on the group as a collective subject, not on the individuals of which it was composed, something that makes sense given that the principal intention here was to show the soldiers of the Islamic State operating as a well-oiled machine, homogenous and unified, not as lone heroes.

Figure 6.1, the caption of which reads “Bay’ah [pledge of commitment] to death in the cause of Allāh,” is a prime example. Published by the Islamic State’s media office in Euphrates Province (a territory, now lost, that once spanned the border between Syria and Iraq), it shows about two-dozen fighters gathering together in a large, brightly lit room, their right arms raised in a collective gesture of tawḥīd.13 The red and white text, ‘ājil, which appears on the right-hand side of the caption bar, indicates that they are about to embark on an assault. Most are wearing balaclavas, although one on the left wears a camouflage shroud and another on the right wears a pakol, a round-topped hat that is popular among Pashtuns in Afghanistan and has been favoured by global jihadists since the 1980s.14

The way these men and boys have been shot, roughly piling into each other to become a single solid mass, suggests that they share a sense of anticipatory excitement. Almost like revellers jammed together at a concert, they have cohered to form a single mass, something that peaks in the middle, its crest jaggedly punctuated by upheld arms. Some are short, others are tall; some are young, others are old: in any case, they are all responding in the same way to the prospect of battle. Seemingly bound both in appearance and in action, they are firing each other up ahead of the implied moment of mutual sacrifice in a scene that idealises doubly: first, it positions them as battle-hardened professionals who exalt in the idea of bloodshed, and, second, it celebrates the sense of unity that draws them together.

Thus, without being able to glimpse so much as a single full facial expression, the viewer is treated to an unambiguous, highly personal picture of solidarity, brotherhood, and comradeship, one that underlines the caliphate myth of identarian inclusivity.15 The broader implication of this image, then, is invitational; joining these men and the military machine they represent, it indicates, is purportedly a way to belong to the idealised in-group and, hence, is a guaranteed passage to the feeling of community that keeps it bound together.

Figure 6.2 does much the same thing through an almost identical set of mechanisms. Shot in northern Syria, its caption reads “Bay’ah of the inghimāsiyyīn to the death before the assault on secularism in the village of Qarah Qawzāq.” In it, nine hands rest palm-down on top of each other at the centre of a huddle of fighters. White torchlight illuminates them, stacked on top of each other loosely but deliberately. Around the hands stand bodies clad in special-issue military fatigues, but neither faces nor weapons are visible.

Just like Figure 6.1, this picture is not about the fighters as individuals but, rather, about the unit within which they fight. To this end, it intentionally recalls that same sense of physical and ideological synchronicity. As members of an elite inghimāsī unit, they are shown to fit the part in which they have been cast: their fatigues are—unusually—clean and modern, and their hands and nails are in good condition. On balance, these physical details are arbitrary in this context because it is not the men or their equipment that matter; rather, here, the focus is on the squadron and the solidarity that holds it together. Captured powerfully in the single mass that the hands form, this idea is drawn out even further by the cramped closeness of the camera, which places the viewer right amid the unit, but nevertheless renders them detached from it—on the outside, looking in—because they are forced to look square on at the scene rather than down at it like those in the photograph.16 The function of this image is thus strikingly reminiscent of the previous one. Again, it is invitational, focusing on group cohesion: this, it states, is what it is to be part of the Islamic State’s military elite.

Besides pre-assault moments like these, images of the squadron emerge in another off-battlefield context: the military camp exposé. Showcasing anything from physical exercise drills to weapons training for new recruits, these reports are among the most blatantly choreographed of the Islamic State’s photographic endeavours. Figure 6.3 is a paradigmatic example. Shot in southern Yemen, its caption reads “Camp of Shaykh Abū Muḥammad al-Furqān—May Allāh accept him.” It shows eighteen balaclava-clad fighters standing in formation—rigid, upright, and uniform—in a camp named after the late propaganda chief of the Islamic State.17 Only the fighter in front is in focus; the rest, dressed and posed in exactly the same way, stand clone-like behind him, their forms visible as far as the eye can see.

Compositionally speaking, this image is different from the Figures 6.1 and 6.2. However, the strategic purpose is similar: its principal message is that the Islamic State’s military forces are ideologically unified and rigidly professional. In attempting to convey this, the photographer is again uninterested in the fighters as individuals: rather, attention is placed on the physical mass that they together form, which, in this case, has been carefully elongated such that it snakes off into infinity, perfectly following the curvature of the mountains behind the figures. Not an arm is out of place and all stand, consistent and predictable, almost as if they had come, and were continuing to come, off a factory production line.18

The visual impact of this is amplified by the fact that the scene has been shot from a low angle; the viewer is obliged to look up at the recruits from below, placing the viewer in a position of inferiority.19 The implication is clear: these men are not just part of some rag-tag insurgency: rather, they are professional soldiers who have been trained and enlisted by a regimented, industrialised and well-resourced military machine. Coming from Yemen, where supporters of the Islamic State are few and far between, this is an especially audacious claim.20

A complementary set of ideas is connoted in Figure 6.4. With a caption that reads “Graduation of a new batch from the camps of the province to the east of Dimashq,” it, too, focuses on new Islamic State recruits, this time in western Syria. Seventeen soldiers, some only partially visible, have been squeezed into the frame. They are stood and sat in three rows, the first two of which absorb the attention of the viewer. The row in front consists of older men and the row behind consists of boys in early adolescence. While all are similarly equipped—they have utility belts and hold AK-47 assault rifles—they are not dressed the same: the men and one of the boys wear khaki, while the others are in black. A patch on the sleeve of the centremost man bears two words: usūd (“lions”) and what looks to be the beginning of al-khilāfah (“caliphate”); thus, if this is correct, forming the possessive couplet, “lions of the caliphate.”21

Contrast dominates this photograph—light conflicts with dark, metal with flesh, and maturity with immaturity—the last of which makes the boys seem even younger and the men seem even older. In some cases, the age disparity looks to be as much as five decades. However, that is shown not to matter: while they are grouped by age, no one demographic is being prioritised here—the boys are neither at the front of the pack nor at the back, and the same can be said of the men. This absence—denial, even—of age hierarchy speaks to the Islamic State’s concerted efforts to rewrite entrenched sociocultural norms.22 Crucially, it also alludes to something else: the intergenerational longevity of its caliphate project. Indeed, it is no accident that these boy soldiers have been pictured at the beginning of their fighting lives sat just behind those moving towards the end of theirs; the photographer likely wanted to leave viewers wondering where they will be when they reach the same age.

Whatever the case, in the here-and-now, these cadets are all “lions,” sitting together and listening intently to their off-frame amīr. The implication of their manner—tame, obedient and diminutive—is that, no matter how disparate they may appear to be at first sight, they are all committed to the same goal. Whether old or young, bearded or beardless, they are equals, graduating together and, it is implied, on the cusp of going to war together.

As it manifests above, the squadron frame iteratively portrayed the caliphal army as a professional community bound by a strong sense of solidarity and mutual identity. A close corollary to the image frames that focused on the mujāhidīn as individuals, it was set apart from them by its invariably collective gaze, something that embedded the mythologised warrior in the broader context of the theonational project for which they were fighting.23 As a formal institution, this frame incessantly asserted, the army of the Islamic State was akin to that of a modern nation-state: wherever they were, its units appeared to be robust and proficient, visibly cohering around a single purpose, mentality and worldview.

2. The Arsenal

The next image frame showcases the breadth and potential of the Islamic State’s military arsenal. In the course of doing so, it dominates nearly half the entire archive.24 Typically, it manifested in sequential, time-lapse photo-reports shot moments apart—sometimes minutes, sometimes milliseconds. Different weapons systems would be shown in various stages of operation: anything from preparation and ignition to detonation and the point of impact.25 Considered together, these images emphasised the technological might and tactical prowess of the Islamic State’s war machine, constantly re-stating its ability to fight on its own terms and with catastrophic precision.

Figures 6.5–6.7 are a typical example. Shot in the Sinai Peninsula in Egypt, they bear the same caption: “Targeting an armoured vehicle of the apostate police near the village of Abū Ḥuṣaynī west of the city of al-‘Arīsh.” In the first picture, a scrubby desert landscape fills the screen. It is partially obscured by out-of-focus vegetation, something that suggests the photographer is shooting from a concealed position. At the bottom of the frame lies an asphalt road upon which an armoured personnel carrier (APC) is driving. In the next image, everything is the same except that the vehicle has disappeared, and in its place are white-yellow flames flanked by a fast-expanding, jet-black dust-cloud. In the third and final image of the sequence, which seems to have been shot just a split second later, the bright light of the detonating improvised explosive device (IED) has vanished along with whatever remains of the vehicle; both have been obscured behind an opaque screen of smoke and debris.

The story that these photographs together relay is definitive. In short order, an advanced military vehicle is shown being caught out in the open and obliterated. There is an irony to this, something that recalls the David and Goliath motif mentioned in Chapter 5: the high-tech APC, designed to be in its element in this desert theatre, is shown to be no match for its lower-tech adversary, the Islamic State saboteur.26 Though nominally camouflaged, it looks exposed and, in spite of its off-road configuration, seems bound to the tarmac and vulnerable. The fact that not a trace of it seems to remain after the IED hits—aside, that is, from bright flames and noxious fumes—compounds the notion of its never having stood a chance. Indeed, the APC is not just shown being disabled: it is shown being vaporised. This was overkill and, in the course of it, the Islamic State did not just deter its enemies, it rent them apart, annihilating them through careful planning and asymmetric expertise.27

The next sequence (Figures 6.8–6.12), which documents a sniper attack in Iraq, covers the very same idea. Shot in the south of the country, the caption on each picture reads “Sniping a member of the rāfiḍī army in the Sayyid ‘Abd Allāh region south of Baghdād.” Again, the photographer is concealed; based on the perspective, he appears to be positioned some way to the right of the sniper’s foxhole. The first image, shot using a long-zoom lens, shows a man looking into the distance from behind a makeshift trench. He wears a black vest and is smoking a cigarette. Aside from the caption and the fact that he is “over there” and not “here,” nothing identifies him as a member of the rāfiḍī army. In the next photograph, which is blurred, the same scene repeats. However, this time, cutting right through the middle of the frame and seeming to head straight towards the man’s chest, there is an incandescent red–white dash—the sniper’s bullet. The third image, now back in focus, is almost identical to the second; the only thing that has changed is the location of the red–white dash, which, now truncated, is situated right on top of its target. In the penultimate picture, the bullet has vanished and the man can be seen moving towards the ground, his left arm rising towards to his chest. The last image bookends this moment: it is indistinguishable from the first except that, now, there is no trace whatsoever of the presumably fallen soldier.

Just like that of the IED photo-report, the narrative to this sequence is conclusive. Echoing the fate of the Egyptian APC, an enemy soldier is shown—alone, vulnerable, and ignorant of his impending doom. And, just like the APC, he, the target, is symbolic of more than just himself: the way he is described in the caption, as a rāfiḍī,28 ties him both to the Iraqi state and to Shi’a Islam, something that places him at the heart of what the Islamic State sees as a global conspiracy against Sunni Muslims, and the cigarette in his hand—tobacco was forbidden in the caliphate—hints at the corrupting influences of Westernisation and modernity. These signifiers culminate in this enemy soldier’s otherisation. He ends up “epitomiz[ing] the antitype, that is, all the opposite values that society defends [and] symboliz[ing] the depravity and contamination that put in danger the essence of the nation.”29 With that in mind, these pictures do not just document an Islamic State sniper picking off an enemy soldier: they document an Islamic State sniper striking down the Iraqi state, Shi’a Islam, modernity, and the West—all at the same time. The unseen sniper, thus positioned, is an anonymous embodiment of the asymmetric threat of the caliphate, an antidote to the ills of its adversaries.

The next sequence (Figures 6.13–6.17) documents a suicide operation in the Iraqi city of Fallujah. It takes this concept even further. The caption on the first photograph reads “The istishhādī brother Abū ‘Amād al-Shāmī—may Allāh accept him.” It shows a man sitting inside a vehicle that has been gutted, armoured, and packed with explosives: where the passenger seat once was is now a pile of explosives, and an anti-tank mine sits in the driver’s seat back pocket. The man, al-Shāmī, is smiling. The caption on the second image reads “The moment of departure for the istishhādī brother Abū ‘Amād al-Shāmī—may Allāh accept him.” Shot in dull light, the vehicle bomb appears in the middle distance, driving between battlefield detritus towards an as yet unidentified target. The next picture, which bears the caption “The moment that the istishhādī brother Abū ‘Amād al-Shāmī—may Allāh accept him—broke through towards the positions of the rāfiḍī army and mobilisation [units] and the fleeing of the apostates,” is difficult to make sense of—were it not for the superimposed arrow, the four “fleeing apostates” would easily be missed. The fourth image, by contrast, is exceedingly easy to interpret. Captioned “The moment that the istishhādī brother Abū ‘Amād al-Shāmī—may Allāh accept him—detonated on the positions of the rāfiḍī army and mobilisation [units],” it shows the same scene but, this time, everything is engulfed in flames. The last picture has the same caption and continues what the one before it started: the detonating bomb still dominates the frame, but the viewer can now make out fragments of its target flying through the air. It remains unclear what exactly has been struck, but there can be little doubt that it is no longer there.

Suicide attack sequences like this are ubiquitous in the archive.30 Simultaneously celebrating the power of the vehicle-borne bomb and the sacrificial heroism of its operator—in this case, the focus more on the former than the latter—the sequential character of these reports is especially effective in the context of this particular operation. It has enabled the photographer to draw out al-Shāmī’s final moments, build suspense as he makes his way to the target, and slow down the moment of his deflagration such that his dying act can be viewed in all its awful glory. All this is heightened by the dull lighting of the first few images and the fact that, in an instant, their indistinct greys and browns are swapped for brilliant reds, oranges and yellows. Once again, the transformation is total: the enemy, previously hidden, fortified, and secure, is shown being utterly exposed and wholly annihilated.

The above image-sets all celebrate the Islamic State’s self-proclaimed technological and tactical ingenuity. Weapons systems are shown running smoothly and according to plan: the roadside bomb in Sinai detonates at exactly the right moment; the hidden sniper near Zawb’a hits his target on what is, viewers are led to believe, his very first attempt; and the VBIED in Fallujah appears to pierce and decimate the fortifications of the target effortlessly. These attacks on the enemy are all definitive and final.

While the destructive potential of the weapon system they focus on is more modest than these first three examples, Figures 6.18 and 6.19 take this idea even further. Shot in eastern Syria from the camera of a drone, their captions read “Bombing a transporter for the nuṣayrī31 army with a projectile from a remote-controlled plane west of the city of Khayr.” The first photograph gives a bird’s-eye view of the land beneath the drone; it consists of a dirt road flanked by eight tower-blocks and pockmarked scrublands. Everything below is coloured the same shade of dusty brown, and intense shadows indicate that the sky above is cloudless. Right in the middle of the frame is the projectile: a shiny, metallic object that almost looks like a toy. The second image in the sequence seems to have been shot, zoomed in, from the same position in the sky; upon closer inspection, it is apparent that it is a close-up of the same distant road. A dashed red circle draws the viewer’s eye to a burst of white light on top of one of the parked-up vehicles, something that cannot be found in the previous picture. This modest flash, it would appear, is the projectile’s moment of impact.

At first sight, these photographs are hard to believe. The contrast between the bright metallic bomblet and the brown landscape below makes it bounce out from the frame as if it was a computer-generated rendering of something that was not really there; in showing the moment of impact, the second image provides evidence that it really was. It matters not that the extent of the damage is inconclusive because the focus here is not on the explosive capacity of the projectile but on the surgical precision with which it is deployed. The first picture is geared towards showing the bomblet moving in the direction of its distant target, and the second shows it hitting, bang-on. This emphasis on precision is further heightened by the difference in each frame’s magnification, which accentuates the distance between the foe, the drone and the drone operator, alternately drawing the viewer’s attention to the extent of the challenge and to the extent of the skill with which the Islamic State rose to it.

Images like these are particularly important visual statements.32 Collectively, they showcase the craftsmanship of the Islamic State’s engineers and attest to the fact that it is taking back the skies—or is, at least, contesting its enemies’ monopoly of them. Before, it was only ever through plane hijackings and bombings that jihadists could take to the air. Now, however, images like these would assert that this is no longer the case: the playing field is levelling out, and jihadists are turning their enemies’ technology against them.33 For that reason, it matters not that the degree of damage done to the Syrian troop transporter is unclear: another, grander narrative is being recalled here, that of the Islamic State’s revolutionary harnessing of new and novel technologies.

When abstracted from the specific place and time to which they relate, photo-propaganda depicting the arsenal became metaphorical retellings of the Islamic State’s global jihād. The target, whoever or whatever it is, played the role of the enemy, and the weapon, whoever or whatever it is, played the role of the caliphate. It was a story of underdog triumph, that repeated almost endlessly. As is further demonstrated (in the archive now hosted by the Imperial War Museum), the emphasis was usually on either the destructive potential or the technical ingenuity of the Islamic State in the face of its foes (sometimes both). Whatever the case, however, the message was always clear: this was what modern, asymmetric warfare looks like at its best and, while the competition may be better armed and more numerous, the Sunni Muslim ummah, led by the Islamic State, was seizing the initiative.

3. Spoils of War

The last image frame (Figure 6.20) to be explored in this chapter revolves around ghanā’im (war spoils). These photographs almost always appeared at the end of raid sequences, and the ghanā’im that they would feature included both weapons and personal effects.34 Presented with careful attention to detail, they were reminiscent of trophy photography, something that is usually associated with hunting.35 In that context, photographers tend to have two core objectives in mind: on the one hand, they want to show (and exaggerate) the size of the prey and, on the other, they want to show (and exaggerate) the skill of the party that felled it.36

In the present context, the objectives were not dissimilar. Figure 6.20 is an especially lucid example. Its caption reads “Ghanā’im of the mujāhidīn from the apostate Afghan Army in the Jawjawrī region of Nanjarhār.” It shows a collection of weapons, ammunition and other military apparel, all of which is implied to have just been captured in the course of an assault, stacked in front of a green-and-gold-fringed flag of the Islamic State. Besides these items and the mudbrick structure against which they lean, there is nothing else in the frame—no fighters, no corpses, and no debris.

This scene is entirely unspontaneous; it has been put together with a clear purpose in mind, and, while it would not have been particularly difficult to assemble, it would still have taken a significant amount of time and effort. By arranging the items with such attention to detail, the photographer is hinting at the one-time strength of those from whom they were taken—the US-backed Afghan Army (the rifles, after all, are American-made M16s)—and nodding towards the superior capabilities of those who did the taking—the mujāhidīn of the Islamic State. The now-absent enemy has been emasculated, stripped of its ability to defend against the army of the caliphate. With that in mind, these weapons are not the only—or, perhaps, even the primary—focus of this image: rather, it is the fact that they and the land they were used to defend has entered into the new ownership that is being emphasised here. Thus, this and pictures like it do not just act as inventories for captured materiel: they also serve another, more important purpose—that of asserting and evidencing military dominance.

A further image (not displayed—see Author’s Note) depicts a similar scene, this time in northwestern Iraq. Structurally, it is akin to Figure 6.20: the picture consists of weapons, ammunition boxes and other military wares, all of which have been lined up in front of a mudbrick wall. This time, however, there is an additional feature: two disembodied heads, the skull of one of which is collapsing in on itself.37

Although it has been thrown together more haphazardly, this image makes an assertion of supremacy that is very similar to the previous photograph from Afghanistan (Figure 6.20). However, its dominance claim is rendered more explicit by the presence of the two heads, which doubly recall the idea of the “enemy”: first, literally, as the former owners of these items and failed defenders of the village of Mansiyyah; and second, symbolically, as the manifest other, a generic embodiment of that which is regarded as “un-Islamic.”38 These weapons here, the two disembodied heads suggest, were taken from them and their now-absent comrades. Hence, just like the previous image, this one is also bestowed with a broad strategic significance: its contents, deliberately and generically recalling the various foes of the Islamic State, are meant to be an indication of what happens when they come face to face with its army.

Through the spoils-of-war frame, which is an especially repetitive subcategory of images, the Islamic State positioned war as an activity akin to hunting. When considered in aggregate, this frame gave closure to the battlefield narrative, bookending periods of chaos and indicating that a return to order is inevitable. In this latter sense, it closely complemented the victor frame described in Chapter 5 (alongside which it was often deployed). Besides that, though, and at a more strategic level, it also served as a way to posture: through it, the Islamic State worked repetitively to drive home the alleged pre-eminence of its armed forces.

Conclusion

This chapter explores three of the most important image frames deployed by the Islamic State to glorify its military forces. As has been demonstrated, this genre of its photo-propaganda contributed towards a comprehensive though easily digestible idea of its kinetic capabilities, one that kept to a simple—and, once again, deeply conventional—narrative structure. The first frame showed the Islamic State’s troops to be invariably coherent and zealous in the stages running up to battle. The second built on this narrative, positioning its military apparatus as something that was at the very pinnacle of modern asymmetric warfare, as destructive as it was precise. The third concluded this story, projecting confidence and supremacy through trophy-like images of spoils shot in the aftermath of battle.

The specific parameters of this discourse did not emerge spontaneously. Rather, there was a clear editorial code at work here, one that was geared towards entrenching a set of pre-established norms about the scope and nature of the Islamic State’s military clout.39 Using them as a stylistic blueprint, these photographs framed the rank-and-file not as the scruffy citizen-soldiers of years gone by, but as a new generation of professional warriors, one that was tightly integrated, technologically adept, and highly efficient.40 Portraying the caliphal army like this served the obvious propagandistic purpose of making the Islamic State look strong. However, it also worked towards another, less obvious objective: it enabled it to visibly break with jihadist convention and attempt to differentiate its brand from the insurgent orthodoxy. Until the Syrian war, jihadist insurgents tended to revel in the idea of their asymmetry vis-à-vis their better-armed adversaries. This they did by drawing attention to the difficult odds that they were up against and by emphasising the sacrifices they were making. Through this strain of its photo-propaganda, the Islamic State contested this norm, positioning itself and its war as something different from that in which its rivals were involved—a revolutionary step forward in the global jihād and, in that sense, a functional abrogation of rivals.41

Interesting though this may be, it is crucial that these ideas are not just appraised in the context of jihadism because, like their soldier-focused counterparts, the images borrowed much from past visual conventions. Indeed, there is almost nothing about these image frames that is truly unique; rather, each speaks to a deeply familiar set of archetypes for what it is that constitutes the ideal fighting force.

Images of the squadron, for example, have long been foundational to how different peoples portray and glorify their militaries. From the First World War depictions of the German Imperial Army fighting on the home front, to shots of American GIs and Australian commandos prevailing over the Japanese military in the Second World War, pictorial renderings of the ideal unit have appeared time and time again.42 Visibly bound by mutual will and motivated by a desire to further the national—or, in the Islamic State’s case, theonational—project, the idealised squadron ends up a metaphorical representation of the sacred in-group. Likewise, when it comes to images of the arsenal, similar aesthetic tendencies have appeared across history and cultures. Typically, the intention is to internalise a sense of the state as an invulnerable and absolute power. As mentioned earlier, in modern history this was most blatant in the context of the First Gulf War, in which, at the behest of the US military, the vast majority of news magazine images from Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait focused solely on showcasing the military might of the coalition.43

The parallels are less obvious in the context of war spoils because, in the modern age, nation-states tend to use other means to stress their military supremacy—and often, they do not do it directly at all. For asymmetric actors, however, that is not the case and, when considered through the trophy-photography lens, the dominance claims of these pictures become strikingly familiar. Moreover, while relatively unusual today, they are not new: the depiction of the spoils of war, whether in parades, on pottery or through paintings, has been a go-to means of declaring victory for millennia.44 That the Islamic State chose to do it through the medium of photography was merely the result of technological expediency.45

In sum, just as is the case with the way in which the group framed its individual soldiers, the visual tools with which the Islamic State glorified its army may have been novel but the core ideals that it attempted to convey through them were not. Rather, they were much closer to popular convention than many might imagine, a direct corollary to the Hollywood “simulacrum of fetishized technology and weaponry” that has characterised Western depictions of the War on Terror for nearly two decades now.46 As is shown in the next chapter, this simulacrum similarly extended to how it framed its adversaries.
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THE ENEMY


As the previous two chapters demonstrate, the soldiers and the army of the Islamic State took centre stage in its image-world. However, they did not exist in a vacuum. Instead, the idea of them was constantly juxtaposed with that of the enemy, a generic grouping with which they, as exemplars of its Sunni Muslim in-group, had an almost perfectly dissymmetric relationship.

An especially restrictive visual code was employed in this context, one that cast the “enemy”—regardless of race, religion or political persuasion—as a primeval opponent of the Islamic State’s favoured demographic.1 Whether Iraqi, Syrian, Russian, American, Sunni, Shi’ite, Christian or secular, they would be portrayed as craven beings bent on genocide and in need of thorough extermination.

Thus constructed, this visual narrative was a textbook case of moral disengagement, a psychosocial phenomenon that sees (usually violent) political movements legitimise their cause and means by demonising their foes.2 Moral disengagement has occurred throughout history, but the visibility with which it was leveraged by the Islamic State at its height was unprecedented.3 To illustrate how and to elucidate why, the discussion is split into six subsections, each of which corresponds to a different part of the visual discourse the group adopted vis-à-vis its enemies. After outlining some of the most important conventions surrounding visual depictions of the out-group at times of war, the chapter explores the verbal signifiers the Islamic State used to describe its foes when captioning this subset of imagery, terms that were geared towards anchoring or fixing the scenes depicted within a broader historical–ideological understanding of why these people should be regarded as the “enemy.” After that, the chapter considers five subsets of enemy-focused photo-propaganda in turn: first, images of warplanes; next, images of soldiers fleeing the battlefield; third, images of prisoners of war; fourth, images of combatant executions; and fifth, images of battlefield corpses. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the collective significance of these image frames, one that situates them in the broader history of how the enemy has been imagined and denigrated at times of war.

As with the other chapters, this exploration is not exhaustive. It merely tries to acquaint readers with the semiotic language used by the Islamic State to deride its adversaries, thereby underlining the (highly conventional) role photo-propaganda plays in its asymmetric arsenal. To that end, it is worth again stating that the images below are analysed because they are deemed to be representative of the corpus, not because of their aesthetic quality, and, to demonstrate that any readings of them are not simply applicable to them alone, other examples have been made available through the Imperial War Museum project.

Existing Conventions: Killers, Corrupters and Cowards

Just as the ideal soldier has been lionised throughout history, so too has the ‘ideal’ enemy been demonised. Positioned as the very essence of what it is to be the adversary, the belligerent other has tended to appear in a fairly limited set of photographic contexts to date, usually as a corpse on the battlefield or a prisoner of war.4 There is a very practical reason for this: until the advent of lightweight digital cameras, zoom lenses and drone technology, conflict photographers (whether propagandists, journalists or both) were rarely able to get close enough to enemy forces to capture them on film—unless, that is, they were dead or imprisoned.

However, this did not obstruct the emergence and perpetuation of many enemy-focused visual conventions in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In countless contexts, the foe in question—whoever and wherever they were—would be framed as impure and subhuman, often posing an existential threat to the in-group.5 And, cast as anti-types of the communal ideal not just in terms of their political, moral and religious beliefs but often their physical appearance too, the very idea of them would be detached from any and all accepted in-group norms before being further presented as reality.6

This process is an ancient cliché, but, due to the many hindrances associated with early camera technology, it was decades before it was transmuted at scale into photo-propaganda. For example, during the Mexican–American War of 1846–8, i.e. more than three decades after Niépce captured his first photographic image, depictions of the Mexican “enemy,” who was variously cast as fat, effeminate and feeble, were left exclusively to popular cartoonists.7 This stands in contrast to the dozens of highly celebratory photographic images that exist of American generals, troops and encampments from the same time.8 Something similar can be said of the American Civil War fifteen years later, in which photographers focused more on in-group movements on and off the battlefield than anything else, a visual trend that continued right up until the First World War, when all sides used the medium of poster art (among others) to portray their enemies as rapacious cowards intent on genocide, while reserving photo-propaganda for idealising their own ranks.9

As with many other photographic conventions, things changed with the advent of the Spanish Civil War in 1936. This conflict faced much greater photographic scrutiny than any before it. During this war, photojournalists embedded with both warring parties generated a much greater pool of imagery for news editors around the world to draw from than had ever previously been the case. This meant that the editors could select and publish photographs that captured the supposed “essence” of their respective enemy at scale—something that, as Brothers notes, was done with great and unprecedented enthusiasm.10 During the Second World War, this trend was to manifest itself even more clearly, with the Nazis using staged photography (among other media) to broadcast their dehumanising reimagining of the Jews across the globe and the Allies systematically attacking their foes as morally and physically lesser beings, especially in the context of the South Pacific.11

As discussed above, the second half of the twentieth century was generally characterised by a trend of greater photographic neutrality, something spurred on by the fact that less time was devoted to photo-propaganda by state actors, whose efforts to broadcast the conflicts in which they were involved were largely subsumed by those of professional photojournalists. Nevertheless, the conventional image of the enemy “other” still reigned supreme, gathering momentum and ultimately crystallising in the film studios of Hollywood before its norms circled back into mass media and gaming culture.12

In sum, whenever the period—and, to a large extent, whatever the medium—the image of the enemy has been constructed along remarkably familiar lines in the modern era. To varying degrees, the archetypal foe is positioned as a lesser, often subhuman being, and something that poses a terrible threat to the in-group. As recounted in the below pages, the approach favoured by the Islamic State between 2015 and 2017 was no different—though it was certainly more graphic.

1. Labels

Before analysing any actual pictures of the Islamic State’s many enemies, it is first worth touching on the words it uses to describe them. During the period in question, four dominant labels were in circulation—nuṣayrī, rāfiḍī, murtadd and ṣalībī13—each of which corresponds to a different demographic or group of demographics. After years of use, they have long been normalised in the context of the Islamic State’s war. However, notwithstanding the regularity with which they appear, their significance should not be taken for granted. As deliberately specified semiotic objects, they are not just nicknames for denoting who was doing what: rather, each is a semantic anchor steeped in theopolitical connotations that, over time, was geared towards entrenching a very particular understanding of the character of the enemy and, indeed, the Islamic State itself.

Soldiers in the Syrian Arab Army, which is loyal to the Ba’athist regime of President Bashār al-Assad, were spoken of as nuṣayriyyīn (plural of nuṣayrī). Regardless of their actual sect (many are Sunni Muslims), this label positions them as ‘alāwī Muslims, meaning that they follow a doctrine that has its roots in a belief system first espoused by Muḥammad Ibn Nuṣayr al-Bakrī al-Numayrī in the ninth century.14 Nowadays, though they make up just 17 per cent of its population, much of Syria’s political and economic elite are ‘alāwī Muslims (this includes the Assad dynasty).15 The Islamic State’s use of the term nuṣayrī instead of ‘alāwī—or, for that matter, ba’thī, which might have been more intuitive given its secular connotations16—was significant. It had not been used to describe followers of the ‘alāwī sect since the 1920s, when Syria’s then-nuṣayriyyīn re-branded their community to realign it with more orthodox readings of Shi’ite Islam.17 By re-engineering it like this, the Islamic State was linking the war in Syria today with the schism between the Shi’ite followers of ‘Alī—and, thence, Ibn Nuṣayr—and the Sunni orthodoxy fourteen hundred years ago. In addition, it was also positioning itself as an inheritor of one of Sunni Islam’s most important medieval theologians, Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad Ibn Taymiyyah, who famously regarded the nuṣayriyyīn as heretics.18

For their part, Iraq’s Security Forces and Popular Mobilisation Unit (PMU) militias were bunched together under another quasi-historical epithet: rāfiḍī. A pejorative applying to Shi’ite Muslims in particular, rāfiḍī translates as “one who separates from” and was, according to Stewart, “the most common derogative term for Shiites [sic] in the pre-modern era.”19 More directly than nuṣayrī, this term harks back to the conflict between Sunni and Shi’ite Muslims that was caused by the latter’s belief in ‘Alī as the first rightful caliph after Muḥammad and their consequent refusal to recognise the legitimacy of caliphs Abū Bakr, ‘Umar and ‘Uthmān, all of whom were (and are) considered legitimate by the Sunni Muslim community.20 Again, then, the Islamic State was using the term to historicise its war and implicitly legitimise its existence.

Sunni and nominally Sunni Muslim military and paramilitary groups fighting against the Islamic State were labelled murtaddīn (plural of murtadd). This translates as the “ones who turn back,” and is a term that has long been used in reference to real and imagined enemies of the Sunni Muslim community—specifically, it applies to those that self-identify as Sunnis.21 Its use in this context positioned enemy combatants as apostates who had rejected Islam and forfeited the covenant under which they would normally be protected from being targeted in a jihād.22 Given that it is forbidden to kill Sunni Muslims without just cause, this label was especially important to the Islamic State. In Syria, murtadd is most often used in conjunction with the acronym “PKK” to describe the coalition-backed Syrian Democratic Forces (who are referred to as such because of their proximity to the Turkey-based Kurdish terrorist group, the PKK).23 It was also used in combination with the term “ṣaḥwāt” to refer to rival Islamist and jihadist factions. This was a reference to the US-backed “awakening councils” that were the scourge of the Islamic State’s predecessors in the 2000s.24 In Iraq, the term murtadd was used to describe the peshmerga—the military forces of the federal region of Kurdistan—as well as the various Sunni-dominated tribal militias formed to fight in conjunction with the PMU militias in 2014 and 2015.25 Other Sunni enemies outside Syria and Iraq—whether they were the Ṭālibān in Afghanistan, al-Qā’idah in the Arabian Peninsula in Yemen, or the national army of Egypt—were similarly described as murtaddīn.

Non-Muslim states involved in the war against the Islamic State would be described as ṣalībiyyīn (plural of ṣalībī), which translates as “crusaders.” This term recalls the Christian wars on Islam of the medieval period and positions modern interventions in Muslim-majority states as a continuation of those campaigns. Usually appearing in propaganda about airstrikes on civilians (as will be further discussed in Chapter 9), it was deployed flexibly: for example, both the United States of America and the Russian Federation are referred to as ṣalībiyyīn.26 By bunching non-Muslim foes together like this, the Islamic State created cosmic allies out of them even if they are real-life adversaries. In referring to them thus, it amplified their collective threat and cemented the idea that there exists a global conspiracy against the Sunni Muslim community.27

The Islamic State did not come up with these terms, nor was it alone in its use of them.28 However, that does not dilute their importance. As lenses through which to refract the activities of its opponents, they were highly significant.29 On the one hand, they simplified: reducing its network of foes to a handful of familiar villains that have appeared, and been fought against, since the dawn of Islam. On the other hand, they complicated: suffusing the day-to-day grind of its war with eschatological significance and stopping enemy soldiers from being “mere” enemy soldiers; instead, they were cast as agents of the antichrist, working to extinguish Islam from the face of the earth. The semiotic weight of these terms must be acknowledged in the context of what follows. They were, and continue to be, foundational signifiers for the idea of the enemy, a way to frame its threat as pan-historical and existential before it had even appeared on camera.

2. The Air War

Generally speaking, the Islamic State privileged photographs showing its enemies in a state of disempowerment. There was, however, one important exception to this rule: the air war frame. These images would portray its foes as indiscriminate and, technologically speaking, far superior to its own forces. Framing the enemy like this made its menace seem unassailable, almost otherworldly, and, inasmuch as this is the case, these images acted as a visual foil for the Islamic State, one through which it was able to emphasise its moral and physical resilience and to justify the use of the full extent of its arsenal, up to and including controversial tactics like mass executions and child suicide bombers.30 The subtext of this strand of its photo-propaganda was straightforward: if the enemy is doing “this,” then the Islamic State is both justified and obligated to do “that”—whatever “that” may be.

Figure 7.1 encapsulates this idea well. Captioned “God is the highest and most almighty,” it shows five coalition warplanes—one a B-52 Stratofortress, the others smaller fighter-jets—flying in tight formation over northern Iraq. They are not in attack mode: rather, keeping close together to conserve energy, they seem to be shuttling from one place to another.

In this picture, the out-group appears at its most menacing, the epitome of the techno-militarism that characterises the ṣalībī threat. Its apparent invulnerability is evident in the fact that it makes no attempt to conceal itself: on the contrary, by flying in tight formation and in a perfectly straight line, something indicated by the planes’ exhaust trails, it makes for an even bigger, more predictable target. There is thus an arrogance to the enemy here. Instead of describing the scene, as is usually the case, the caption takes a derisive tone, responding directly to this: it acknowledges the enemy’s aerial advantage but frames it as something that is just a temporary situation. It is, the text states, Allāh, not the ṣalībiyyīn, who actually controls the skies, and the latter’s apparent confidence is therefore misplaced. In this sense, the adversary is implied to be both invulnerable and vulnerable, something that the Islamic State is powerless to defend against right now but that, one day, is bound to be struck down by divine will.

Often, images of warplanes would be accompanied by shots of post-bombardment dust clouds and Islamic State anti-aircraft brigades trying to shoot the warplanes down. While such photo-reports are richer in narrative terms, they speak to the same core idea as in the above: the unassailability of the technological adversary. Figures 7.2–7.3, which bear the caption “Ṣalībī coalition air support to the murtadd Kurds north of the city of Manbij,” and Figure 7.4, which bears the caption “Resisting the air support of the ṣalībī coalition in the countryside north of Manbij,” released within seconds of each other, do exactly that. The first image, which seems to have been shot from hiding, as indicated by the shrubbery obstructing the right side of the frame, shows a jet flying at a steep angle, leaving behind it a trail of white fumes and looking like it could be in the process of deploying wing-borne munitions. The next image shows the aftermath of an airstrike purported to have been carried out by the jet: an agrarian landscape is shown, its horizon interrupted by a dust cloud rising into the sky. There is no indication of exactly what has been bombed. The third image closes the sequence: it shows a mud-covered pickup truck mounted with an anti-aircraft gun parked out in the open, the tip of its barrel bursting with yellow as its operator shoots back at the jet.

Told through these three perspectives, the air war frame is disjointed. The images relate to each other but only tenuously and, upon consideration, it seems likely that they were forced into artificial sequence. Were this not to be the case, it would have required that three cameras were trained on three separate scenes at the same time—something feasible but improbable. That disjointedness does not detract from the legibility of the report: instead, it focuses the viewer’s attention on the narrative that coheres it, which again revolves around the apparent technological might of the enemy. To this end, the jet’s functionality has been elongated into freeze-frames that together construct a sense of its potency: first, it is seen from below, hanging shark-like in the sky, an imminent danger made more imposing by the angle at which it has been shot;31 second, the terrible potential of its firepower is shown being realised in the image of a mushrooming dust cloud which, in Zelizer’s words, presumes “a death not shown”;32 third, and finally, we see it being shot at, but only in vain, after the damage has already been done.

Photographed like this, the ṣalībī menace is once more positioned as irrepressible. Even though it is shown being defended against this time, these efforts appear to be too little, too late—after all, the bomb has already hit its target. At best, then, these images are a symbol of the Islamic State’s resolve and, at worst, they are a reminder of its impotence. Hence, through this sequence and others like it, the vulnerability of the in-group and thus the need to defend it—a favourite justifying trope for extremists—shines brightly.33

Embodied in pictures like the above, the air war frame served as a foil for the rest of the Islamic State’s adversary discourse, which overwhelmingly focused on its physical and spiritual supremacy. Above all, it emphasised the imbalance that characterises its jihād. It is intuitive that, every now and then, the Islamic State should do this because it is a way to impress upon supporters the supposedly existential nature of its war. The out-group, it asserts, is genocidal in its enmity for Sunni Muslims. In turn, this claim justifies its own genocidal methods for protecting the in-group. Hence, while images like these only had an atmospheric presence in the corpus, their utility as a way to evidence the enemy’s unjustness and justify the Islamic State’s excesses was undeniable.34

3. The Deserter

Aside from when they were documenting aerial incursions, the Islamic State’s photo-propagandists did not spend much time photographing their enemies engaging in actual combat. This makes intuitive sense: there would be no benefit to casting them as warriors in their own right. Instead, through the deserter frame, pictures of them fleeing the battlefield, often in a state of disarray, were prioritised. In this, the group was conforming to historic convention, which, whether in the context of the Pacific War of the 1940s or the Gulf War of the 1990s, sees military actors systematically stripping their foes of agency in a way that emphasises their apparent cowardice.35

For the most part, the deserter frame captures the enemy at a distance, something that renders them anonymous and abstracted. Figure 7.5, the caption of which reads “Members of the nuṣayrī army fleeing from an encounter with the mujāhidīn in the village of Rasm al-Sarḥān,” is a good example of it in action. Shot from an Islamic State-operated drone in northern Syria, it gives a bird’s-eye view of a rural landscape—a handful of low-rise buildings surrounded by airstrike-scorched fields—across which course dozens of Syrian soldiers. Because of the distance and perspective of the camera, their individual forms are difficult to make out, so each has been highlighted in red in the original colour image.

This is a picture of panicked escape, not ordered retreat. The enemy, impersonal because of how it has been shot from above, streams, ant-like, overland.36 The way in which it is shown pulling back, disordered and dispersed across the frame, leaves no doubt as to what happened in the encounter from which it is fleeing. Though it cannot be seen—and is thus left to the imagination of the viewer—the Islamic State’s presence is still implied just off-frame. Somewhere nearby, it is enjoying its latest triumph. In that sense, this image is both a declaration of victory and an assertion of dominance. It shows an enemy that has been forced into disarray despite its large numbers. The implication is clear: it may be numerous and backed by ṣalībī air support, but, in-theatre, its soldiers are no match for those of the Islamic State.

One of the most striking things about the above picture is the way it abstracts and dehumanises its subjects. A trick of perspective, distance, and post-production editing, this technique is instrumental to the deserter frame. Figure 7.6, which was shot in western Libya, presents us with another example, though this time on a smaller scale. Accompanied by a caption that reads “Murtaddīn of the ṣaḥwāt flee from a clash with the soldiers of the caliphate in Sirt,” it shows three men running in an urban environment. Shot using a zoom lens, their silhouettes are warped. They are flanked by a placard bearing the banner of the Islamic State.

Considered together, these three men are a picture of desperation. Because of the way their forms have been repeated, zoomed in on, and highlighted by the photo-editor, the viewer is invited to study them closely before looking at their surroundings. They look ghoulish as they run, out of depth. There is a feeling of claustrophobia in the way they move, something compounded by the apparent absence of any safe haven—they are, after all, moving perpendicular to, not away from, the photographer. The flag of the Islamic State mounted on the placard behind them heightens this feeling. A symbolic manifestation of whatever they are escaping from, its presence prompts a series of questions—What, exactly, are these men running from? Are they defecting? Where is the rest of their unit?—each of which suggests to the viewer that they are deserting, not retreating in an orderly fashion. These men are being deployed as evidence not just of their own cowardice but of the cowardice of the ranks within which they were once enlisted to fight. Fleeing from, rather than rushing towards, danger, they are shown at direct odds with the Islamic State’s own fighters.

This twinned sense of cowardice and futility is a frequent fixture in these images. Often, the smaller the scale, the more powerfully it comes across. Consider Figure 7.7, the caption of which reads “The fleeing of the nuṣayrī army while under fire from the mujāhidīn.” It shows the outline of a man running in the middle distance in flat, featureless scrubland. There is no horizon. He is surrounded by small piles of dirt. A small dust cloud gathers a few metres in front of him, perhaps having been kicked up by a bullet.

Contrasting with Figures 7.5 and 7.6, the “enemy” in this one is on his own and there is a very real sense of what his fate will be. Again, it is only his outline that is visible: neither his face nor his uniform can be made out. Thus reduced to this shadow of a person, he embodies both his own, lone fear as well as that of the army to which he once belonged. Because his figure is isolated in this otherwise empty landscape, the sense of his powerlessness is greatly amplified. Indeed, it spells out his impending doom: no matter what he does, he will always stand out, an obvious target for his pursuers, with—quite literally—nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. The fate of this particular representative enemy is sealed: he is being hunted like game, shot at playfully, his lonely form highlighting the pointlessness of his efforts to evade his fate.

As characterised in the above (and further exemplified in images available via the Imperial War Museum project mentioned in the Author’s Note), the deserter frame was a simple yet powerful way for the Islamic State to attack its enemies. It would invariably show them from afar, trapped in a state of disarray and, so the implication goes, fleeing from the mere idea of reprisal at the hands of the group’s army. Working together, these images asserted that this was the reality of what happened when the enemy was unable to hide behind the armour and air support of its backers: it is vulnerable, fragile even, and an easy target.

4. The Captive

The next part of the adversary discourse manifested in images of enemy soldiers captured on the battlefield. When considered at face value, these photographs confirmed the subtext of the deserter frame: that is, they were but another way for the Islamic State to showcase its military superiority. However, in addition to that, they further entrenched a sense of the power dynamic that was purported to arise when its fighters came face to face with their opponents. To that end, in these images, its foes were no longer abstracted: instead, they were shown up-close and personal in a way that positioned their captors as demigods and them as weaklings. Again, there is nothing original about this mode of depiction. As Gerster, Perlmutter, Green, and others have all separately asserted, such visual dynamics have appeared at times of war for a matter of millennia.37

Figure 7.8, the caption of which reads “A captive from one of the militias of the national army loyal to the nuṣayriyyah in the village of Bughayliyyah,” is a prototypical example of this frame. In it, an adolescent boy looks up at the camera, his face crumpling in distress. He is kneeling before a bright blue body of water, wearing a striped hoody and crying out. Around him stand an unknown number of fighters, one of whom is roughly grasping at his hair.

At first sight, the viewer is struck by the cramped closeness of this image. In contrast to the above pictures, which are characterised by distance and, therefore, abstraction, the photographer was standing within arm’s reach of his subject when this photo was taken. This level of proximity, which almost feels exaggerated, draws the viewer into the scene and forces an intimacy between them and its subject.38 Thus humanised, the captive seems to be utterly defenceless. Indeed, he looks to have resigned himself to his captors’ will, something hinted at in the way that anonymous hand confidently grabs at his head. There is no resistance. This helplessness, already suggested by the way the photographer—and thus the viewer—looks down at him, is made more explicit by his expression and garb, both of which amplify his youth. His dread is tangible, and justifiably so, because he seems to be on the cusp of execution: the way his head is being grabbed at exposes his neck. This suggests a beheading is imminent. The body of water before which he is knelt directly recalls the Speicher massacre of 2014, in which the Islamic State executed hundreds of Iraqi soldiers on film before casting them into a river.39 There is no escaping the ruthless potential in this image. When or how this boy will die is left up to the imagination of the viewer, but there is an undeniable feeling that his killing is imminent.

Photographs like the above repeat throughout the corpus with little variation. Figure 7.9, which was shot in central Syria and bears the caption “The capture of a nuṣayrī combatant,” is another example, one that takes almost exactly the same form as Figure 7.8. It shows another captive soldier, surrounded by Islamic State fighters. This time, he is sandwiched between the back of a pickup truck and his captors. Cloaked in shadow, he kneels, staring straight into the camera. His eyes are wide and his mouth hangs open. Both his hands clutch at the bumper of the pickup truck.

The proximity of the photographer again makes this image intimate, something in which the viewer is invited to participate. The panic on the captive’s face has been heightened by the camera’s perspective and the viewer is above him, diminishing his already small form even further.40 As in the previous photograph, he appears to be resigned to his fate, captivated by his knowledge and acceptance of it. This feeling is especially powerful because of the contrast formed by the whites of his eyes with the rest of the frame. It is a gaze that lends a finality to the image: the man knows he is doomed and so do those around him—including, that is, the photographer and their audience. The horror of this moment is thus both confronting and effortless, embodying the contempt felt by the Islamic State towards its enemies.

The captive frame (other examples of which are available through the Imperial War Museum project) was formulaic in the way it illuminated the apparent powerlessness of the enemy, something that was also highlighted in Roxanne Euben’s study of Islamic State execution videos.41 In that sense, it was highly familiar. Consider, for example, how Allied soldiers photographed the prisoners of war they took in the Second World War, emphasising their own virtue and exaggerating their opponents’ perceived frailty.42 Just like those pictures did, these ones proactively humanised the out-group so they could accentuate its weakness in the face of the in-group. As precursors, both logical and temporal, to the execution photographs of the Islamic State, they were especially important to its photo-propagandists.

5. The Condemned

The execution frame was the penultimate part of the adversary discourse. Focusing on the Islamic State’s killing of enemy captives, it was consistent in both form and style. Through this subset of pictures, the group showed itself exterminating its foes, capturing itself at its most pitiless. There is nothing new about photographs of executions, especially at times of war.43 However, as discussed below, few if any military actors in history have showcased death in as public or as boastful a manner as the Islamic State.

It makes sense to begin this discussion by looking at the compositional structure of these images. They always featured at least two sets of characters: the executioner/s and the condemned man/men. The executioner usually wore black and would be shot masked and standing. The condemned would be photographed kneeling, often but not always dressed in a jumpsuit. These stances and modes of dress are important signifiers: the balaclavas anonymised the executioners, rendering them an abstract representation of the Islamic State; and the jumpsuits and postures of the captives deliberately recalled the prisons at Guantánamo Bay and Abu Ghraib, formalising the Islamic State as a true legislative authority. Hence, instead of kidnapping and killing disorganised rebels, they showed it acting like a conventional state: taking prisoners, interrogating them, and carrying out capital punishments.44

The structural formula adhered to in execution-focused photo-reports was equally repetitive: first, there was the set-up shot, which would capture the power dynamic between the two character types; second, there was the execution shot, which would often be captured as the killing itself was happening; and third, there was the confirmation shot, which would comprise a photograph of the corpse of the condemned, often shot at close range. All three parts of this sequence are described below.

Figure 7.10 is a prime example of the first. Captured in eastern Iraq, its caption reads “The implementation of the rule of Allāh on two spies of the rāfiḍī government.” It shows one of the two “spies” kneeling before a balaclava-clad executioner. The setting is rural and it could be either dawn or dusk. The face of the condemned man, who is old, is muddied, and his arms are tied behind his back. The executioner behind him—who, based on his stance, size and eyes, is young—is holding a knife, using it to gesture up at the skies above.

This image has been left bare—there are no other people or things in sight—meaning that, at first sight, the viewer immediately focuses on the two protagonists. As the eye flits between the face of the condemned and the face of the executioner, the viewer is forced to consider the reality this positioning suggests. In so doing, the age disparity between the two is brought to light, a realisation that compounds the reversal of fortune being faced by this old man. For his “crimes,” the details of which are left unsaid here, he is to be beheaded by an adolescent. The narrative of retributive justice—an ongoing theme in Islamic State propaganda—is, therefore, blatant here. Children are being killed because of people like him, this narrative goes, so it makes “sense” for him to be executed in this way. Besides its resonance at that symbolic level, the executioner’s youth is significant in another, more physical way. He does not have the strength of an adult and is armed only with a small hunting knife, so it is guaranteed that his killing of the man will be laboured, drawing out his torment. This foreknowledge, which is imparted on the viewer but, presumably, not on the man about to be executed, accentuates his state of powerlessness. In addition, it points the viewer back towards what is perhaps the core argument of this image: the inverted power dynamic of its typecast subjects.

The next stage in the execution frame—that which shows the execution itself—is captured with especial brutality in the next image, which has not been printed. Shot in Egypt, it is the last in a photo-report on the Islamic State’s Sinai-based counter-intelligence units. The image (not displayed—see Author’s Note) shows three men—two captives, kneeling, and one executioner, standing—with a fourth man, another executioner, implied to be just off-frame. In the background, there is tangle of metal, wiring and breeze-block wall. One of the captives is being decapitated; blood pours out of a wound in his neck. His hands are tied behind his back, into which the executioner’s knee presses, while his face, which cannot be seen, is clasped in the executioner’s hands. In the foreground, out of focus, another man watches on, his mouth slightly open.

Because the photograph was shot at the level of the open wound, the viewer has no choice but to behold it closely, registering the blood that spurts from it.45 As it cascades down the man’s overalls, which are white, it makes for a sharp contrast, removing any latent ambiguity from the scene. The surroundings—which, although they can only just be made out, place this killing in a bombsite—position this as an act, again, of “just” retribution. The claim is that this man is being executed here for a reason: because he committed the crime of espionage. Like the picture before this, the implied story goes as follows: he fed information to the out-group; his information led to an attack by the out-group; and this attack, even if it did not cause this exact building to collapse, harmed the in-group in some way.46 As such, by killing him here in these symbolic surroundings, the Islamic State is punishing him with calculated, proportionate precision.

That another condemned man—his assumed comrade—looks on beside the photographer only amplifies the scene’s intensity. It is a perspective that manhandles the viewer, not quite putting them into his shoes, but placing them there beside him and forcing them to share in his horror.47 That is what photographs like this one are all about: they explicitly lay bare the Islamic State’s ritualistic approach towards retribution and leave nothing to the imagination.

The next image (not displayed), also shot in Egypt, is a variation on this same theme, although, by dint of its location and timing, it also stakes a territorial claim. It shows three Islamic State fighters standing side-by-side on a brightly lit road. Dressed in black, their shadows are long, suggesting it is either early or late in the day. Three pixelated vehicles are parked in the background, along with a lone spectator, also pixelated, who stands some way up the road. An Egyptian spy kneels in front of the fighters, wearing orange overalls. He is in the process of being shot by the man in the middle; his chest explodes with red as a bullet passes through it.

Because of the way this picture has been captured—the photographer standing off to one side (presumably to avoid the bullet), his camera held somewhere between the eye level of the executioner and the eye level of the condemned—the viewer is observing voyeuristically: they see the killing not as a participant but as a passer-by. This compositional structure works particularly well here because it is not really the condemned man’s death that matters—there is, after all, no information about what he has been charged with—rather, it is the manner of his death. Its protagonists stand there unabashed, making no attempt to hide themselves even though it is broad daylight. The Islamic State is here, this image shows, executing its own penal proceedings in broad daylight while making no attempt to hide itself. The sole spectator, who stands so far back from the killing that he is almost off-frame, amplifies this, his stance suggesting a feeling of familiarity. This is not the first time he has seen something like this and nor will it be the last. In contrast to the above picture and Figure 7.10, then, this one does not just show the enemy in a state of disempowerment: it makes an additional claim about the Islamic State’s capabilities as an insurgent actor, something that will be returned to in the next chapter.

This is not the first time a political movement has boasted about its killing of enemies through photo-propaganda. However, the Islamic State is the only movement—so far, at least—to do so with such exacting attention to detail. The stylised and formulaic aesthetic of these images (more examples of which are available via the Imperial War Museum archive) made them powerful objects indeed: simultaneously, they were evidential, celebratory and threatening. They were, to borrow an expression from the most famous execution image to emerge from Vietnam, a kind of “super pornography,” the “ultimate horror story […] captured in living colour.”48 By producing such uncompromising visual accounts of its treatment of enemies, the Islamic State attempted to shatter any presupposition of the enemies’ superiority: they may have been invulnerable when in the air but, when stripped of their ṣalībī armour, they were as defenceless as they were exposed.

6. The Corpse

The above idea carried through to the corpse frame, which is the last instalment of the adversary narrative. Aside from a few exceptions, the Islamic State did not tend to photograph its war dead. There was such no embargo, however, when it came to those of its opponents, which, on the contrary, were a favourite subject for its propagandists. While these images varied in terms of their context and composition, they were again bound by an identifiable and conventional aesthetic style.49

Few pictures exemplify this better than one shot in eastern Syria (not displayed). It shows, at close range, the bloated bust of a dead man, lying in the desert. His blue-black face, the colour of which contrasts sharply with the yellow-brown ground upon which it rests, is swollen and, therefore, difficult to comprehend. One side of it is plastered with sand and dust, suggesting that the body had been lying prone for quite some time before the image was captured, while the other side, which is free of dirt, collapses in on itself due to a large, man-made cavity in the temple. A half-empty packet of cigarettes has been placed into the said cavity and, below the jawline but above the throat, which has been slit, a small pocket knife has been inserted. About fifteen centimetres away from the body, a fly stands, poised atop a pebble.

The most striking thing about this image is the disrepair of the corpse: the presence—and distance—of the fly, implies it is too rotten even for an insect to want to feed on. Its state indicates that this man had been abandoned on the battlefield and, because his neck has been slit, it seems likely that he was still alive when this took place. In capturing his corpse in this particular way, the Islamic State is not just declaring that there is one less of the enemy to worry about: it is underlining its scorn for the belief system for which its enemies collectively stand. This idea is reiterated by the way in which the body been defiled. The man’s stubbled face, which, because it is beardless, identifies him as a “bad” Muslim, has been further brutalised by the cigarette packet that pokes out of the hole in his skull. These things, as crude symbols of his purported moral depravity, are meant to justify his having died like this.

Whereas enemy combatants would invariably be demonised in these pictures, on the extremely rare occasion that the corpse of an Islamic State soldier was photographed, they are almost deified. One such case (not displayed) shows the body of an anonymous fighter resting on top of a blanket in what appears to be the back of a pickup truck. His bloodied face has been wiped clean and his mouth is parted, almost in a smile. The index finger on his right hand is partially stretched out in what appears to be a gesture of tawḥīd.

Contrasting starkly with the bloated corpse in the previous image, this one is largely intact. Indeed, it is whole and healthy looking; he could almost look as if he were sleeping. It is not just his peacefulness that is emphasised: rather, the man is also shown—by his unkempt facial hair, long hair, and outstretched index finger—to be the epitome of a “good” Muslim, a perfect mujāhid.50 Besides this, positioned as he is in the back of a vehicle and not on the battlefield, his body says something about what it is to fight for the Islamic State more generally. His death is implied to have been serene and in the company of his comrades—not, like his opponents, horrific and alone. This romanticises the jihād that caused it, revealing, as one scholar wrote of similarly orientated Allied photo-propaganda during the Second World War, “little of the agonies of death.”51

Thus framed, the contrast between his final moments and those of his enemies could not be starker: on the one hand, they are abandoned and tormented, and, on the other, he rests in blissful quietude. Doom awaits one, paradise the other. Even though this opposition is not usually visible—dead Islamic State fighters are spoken about much more often than they are photographed—it is constantly implied, with each new image of the enemy’s war dead compounding it.

Closing off the adversary discourse, the corpse frame attempted to show that the enemy’s torment did not end on the battlefield. Instead, the punishment to which they would be subjected was implied to stretch far into the afterlife. While the mode of death was variable, the specifics of how death was presented were highly repetitive. These images recall many others captured by war photographers, albeit in very different circumstances, throughout history. Consider, for example, the images photographs the aftermath of the Battle of Antietam in 186252—they were closest in style to the images shot by American soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan in the 2000s and uploaded onto the snuff website “Now That’s Fucked Up,” which notoriously traded pictures of “dead bodies […] shot from the middle distance, or with the body filling the frame” for free access to amateur porn.53 Just as was the case with those pictures, these ones show the “enemy” not for what they actually are but for what the Islamic State wanted them to be.

Conclusion

This chapter has described how the Islamic State used photo-propaganda against its adversaries. In doing so, it set out the parameters of the visual code it adopted when depicting them.

The first section discussed how the Islamic State’s foes were typecast before they were even photographed. Through its enemy-specific labels, it positioned them as transcendent opponents of Islam who have been conspiring against the religion and its people for centuries. This was a lexical foundation for the rest of its adversary narrative, which, deployed through thousands of carefully selected images, repeatedly validated the group’s claims about jihād. With that in mind, these photographs did not just serve as a record of its opponents’ actions in-theatre—this was simply a secondary function for them—rather, their core purpose was to confirm the Islamic State’s apocalyptic promise and justify its existence as a movement.

The first instalment in the adversary narrative, the air war frame, positioned the enemy as indiscriminate, showing its technology to be like nothing that which the Islamic State had itself. These images justified the group’s use of everything at its disposal, no matter how controversial that might have been. The four remaining frames stripped away any sense of invulnerability implied by that first subset. The deserter frame showed enemy soldiers fleeing from battle, cowardly and subhuman, introducing the notion that, in-theatre, the adversary, whether nuṣayrī, rāfiḍī or murtadd, was nothing without the backing provided by its ṣalībī overlords. That idea was then intensified by the captive frame, which showed enemy soldiers cowering before their captors, powerless and resigned to their fate. The implication was that this state was the enemy’s truest form, the one it was forced to take when not hiding behind the planes of the ṣalībiyyīn. The next frame, the execution frame, showed enemy operatives in a state of maximal and irreversible peril and asserted, through the “retributive punishment” claim, a perverse sort of moral superiority for the Islamic State. Drawing all these ideas together was the corpse frame, the core message of which was perfectly opposed to that of the air war frame: to show the enemy rotting into the earth, pathetic and defeated, not flying high above it.

Whenever the Islamic State published photographs of its enemies, it was never just documenting their movements: rather, it was caricaturing them. Indeed, each and every time it published a new image of them, it was reiterating the stakes, framing its war not as some transient conflict geared towards achieving material goals, but as a war on Islam itself. Through this lens, the inherent hypocrisy of these pictures—How can the enemy be so strong and so weak at the same time?—was unimportant.

Considered as such, this genre of images is but a contemporary, Islamicised iteration of a familiar visual culture, one from which the Islamic State has borrowed much, whether consciously or not. Whenever the period and whatever the medium, the historical image of the “enemy” in visual propaganda is remarkably familiar: almost always framed as impure and subhuman, a caricature of all things undesirable in the eyes of the in-group. As set out earlier in the chapter, this image has emerged repeatedly in recent history. During the Mexican War of the mid-nineteenth century, for example, American magazine cartoons showed the foe to be fat, effeminate and feeble while at the same time driven by genocidal intent;54 during the First World War, British propagandists similarly portrayed the German “Huns” as both rapacious and cowardly;55 in the Second World War, the Nazis depicted their ultimate foe, the Jews, as simultaneously subhuman, all-powerful and craven.56

Just as this conception of the enemy is not confined to photo-propaganda, nor is it confined to modernity. Consider, for example, the Assyrian king, Ashurnasirpal I, who decorated his palace with images of his foes fleeing from the battlefield and dying in brutal executions. So, too, the Egyptian pharaoh, Ramses II, used monuments built in his name to make visual boasts of his triumphs over the distorted character of his foes.57 In that sense, these pictures, though unprecedented in their aesthetic, scope and scale, are deeply conventional, a continuation of a human project started long ago. Indeed, the enemy according to the Islamic State looks just as alien and just as inhuman as the enemy according to countless other political movements throughout history. The thing that makes its depiction different is that, instead of being painted in cartoon caricatures or fictional media, that depiction was offered by photography.
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THE STATE


This chapter is the first of three thematically orientated semiotic explorations of the Islamic State’s civilian-life-related photo-propaganda. Focusing on how it used photography to idealise its forays into governance—a practice which, as outlined in Chapter 3, was characterised by six organising themes: law and order, municipal services, outreach, social welfare, education and healthcare—it sets out the visual parameters of its vision for jihadist statehood.

During the Islamic State’s early years in Iraq, a time when it did not control any land, let alone preside over a caliphate, it touted its territorial ambitions as one of its defining features.1 It was therefore unsurprising when, between 2015 and 2017, after the group had managed to seize control of large swathes of Syria, Iraq and elsewhere and had established itself as the global flagbearer of salafi-jihadism, its propagandists doubled down on this endeavour, staking statehood-focused claims through anything from leadership statements and feature films to legislative documents and manifestos.2 Their claims were conveyed most viscerally through photographs, which systematically and comprehensively showed its caliphate to be “doing” jihadist governance rather than simply paying lip service to the idea of it.3

Considered together, these thousands of pictures paid tactical and strategic dividends. They satisfied the rank-and-file of the Islamic State, providing visual “evidence” that it was realising its jihadist promise with unflinching success. It needed to do this—that is, to live up visibly to its name—so that it could differentiate itself from its rivals and stop the haemorrhaging of manpower when times were hard.4 Moreover, by continually highlighting the best aspects of the caliphal project, these images ameliorated the idea of its jihād among civilians in-theatre and supporters elsewhere. For the former, they presented a set of realised doctrinal ideals and, for the latter, the images proved that the Islamic State was doing that to which all other jihadists aspired.5 Third, and perhaps most importantly given the Islamic State’s territorial demise in early 2019, these images allowed for the real-time development and entrenchment of its idealised legacy.6 Positioning the state as a flawless authority continually toiling on behalf of Islam on the one hand and Muslims on the other, they were and continue to be an ideological lifeline for the post-territorial movement.

Six image frames fed into the statehood ideal. The first two frames focused on law and order, with one revolving around the activities of the Islamic State’s religious police and the other around the corporal and capital punishments they dealt out. These clusters of images made for highly blatant expressions of authority, describing a relationship between state and nation that was fundamentally transactional in nature. This idea was complemented and amplified by the second pair of statehood frames, which focused on outreach and education respectively. The former documented the work of the Islamic State’s media officials, introducing a sense of uncoerced symbiosis to the state–nation transaction, while the latter focused on the cultivation and perfection of child ideologues: the so-called “generation of the caliphate.” Contrasting with the above, the core premise of the last two frames—welfare provision and municipal services—was material. They showed the Islamic State providing for its people, handing out wads of cash and implementing dozens of state-wide improvement works.

This chapter considers the strategic utility of this discourse as a whole, disaggregating and analysing each of the various carrots and sticks. Having outlined some of the most important propagandistic conventions surrounding visual depictions of the utopian in-group state, it focuses on the sticks—chiefly the policing and punishment frames—after which it turns to the carrots, looking in turn at the issues of outreach, education, welfare, and municipal services.

Like the other chapters, this part of the discussion makes no attempt to be exhaustive. That being said, the images analysed in the course of it are considered to be a representative sample of the entire corpus. Other examples of the same frames are provided via the Imperial War Museum project.

Existing Conventions: Security, Stability and Sustenance

When attempting to make sense of the subset of Islamic State photo-propaganda that revolved around its proto-state programme, Carl Friedrich and Zbginiew Brzezinski’s canonical work on totalitarianism, first published in 1965, is a useful aid. Originally devised as an analytical framework for understanding power politics in Soviet Russia and Mao’s China, it can help us decrypt how the Islamic State took to public outreach fifty years later.7

According to their theory, a ruling elite must possess the following characteristics to qualify as totalitarian: an elaborate ideology; a single mass party led by one man; a policing system based on terror; a near-complete monopoly of arms; a centrally controlled economy; and, crucially, control of the mass media.8 The Islamic State met all these criteria after its caliphate declaration in June 2014: salafi-jihadism underwrote its politics;9 it was led by a cultic caliph;10 its security apparatus was potent and ruthless;11 it strove to hold, and, for the most part, succeeded in holding, the monopoly on violence in its heartlands;12 its economy was centrally administered;13 and it pursued absolute control over the mass media.14 While it is certainly true that, for structural reasons, the Islamic State was never as intensely despotic as the regimes of Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia, or present-day North Korea, its state-building project was crafted along similarly totalitarian lines.

With all this in mind, it is unsurprising that the way in which the Islamic State deployed visual propaganda bore many resemblances to how other totalitarians have done so in the past. For the Islamic State, visual media were more than just a tool for persuasion and incitement: they were a means of cultivating in-group conformity, enshrining an attitude of “universal acceptance” towards its state and of “universal challenge” towards its adversaries.15 To these ends, propaganda was used to entrench its “official image of the world” across its global sphere of influence, both territorially and virtually.16

When it comes to just what that “official image” of totalitarian governance actually looks like, there is relatively little historical variance, regardless of the context in question. A cynically constructed reality forced on the masses to expand and consolidate political control, it would typically be grounded in an unreal sense of stability, security, and sustenance. The state is shown to be present in all aspects of daily life, on the one hand a provider and on the other an enforcer. Quotidian life, as a result of this, is characterised by order, predictability, and abundance: ordinary, conforming citizens are glorified as heroic ideals and criminals are cast as dissidents even when their crimes are overtly civil in nature. The overarching message is clear: do as the state does and prosper; do not, and disorder will prevail.

Historical examples of this abound. Whether it was in Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia or Communist China, the ordinary citizen would invariably be instructed that they wanted for nothing, regardless of whether or not they actually did. Indeed, “false images of happiness and welfare” proliferated widely as the state in question sought to iron out dissent and crush the organic, uncoerced emergence of public opinion.17 As C.W. Cassinelli wrote of Communist Russia in 1960, disbelief in these images did not necessarily matter. On the contrary, it actually aided the propagandist’s agenda: “telling a Moscow slum-dweller that he enjoys the world’s best living conditions is a deliberate affront to his dignity and a direct reminder of his helplessness.”18 The same was true of Ḥāfiẓ al-Assad’s Syria, which for decades was characterised by the regime’s demand for “transparently phony” claims of support and satisfaction from its citizenry.19 Over time, writes Wedeen, these claims cumulatively “enforce[d] obedience” and “induce[d] complicity,” ultimately “organiz[ing] the symbolic context within which struggles over the meaning of the nation, of selfhood, and of both political power and individual transgression take place.”

As the pages below show, between 2015 and 2017 the Islamic State deployed propaganda in general and photo-propaganda in particular with a view to achieving aims closely akin to those outlined above. Not dissimilar to the totalitarians of bygone decades, it leveraged visual media to construct a comprehensive, holistic image of its statehood endeavours, one that revolved—always unrealistically—around the typically totalitarian ideals of stability, security, and sustenance.

1. Ḥisbah

The Islamic State’s forays into law and order were among its most visible attempts at governance. Usually, they manifested in two ways: pictures of ḥisbah police patrols and pictures of ḥudūd punishments. This section focuses on the former.

The ḥisbah was the Islamic State’s religious enforcement authority.20 Operating across its territories, its agents were charged with administering punishments, investigating suspected malpractice, confiscating forbidden goods and ensuring that people were behaving in an appropriately “Islamic” manner. Images of them walking city streets, whipping petty criminals and casting contraband into roadside bonfires were among the most ubiquitous visual motifs of the group’s rule. Always identifiable by their monographed waistcoats, these men—and they were invariably men—were celebrated as civilian mujāhidīn, anonymously and selflessly toiling to preserve order and piety in the caliphate.21

The most basic iteration of the ḥisbah frame was the patrol shot. Through such images, groups of ḥisbah officials were cast as benevolent guides working with and through local populations. Usually, they would be shot strolling through urban areas and “spontaneously” engaging with the masses. Figure 8.1 is a good example of this. Shot in Raqqah, its caption reads “Aspect of the work of the men of the ḥisbah—wandering through the city market.” There are three people in it: two are members of the ḥisbah, signified by their shrouds and liver-brown jackets, and one is a shopkeeper. Both parties wave at each other, the ḥisbah men outside the shop looking in, and the smiling shopkeeper inside looking out.

This image is implied to be just a regular shot of a “routine” ḥisbah patrol in Raqqah. The caption is characteristically generic, and its subjects are posed casually, as if exchanges like this happen on a daily basis. Standing outside the shop, separated from the interaction, the photographer has condensed into this one moment the supposed essence of the relationship between the ḥisbah and its subjects. There is an implicit power imbalance to it—there are two officials and only one shopkeeper; they are in quasi-military uniforms and he is dressed casually; they are roaming around looking in and he is hemmed in looking out—but it is sweetened by the look of recognition on the shopkeeper’s face.

When not on patrol, these same waving men were also charged with administering amputations and stoning adulterers and, in any other context, this would make their presence threatening. Yet, in this guise, they look to be familiar, little more than friendly neighbourhood monitors. As such, they and the broader authority they represent—that of the Islamic State—are positioned as a benign and, crucially, welcome presence.22

Thus constructed, images like these idealised the way the ḥisbah related to the civilian population of the caliphate, and vice versa. By extension, these images also encapsulated the way the Islamic State’s imagined state related to its imagined nation. In them, both sides of the equation appeared comfortable in each other’s company as they go about their daily business, with “ordinary Muslims” seeming obedient and confident in the physical, economic and spiritual security being afforded them by the caliphal government. It was a simple but powerful proposition.

To this end, pictures like Figure 8.1 often segued from ḥisbah outreach to ḥisbah enforcement. In such reports, forbidden goods and contraband would be shown being confiscated, their purveyors arrested and sometimes punished. Figure 8.2 is a prime example. Shot in western Iraq, its caption reads “Seizing a large quantity of cigarettes and incinerating it in the city of Qayyārah.” A ḥisbah official stands in the foreground, his back to the photographer. He wears a black thawb along with a khaki-brown waistcoat. In his left hand is an AK-47 assault rifle. Before him burns a large pile of contraband—there must be tens of thousands of cigarettes, which the Islamic State considers ḥarām.23 A group of children stands watching in the background. The two adolescents who are closest to the fire are uniformed, and one of them is armed. Behind them, younger boys stand, captivated by the fire.

The contrasts captured in this image—the saturated orange of the flames, the bright white of the cartons and the deep blue of the sky—are striking, giving pause to the viewer and prompting them to study its contents.24 Shooting from behind the chief official, the photographer is removed from the pyre, enabling them to observe its various components as a single, unified whole.25 The way each of these elements is positioned—the ḥisbah operative in the foreground, the crowd in the background, and the fire in between them—mediates a clear causative dynamic between the state, the criminal, and the nation.26 The state is represented in the official. In destroying the cigarettes, he is righting the wrong of the criminal, acting as an executor of both the will of the state and the will of the nation, which is itself represented in the audience of youths. Their role in this act may be passive but, in the concentrated, collective way they look on, they are implied to be supportive nonetheless.

Having considered these components, the assault rifle in the left hand of the official takes on more symbolic weight. It reminds the viewer who—or, indeed, what—is really in charge here. It militarises the spectacle, showing the Islamic State purging this contraband almost as if it were purging its enemies.27 Hence there is no ambiguity to this scene: the authority of the caliphate, as invested in this lone man, is uncontested. Through him, it is calling the shots

In this manner, the men of the ḥisbah were routinely positioned as guides, appointed by the state to help the nation stay in line. Inasmuch as this was the case, there was always a preventative undertone to their actions, one that implied that “regular” civilians were helplessly corruptible and in need of constant shepherding. On some occasions, this undertone became an explicit statement with a direct, linear relationship being drawn between civilian wrongdoings and civilian plight. Consider Figure 8.3, which is captioned “Aspect of the work of the Ḥisbah Centre—seizing a load of undesirable goods and destroying it.” Shot in Mosul, it captures a ḥisbah official from behind as he throws a glass bottle of alcoholic spirits at the floor in what appears to be a bombsite. Before him is a mangled pile of rubble—steel building supports lie twisted between concrete blocks and other detritus—which spills towards the other side of the street until it hits the building next door, the walls of which have been scorched black by flames.

This photograph makes for another vivid display of authority. It is supplemented by a feeling that the Islamic State is indirectly chastising its subjects for succumbing to sinful temptations. It is no coincidence that these officials are destroying contraband at a bombsite, a location that specifically symbolises the out-group’s persecution of the in-group. In so doing, they are drawing attention to a presumed causative link between illicit civilian behaviour and indiscriminate civilian persecution.28 Cast into the ashes like this, the bottles in their hands symbolise not just the sin of consuming alcohol but the broader sins of impiety and impropriety too. They bring to mind both the “wrongness” of the goods themselves and the “wrongness” of the people who smuggled, peddled and consumed them in the first place, and are, in that moment, ascribed a sort of agency. The airstrike that caused this wreckage is implied to have happened because of these combined sins. In destroying them, then, the Islamic State is showing itself to be protecting its people from both spiritual and physical harms.

Here, both the contraband and the bombsite are signifiers for the encroaching chaos of the enemy and, while the former is being destroyed, the implied injustices of the enemy are being rejected. In essence, this notion—that in-group norms were protected through rejection of out-group behaviours—always underlay the policing frame.29 Hence, whether it manifested in pictures of patrols or pictures of enforcement, the central idea was always the same: the ḥisbah, ergo the Islamic State, was protecting its people from themselves.

2. Ḥudūd

Images of ḥisbah activism were not the only way the Islamic State conveyed its ability to uphold security in the caliphate. Public punishment spectacles were another of its photographers’ favourite topics. True to form, these pictures encapsulated much more than just the events they depicted. They took the ideas connoted by the ḥisbah frame even further and demonstrated not only that the Islamic State was counteracting undesirable behaviours but that it was doing so with the unwavering support and consent of its civilians.

Invariably, these photo-reports revolved around the implementation of what are known in the Islamic tradition as ḥudūd punishments. Ḥudūd punishments are punishments that have been mandated by God for crimes against the religion.30 They cannot be pardoned by either the victim, the victim’s family or the state, and are considered to be “fixed” from the moment the crime took place.31 While many modern Muslim-majority states have written the ḥudūd into law, they are usually only applied sparingly due to their high evidentiary standards and controversial nature. For its part, the Islamic State dropped these standards and embraced the controversy, using publicly administered ḥudūd punishments as a lever of influence both inside and outside its core territories.32 Liberally deployed to deter infractions and signal religious fervour, they were of foundational importance to the image of its caliphate.33

Like the execution reports spoken of in the previous chapter, these pictures were often characterised by a single, unitary power dynamic. The omnipotent punisher, a symbol of the abstract authority of the Islamic State, was always pitted against the powerless punished, a symbol of those who were disobedient in the face of its authority. They were usually accompanied by a third element: a crowd of civilian onlookers, itself a metaphor for consensus.

A sequence of images shot in Mosul in northern Iraq, showing the execution of a group of men accused of murder and banditry, is a good example of this dynamic. Figure 8.4 is captioned “Implementing the ḥadd of banditry on corrupters of the land—the Muslims gather to watch the ḥadd.” It shows a crowd of men and boys standing two or three deep against a green picket fence, seemingly waiting to see the punishment take place. The next picture (not displayed—see Author’s Note) captures the same scene from a different angle. This time, a man in civilian clothing can be seen kneeling on the floor, his hands tied behind his back, his head covered by a blindfold and the nape of his neck exposed. To his right stands another man, the executioner. He is clad entirely in black, his arms extended over his masked head, in his hands a thick-bladed sword. Behind them both, the crowd still stands. Most stare intently at the executioner and the condemned man, but a few cover their eyes or look elsewhere. The last picture in the sequence (not displayed) appears to have been shot a few moments later, the photographer having shifted so that the crowd is no longer in sight. In it, the executioner stands, the blade of his now-used sword streaked with blood. He appears poised to kill another of the accused bandits.

While the latter two images are more directly confronting than the first because of their overt scenes of violence, they are less strategically significant. In Figure 8.4 the notion of public consensus is most clearly established. That more than a dozen children are placed at the front of the crowd is no coincidence. They were put there for a reason. Looking into the camera, almost as if responding to a request from the photographer, their gaze snags the viewer’s attention. They seem relaxed but expectant, something that hints at the quotidian nature of what they are about to behold. They are reduced to motifs here, meant to capture the lackadaisically supportive attitude of those around them. For their part, the adults seemingly stand in silence, fidgety and restive. While some appear happier than others, there is no overt suggestion that their attendance was coerced. Instead, along with the children in their midst, they push up against the fence in an apparent state of expectation.

The second picture captures the next stage in the punishment sequence. With the sword caught poised above the executioner’s head, time seems to stand still.34 As if in recognition of his wrongdoing, the condemned man looks to the ground, abject and static. This is important because it works to legitimise the act of his execution, as if he believes his fate to be justified. The executioner looks down at him as though he is his prey, his look of concentration heightened by the fact that only his eyes are visible. His apparent ease of focus, his practiced stance, and the worn glint of his blade again suggest that this is a regular occurrence. The way the audience calmly looks on suggests this is something they have seen before—barring a few isolated exceptions, they watch with apparent interest, some even craning their necks to get a better view. Turning up to witness this killing—which is, in a sense, the very act of their being “protected”—the presence of the crowd emphasises that implied sense of public consensus.

The sequence is rounded off in the third image, which shows a different man on the cusp of being killed. He is kneeling just to the right of another’s collapsed, bled-out body. The executioner’s blade, now covered in blood, hangs over his head. In this moment, it embodies the authority of the Islamic State. This one demonstrates more blatantly than the other images that the condemned man is not the first to be killed in this way—and nor will he be the last—both literally (consider the corpse behind him) and figuratively (consider the subtext of the broader sequence).

Together, these pictures convey a highly familiar, highly visible power dynamic, one that is repeatedly grounded in the black figure of the executioner. Anonymous and physically imposing, he is the Islamic State, “protecting” its people.35 The mask on his face does not just anonymise him, it renders him abstract, transforms him into a symbol of the authority that he is meant to represent. Though unmasked, the men being executed are similarly abstracted. Neither they nor their crime are particularly important to this sequence; if they were, more details would have been provided in the captions. Instead, what really matters here is the fact that they have been detected, arrested, tried, and executed. This spectacle was put on to mark the state’s implementation of transactional justice, and the crowd (both real and virtual) is there to bear witness to it.

Documenting amputations instead of executions, Figures 8.5–8.6 are bound by the same state–criminal–nation dynamic. Figure 8.5, which is captioned “Announcement of the shari’ī ruling on theft,” shows a ḥisbah official standing before an alleged thief, and delivering a speech to the crowd around him. He wears surgical gloves, beige overalls and a black waistcoat. To the right of him are three associates. The first looks out at the onlookers, his hand resting on the forearm of the purported thief; the second stands stiffly to his left, hands resting on a meat cleaver; and the third is crouched down, holding on to a length of rope tied around the soon-to-be amputated hand. The crowd around them is again full of children. The caption of Figure 8.6 reads “Implementation of the ḥadd on a group of thieves.” It shows the same four men standing in the same spot. This time, however, only the forearm of the accused man can be seen. The arm awaits the sharp downward blow of the principal official’s raised blade. The last picture (not displayed) shows the same scene moments after the amputation has taken place. The accused thief grimaces as his wrist is wrapped in medical bandages, the four officials now crowding around him. There is not a drop of blood in sight.

Again, these pictures stagger the moment of spectacle, presenting it as a series of freeze-frame shots that invite the viewer to consider what they together represent—the state “protecting” its people.36 Once again, the overarching authority of the caliphate is embodied in the un-identity of the masked officials. Similarly, the consensus of the nation is embodied in the crowd, the shifting numbers and form of which render it equally anonymous. Because of the way they have been positioned and the fact that the amputation was only selectively documented, there is the same sense of inevitability in these images as in the beheading sequence above. They mark the broader significance of the event instead of documenting it in detail: we do not know what the crime was beyond a theft, and it is not clear why these amputations (several amputations took place in addition to the one discussed) are happening near-simultaneously. As such, the sequence is framed as but a glimpse of quotidian life in the caliphate. The casual manner of the onlookers reiterates this idea of normality, implying the event to have been of passing interest, but only just. The crowd does not seem over-eager, and its location, though symbolically significant, is unimpressive. This is just a few dozen people who have turned up to watch just another mass amputation. It is interesting, but not remarkable, a deliberately unspectacular spectacle.37

Considered as such, these images were but fragmentary snatches of the Islamic State’s broader efforts to keep its state and nation in order. They were meant to show what its practical implementation of Islamic law looked like and, supplementarily, to demonstrate that it was having direct, positive impact on local people, whose consent was indicated by the fact that they would turn out in their dozens to watch Islamic law being applied. Considered as such, the punishment frame was essential to the very fabric of the Islamic State. It enabled the group to demonstrate not only that it was physically securing its territories, but that it was doing so with the consent of its population. The power dynamic continually reiterated through the frame crystallised the way that the group wanted its authority to be perceived.38 The enforcers, as its representatives, always looked powerful; the onlookers, as representatives of its nation, always looked consenting; and the criminals, as representatives of disobedience, always looked powerless.

3. Outreach

Usually manifesting in pictures of street da’wah and propaganda distribution, the outreach frame was geared towards evidencing a purported groundswell of popular support for the caliphate in Syria and Iraq. Its underlying premise was always that the state was an organic, revolutionary expression of the will of its people, whose sympathies were sincere, lasting and absolute.39 Hence, whether focused on film screenings or street festivities, these images did more or less the same thing: they showed ordinary people in the Islamic State being genuinely and voluntarily supportive, interested in following its news and educating themselves in its creed.

Figure 8.7, which is captioned “Listening to the speech ‘And they live upon the evidence’ in a media kiosk,” is good example of this dynamic in action.40 It shows a dimly lit open-air theatre in Raqqah at night-time. The streets around it are illuminated but seemingly deserted. About two dozen men and boys are sat on cinema-style faux leather seats under what looks to be a corrugated iron roof. A widescreen television set glows brightly before them, the title of the statement they are listening to written across its screen in bright calligraphy. Almost all the makeshift cinema’s seats are occupied, and a number of other listeners mingle around them.

The concentrated hubbub of the audience, when combined with the apparent emptiness of the surrounding streets and the detached perspective of the photographer, suggests that everyone in the area has gathered together for this moment.41 Indeed, there is not a single person in sight who is not listening and, crucially, there are no overt signs that officials are present, something that implies the audience to have turned up of its own accord. The way the words “And they live upon the evidence” ethereally glow across the television screen makes the speech seem as if it is physically pouring out from it, a palpable and quasi-divine energy. Because their glow is not competing with any other light source, they illuminate the audience members, quite literally enlightening them with the words of their caliph. These people, seemingly sat where they are voluntarily, appear to be transfixed in its aura and utterly absorbed in the speech. There is thus an unambiguous feeling of consensus, manifested in the way they sit and stand around, obedient, observant, and concentrating.

As well as kiosk-focused photo-reports like that above, the Islamic State spent a lot of time photographing the distribution of its newspaper, al-Naba’. Having first been published in 2011, al-Naba’ appeared in its current format—a newspaper containing photographs, announcements, promotions, military updates, and political essays—in July 2015. In the years following, it emerged like clockwork, catering to two primary audiences: first, people living inside the Islamic State; second, Arabic-speaking supporters living outside the Islamic State.42 For each, it was a link between them and the organisation, a way to catch up on news and receive and respond to ideological directives.43 This “coupling” quality was frequently visualised in the photographs that emerged of it being disseminated in-theatre. Figure 8.8 is a good example. Captioned “The distribution of materials and al-Naba’ newspaper in the village of Fāḍiliyyah,” it shows a media official handing out copies to a group of six elderly men who are sat around together in the morning sunlight. They are in traditional dress—thawb and keffiyeh—while the al-Naba’ official is in quasi-military fatigues.

The official—who, as usual, has been shot side-on, an anonymous outline—is engaging with his audience, and, for its part, his audience is visibly accepting of him, responding positively to his cues, smiling and scanning the headlines of his publications. Structurally, this sight is as familiar as it is benign: it is just a group of old men sitting together, drinking tea and reading the newspaper. They are doing what old men do anywhere, the epitome of non-combatants; wizened and somewhat decrepit, they could not be further removed from the ranks of the Islamic State’s mujāhidīn.44 This is precisely the point: as the epitome of civilians, they are shown absorbing, seemingly willingly, the Islamic State’s news, as if its news is their news and they are part and parcel of the fabric of its caliphate.45 Their collective familiarity, captured in the relaxed way in which they sit, hints at their enthusiasm. The photograph thus manages to demonstrate that it is not just those who are fighting for, or being employed by, the Islamic State who support it. Rather, these, its civilian wards, are just as interested in perpetuating its cause.

This notion of grassroots legitimacy is ubiquitous in the image corpus. The “people,” whoever and wherever they were, were routinely shown enthusing at the idea of the Islamic State. This was rendered especially apparent in photographs of public proselytisation efforts. Revolving around tribal gatherings and fairs put on to educate the masses in the creed and methodology of the caliphate, these pictures showed anything from the point at which the chord of interdependence was first struck to its upkeep in the weeks and months that followed.46 Figure 8.9 captures the first idea particularly well. It is captioned “Collective bay’ah of the people of the Shu’aytāt region after the completion of the seminary.” Shot in eastern Syria, it shows about two hundred men and boys gathering together in a mosque. Aside from one or two individuals, they all face in the same direction, with most gesturing towards the pulpit, which stands, elevated, in the centre of the room.

Highlighted by the lime-green façade of the walls around it, the minbar is the focal point of this image, even though it is only partially visible. The photographer deliberately made it so by centring the crowd and pulpit squarely in front of him. The slightly elevated perspective means that the gesturing arms of the audience become a single wave-like form, comprising the point of an arrow. This shape embodies their energy and fervour, showing them all focusing on one spot, the pulpit, as they listen and respond to the representative of the state before them. The representative himself cannot actually be made out. This is no accident. His visual absence abstracts him, makes him a trace of the Islamic State itself, not an individual in his own right.47 Hence, although—strictly speaking—it is the caliph to whom these people are pledging allegiance, it is more the idea of him to which they are really committing themselves, the idea of the caliphate over which he presides.

There is an irony to this image, a power dynamic that is not in the least bit unique to it. In 2014 in this same place—the Shu’aytāt region of eastern Syria—the Islamic State summarily executed hundreds of people to quash a rebellion.48 With that in mind, this picture is more than just evidence of popular support: it is a power-play, documentary evidence of the group’s physical and political predominance among those who once counted themselves as adversaries.49

The notion of civilian acceptance, even among its former opponents, was not limited to grandiose ceremonies like that above. The same ideas were frequently reiterated through pictures of street parties as well. Figure 8.10 is one such picture. Captioned “Aspect of the games that were played during the meeting,” it shows a group of men playing tug-of-war. On the right side, the players are dressed in civilian garb, whereas, on the left, they are wearing military fatigues. Watching on is a group of children and adults, most of whom are grinning widely, with a couple waving the flag of the Islamic State above them. In the background to the right of the image is a truck—a “da’wah caravan”—that has been opened out onto the street, its doors emblazoned with bright slogans and religious motifs.

As is usually the case with these pictures, the position of the photographer fixes the viewer as an observer, not a vicarious participant.50 The intent is to show them what is happening in their absence, not to invite them to imagine themselves there.51 The children have been centred for a reason: they are being used for their symbolic value. Like the old men to which copies of al-Naba’ were being distributed in the image above (Figure 8.8), they are being epitomised as civilians, rendered representative not just of themselves but of the broader community to which they belong. Laughing and playing like this, they are signifiers of security and consent.52

Having registered the grinning youths in the middle of the image, the eye is naturally drawn to consider the teams on either side of them. From the looks of things, the civilian team is mid-tug, pulling together, but somewhat incoherent. The mujāhidīn team opposite them, dressed uniformly and looking solid, stands almost as if it was wrought of the stone their camouflaged fatigues mimic. In this interaction, there is a blatant reminder of the dynamic that separates them. Even if the civilians were to win this bout, they will remain a lesser version of these men of the Islamic State, who, coherent, homogenous and disciplined, are being watched with admiration by the children. These fighters, identified by the youths’ gaze as the focal point of this image, are shown to be fused with its citizenry but still somehow separate from it, an aspirational realisation of the Islamic State’s utopian project.53

As exemplified above (and by many other images available in the Imperial War Museum project), the outreach frame was used to signal the apparent grassroots legitimacy of the Islamic State and, thus, the immediate and long-term viability of its jihād. It showed the state being welcomed by civilians in spite of the hardships they were facing. Whether the image in question was focusing on media kiosk activities, mass bay’ah pledges or roadside festivities, it was always geared towards conveying a twinned feeling of consensus and choice. Civilians, whether young or old, were always shown listening, reading, viewing and playing of their own accord. They were implied to be fused to the caliphate, their identity and its identity at one with each other.54

4. Education

The many hundreds of images shot at Islamic State school visitations and religious seminaries further crystallised the above idea of interdependence. Lessons were shown to be efficiently run and well attended; pupils were positioned as miniature ideals. When male, they appeared disciplined and quasi-militarised and, when female, they appeared reticent and modestly dressed.55 The symbolic subtext was transparent: these pictures were meant to show that the Islamic State was a permanent fixture in its lands, having fundamentally altered the sociocultural fabric and impressed itself on the youth population. Iteratively and powerfully, they spoke to the longevity and future resilience of the caliphate project.56

Figure 8.11 depicts a typical classroom scene. Shot in northwestern Iraq, its caption reads “Distributing questions to those sitting the examinations.” In it, a man holds an examination paper before the camera. An insignia in its right-hand corner identifies it as having been prepared by the Islamic State’s Education Office for Jazirah Province. Beyond it are five children sat at desks, with others implied to be sitting off-frame alongside them. They are seemingly waiting for the papers to be handed out.

This image is a boast, both of the fact that the Islamic State was educating children and that, in doing so, it had instituted its own curriculum. That is why the exam papers are being held up: to render the logo of the education office visible and the questions as legible as possible. That this is an English language paper is not coincidental. It speaks to the apparent sophistication of the curriculum, signalling that these children are not just being taught the bare necessities, and illustrating the seriousness with which the Islamic State is rising to the challenge of statehood.

Upon closer examination, one can just make out a reference to the mujāhidīn in one of the questions. This detail is important. Itself an expression of longevity, it hints that children like these ones—the “generation of the caliphate”—were being militarised, even in the course of their primary-level education. This idea is compounded in the way the boys all obediently sit, regimented and alert at their desk, their out-of-focus forms rendering them representations of all youths in the caliphate.57 Still young, they are implied to have already internalised its creed. To be sure, that the Islamic State was working to this end was well known outside the context of images like these, but to see it manifesting here in front of these pupils, its curriculum being actually deployed, somehow made it more authentic.58

While classroom scenes appeared on a fairly regular basis, the education frame was not restricted to them. Indeed, whenever Islamic State photographers descended upon schools, they would typically capture as many images of physical activity as they did education. Their apparent intent was to document as comprehensively as possible the military lifestyle onto which their subjects were being weaned. Figure 8.12, the caption of which reads “An institute for Qur’ān memorisation for the cubs of the caliphate—physical preparation,” does just that. It shows a group of about twenty-five boys dressed in black overalls and standing in a courtyard. They appear to be engaging in exercise drills.

At first glance, this is just a group of pre-adolescents having fun with each other in a school playground. The scene seems benign, something that is emphasised by the amused expressions on the children’s faces. However, upon closer consideration, it becomes more than that. While there is no overt suggestion of violence here, these boys are being drilled in an overtly martial fashion: they are dressed uniformly and exercising as one, as if already disciplined and undergoing training. Moreover, the regularity with which they are spaced out recalls a military parade. It means that their mass fills the frame and exaggerates their collective size; the fact that they are purportedly doing all this at a religious seminary encapsulates the fundamental drive of the Islamic State’s educators. Here, then, the military and the religious are fused together and invested into the next generation. This renders the two core premises of the education frame—resilience and longevity—more apparent: while these students are children now, they will be soldiers soon, as spiritually robust as they are physically fit. Smiling, neatly dressed and geometrically aligned, they are already an idealised embodiment of the caliphal generation, excited at the idea of participation and unanimous in their commitment to it.59

An alternative version of this is found in Figure 8.13, the caption of which reads “Intensive seminary for Qur’ān memorisation in the city of Raqqah.” It shows a study session taking place in what appears to be a mosque. A group of boys sits in a circle around their teacher and one of their classmates. Each holds a Qur’ān, and most of them read intently. A few metres behind them, another study circle is in session. The boy in the middle of the first one appears to be being tested on his knowledge by the teacher.

There is a palpable air of concentration to this scene. One can almost imagine the dull murmurs, echoing around in these austere surroundings, of the children as they practice recitation by rote. Left to their own ends, they appear to be absorbed in the task at hand: intensively, but crucially, voluntarily learning. The interaction between the teacher and his chosen pupil heightens this sense of concentrated obedience. Their eyes are fixed on each other, and it is almost as if, through the attention the man is giving this boy, he is directly transferring his knowledge to him, internalising in him the values of the Islamic State. The stillness of the children around them complements and intensifies this interaction—they look down, while he looks up; they read silently, while he recites out loud. A sense of obedience suffuses them all.

Whether its focus was on classrooms, playgrounds or mosques, the education frame’s central subtext was unchanging. It positioned children in the caliphate as proto-mujāhidīn, ideal students who were mature before their time, obliging in the company of their instructors and active participants in the Islamic State’s doctrinal infrastructure. More often than not, they would be shown “performing” day-to-day activities quasi-militarily, emphasising their discipline and hinting at their future purpose. Systematically, then, they were being framed as a perfect generation: active, disciplined, curious and pious, human embodiments of the Islamic State’s earthly project.60

5. Welfare

The last two frames, which both revolved around the idea of provision, complemented the Islamic State’s claims to security and longevity. The welfare frame took several forms. The one that occurred most frequently would show money being stacked up and handed out at zakāh offices and mosques. These images, whether they showed Iraqi dinars or Syrian lira being handed out, American dollars or caliphal dirhams, positioned the Islamic State as a benevolent pseudo-socialist authority that was sapping the wealth of its adversaries and redistributing it to its people. By showing itself to be a provider of economic security in this way, the Islamic State was attempting to demonstrate that its spiritual fervour was paying material dividends to all who played by its rules.61

Figure 8.14, the caption of which reads “Giving zakāh to those in need of it,” is a good place to start. It shows three Islamic State officials sitting inside a mosque, their faces off-frame. Each appears to have been charged with a different task: one prepares money, one hands it over, and one strikes names off a list. From the left side of the frame, a hand reaches out to the middle official, looking to receive a stack of notes. It is a generic hand with no defining features. Beneath it is a small table upon which are stacked hundreds of thousand-Syrian lira notes and, beyond them, sitting around the rest of the room and watching intently, others wait in line.

The transaction—that is, the actual act of money being handed over by the state—is the principal subject of this image, something that the photographer has emphasised through their choice of perspective and focus.62 No one person can be seen, just parts of people, and the only thing in sharp detail is the stack of notes that is changing hands. The fact that the officials are anonymous, their faces unseen, makes them generic representatives of the state, just as the anonymity of the civilians makes them generic representatives of the nation.63

What makes this image so effective is the fact that it was captured at a point at which neither the official nor the civilian has a proper hold over the money. While, from the way the hands are positioned, there is no doubt as to who the giver is and who the receiver is, at this specific moment in time, it is as if the money is floating between them, hanging there, physically connecting the nation with the state.64 The reliance of the former upon the goodwill of the latter is hinted at in that construct, and it is heightened by the presence of the other civilians who look on, patiently waiting their turn. They are sat poised, relaxed but expectant, seemingly confident that, if only they wait, their time will come. This apparent trust in the state as a provider is compounded by the presence of the money stacked high in the middle of the room, as if no one is concerned that it will be stolen. The officials and the authority they represent are clearly confident in the obedience of these people. Outnumbered by those around them, they appear to work methodically, counting out the cash, handing it over stack by stack, and ruling out the recipients’ names—they are professionals, thorough and totally at ease.

Figure 8.15 captures a similar moment. Its caption reads “Distribution of the zakāh to those who need it in the village of Ḥarīrī in the Shaddādī countryside.” This time, there is just one official in the frame. Again, his back is to the camera; he is anonymous. He stands before a group of at least four men. In his right hand is a stack of bills, at least one of them a hundred dollar note, which has been folded between a piece of green card emblazoned with “The Islamic State/Wilāyat al-Barakah/Zakāh ticket.” He is handing it to a man who leans slightly on a crutch, his face blurred out with no explanation as to why.

It is again the act of the transaction, not the identity of the giver or receiver, that matters here. The photographer appears to be trying to capture the idea of the Islamic State providing, not just the fact of its doing so. Again, the money hangs mid-air, precariously held between thumb and forefinger, something that focuses the viewer’s attention on the very moment that the state is giving to its nation. The light touch of the official implies that he feels safe in the knowledge that the men around him will wait patiently for their turn rather than grab at him and take his wares. This is not just meant to reflect their “good” character: it is meant to demonstrate the confident, securitised state within which they live.

In Figure 8.16, the caption of which reads “Aspect of the work of the Zakāh Centre in the province—Distribution of the zakāh to the poor and needy,” the bills have been swapped for silver and the men have been swapped for children. Everything else about it is more or less the same. This time, however, it is not just any money that is being handed out but, rather, the Islamic State’s own currency.65 That it is featured here is highly significant and almost totally symbolic: silver dirhams like these were only ever in circulation in a few small pockets of land for a couple of months and were thus of little practical value to anyone, let alone these dishevelled children. However, that detail is immaterial: it is the message that their being distributed connotes that matters. In that sense, the symbolic value of these coins far outweighs their material value. The way the child in front studies them, his face almost lit up by their shiny veneer, is almost greedy. Those around him, their faces similarly dirtied and their hair similarly dishevelled, seem equally impressed. They are visibly in need and the Islamic State is visibly providing for them. More than that, it is over-providing—they are being handed silver when they would probably be just as happy with bread.

The welfare frame cumulatively positioned the Islamic State as a provider of sustenance and stability in its territories. Presenting it as a socialist authority concerned with the welfare of the ordinary people living in its lands, it cast its officials as benevolent and committed humanitarians. Simultaneously, it said much about their wards, showing these same “ordinary” people living in the caliphate to be secure and obedient, expectant but patient. Though these pictures were rarely overtly securitised, the inherent confidence that was captured in the transactions they revolved around—both in terms of the amounts that were being distributed and the manner in which they were being distributed—spoke to the Islamic State’s faith in its political and military dominance.

6. Services

The last of the statehood frames documented the various municipal services and works that were engaged in under the purview of the Islamic State. These images showed anything from street-cleaning to electricity repairs and were together intended to position the caliphate as somewhere that was characterised by efficiency, cleanliness, and order. They were presented as direct opposites to the chaos of dār al-kufr, framing the Islamic State as a benevolent force not just benefiting individuals, but the community as a whole.

Figure 8.17 is a typical example of this in action. Shot in Mosul, its caption reads “Aspect of the work of the Services Centre—taking care of the roads.” It shows two men gardening in the central reservation of a road in Mosul. It is unclear whether they are digging holes to plant trees or if they are weeding around trees that were already planted, but that detail is immaterial. The road behind them is deserted apart from a handful of cars. Centred in the frame in the distance is a large flagpole bearing the black banner of the Islamic State.

The workers in this picture do not acknowledge the fact that they are being photographed. Instead, they focus on the task at hand, making what are at most superficial changes to the landscape around them. These are street improvement works, an effort to beautify Mosul and keep the city not just in order but in bloom. Such efforts are a clear luxury, unnecessary at the best of times let alone during a war. This record of the Islamic State’s commitment to street improvement works regardless of this was thus clearly meant to communicate that it had both the time and the money to worry about public gardens. These works were being carried out to demonstrate that it cared for its people, not just to the point that they had enough to live on, but that they were happy in their surroundings.

This message becomes especially powerful when one considers the extreme disarray that characterised Mosul prior to its capture by the Islamic State in 2014.66 Prior to that point, the city was renowned for being plagued by corruption and governmental disinterest. In producing photo-reports like this one, the Islamic State was presenting a direct counter-image to that which had been iteratively established around the city in the years up to that point. It was showing that it cared about even the small things, and that Muslims living there were unequivocally better off under its rule. The imposing, though distant, presence of its flag—high up and overlooking everything—compounds all this, tying these men, their efforts and the peaceful order of the streets around them to the benevolent administration of the Islamic State.

Figure 8.18 captures a similar scene. Shot in eastern Syria, it bears the caption “Tour of the offices and the centres of the ministries in the city of Būkamāl—services.” A man can be seen paving a road with cement bricks. There is no urgency to his actions. Rather, working alone, his progress looks steady and slow. Behind him, a couple of men walk by, and there are vehicles scattered in the distance, but what really matters is the apparent fact that this job is getting done, and done well. Again, there is an underlying assertion that the only reason this is able to happen at all is the stability being provided by the Islamic State.

Other such images would focus on the building of public infrastructure—for example, markets and mosques. These would be bound by the same narrative, implicitly positioning the Islamic State as a provider not just of services themselves but of the state of physical security that enabled those services to take place at all. In that sense, the central purpose of this frame was to show that there was the opportunity for services to be provided at all. For the most part when services were being documented, they would be services that were not strictly necessary, such as street-cleaning and re-paving works. Through these images, the Islamic State was showing both that it cared and that it could perform such works.

Conclusion

The above explores how the Islamic State used statehood-focused photo-propaganda to iteratively entrench an oppositional narrative of jihād and khilāfah between 2015 and 2017. Through these pictures, which broadly fall into six categories—policing, punishment, outreach, education, welfare and municipal services—it developed a comprehensive and, of course, deeply idealistic notion of what it was to live in its caliphate. Just as it typecast its enemies so, too, did it idealise its civilian officials and supposed supporters.

The first instalment of its statehood discourse focused on religious policing. These pictures showed Islamic State officials roaming throughout the caliphate, introducing and enforcing its desired social and legal norms and interacting—in the main, at least—with an overwhelmingly obedient civilian support base. The punishment frame advanced on this, demonstrating what happened to those who did not follow officials’ rules. The Islamic State’s violent, visible expressions of authority spoke to a profound state of moral and administrative confidence and left nothing about the group’s regional hegemony to the imagination. A more positive manifestation of state–civilian interdependence was manifested in the outreach frame, which followed the work of proselytisation officials and, in so doing, revolved around an optimistic idea of symbiosis. This was also the main preoccupation of the education frame, which compounded the idea that the Islamic State was not just passively presiding over its lands and people but that it was cultivating and developing them too. The last two frames, which focused on welfare provision and municipal services respectively, crystallised its broad claims to administrative functionality by injecting a sense of its apparent benevolence. Grounded in overtly material appeals, they were offered as evidence that the Islamic State had both the short- and long-term interests of its people in mind.

As described in Chapters 5 to 7, the Islamic State used photographs to create and compound simplistic, easily comprehensible caricatures of its soldiers and enemies; pictures of its state operation did the very same thing. They portrayed the state as a place that was characterised by order and efficiency, one that was seamlessly advancing the interests of its subjects. To this end, each of the statehood ideal’s six components was mutually reinforcing: the calm confidence that characterised images of the ḥisbah out on patrol cannot, or, rather, should not, be understood separately from the pictures of them going on to enforce ḥudūd punishments. However, nor should they be understood in isolation from pictures that followed the rest of the Islamic State’s interactions with “normal” civilians: its provision of material goods and functioning services and the idea that it was investing in its territories, cultivating them with an eye on the future.67

In and through these images, the Islamic State made manifest its utopian proto-state, playing out the previously abstract idea of it and capturing it in ideality. It positioned its governance apparatus as an uncontested hegemon in Syria and Iraq, its people characterised by obedience towards it, its creed and methodology. Underlying this was a twinned notion of mutualism and longevity: the Islamic State would constantly show itself investing in years to come as if future-proofing its caliphal project, demonstrating that it was not some transient insurgent force but a functioning administration, an infrastructure and institutional body that had all the trappings of permanence. Inasmuch as this was the case, these photographs were about showing what the Islamic State was fighting for, not just about what it was fighting against.68

Given that the Islamic State’s territories had entirely disintegrated less than eighteen months after the end of the period in question, the duplicity—and, indeed, audacity—of its visual discourse on statehood could not be clearer. While striking, however, this is not new. Much like other totalitarians before it, photo-propaganda was more than just a tool for persuasion and incitement for the Islamic State: it was a way for it to cultivate conformity and “universal acceptance” towards its state and “universal challenge” towards its adversaries.69 To this end, it used photo-propaganda cynically to construct a version of reality that was grounded in a very unreal sense of stability and consensus. In so doing, the motifs its photo-propagandists relied on were distinctly familiar. Following in the footsteps of visual propagandists in Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia and Communist China, they liberally deployed images of the “ordinary citizen” and the “spontaneous crowd,” using them to perpetuate scenes of “happiness and welfare” that were just as “transparently phony” as the totalitarian norm dictates.70

In contrast to previous chapters, there are few precedents for this form of propaganda photography. To be sure, examples abound of these ideas manifesting in other media—consider, for example, the cartoon postcards produced by Soviet Russia through the second half of the twentieth century or, for that matter, the North Korean regime—but other cases of political actors using photographs in this way are few and far between, unless, that is, one takes into account the jihadist groups that are now replicating the practices of the Islamic State, among them al-Qā’idah in the Arabian Peninsula, al-Shabāb in Somalia and Hay’at Taḥrīr al-Shām in Syria. So, while the methods and styles may be conventional, the motivations were not. This was its propagandists’ own innovation, their logical progression from “talking about statehood” to “doing statehood.” As Chapter 8 goes on to explore, the same is true of how they imagined and realised the supposed characteristics of their utopian nation.
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THE NATION


In addition to the thousands of images showcasing its forays into proto-statehood, the Islamic State produced many thousands more that boasted of the utopian “nation” over which it presided. These pictures were implied to document “regular” people going about their business in the caliphate—working, shopping, worshipping, and relaxing—and, together, they made for a comprehensive visual account of what life was like for the ‘ām al-muslimīn (literally, “normal Muslims”).1

Through photo-propaganda, the Islamic State positioned its territories as a paradise on earth.2 Crucially, in this particular context, its physical presence as an insurgent administration was only ever implied. This is because these pictures were intended to come across as candid glimpses of un-staged reality—something that Islamic State rule was giving rise to, but not directly intervening in. In that sense, their core premise was transactional, revolving around the idea that it was benefiting its people because its people were playing by its rules.3 These images were thus the visual peak of its civilian project. As documentary “evidence” of what was resulting from its take on governance, law and war, they seemed to show that life had not just improved in the caliphate: rather, it had been revolutionised.

When juxtaposed with photographs from the front lines or the ruins caused by airstrikes—as these photos invariably were, because of the nature of how they were disseminated—pictures of the caliphal nation were imbued with a motivational premise.4 The Islamic State’s utopia was shown to be absolute and its people euphoric, but viewers were constantly reminded that it was imperilled by the threat of chaos, surrounded by enemies intent on genocide.5 These images thus had a mobilising, almost heuristic function, one that made sense of the Islamic State project by showing just what it was that its jihād was geared towards and, therefore, why it needed continual, reliable support.

Four subsets of pictures fed into the nationhood ideal. The first consisted of the economy frame, which revolved around agricultural, commercial and industrial activities. It showed the caliphate to be a place of abundance where regular citizens, even the poor, wanted for nothing. The second frame focused on worship. Usually shot at mosques, these images showcased the purported devotion of its citizens. They would often be supplemented by the third frame, which, revolving around scenes of recreation, was geared towards capturing a sense of the serenity that allegedly came with living in the caliphate. A grandiose situational context for all the above was provided in the fourth and final frame, which, through its ethereal depictions of bustling cityscapes and fecund countryside, showed the “lands of the caliphate” at their best.

Considered together, these photographs functioned rather like state-sponsored picture postcards. They presented snapshot highlights of what it was to live in the Islamic State, enabling viewers to imagine what it would be like to be there, seeing and experiencing its alternative glowing reality. In that sense, they had affective utility in the context of both committed fighters—who were shown, through these images, what they were fighting to protect6—and uncommitted supporters—who were shown what they were missing out on.7 In so doing, these pictures provided tangible evidence of the unreal, constructing an idea of place—and legitimate statehood—that was fundamental to the overarching appeal of the Islamic State.8

This chapter considers the constituent parts of that appeal, disaggregating each aspect of it in turn. Having outlined some of the most important propagandistic conventions surrounding visual depictions of modern “utopias,” the discussion focuses first on the economy frame; next, it turns to the worship frame; third, it explores the recreation frame; and fourth, it describes the nature frame. Like the other chapters, this one does not attempt to be exhaustive. However, the images it analyses are deemed to be representative of the entire corpus. Other examples of these frames are provided via the Imperial War Museum project.

Existing Conventions: Consent, Consensus and Community

In any discussion of the imagistic conventions that surround depictions of “utopian” nations, it serves to refer to the same totalitarian paradigm discussed in the previous chapter. That is because, when it comes to the Islamic State’s efforts to idealise quotidian life inside its caliphate, similarities between its approach and that adopted by the likes of Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia and contemporary North Korea abound.9

Historical examples of photo-propaganda being deployed to construct a holistic, idealised view of the utopian nation, as was done by the Islamic State, are rare. Such an effort requires nimble technology, a diffuse network of single-minded and singularly orientated photographers, and a unified, overarching set of parameters for how the “nation” in question should be glorified.10 Instead, photo-propagandistic efforts to date have tended to focus on military operations and the activities of the state, with depictions of the populace being left to poster artists and photo-montage technicians.11

In any case, the same visual propaganda motifs have emerged time and again in relation to the revolutionary nation, appearing in a wide range of geographical and historical contexts. Most of the time, the ideals of the totalitarian state would be captured in images of the citizen, either working, rallying, or recreating. Consider, for example, early Nazi poster art depicting rural Germans in the 1920s, which leveraged the supposedly pure values of the agrarian worker against those of the urban elite.12 Through this construct—or, indeed, opposition—the Nazi Party established a resilient, lasting support-base for itself among rural communities, leveraging their pre-existing and deep-seated “resentments” and celebrating them as exemplars of the Nazi project.13 As both Welch and O’Shaughnessy document, this methodology was applied in the context of other working communities across Germany as the Nazi project progressed in the 1930s.14 A similarly celebratory framing was adopted in Soviet Russia across much of the twentieth century.15 Indeed, the muscular, strident figure of the proletariat became one of the most recognisable features of Soviet propaganda in the pre- and post-Second World War period, promoted as they were as idealistic, aspirational and, crucially, human manifestations of the Communist project.16

As well as images of the ideal citizenry, which focused at the level of the individual and were geared towards presenting an aspirational example of what it was to live within and through the state, totalitarian propagandists were also in the habit of deploying grandiose images of crowds to imply ideological consensus and unity of opinion. In this context, the photographic and, later, videographic process came into its own. Grand images of rallying crowds were a favourite tool through which to document the citizenry’s presumed support for the state and, by default, whatever revolutionary project it was pursuing.17 So enticing was this visual motif to the totalitarian elite that propagandists throughout the last century have been afforded prominent roles in the actual staging of public rallies, working in tandem with their logistical organisers such that the scale and diversity (or, indeed, uniformity) of the crowd could best be captured. Examples of this practice abound: consider the Nazis’ rallies at Nuremberg, the Soviets’ yearly military parades, and the thronging pageants that used to accompany Ḥāfiẓ al-Assad’s public appearances, to mention but three.18

Besides the above, the actual territories within which the revolutionary project was being implemented would also regularly be mythicised. As early as the 1930s, the Soviets were circulating picture books like What Are We Building and When Beet Became Sugar, which, through stylised, brightly coloured art, displayed the Russian Federation at its finest and its citizenry at its most resourceful.19 Celebration of the land, not just from an agricultural perspective, was also a common topic in the Third Reich, whether it was in the form of the images of bucolic abandon that made it into Hitler Youth educational material,20 or the romantic “blood and soil” landscape paintings of state-approved artists.21 For their part, the poster artists of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea tend to opt for a more kitsch and obviously unreal image of their territories.22 Nevertheless, the landscape motif persists.

To be sure, the above conventions are not just the purview of totalitarians. The briefest of surveys of Western propaganda in the twentieth century will yield countless examples of images of the “ideal” nation similarly manifesting in idyllic pictures of citizens, crowds and territories.23 However, it is in the context of the totalitarian project that these motifs become most recognisable, bound as they are by a deliberately unreal and impossible sense of unerring progress—whether in relation to the success of the revolutionary economy or the realisation of revolutionary politics—and the impact that this is having on the ordinary citizen. In that sense, the totalitarian discourse around nationhood relies on a circular narrative, one that directly links the ability of the state to impart change over society with the feeling of political consensus exhibited by the said society. The pages below speak to the emergence of this same circularity in the photo-propaganda of the Islamic State.

1. The Economy

This subset of imagery manifested in pictures of agricultural, industrial, and commercial activity in the Islamic State. Their denoted contents did not particularly matter; it was what they iteratively connoted that was important: a period of unprecedented abundance that had been heralded by the arrival and consolidation of “Islamic” rule. They cast its territories as a place of unbelievable wealth, wealth that seemed to have been divinely bestowed upon its people.24 Year-round, farms were shown thriving, industries booming, and markets buzzing; everyone seemed to be rich in the caliphate, even those identified as recipients of aid.25

Hundreds of agriculture pictures were published during the period in question. They were something into which the Islamic State put a great deal of time, thought and energy. As well as stand-alone reports on harvesting activities, which usually emerged in coordinated release from across its lands, there were more complex time-lapse photo-reports that were shot at one location over the course of an entire agricultural cycle. These would show the same farmers sowing seeds, watering saplings, pruning plants and collecting fruits. Sometimes, they would even show the farmers selling at market.

Because they appeared with much greater frequency than the others, it makes sense to start by looking at the former, of which Figure 9.1 is a prime example. Captioned “Harvesting potatoes in Zawba’,” it shows a gloved hand holding a potato in a freshly ploughed field. The owner of the hand is standing off-frame, with the photographer shooting at close range from their right-hand side. Centred, foregrounded, the only thing in focus, the potato is celebrated in this image. Slightly muddied, it seems to have only just been plucked from the earth. Big but not too big, with any excess dirt removed to allow its yellowish flesh to shine through, it is meant to signify healthy, successful cultivation.26

Initially, one cannot help but be struck by the mundanity of this scene: why would the Islamic State bother to document it at all? It did so because this is not simply a photograph of a potato: it is a symbol, produced with definite strategic intent in mind. Consider, for a start, the decisions that preceded its publication. First, a media official decided that they wanted to put a call out for pictures of civilian activity. Then they decided that it would be best if these photographs focused on agriculture. As for the photographer on dispatch, they decided to capture this image in this particular way, thinking about lighting, positioning, focus and perspective. Upon receipt of their images back at the media office in question, a photo-editor (perhaps the original commissioning media official) then decided to feature this image in the final report, and not others like it. In other words, decisions were made about the framing of this picture at every juncture. It was produced and published according to a pre-defined rationale, favoured over others not because it was pleasing to look at but because it was deemed to best “fit” the brief.

The brief itself is self-evident when considered in the context of these decisions. Signifying agricultural success on one level and divine legitimacy on another—the Islamic State’s default explanation for success was, after all, that it was willed by God27—harvest images like this one showed that the caliphate was a place of abundance. Repeated hundreds, perhaps thousands, of times by photo-propagandists from west Africa to eastern Afghanistan, they drove home a sense of the caliphate’s profound, almost otherworldly fecundity.

Pictures like the above were just one part of a longer visual narrative regarding the agri–commercial cycle, every part of which was at some point documented by the Islamic State. Fresh produce would also be shot as it was being cleaned and bagged up, taken to market and piled high in stalls and, once there, as it was being bought and money was changing hands. There was a constant sense of economic vibrancy and progression in these pictures.28 Figure 9.2 is a good example of one of the later stages. Captioned “Hāl market in the city of Raqqah,” it shows a middle-aged man standing facing the camera. He is grinning widely. In his arms he cradles a box of cherries, the ruby skins of which are polished and shiny. At his sides stand a man and a boy, both of whom look at the camera, smiling faintly.

Like the potato picture (Figure 9.1), this one is all about connoting a sense of abundance. This time, it is less abstract: the protagonist is positioned as an aspirational character, a good citizen reaping the rewards of living in this Islamic state.29 He is big and sturdy, probably a farmer. His shirt collar may be a little muddied but he looks like he wants for nothing: his beard is full and he sports an almost full set of teeth. He is, in other words, a picture of good health—and so, too, are his cherries, the shining skins of which bounce light back at the camera. Gleaming and unblemished, they, like the potato, exemplify healthy, successful cultivation. The box that houses them has warped slightly to accommodate their weight; it is clearly well used and the way it buckles suggests that harvests like this are a norm for this man.

The presence of the boy, too, is worth considering. His and the man’s relationship is unclear—he could be an employee or a son, or both, or neither—but it matters not, because here, reality is not important. There is a relationship implied, and that is enough to render him a symbol of what is to come.30 This man’s wealth is positioned as the boy’s potential wealth, something he too will come to enjoy one day—provided, that is, the integrity of the caliphate prevails.

Besides agricultural activity like the above, the Islamic State would also dispatch its photographers to report on industry. These reports were often extensive, captured in a manner that disaggregated as many parts of the industrial production cycle as possible. Figures 9.3–9.18, captioned “Tour in one of the sweetshops,” are one such example. They showcase the operations of a baklava bakery in eastern Syria, documenting each facet of the manufacturing process. The first two pictures focus on raw materials: they show vats of almonds and pistachios, cleaned and ready for cooking. The next seven show the preparation stage: pastry being mixed and rolled out, and individual baklavas being set out on a baking tray before being put into an oven. The three that follow show the finished product, golden and glistening, being pulled from the oven and drained of syrup. The last four repeat this cycle from the preparation stage onwards, this time focusing on a different type of pastry.

This set of images would have taken hours to capture and, by spending the day putting it together, the photographer, who was clearly a proficient one, was unable to go out on dispatch elsewhere. In other words, it came with a significant opportunity cost. Again, one is left wondering why the Islamic State bothered. However, like the images of the cherries and the potato in Figures 9.2 and 9.1, it is not what is denoted in these pictures that is interesting or valuable, but what they more generally connote.31 By showcasing the production of baklava—in a war zone, a luxury good—these pictures assert that the Islamic State is thriving economically: why else make luxury goods if there is not demand for them in the first place? They also show the state thriving industrially. The bakers work with skill and they appear to be well resourced and well equipped. A few times, children—the Islamic State’s favoured signifier for the future32—appear alongside them, again hinting at what is to come. They, unlike the men, do not wear uniform, which could suggest that they were only there for show. However, the reality of their presence is again unimportant: it is what is implied that matters.

Together, these images present an industrial operation that is professionalised and modern, one in which luxury items are being made in bulk with a view to being sold in bulk. The editorial intent is not just to show that tasty sweets are being made in the caliphate: it is to draw attention to the fact that there is a demand for such sweets in the first place, along with an efficient manufacturing cycle working to supply that demand.

Whatever they documented the production of, be it baklava, ice, piping or suits, images like these had a critically important, yet indirect evidential function: the caliphal economy, that they were meant to show, was booming.33 This idea was similarly captured in reports that focused more generally on markets, of which Figure 9.19 is a paradigmatic example. Captioned “Night-time photographs of the markets of the city of Mawṣul,” it shows a halogen-lamp lit street in Mosul at night. Hundreds of people are strolling up and down it, browsing stalls as a thin column of vehicles tries to weave its way between them.

Here, the viewer is an observer, not a participant.34 Regarding the crowd from on high, they are meant to focus on the whole. Guided by the streetlamps, which, placed at regular intervals, dully light their surroundings, the eye naturally tracks the flow of people up and down the road, barely able to register them as individuals, let alone the stalls by which they walk.

On the one hand, this scene is chaotic—there is an overwhelming number of people—and, on the other, it is tranquil—none of these people seems to be in any sort of rush. The size of the thronging crowd is emphasised by the choice of perspective, and this implies demand to be outstripping supply; stalls have been set up literally in the middle of the street to accommodate these consumers, but, even then, there seems to be barely enough space to breath. The subtext is clear: this populace is wealthy and looking to buy. The image is thus a transparent expression of economic success, abundance of supply twinned with wealth of demand, something unprecedented in these lands that, so the implication goes, could only be afforded by caliphal rule.

The economy frame was an important visual basis for the idea that ordinary people in the Islamic State were benefiting from its incumbency. It made a simple but powerful proposition; its message, that this was a land of riches, forever rang loud and clear. Farms were made to look like they were perpetually yielding bumper harvests, factories like they were always mass-producing consumer goods, and markets like they were constantly heaving with customers.35 The fact that children appeared with such frequency was also intentional: their presence hinted at the wealth they would one day inherit, should the caliphate remain. Crucially, that ambivalence—the “should the caliphate remain” part of the proposition—was compounded daily by the fact that these images were always couched between many more of war, something that drove home the need to protect and preserve the nation through jihād.

2. Religious Life

This frame revolved around day-to-day religious activities in the Islamic State. Usually manifesting in one of two ways—pictures of people praying in mosques and pictures of people reading the Qur’ān—it bore a striking resemblance to the devotee frame described in Chapter 5. Through it, the Islamic State celebrated the supposed piety of its civilians, positioning them as exemplars of the global Sunni Muslim community.36 In these pictures, hundreds of which were released over the years, “normal people” were characterised by a palpable sense of voluntary devotion. This was held aloft as presumed evidence of the “fact” that people were “better Muslims” in the caliphate. Inasmuch as that was the case, the images were a critically important part of the group’s overarching brand.

Figure 9.20 is a prime example of the principal way it manifested, through images of communal worship in mosques. Captioned “One of the cubs of the caliphate gives a khuṭbah for the people and leads them in Friday prayers,” it hails from eastern Syria. It shows a group of civilians gathering together to pray. Their clothes are varied, as are their ages: some are pre-adolescent, others are elderly. All of them are kneeling and facing the qiblah. Set apart from them at the front of the room is a young adolescent wearing a brown shroud and white thawb. His eyes are closed and a black wire runs over his right hand, indicating that he is wearing a microphone.

This scene—a congregation gathered solemnly behind a lone imam—is a familiar one indeed. There are hundreds of photographs like it in the corpus. That said, this one is differentiated from others because of the age of the boy-imam, which, rather than altering its intended meaning, heightens it. This is because pictures such as this one are not just meant to document worship: rather, they are meant to document the sense of communal obedience that goes hand in hand with it.37 That idea is expressed in the way the congregation submits to the authority of this child, or, indeed, to the authority that the Islamic State has invested in this child. The congregation seems unconcerned with upholding traditional social norms, which would usually see a boy of this age deferring to his elders. Instead, following his lead, these worshippers are shown embracing a new, religion-based hierarchy in which it is accumulated knowledge, not accumulated years, that is valued.38

There is no need to know what the boy is thinking or to hear what he might say: it is enough just to bear witness to him and the calm confidence with which he conducts himself. The subtext is clear: he has this authority because it has been bequeathed to him by the Islamic State, and the people over whom he has this authority accept that reality unquestioningly.39 In their presence and manner, they capture the revisionist dynamic that lies at the heart of the Islamic State’s insurgency. This image is thus, in and of itself, a deeply powerful expression of success.

Shot in northwestern Iraq, Figure 9.21 captures a similar scene, although this time it focuses on the congregation alone. With a caption that reads “Friday prayers in the market mosque,” it shows just the first row of worshippers, their heads bowed in prayer and arms folded across their chests. Most of them are obscured in shadow and out of focus but, standing in the foreground, well-lit and highlighted by his red and white shroud, is an old man flanked by two children, one in civilian garb, the other in camouflage.

The worshippers here are simultaneously positioned as equals and as ideals.40 They are near the photographer but nonetheless set apart, meaning that the viewer remains external to their whole, an observer looking in. Out of focus and cloaked in shadow, most of the worshippers are abstracted, a wall of people heterogeneous in age, shape and size but homogenous in behaviour and faith. Presen­ted as such, they are a synecdoche for the rest of the caliphal nation, a reflection of its supposed diversity and devotion.41 That children are once again foregrounded is significant but unsurprising. Stood at the front alongside the old man, and thus occupying the congregation’s most important space, they are being touted as examples of their generation, revered because of their piety, not held back by their age.42 This image is meant to encapsulate what it is to be a Muslim in the Islamic State; it positions such a state of being as an existence that is quiet, communal, and intense.

Mosque scenes like Figures 9.20 and 9.21 were easily the most frequent iteration of the worship frame, but they were not the only form it took. On occasion, Islamic State photographers would also focus on individual rather than collective worship. Figure 9.22 is a good example of this. Captioned “Pictures from the town of Zāb east of the city of Shirqāṭ,” it was shot in western Iraq. It shows a middle-aged man reading a Qur’ān outside what appears to be a workshop. He holds the book on top of his crossed legs; it rests delicately on the back of his left hand.

This picture is almost identical to the picture in Chapter 5 in which a lone fighter sits reading his Qur’ān in Mosul (see Figure 5.14). It is composed in the same way and has the same aspirational, voyeuristic intent in mind. The photographer shoots at close proximity but is unacknowledged and thus spatially removed. This means that, like the Mosul shot, it is detached, thus managing to preserve the muted meditation of its protagonist.

Again, it is not necessarily what this man is doing that matters, but how he is doing it. Seemingly uncoerced, he has been photographed reading for the sake of reading—worshipping for the sake of worshipping. His orchestrated lack of acknowledgement of the photographer, a response to an instruction to pay no heed, makes him seem to be looking at (and thinking about) the words on the page before him and nothing else, totally oblivious to the world around him. This is further compounded by his stance, which, relaxed but alert, looks familiar, as if it is his default position for moments such as these. The fact that he is reading with the door to his workshop wide open, its contents exposed to passers-by, complementarily suggests his absolute faith in the Islamic State’s ability as a provider of security.43 This is clearly not the first time he has sat here to read the Qur’ān, and nor will it be the last.

In such images, individual Muslims were cast as ideal laymen, worshipping whenever they could snatch a free moment, and not just when they were called to the mosque. They were celebrated as representatives of the broader caliphal community, their apparent devotion to Islam used as evidence of the apparent devotion of the people around them.

Through such mechanisms, the worship frame positioned ordinary people in the caliphate as religious devotees unparalleled in their commitment to Islam. Their faith was made to look blind, something that had given rise to new sociocultural norms reminiscent of the first community of Muslims, which the Islamic State has always proclaimed to be emulating. In other words, these pictures were deployed with a view to showing that it had successfully purified the community of believers, returning that community to its original form, and was now working to expand the remit of the group. Implicit in this proposition was the idea that people everywhere would one day worship like this, if only it were made possible through jihād.

3. Recreation

Complementing the above, the recreation frame was used to further compound the already present sense of communal solidarity in the Islamic State. This was done iteratively through images of “normal people” relaxing between worship and work, usually depicted in one of two contexts: at religious festivities; and in parks, playgrounds, and on riverbanks. Together, these pictures positioned the caliphate as a place of order and, on occasion, fun and games. In so doing, they spoke to an implied causative relationship between the said order and jihād. By omission and juxtaposition, they made it clear that the caliphal nation was only living like this because the Islamic State was enabling it to do so.

Figure 9.23 is a good place to start. Its caption reads “Feast of ‘Ashā’,” and denotes that it was shot in eastern Iraq. A group of about forty men can be seen eating together. Sat outside—something indicated by the orange glow of halogen bulbs—they are in small, mixed groups: some children, some adolescents, some youths, and some elderly men. Before them are large metal plates piled high with rice, meat and vegetables. With just a couple of exceptions, there are two modes of dress: thawb and khaki fatigues. While the latter look like they could be some sort of uniform, there is no indication that these are anything other than civilians, gathering together to break their fast.

The way this group “celebrates” is sober. Most look downwards at their food and the expressions on the few visible faces are grave. They eat busily, ignoring the photographer. Their movements seem quiet and considered, but they all seem relaxed: there is not a furtive movement in sight, something that suggests their confidence in their security. To top that off, there is that now-familiar, complementary sense of physical heterogeneity and spiritual homogeneity: regardless of age, shape, and size, they are in this together, Muslims, diverse but unified.44 These are ideal citizens being shown in their ideal habitat. They eat sternly and concentratedly, as if the meal itself is an act of worship, a privilege that has been afforded to them by the rule of the Islamic State.

Another good example of this communal sobriety in recreation is Figure 9.24, which bears the caption “Aspect of the joys of ‘īd in the Fayqah region—the Muslims congratulating each other.” Shot in central Yemen, it shows a mixed group of adults and children. A man on the left hands out sweets. His significance is indicated by the fact that his face is pixelated and his companion’s is not. Opposite them, leaning against what seems to be the wall of a mosque, there is a small group of children and two more men. They seem to be waiting on each other to enter.

Here, the photographer’s position, away from the group, sets the viewer apart too, making them an observer rather than a participant. That serves the purpose of this image well: it makes it about bearing witness to quotidian life, not about experiencing this moment vicariously. As an observer, the viewer sees those same cues of sober celebration. The caption holds that these worshippers are “congratulating each other” on the “joys” of ‘īd al-Aḍḥā, but they do not look at all joyful. Instead—their faces set and their manner serious—they stand contemplatively, their stillness emphasised by the flat colours of their surroundings. Even the children receiving their sweets seem stern. This is a moment of pre- or post-worship repose, not brash excitement: again, then, these people are being positioned as embodiments of the ideal caliphal citizenry, an expression of the natural order of things in the Islamic State.45

Shots like Figure 9.24, which were distributed with especial frequency around key moments in the hijrī calendar, like Ramaḍān and ‘Īd, hinted at a transactional relationship between the caliphal nation and the caliphal state. There was always an implication that these people were only living like this because the caliphate had enabled them to do so. In that sense, though it was visually absent, the Islamic State’s presence was always inferred.

It was similarly underlined in images of “playtime,” in which context the otherwise prevailing sense of sobriety was cast aside. Figure 9.25 is a particularly evocative example. Captioned “Office of Services—public parks in the city of Raqqah,” it shows a group of children playing in a park in the centre of the city. They are surrounded by green grass and neat hedgerows. The shadows around them are long and the sun is low in the sky, suggesting it is late in the day. Another group of children watches the boys play, and, to their left, the shrouded figure of a woman can just be made out.

The staggered perspective of this image gives it great sensory depth. First, there are three boys in the foreground; relaxed, they appear to be doing their own thing. Beyond them is the game; two groups of three are poised opposite each other, as a little girl, dressed in pink, watches on. They look oblivious to all around them.46 Beyond stands another group of spectators, watching their progress with interest. The presence of each draws the viewer further in to imagine this scene’s movements and sounds. The resultant impression emphasises the innocence of youth, simultaneously hinting at an absolute sense of security. These could be children playing anywhere—certainly, they do not look like they are in a war zone.47 Instead, bathed in the warm glow of a setting winter sun and surrounded by green, thick vegetation and manicured gardens, their carefree movements epitomise the Islamic State’s utopian vision.

An alternative iteration of this is captured in Figure 9.26. Captioned “Recreation of the ordinary people in Ramaḍān on the banks of the Furāt [Euphrates] River,” it was shot in eastern Syria. It shows a small boy standing topless in a body of water. Both his arms are raised, his index fingers extended in a gesture of tawḥīd. He looks straight into the camera, his lips slightly parted and his eyebrows arched down, almost as if he is growling. Behind him, just out of focus, another boy frolics in the water.

There are two sides to this picture. As an image of a small child playing in water, it speaks to the state of physical security that was proffered by the Islamic State. As an image of a growling youth, however, his face and posture crudely aggressive, it hints at the enduring future of the caliphal project.48 While his companion messes around behind him, this boy, cast here as an ideologue of the movement, stands stock still, as ostensibly immovable as the Islamic State itself. Staring straight into the camera, he ceases to be a boy and instead becomes a symbol of the Islamic State’s jihād, confident in his position and stalwart in his belief. That moment, and his defiance, however, are fleeting. The very next picture in the sequence depicts others much older than him frolicking in the same spot, off-duty and relaxed. They are all shown having fun, and the boy’s flash of hostility is passed over as nothing more than a glimpse of his and their underlying readiness for war.

The recreation frame was fundamental to the Islamic State’s attempts to build on its claims to utopian nationhood. Usually captured candidly at moments of repose, these images were about showing off the state of Muslims living in its territories. They positioned ordinary citizens as happy, conducting themselves in an appropriately “Islamic” fashion: adults tended to look austere and calm, children joyful and glib. Underlying all this, there was a causative subtext, one that was continually accentuated by the way that these pictures would continually be juxtaposed with visual dispatches from the front lines. In that sense, they ended up emphasising the order of dār al-islām in opposition to the chaos of dār al-ḥarb. The implication was that the two were mutually exclusive, with the former in constant need of protection through jihād.

4. Landscapes

The last of the nationhood frames took the form of grandiose shots of cityscapes and countryside vistas. These images tended to be technically sophisticated, with careful consideration going into lighting, exposure time and colour saturation. Together, they made the Islamic State look like a physical paradise on earth and, in that sense, they were both evidential and invitational—evidential because they “proved” that the caliphate was divinely favoured, and invitational because they showed would-be adherents what they would be able to experience should they travel to join its effort.49

Few photo-reports embody this better than the sequence shown in Figures 9.27–9.34. Shot in northern Syria and all tagged with the same simple caption, “Pictures of the region of the Sājūr River,” its constituent photographs depict various aspects of a remote riverscape, complete with closeups of flowers and wildlife. Aside from an image of a road sign and a field of cultivated wheat, there are no overt traces of human occupancy.

A great deal of thought went into the framing of this photo-report, both at the time that it was captured and afterwards when it was being prepared for publication. Indeed, traces of authorial decision-making course throughout it: where to place the camera, what to capture and how to capture it, how saturated the colouring should be, and so on. Considered together, these decisions point towards its core intent: to make the lands of the caliphate look their best. The resultant impression is nothing short of Edenic. This place looks pristine and untouched, somewhere in which both flora and fauna are almost overflowing.50 In a sense, it all seems too good to be true—this place is too verdant and too unspoiled—but that is exactly the photographer’s point. Recall that these and images like them were framed as authentic glimpses of an objective reality. In showing the caliphate in this way, they were positioning it as somewhere that was intoxicatingly unreal—utopian in the fullest sense of the word—but not, strictly, intangible.

Pictures like Figures 9.27–9.34 were geared towards reinforcing the cosmic credibility of the Islamic State, framing its territories as a real-life glimpse of the paradise that was to come. Urban iterations of this frame functioned in much the same way. Almost always shot at sunrise or sunset, they similarly showed the caliphate at its blessed best. Consider Figure 9.35, which is captioned simply “The city of Raqqah.” Shot from on high, it shows a cityscape shrouded in thin mist. The rising or setting sun hangs above it, issuing a warm yellow glow as its rays penetrate the fog to illuminate a passing flock of birds softly. Two buildings stand out: one is the minaret of a mosque, the other a part-built block of flats.

The city of Raqqah is at its most idyllic here, bathed in golden light and ethereally obscured under a thin layer of mist. There is a quiet serenity to it, something that the photographer has managed to capture by shooting in the early or late hours of the day. Moreover, because of this timing and their elevated position—they are, perhaps, stood at the top of another of Raqqah’s minarets—they have managed to remove themselves from the sounds and activity of the city. This places the viewer above and away from them, somewhere that seems peaceful, quiet but not deserted. From this vantage point, Raqqah appears to emerge organically out of the lands around it. It is romanticised, and the way its fringes bleed into the countryside beyond their limits crystallises the idea of it as the heart of the Islamic State’s Islamist utopia.

On many occasions, the nature frame would manifest in weather photo-reports. Figure 9.36, which is captioned “A dust-storm sweeps through the city of Mayādīn,” is one such example. It shows an urban environment bathed in bright orange light. Shot in eastern Syria from a central reservation leading up to a roundabout, the camera’s visibility is extremely limited on account of a dust-storm, which appears to be in full flow. In the distance, one can just make out a flagpole bearing the Islamic State flag as well as the words, “The state of Islām remains, if Allāh wills it,” which have been carved into a plinth standing before it.

Generally speaking, dust-storm are not welcomed in this part of the world: they bring cities to a standstill, deplete air quality and smother plant life.51 However, for the Islamic State, they offered an immediate reprieve from the threat of coalition airstrikes. For that reason, whenever and wherever they occurred, photo-propagandists would rush out to capture images like this one, using them to signal that God was actively protecting the caliphate. This particular photograph does that with especial clarity. The words “The state of Islām remains, if God wills it,” are tied to the very incidence of this storm, which is implied to have happened directly because God willed it. There is, as such, an unambivalently cosmic undertone to this scene. As evidence of divine intervention, the subtext is that the Islamic State thrives whenever God wants it to thrive and is secure whenever Allāh wants it to be secure. As such, photographs like this positioned the group’s territories as God’s territories.

Whether it was focusing on rural landscapes, urban vistas or weather reportage, the nature frame provided a situational context for all the other images associated with the Islamic State’s utopian project. They presented its caliphate at its most beautiful and ethereal, showing that it was not just its people who were benefiting from its rule, but the land itself. Under its tenure, flora and fauna were shown thriving and cities were shown becoming more idyllic. Even the weather was implied to be different there—more intense and imbued with cosmic significance—as if the arrival and consolidation of the Islamic State had cleansed its atmosphere and revitalised its people. This, the dār al-islām, was cast as a veritable paradise through these images, a place that was close to God—a heaven on earth.

Conclusion

This chapter has set out the visual parameters of the Islamic State’s conception of nationhood. Through close analysis of four image frames—the first relating to economic activity, the second to worship, the third to recreation, and the fourth to nature and landscapes—it demonstrated that its caliphate ideal relied not just on governance-related claims around security, education and services, but also the apparent socioeconomic impact of these activities. Inasmuch as this was the case, the nation ideal was imbued with an intrinsic causative dynamic, a sense that the order and abundance that were purported to characterise quotidian life in the caliphate were a direct result of the Islamic State’s efforts in war and governance.

Through images documenting agricultural, commercial and industrial activities, the economy frame cast the caliphate as a place of abundance wherein the masses wanted for nothing. Whether its focus was on market stalls, ice factories, or tailors, the subtext was always the same: life was not simply good in the Islamic State, it was great. Crucially, because these photo-reports were invariably distributed amid images of fighting, security and governance activities, there was never any question as to what this “greatness” was derived from: the war and law of the Islamic State. The second frame, which revolved around worship, foregrounded the piety and devotion of the populace. Through formulaic images of public congregations captured silently at prayer, the Islamic State maintained a steady drumbeat regarding the “perfect” religiosity of its civilian population, which was shown to be as committed to Islam as its mujāhidīn, and, by default, positioned as an aspirational example of the ideal Muslim community. Again, because of the way these images were distributed, they were always grounded in a sense that this fervour was something that had been heralded by the Islamic State and, in that sense, was also in need of protection by it. This idea was similarly conveyed by the third frame, which, focusing on public recreation in the caliphate, captured a parallel sense of the serene euphoria that was purported to be part and parcel of quotidian life inside the caliphate. Usually manifesting in images of feasts, festivals and children at play, it was invariably rooted in a sense that these scenes of happiness were only made possible because the Islamic State willed them to be so. The fourth and final frame, nature and landscapes, provided an epic backdrop for all the above. Its ethereal depictions of bustling cityscapes and fecund countryside, functioning not unlike picture postcards, showed the caliphate at its most beautiful. They presented snapshot highlights of what it was to live in the Islamic State and encouraged their audiences to imagine what it would be like to be there, seeing and experiencing its alternative, glowing reality.

At the core of this utopian discourse was always a feeling that it was conditional—that is, that life was as it was in the caliphate solely because the Islamic State was enabling it to be that way. In that sense, it had affective utility in the context of both fighters, who were shown, through these images, what they were fighting to protect,52 and civilian supporters, who were shown, through the very same images, why the Islamic State required their unerring support.53 In so doing, these images provided tangible evidence of the unreal, constructing an idea of place and legitimacy that was fundamental to the Islamic State’s ability to survive.54

This effort to evidence the unreal has a rich historical pedigree. Indeed, it has appeared throughout the modern history of totalitarian politicking, whether in the context of Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia, Assad’s Syria or contemporary North Korea.55 That being said, rarely has photography been the medium of choice, with most other efforts relying on poster artists, filmmakers and photo-montage technicians.56 In any case, it is the same visual motifs—especially in the form of the labouring proletarian and the willing crowd—that have emerged time and time again. In these constructs, states would work to capture their ideals: in Nazi Germany it was Aryan purity and a blind faith in the capabilities of the Third Reich that was championed above all else,57 and in Soviet Russia it was the committed, selfless labour of the farmer or factory worker.58 In the Islamic State’s case, it was the piety and fervour of its “ordinary Muslims.” While these endeavours were not just the purview of totalitarian propagandists,59 they are their most recognisable in the totalitarian context—and it would appear that it is from these particular forebears that the Islamic State’s photo-propagandists have learned most.
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THE VICTIM


It should be clear just how systematically the Islamic State idealised what it was to live under its rule. Through photo-propaganda, it framed quotidian existence in its caliphate as paradisaical, characterised by abundance, piety, and beauty. This movement, the pictorial line went, had ushered in a new golden age of Islam, one that had returned the faith and its people to their former glory.1 However, notwithstanding this overwhelmingly positive message, the Islamic State was always careful to point out that it was not all good news: just as the Muslim community faced out-group threats during its first golden age at the time of the Prophet Muḥammad so, too, did this new Islamic utopia face attacks from without.2

Instead of hiding this reality, the impact of enemy incursions was documented in detail, often with gruesome results. It made strategic sense for the Islamic State to do this because, as already noted in Chapter 3, the notion of in-group victimhood was instrumental to its ideology: it was a simple but powerful way to raise the stakes and confirm the cosmic necessity of its jihadist project.3 Hence, even though they were relatively few in number, the pictures of post-airstrike carnage that it published between 2015 and 2017 were still a crucial component of the image-world, a way to show what happened when Islam met its anathema, when its order was disrupted by the chaos of kufr.4

These images were about documenting a war that was total, a war in which the out-group was committing injustices against the in-group, leaving the Islamic State to pick up the pieces.5 The Islamic State was not the first extremist movement to deploy this narrative of victimhood, nor will it be the last.6 The notion of animosity between out-group and in-group has always been a central part of war and, in the specific context of jihadism, it is especially time worn.7 However, as is shown below, the level of detail and consistency with which its photographers visualised this animosity was quite remarkable.

Usually, this discourse manifested in one of three ways. The first frame focused on the human cost of the air war. These pictures documented the killing and maiming of non-combatants in the caliphate; children, especially prepubescent ones, were a favourite subject. The subtext was clear: the Islamic State was trying to appeal to the humanitarian instincts of sympathetic onlookers while also underlining the inhumanity of its enemies.8 The next frame, which focused on structural damage, complemented the first frame. It paid special attention to the bombing of religious institutions and public infrastructure. Again, the intention was clear: the enemy was being positioned as indiscriminate, opposed not just to the Islamic State as an organisation but to the very religion and people of Islam as well. The last frame focused on rehabilitative works carried out in the aftermath of enemy strikes. In so doing, it positively supplemented the first two, offering a glimmer of hope by showing that all was not lost regardless of what was being thrown at the caliphate.

It is important to keep in mind that these photographs were published, relatively speaking, few and far between, dispersed amid thousands of triumphalist pictures of military advances and governance activities. This meant that the feeling of impotence they were intended to provoke was rarely left to overwhelm the viewer.9 This was intentional: by deliberately juxtaposing images of this crisis with many more images of its purported solution—in other words, deploying the avoidance-based/approach-based marketing techniques more commonly associated with charity appeals—the Islamic State was trying to engineer a productive, rather than purely emotive, response from sympathetic audiences.10

Having outlined some of the most important visual conventions surrounding visual depictions of civilian victimisation, this chapter considers the mobilising significance of this response, discussing each of the victimhood frames in turn. First, it focuses on the civilian victim frame; second, it discusses the structural damage frame; and third, it explores the rehabilitation frame. Like the other chapters, this one is not exhaustive. However, it remains the case that the images analysed in the course of it were deemed to be representative of the entire corpus. Other examples of these frames are provided via the Imperial War Museum project mentioned in the Author’s Note.

Existing Conventions: Infants, Infrastructure and Injustice

There is a rich photographic pedigree associated with the victimisation of civilians at times of war. For state and non-state actors alike, images of the non-combatant victim are highly evocative and, therefore, effective as tools with which to engineer a public response.11 It would be wrong to suggest that photographs of this ilk are always deployed cynically with a view to achieving political ends. However, it would equally be wrong to suggest that they are disseminated with the sole intent of documenting the reality of war. As is widely noted in the literature on this particular subgenre of conflict photography, images of suffering necessarily interact with those who view them, and rarely does this interaction happen unintentionally.12 Rather, it is the result of a personal appeal on the part of the photographer and, when published, an invitation to participate on the part of the editorial authority.13

When considered in the context of the in-group/out-group paradigm that lies at the heart of most extremist metanarratives, the potential of victimhood imagery is easily apparent.14 It has a penetrative capability, one that enables the movement in question to force its supporters—and, indeed, its opponents—to bear witness to purported crimes inflicted by the out-group on the in-group.15 In so doing, it can be deployed as a means with which to justify intent, incite action, and confirm claims. In that sense, its role in the process of moral disengagement as set out in Chapter 7 is self-evident.

While the roots of this visual phenomenon can be traced as far back as the mid-nineteenth century, it was during the Spanish Civil War that some of its most dominant conventions first emerged. As Brothers notes, photographers sympathetic to both sides expended a great deal of effort in attempting to mediate the plight of the civilians caught between them.16 In the main, their efforts manifested in two ways: photographs of refugee civilians and photographs of urban disarray. The former was focused at the level of the survivor, deploying an individual’s suffering as a metaphor for the suffering of the rest of the community.17 The latter was more abstract, using images of deserted, barren streets to draw attention to the damage inflicted on Spanish national identity as a whole.18 During the Second World War, images of victimisation proliferated even further, by then also manifesting in photographs of actual deaths. Sontag, for one, describes pictures depicting Nazi concentration camps as evidence of “the ultimate horror,” documents through which the spectator was forcibly drawn into the act of killing itself.19 Whatever their function, the most iconic and recognisable of these pictures emphasised the disempowerment of those killed. Corpses, or traces of the corpses, of “typical” non-combatants—that is, children, women, the infirm, the elderly—featured with especial regularity.20

In the second half of the twentieth century, as the practice of overt photo-propaganda declined and that of photojournalism blossomed, the civilian cost of war was foregrounded even more. Perhaps the most famous example of this—and, indeed, of the iconic role that these images can end up playing—is found in Nick Ut’s “Accidental napalm,” which, suggest Hariman and Lucaites, became intertwined with the very fabric of the anti-Vietnam War movement.21 Indeed, many believe it or images like it to have been instrumental in the United States’ eventual withdrawal from Vietnam.22

This trajectory continued throughout the rest of the twentieth century and well into the twenty-first, with images of civilian suffering ultimately becoming among the most recognisable motifs of war photography.23 True to historical convention, they would manifest variously as photographs of individual and collective suffering, the former in the form of pictures of death and displacement and the latter in the form of pictures of infrastructural damage, with children, women, the infirm and the elderly featuring as their main subjects.24 As both Fahmy and Winkler, El Damanhoury and Dicker point out, the means by which these scenes would be displayed differ according to embedded cultural expectations.25 In the West, suggestive “about to die” imagery is pre-eminent, whereas in mainstream Arabic-language media circles the conventional position usually leans towards a more graphic offering, one in which corpses in particular and gore in general are deployed more liberally.26

In any case, in a photojournalistic context it is rare, though not unprecedented, for images of victimhood to be distributed as a means by which to justify the perpetuation of conflict. Instead, the opposite is usually true, with images of out-group suffering acting as a means with which to force the presumed in-group to accept their shared humanity and thereby undermine public appetite for the conflict in question. As the pages below demonstrate, this is not the case in the present context, in which the Islamic State leveraged images of in-group rather than out-group suffering in its effort to justify its war and incite supporters to engage in violent action.

1. Non-combatants

Hundreds of photographs of dead, dying and maimed civilians were published during the period in question. Unlike the Islamic State’s other images of “quotidian life,” these ones varied little. When shot in the immediate aftermath of airstrikes, they were primarily geared towards emphasising the chaos that ensued; when shot later on, they focused more on surveying the scale of the damage caused. By documenting these scenes in this particular way, the Islamic State cast normal Sunni Muslims living within its territories as the principal victims—and targets—of its enemies. To this end, the underlying narrative was always clear, repetitive and consistent: the out-group was genocidal; the in-group needed protecting; and only the Islamic State was in a position to provide that protection.27 In other words, then, this frame put forth a humanitarian case for the caliphate: it was a warning of what could be, as well as an appeal for help against what was already happening.

As has already been mentioned, these images almost always focused on the plight of children. They were an especially effective vehicle for the Islamic State’s victimhood claims because children are conventionally regarded as innocents at times of war, especially if they are pre-adolescent.28 Figure 10.1 is a particularly vivid example of their instrumentalisation. Its caption reads “Crimes of the army of the apostate Erdogan against the rights of Muslim children living in the city of Bāb.” Shot in the aftermath of an attack against the city, then held by the Islamic State, in northern Syria, it shows two children, a boy and girl. They are in what appears to be a waiting room, standing beside two empty chairs. The boy, who looks like he is less than ten years old, is holding in his arms the much younger girl, presumably his sister. Pulled tightly to his chest, her reddened hand grasping at his sleeve, she looks up at someone or something behind the photographer, her small face wincing in pain or fear. The boy, whose eyes sparkle with tears, looks off into the distance at the other side of the room. This picture is meant to embody the injustices of the war against the Islamic State. Its caption explains what has happened quite clearly, establishing a humanitarian tone by speaking of the enemy’s “crimes” and its children’s “rights,” thus framing this scene as the outcome of a fundamental opposition between the forces of good (those who want children to have rights) and evil (those who want to take them away).

This opposition is visually underlined by a series of paired contrasts.29 The first is the power differential, which pits the weakness of the children against the chaos of the unknown around them. The photographer has established this dynamic by positioning himself close by, at the height of someone crouching down to lend them assistance.30 They are clearly in need—their helplessness is writ large across their faces. The second juxtaposition, the size differential, further entrenches this idea. The angled, close-up perspective puts the children in a position of powerlessness, drawing attention to their size in relation to the radiator and the chairs beside them. It makes them appear even smaller than they already are—and, thus, even more helpless. The feeling that they are out of place, experiencing something that they should never have experienced in a place that they should never have been, is crystallised by a third juxtaposition: the colour differential. The white of the dust on the boy’s head and shoulders highlights the red of the blood on his face, and the flat colouring of their surroundings clashes with the brightness of their clothes. Because of this, they stand out in their surroundings more than they otherwise would, doubly alien.

Repeatedly, this image asserts a sense of gross aberration: these are children, and they should not be here, lost like this, their normality disrupted. How, this photograph asks of its viewers, could this come to be?31 In the absence of any accompanying narrative—aside, that is, from the caption, which tells us little about their specific case—the photograph is a puzzle, something in which the viewer ends up participating as they attempt to piece together what happened. The first explanation that comes to mind is that the children have been orphaned. It is hinted at in the way the children stand, alone and unaccompanied, and compounded by the frown of the girl, the welling eyes of the boy, and the tightness with which they hold each other.32 Whether or not that is what has actually happened is immaterial because, as is always the case in this context, this photograph means much more than just that which can be observed on its surface. These children do not really “matter” in and of themselves; rather, they “matter” because they are archetypal victims, symbols not just of their own persecution but of the persecution of the Sunni Muslim community at large. Instrumentalised, they represent the Islamic State’s civilian populace; they are not meant to be considered as individuals in their own right.33 Here they are, helpless, alone, injured and dirty, the bright white lights starkly drawing attention to their and, by extension, their community’s persecution. Ultimately, the subtext is clear: this is the chaos from which the Islamic State is trying to deliver its nation.

An alternative example of this frame—one that, contrasting with Figure 10.1, was shot after rather than during the initial moment of crisis—can be found in an image (not displayed—see Author’s Note) of a young boy standing in front of a mudbrick wall between two rope-strung cots. In the cot on the left, the corpse of a small child has been placed. The corpses of two more children lie in the cot on the right. They are wrapped in blankets, as if asleep. The boy, presumably their brother, stands between them, looking directly into the camera. His head is bandaged.

Again, this image has a familiar humanitarian feel to it. However, it is more blatant this time because of the direct gaze of the boy. He exhibits a quiet pain, one that is accentuated through the camera’s perspective and his positioning in relation to it. Again, the photographer is looking downwards, diminishing the subject to make him and his situation even more wretched. The way the boy stares straight back at the camera, not at the photographer or the bodies of his siblings, heightens this.34 It renders him—and, therefore, his circumstances—unavoidably confronting, leaving the viewer with no choice but to stare back and consider his pain. The boy’s blank face draws out this interaction, making him seem as if he is beyond emotion, unable to express himself through words. This inability does not matter, however, because the photographer has done the hard work for him. Indeed, because of the way this scene was staged, there is no escaping from the reality and enormity of his injuries, both the physical ones, marked by bandages, and the emotional ones, marked by the corpses.

Like the children in Figure 10.1, these have deliberately been left anonymous and unknown, positioned as just more casualties of the same indiscriminate and imposed war.35 The boy’s sparse surroundings—the rope-strung cots, dirtied overalls, and crumbling wall—do tell us something though: they hint at his poverty, driving his sad state home to the viewer. The intention is plain to see: he and his siblings are meant to embody the broader victimhood of their community. They are placed here as a provocation, yet another example of the enemy’s hostility and, as such, another appeal for action against it.

The above images are restrained in terms of what they show: there is no gore and the moment of death is only implied. But this is not always the case with this thematic subset. Indeed, for every pared-back picture of panic or grief there is one that seeks to traumatise. These images break out of conventional humanitarian codes, venturing instead into a more obscene form of photography. They are designed to provoke a visceral response, one that lingers in the mind’s eye and plays on the imagination.36 Through them, the demonisation of the enemy is rendered complete and, consequently, so too is the necessity of the Islamic State.

This duality bears out with particular clarity in an image (not displayed) showing a corpse, pixelated up to the neck and shoulders, lying on top of a brightly coloured blanket. The body—which, based on its shape, appears to be that of a prepubescent child—is unclothed and headless, its neck ending abruptly in an eruption of blackened flesh. Nothing else has been included in the frame.

At first sight, this image throws the viewer. The grey of the torso is so bright it looks inorganic and, because the photograph was captured in a way that makes room for where the head would have been, were it still attached to the body, its contents are not easy to navigate through. By process of elimination, it eventually becomes clear that the pixelated mass is made of flesh, not mortar. Why else would it be placed on a blanket, let alone blurred out? This realisation provokes an almost physical reaction, one prolonged by the deliberate illegibility of the image. The act of viewing is thus more active than it otherwise would be and, having at first been indecipherable, the picture ends up being too decipherable.37

This is an image of something that should not be and, as examples go of the out-group’s “evils,” it is particularly affecting. Again, however, it is not the individual corpse that matters: rather, what matters is the broader injustice that the individual corpse, objectified, represents.38 It penetrates the viewer, first through confusion and then through shock, and culminates in a powerful appeal, not for preventative aid—the time for that has long passed—but for retributive action.39

The core premise of these images was always easy to make out. It is the horrors of the war that have allegedly been imposed on the Islamic State and, cumulatively, were a way to demonstrate the existential threat that the enemy presented.40 The fact that these images so often featured prepubescent children was no coincidence. This was an editorial decision born of the logic that it would be a good idea to show a demographic that, conventionally at least, had no place fighting, being targeted, or killed. Thus, it was not just children but the idea of children that was being deployed in these images. Because of their conventional value as “innocents,” pictures of them in distress, whether physical or emotional, made sense of the need for jihād, legitimising the way that the Islamic State fought as well as the way that it ruled.

2. Infrastructure

As a general rule, the Islamic State would sandwich images of civilian plight between pictures of urban ruination.41 Besides providing situational context for them, these photographs enabled the Islamic State to scale up the idea of its enemies’ crimes. Tending to focus on damage to communal rather than private spaces, the images collectivised the notion of in-group persecution. Hence, although their horrors were less tangible than the above, they were no less important a vehicle for the group’s victimhood claim.

Not once did the Islamic State visualise the aftermath of airstrikes on its military infrastructure: to do so would have contested its claim that ordinary people were bearing the brunt of the war. Instead, its photographers were only ever dispatched to places that were ostensibly public in nature, especially mosques and markets. The first of these is exemplified in Figures 10.2 and 10.3, which were shot in eastern Libya in 2016. The caption on them reads “The remains of a ṣalībī bombardment on a house of the houses of Allāh in the city of Binghāzī.” Figure 10.2 shows the collapsed remains of a mosque. The only thing still standing is the loudspeaker from which calls to prayer would once have been heard. It is framed by the shadowy ruins within which the photographer is perched, and everything else around it has either collapsed or is collapsing. The second picture, Figure 10.3, which was shot further inside the same mosque, shows a stack of pages from the Qur’ān piled into a plastic box. The ground behind them is covered in rubble; nothing else can be made out in the blur.

Together, these images remove any ambiguity as to what it was that had been bombed. The first picture shows not only that it was a mosque but that it was a mosque that had taken a direct hit. The second advances this idea, suggesting that it was not just this mosque that was being targeted but the religion of Islam itself. The position from which the first image was shot makes it especially fit for purpose.42 The photographer placed themselves inside the remains of the mosque and used its caved-in roof to frame the loudspeaker, which, aside from the caption, is the only indication that these ruins were once a place of worship. This perspective brings out a series of visual contrasts—light and dark, upright and collapsed, exposed and unexposed—that prompts the viewer to consider the broader implications of the cavity from which they are looking.43 A space that was once hallowed and enclosed, secure from the outside world, has been exposed by the enemy, rendered vulnerable and almost rudely incomplete. Moreover, in the absence of any smoke piles or scorch marks, there is a distinct sense that whatever it was that struck this building broke through it like paper. This mosque, it thus seems, sustained a direct hit; it was a purposeful desecration of what the space was meant to be.44

While this idea of purposeful attack is already clear, the second photograph (Figure 10.3) takes it even further, showing that this was not just an assault on a mosque but an assault on the very word of God. Positioned just far enough away from the camera not to be legible, these pages are not meant to be read. Rather, they are just meant to be recognisable as pages of the Qur’ān. This is the word of God, and it, not the Islamic State’s military apparatus, has been deliberately struck by the enemy. Notably, where Figure 10.2 hinted at the vulnerability of the religion, Figure 10.3 also suggests its resilience: the unbound pages may be tangled and torn but they are more or less intact, a little dirty but still readable, almost as if they could withstand the power of the bombardment better than the building that once housed them. Their versatility is further implied by the way their crisp, in-focus definition contrasts with the fuzziness of the ruins in the background. They almost bounce out of the image—as if alive and averse to the wreckage around them.

It is not hard to decipher what the photographer was trying to do here. By identifying the location of the strike and defining its “real” target like this, they were seemingly attempting to show that the enemy was attacking Islam, not just the Islamic State. Figure 10.4, which shows the bombed-out remains of a residential building in Mosul, works towards a similar end, one that focused attention on the plight of civilians in general. Instead of the Qur’ān, it uses ordinary citizens as its principal signifier for Islam, showing that enemy attacks were not just causing individual injuries but broader communal losses, too. The caption reads “Remains of the ṣalībī bombardment on a restaurant in which displaced families live in the Muṭaḥīn district.” In it, two men can be seen walking across a bombsite. They are surrounded by piles of rubble and, beyond them, a building—presumably the restaurant—is collapsing into the road. The man closest to the camera is holding a bright red object, possibly a children’s toy or backpack, and the man to his right looks like he might have a gun slung over his shoulder. They are being watched closely by a bedraggled group of onlookers who stand in the distance beside the twisted façade of the restaurant building.

This picture was taken quite some time after the strike that caused the building to collapse, something indicated by the lack of smoke or flames and the absence of urgency in either the stroll of the two men or the stance of the onlookers. The immediate threat having passed, it is now time to assess the extent of the damage caused, something the viewer is invited to do themselves. Because of the way the photographer is positioned, shooting low to the ground on the edge of what appears to be the impact zone, this is a particularly daunting task: the former structure of the restaurant is but barely hinted at, and there is no way to disentangle its remains from those of the surrounding buildings. Clearly, whatever it was that struck this place, it was big—too big, the implication is, to be able to have been given a precise target.45

Having surveyed this damage, the eye naturally comes to rest on the onlookers. There is a weight of expectation in the way they stand, waiting to receive the two men before them. From the way the onlookers watch them walk over, it seems clear that they, the onlookers, are the “displaced families” spoken of in the caption and that the two men are representatives of the “state.” Now displaced once again, their impotence is even more absolute. The adult men slouch, visibly resigned, and the children stand stock still as if shellshocked. There is none of the vibrancy or movement that usually characterises images of the nation. Instead, this scene is muted and still, quietly sobering. Crucially, there is no obvious reason as to why their housing complex was hit. That informational deficit is what this frame is all about. It “proves” that the enemy is pathological in its targeting of the weak and that the wounds it deliberately causes are to the community, not just the individual.46

In that sense, images like this one ran in stark contrast to the official narrative of the Global Coalition, which was always careful to assert that it was doing all that it could to minimise the risk of civilian casualties. Due to its deployment of tactical munitions, smart bombs and advanced targeting systems, it claimed its air war was one of surgical precision.47 This frame was singularly focused on undermining that claim. Again and again it showed that the Coalition was in fact indiscriminately attacking Islam, not the Islamic State, and that it was civilians who were bearing the brunt of these onslaughts, it was their mosques, their welfare, and their livelihoods that were suffering. Once more, then, the fragility of the caliphal utopia was being highlighted and, simultaneously, an appeal was being made: the Islamic State was demonstrably under threat, and the only way to respond to that was through participation in its jihād.

3. Recovery

Crucially, this narrative of persecution did not begin and end with despair. Amid these pictures were scattered dozens of images of the rehabilitative works carried out in the aftermath of airstrikes.48 Contrasting with the notion of vulnerability that was so intrinsic to the above two frames, this frame was inherently optimistic. It showed the state–nation symbiosis at its best, with each party working in harmony to restore an order that was only ever temporarily disrupted. Seemingly intended to have a palliative effect, it sweetened the victimhood discourse by positioning it as something that had the power to make the Islamic State stronger rather than weaker.

The basic premise of this frame was to show that, while the caliphal nation may have been suffering due to enemy incursions, it was not giving up. Instead, resilient and versatile, it was clinging to the jihadist cause. Figure 10.5 captures this idea particularly well. Shot in eastern Syria, its caption reads “Rebuilding the buildings that were targeted in raids by ṣalībī planes.” It shows six men working on the collapsed shell of a building. They are one storey up and absorbed in a clamour of activity: one hammers, two saw, and the other three direct and assist. None of them acknowledges that the photograph is being taken.

The way these men have been shot, seemingly oblivious to the presence of the photographer, lends them a sort of automaton-like industriousness. They appear to toil as one, a unit of citizens working to re-establish lost order. Each is dressed differently and is working on their own task, something that simultaneously emphasises their individuality and draws them closer together, highlighting as it does the singularity of their objective. In this pursuit—the restoration of what once was—it is not just the camera they are oblivious to, but the enormity of the task ahead. The building seems beyond repair. Its mess of rubble and wires fills most of the frame. Yet still, instead of demolishing it, they continue to work.

This is a Sisyphean effort, one for which, captured like this, these men are being celebrated. They may not be fighting on the front lines, yet still they are being commemorated through photography. They are not suicide bombers or anti-aircraft gunmen, but they are shown to be doing jihād, resisting and persisting in spite of their enemies’ best efforts. Disparate but unified, they embody the disciplined camaraderie purported to characterise both caliphal nation and army.49 The message that this image sends is, therefore, one of defiance: it shows that, while the enemy’s blows may be mighty, the Islamic State is rising from the ashes.

A similar feeling of casual resilience is conveyed in Figure 10.6, the caption of which reads “Services Office—cleaning the streets after ṣalībī bombing on the city of Raqqah.” A man can be seen hosing down a street in Raqqah’s city centre. He looks up nonchalantly, as if caught in conversation with someone out of shot. A road trails into the distance beyond him. It is flat, intact, and clean, flanked by a row of tall buildings with cars neatly parked beneath them. To his right, a second row of buildings collapses in on itself. The buildings seem to be completely destroyed but their rubble, which this man is in the process of clearing away, has been neatly confined to beyond the pavement.

Like the picture of the workmen in Mayādīn (Figure 10.5), there is an intrinsic optimism to this one. It manifests in an implicit statement that life is going on in spite of the war. Crouching slightly, the photographer has tried to capture the full spectrum of what it is to live in Raqqah. On the left is normality—pristine, functional normality—and on the right is chaos, but chaos confined. The street-cleaner, who symbolises the broader authority of the caliphate, is positioned in such a way that he mediates between the two. He is returning the bombsite to its rightful state, working on behalf of the community. The way he stands, seemingly carefree but with a degree of thoroughness, implies that this is just routine and, hence, that damage has been done but, having been cleared and confined like this, life is able to proceed around it. This picture, just as others like it, shows the utopia blemished but not irreparably so; the Islamic State project marches on.

There were few substantive variations when it came to the rehabilitation frame, perhaps because of the challenges associated with making something good out of something so bad. Yet, though sporadic but formulaic, these pictures attempted to do just that, manipulating the notion of victimhood into a rallying cause, something that was controlled, tempered and manageable. They showed state and nation working in synergy to give order to chaos and, no matter how lowly their task was, whether they were street-cleaners or infrastructural engineers, those taking part were celebrated as mujāhidīn in their own right. The core premise here was, therefore, aspirational: the Islamic nation, though not unaffected by these attacks, was irrepressible.

Conclusion

The idea that it was civilians who bore the brunt of the war on the Islamic State was an essential part of its overarching utopian promise. Accordingly, through highly graphic images of human misery and infrastructural disarray, its photo-propagandists worked systematically to visualise this, seeking to provide cast-iron evidence that its enemies were not just averse to it as an organisation but to everything it and its supporters (both combatants and non-combatants) stood for as well.

While they were relatively few in number compared to, say, images of fighting on the front lines, photographs of dead or maimed civilians were littered throughout the photo-reports of the period in question. That they so often revolved around children was the outcome of a strict editorial policy, one that excluded any and all images of combatants and women killed in airstrikes: the former to uphold operational security and the latter because of theological reasoning. There was no such limitation when it came to photographs of dead or dying minors. As prototypical non-combatants, children were central to the Islamic State’s efforts to prove its enemies’ barbarity.50 Focusing on structural damage caused to communal infrastructure, especially roads, mosques and markets, the second pillar of the victimhood discourse introduced a complementary claim regarding the enemy’s purportedly indiscriminate targeting of locations that were overtly civilian in nature. These images focused not on individual members of the Islamic State’s populace but on the populace in general, iteratively positioning it as an explicit target of enemy artillery and airstrikes. The third frame was less despairing, notwithstanding the fact that it built directly on the discursive foundations of the first two. Following the Islamic State’s rehabilitative efforts—or, at least, documenting them if and when they were staged—these images told a story of urban renewal in the face of adversity, visualising seamless interdependence between state and nation and entrenching its claims to popular consensus.

When considered from the view of the in-group/out-group paradigm that lies at the heart of the Islamic State’s political doctrine, the role of this staggered discourse on victimhood is easily apparent.51 Fuelling the fires of moral disengagement in relation to its enemies, the same that were discussed in Chapter 7, it enabled the group to justify domestic hardship while simultaneously inciting external action. The primeval, violent hostility of the “enemy”—whoever, wherever, and whatever it was—towards innocent Muslims in the dār al-islām was always the core proposition of these images; they were about catching the enemy in the act of attacking not just the Islamic State but Muslims and Islam in general. Their seemingly aimless and indiscriminate targeting parameters enabled the Islamic State to emphasise the insurmountable odds of the war it was fighting and to call, both implicitly and explicitly, for its supporters to rally behind it.52 In that sense, the victimhood discourse was deployed with motivational intent, it was meant to instigate and incite while simultaneously flagging up the Islamic State’s commitment to protect its populace.

In contrast to the highly conventional way the Islamic State glorified its war effort and idealised the activities of its proto-state and populace, there are relatively few historical cases of victimisation-based photo-propaganda. To be sure, belligerents on all sides during the First and Second World Wars frequently compounded in-group/out-group cleavages through media, such as poster art and film, but they tended not to deploy photography to this particular end.53 This was likely due to logistics and practicalities as much as anything else. That being said, and as was pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, photojournalists have been mediating the civilian costs of war for decades, though rarely if ever with an overtly pro-war intent. If anything, they have been working to produce icons of anti-war protest: images of out-group suffering that force “in-group” audiences to empathise with the “enemy” and thereby undermine public appetite for the conflict in question.54

In this context, the opposite seems to be true, with images of in-group suffering being published with a view to justifying war and instigating violent action, often against civilians. That the Islamic State did this and with such exacting precision—borrowing many of the most recognisable tropes and motifs of the genre in the course of so doing—speaks to the origins of its strategic outreach, inspired specifically by non-state armed-group tactics. Indeed, whereas most state actors have steered clear of victimisation-based photo-propaganda, the same cannot be said of the host of revolutionary, resistance-orientated non-state actors that have embraced it, in recent years in particular: consider, for example, visual materials published by the likes of Ḥamās, Ḥizbullāh and the Bosnian mujāhidīn over the last three decades or so.55 Their respective deployment of these images was motivated by the same reasoning, that the marginal utility of publishing them—that is, fomenting in-group/out-group conflict, appealing to humanitarian instincts, instigating action and evidencing the resistance worldviews—was greater than the opportunity cost of not doing so. Through its own structured victimhood discourse, the Islamic State followed directly in their footsteps.
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CONCLUSION


The art historian John Taylor once wondered whether there is “a contract between photography and the world, and, if so, what happens when it is broken.”1 This book, which takes it as a given that there is, if not precisely a contract, then at least a direct relationship between the two, has explored this idea. In doing so, it sought answers to two primary research questions: first, to what end did the Islamic State use photo-propaganda between 2015 and 2017? and second, what—and, indeed, how—did its propaganda images convey meaning? With this in mind, the group’s image-world was examined less for the objects or events that appeared in it than for the values and principles it displayed and reinforced. To that end, it was explored on two levels. First, for what it showed:

–What issues, themes, and phenomena did the Islamic State prioritise in its photo-propaganda during the period in question?

–How did the thematic constitution of its image-world respond to evolving situational exigencies?

–What scenes and events were most closely tied to the caliphate “brand”?

And second, for how it showed:

–When the contents and structures of the Islamic State’s photo-propaganda are unpacked, what does it say about the intent of those behind it, and how does it say it?

–What made its photo-propaganda mean anything at all?

–And, assuming that its various meanings were artificially augmented, how did that process of augmentation happen?

In seeking answers to these questions, this work has contributed to four established bodies of academic study, bodies that have been cited throughout the text, namely: (i) research on the history of contemporary salafi-jihadism; (ii) research on propaganda strategy and technique; (iii) research on war documentary photography; and (iv) research into how photographic images construct and convey meaning. In relation to the first, it has deepened our understanding of what made—and, indeed, makes—the Islamic State tick as a political actor, demonstrating both how its doctrinaires view the world and how they want the world to be viewed, delineating “good” from “bad” with absolute and unflinching visual certainty. It has shown that the Islamic State made a demonstrable effort to portray fighting for or living within it a way to realise the impossible, and to return to a “pure,” “essential” and imaginatively constructed form of Islam. In relation to the second body of work, research on propaganda in general, it has demonstrated the utility of the close and systematic study of photo-propaganda, a subset of political communication that is to this day understudied. Certainly, photo-propaganda should never be regarded as documentary evidence of “real” life, but that does not mean it is redundant as an object of historical analysis, something to which the above pages are, I would hope, testament. In relation to the literature on war photography, this study contributes a new angle and a new form of data: that of the non-state actor. While the visual propaganda of contemporary non-state militant groups has by no means been overlooked by scholars, especially in the last decade or so, there have as yet been vanishingly few targeted analyses of their photographic habits and practices, a gap into which this work neatly slots. Lastly, in relation to the body of methodologically orientated studies on photography, semiotics, and interpretation, this work’s contribution is more functional, serving as a replicable blueprint for other, similarly targeted mixed methods analyses of visual corpuses that embrace, and work to mitigate, the limitations of semiotic analysis.

To summarise, then: by scrutinising the content, tendencies and techniques that undergirded the more than 20,000 images the Islamic State published between 2015 and 2017, this study has demonstrated, at every level, the visual ubiquity of the Islamic State’s theopolitical ideology, an entanglement of propositions and premises that were perpetually grounded on two opposing and intrinsically cosmic poles: chaos and order.2

This task was undertaken iteratively using a range of qualitative analysis methods. Chapter 2 set these out, first describing the provenance of the image corpus and the means by which it was archived, and second explaining the way it was disaggregated and studied using an adaptation of Attride-Stirling’s thematic networks analysis and Barthesian semiology.

Chapter 3 described key findings from the content and thematic networks analysis, familiarising readers with key features of the image corpus. It began with a structural overview of the archive. Next, geographic trends in the images were described, with patterns in national and subnational provenance identified and deciphered. The discussion then turned to the thematic priorities of the corpus. In the context of these 5,441 photo-reports, there were some 644 Basic Themes falling into 20 Organising Theme clusters, 9 revolving around the Global Theme of war (jihād) and 11 around the Global Theme of civilian life (khilāfah).

These two thematic networks, “Jihād” and “Khilāfah”, were used as a blueprint for the rest of the exploration, which was broken into two sections of three chapters each, the first revolving around the Islamic State’s glorification of what it was to fight for it and the second around its idealisation of what it was to live as a civilian under it.

Chapter 5, the first of three discussing the jihād-focused portion of the photographs, examined how the Islamic State idealised the individual character of its soldiery. Broadly speaking, it typified them according to five visual archetypes: the courageous fighter, the euphoric victor, the vigilant sentinel, the fervent devotee, and the willing martyr. The discussion highlighted the fact that, while these archetypes were unique in combination, the stuff of which they were wrought was far from original.

Chapter 6 examined how the Islamic State glorified its armed forces as a collective entity, tracking how it used photo-propaganda to develop a comprehensive idea of its kinetic capabilities iteratively, one that kept to a simple and, once again, deeply conventional discourse structure. Its troops were shown to be well armed, invariably coherent and visibly zealous; its armaments were shown to be diverse and high-tech, the very pinnacle of modern asymmetric warfare; and, combined, they were shown to be resulting in total domination through trophy-like images of war spoils captured in the course of battle.

Chapter 7 considered how the Islamic State demonised its enemies, exploring the visual code it employed when depicting them. This code was a composite of five subgenres. The first was the air war frame, which positioned the enemy as invulnerable, indiscriminate and genocidal. The deserter frame showed enemy soldiers fleeing from battle, cowardly and, often, subhuman. That idea was compounded by the captive frame, which showed them cowering, powerless and resigned to their fate, the implication being that this was their essential form. The next frame, the execution frame, went a step further, showing them in a state of maximal and irreversible peril. Crystallising this process of progressive demonisation was the corpse frame, which showed the enemy in various states of disfigurement, rotting into the earth, pathetic and defeated.

Chapters 8, 9 and 10 focused on how photo-propaganda was used to conceptualise the Islamic State’s take on the notion of khilāfah. This part of the discussion began by focusing on its efforts to idealise its forays into governance, something that was characterised by six frames. The first two focused on law and order, with one revolving around religious policing and the other around corporal and capital punishments. They were closely complemented by a second pair of frames, which focused on outreach and education respectively. The former documented the work of the Islamic State’s da’wah and media officials, while the latter focused on the cultivation of child ideologues. The core premise of the last two frames was overtly material: they showed the Islamic State providing for its people, handing out stacks of cash and implementing a range of state-wide improvement works.

Chapter 9 built on this unreal notion, exploring the means by which communities at the receiving end of Islamic State governance were imagined and subsequently realised through photo-propaganda. The first frame revolved around agricultural, commercial and industrial activities in the caliphate territories. It showed them to be a place of abundance where regular citizens—even the poor—wanted for nothing. The second frame focused on worship. Usually shot at mosques, these images showcased the purported devotion of its citizenry. Often, they would be supplemented by the third frame, which, revolving around scenes of recreation, was geared towards capturing a sense of the serenity that came with living in the Islamic State. A grandiose situational context for all the above was provided in the fourth and final frame, which, through its ethereal depictions of bustling cityscapes and fecund countryside, showed these “lands of the caliphate” at their best.

The last chapter focused on the smattering of victimhood-focused photo-propaganda that emerged between 2015 and 2017. While this subset of images was distributed with less regularity than all the above, it played no less a role in the Islamic State’s efforts to visualise its ideality. It would usually manifest in one of three ways. The first focused on the human cost of war, documenting the killing and maiming of non-combatants. The next frame focused on structural damage to civilian buildings, complementing the first by paying special attention to the bombing of religious institutions and public infrastructure. The last frame was less despairing: it focused on rehabilitative works carried out in the aftermath of enemy airstrikes. In so doing, it positively supplemented the first two image frames, offering a glimmer of hope by showing the people and institutions of the caliphate rallying in the face of adversity.

While these six streams of idealisation were unique in combination, they were not entirely unprecedented. Rather, they conformed in a great many ways to established historical photographic conventions. This was most evident in the context of the war-focused photo-propaganda. Indeed, the way the Islamic State elevated its fighters to almost mythic status was grounded in many of the same principles that have characterised the photography of soldiers for decades: hyper-masculine, these men were shown to fight with abandon and professionalism.3 The means by which the Islamic State glorified its military capabilities were also strikingly familiar, focusing the viewer’s attention on the scope and scale of its arsenal and the unity of its squadrons.4 So, too, were the ways it demonised its adversaries: reminiscent of countless past photo-propagandistic attacks on the “other,” the Islamic State attacked their very humanity by accusing them of primeval immorality and genocidal intent.5

The parallels were less immediately obvious when it came to the way the Islamic State depicted civilian life within its caliphate, even though many of the principles undergirding its efforts were identical to past propagandistic endeavours. When glorifying its state apparatus, the Islamic State relied on the same core appeals as bygone totalitarian systems: highly visible efficiency, abundance, control and interdependence were consistently the order of the day.6 The caliphal nation was also idealised through the systematic deployment of highly recognisable tropes and motifs from totalitarian visual history, the obedient crowd and heroic worker to name but two.7 The point of greatest divergence emerged in the context of Islamic State victimhood photography, which flipped what has become an established photojournalistic norm for covering civilian plight in conflict, wherein the distribution of such images is generally grounded in an intent to discourage war, to instead deploying them as a form of imprimatur for the continuation and even expansion of violent conflict.8

At the heart of this vast visual experiment was an ever-present opposition between order and chaos—whether it was the chaos of war and the order of civilian life, or the chaos of disbelief and the order of Islam. This juxtaposition was in many ways the very essence of the Islamic State’s ideology as a whole, something that was conveyed across the entirety of its media output but most comprehensively spelled out in the context of its photo-propaganda. Fundamen­tally, its core premise was simple: the implication was that the Islamic State alone was capable of supplanting chaos with order and subsequently maintaining it in a manner that benefited its claimed in-group. Hence, these images were meant to be testament to the fact that, solely through its unique approach to Islamic war and law, its caliphate had ushered in a new age and order in the lands it laid claim to, one that was utopian in every sense of the word: pious, pristine, secure, abundant—all to an extent that was, quite literally, unreal.

As Mark Juergensmeyer has pointed out in his extensive work on the notion of cosmic war, this idea is, much like the techniques and technologies through which it was mediated, not remotely original: religious extremists of all stripes have long been preoccupied with the purportedly primeval animus between “sacred order” and “the disorder of the profane.”9 However, never before has any actor, whether state or insurgent, set out to visualise this animus as thoroughly and with as exacting precision as the Islamic State. In that sense it was unique.

In mapping this caliphal unreality, this work has rendered it abundantly clear that photo-propaganda, while it may depict “real” scenes and objects, should never be regarded as documentary evidence of “real” life.10 By virtue of what it captures, how it captures it and the selectivity that characterises its publication, this form of photography barely relates to the real world at all. Indeed, with every decision made in relation to it—each and every time a picture is captured, chosen or discarded, modified, edited or captioned—the propaganda image’s relationship with reality is corrupted. Ultimately, photo-propagandistic images cease being objective records of the material world, instead being co-opted into ideological ideality, deployed to amplify that which was willed, not that which actually was. However, while such images are fundamentally misrepresentative, they are by no means useless as historical artefacts. Their essentially fallacious nature simply changes how they should be approached. Instead of being regarded as evidentiary documents, they should be studied because they offer us a direct window into the organisational imagination of the group in question: its very consciousness as a political actor.

Judith Butler once asked, “What does ‘transparency’ keep obscure?”11 In few contexts is this question more salient than the present discussion. For years, the Islamic State was far more “transparent” than any insurgent group to date, producing photo-propaganda at a rate totally unparalleled by its rivals. Its “transparency” must not be misconstrued, however: though it borrowed heavily from established visual conventions associated with war photojournalism, this was not documentary photography. The Islamic State was not recording what was happening in and around its proto-state. Rather, it was recording what it wanted its audiences to think was happening. The end result was a convoluted labyrinth of overlapping visual narratives that, through a highly conventional system of styles and techniques, depicted an idealised and impossible existence.
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