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Introduction
White emblazoned on black, almost child-like scrawl evoking an era before Photoshop or perhaps even penmanship, the flag proceeds the name: ISIS. Scrawled on the flag in wide brushstrokes is the innocuous message: la ilaha illallah – There is no God but God. Below that testimony, the same hand writes: Muhammad Rasul Allah – Muhammad is the messenger of God. 
The flag is meant to harken back to the days of Muhammad, with the design of the flag coming from “a seal of the Prophet used on letters supposedly written on his behalf.”[footnoteRef:1] Those letters allegedly invited the leaders of the world to join Islam and worship the one God. While the authenticity of those letters has been questioned by modern scholars, Islamic State’s adoption of the “seal of the Prophet” is not accidental, indeed, “we are meant to believe the Islamic State had inherited the Prophet’s seal, just as the caliphs had.”[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  William McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse: The History, Strategy, and Doomsday Vision of the Islamic State, Vol, Electronic, New York: St, Martin's Press, 2015, Print, 20]  [2:  Ibid] 

While the worldview of Islamic State cannot be distilled down to the basic elements of its flag, the black and white emblem begins to unveil some key elements of its Manichaean worldview. It’s either with us or against us, for God or for damnation, saved or smote. Their fundamental testimony – There is no God but God -- is espoused by hundreds of millions of Muslims worldwide, and yet, the call to action Islamic State interprets from that testimony has not only caused devastation, but has also implicated those millions of Muslims in a transnational Islamophobia that is impossible to evade. 
Islamic State is a fundamentalist, terrorist group that embraces a brand of salafi-jihadism[footnoteRef:3][footnoteRef:4] that endorses the wholesale slaughter and brutalization of its enemies, both political and religious. It is also a nationalistic group, with aspirations of statehood that harkens back to a so-called Golden Age of Islam (purported to have taken place during Muhammad’s preaching and the decades following his death). They advocate for the return of the Caliphate – government considered by Sunni “Muslims…to be the ideal and divinely sanctioned form of Islamic government.”[footnoteRef:5] But for “modern Islamists the Caliphate remains an ideal symbol for pan-Islamic unity, while militant movements like Hizb ut-Tahrir and al-Qaʿida use the restoration of the Caliphate as a rallying banner for global jihad,” indeed, “the founder of Hizb ut-Tahrir, Taqī al-Dīn al-Nabhānī (d. 1977 CE), saw the Caliphate as a necessary institution for the liberation of Muslims from un-Islamic tyranny and the restoration of the Sharīʿah[footnoteRef:6].”[footnoteRef:7] Yet for both Hizb ut-Tahrir and Al-Qaeda, the return of the Caliphate has always been a “distant and ill-defined goal [and n]either of them [offer] any substantive details on precisely how or where the Caliphate is to be restored”[footnoteRef:8] Standing in stark contrast to groups like Hizb ut-Tahrir and Al-Qaeda, then, is Islamic State. In contrast to earlier jihadi-salafi groups, Islamic State has taken real steps to declare the caliphate once more, taking control of land, promoting Islamic jurisprudence and elevating their Caliph, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. At the same time, Islamic State enjoys a apocalyptic worldview which legitimizes its actions. By situating itself within an apocalyptic, prophetic tradition which asserts that the return of the caliphate makes way for the final battle, Islamic State asserts its own necessity and importance. [3:  Salafism is a controversial term, which is often ill defined. I use the term to refer to groups that wish for a return to the practices and examples of the first three generations of Muslims – the companions of the prophet, the followers of the companions and the followers of the followers. Salafi-jihadism, then, can be defined as groups of Salafis that use militant struggle as a means to accomplish their ideological, religious and political goals, ]  [4:  The above definitions are informed by:
Emad el-Din Shahin,  "Salafīyah," In The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World, Oxford Islamic Studies Online]  [5: Adrian De Gifis, "Caliphate, Theories of the," In The Oxford Encyclopedia of Islam and Politics, Oxford Islamic Studies Online http://www,oxfordislamicstudies,com,libproxy,lib,unc,edu/article/opr/t342/e0124 (accessed 19-Mar-2016)]  [6:  Translated by the author to mean Islamic Law ]  [7:  Ibid]  [8:  Ibid] 

Yet, the vast majority of world Muslims largely reject Islamic State.  Polling from the Pew Global Research center shows that in 11 Muslim majority countries, no more than 14% of the population supports Islamic State.[footnoteRef:9]  Scholars worldwide have widely denounced the group as barbaric and as a threat to Islam. From the Saudi grand mufti Abdulaziz al-Sheikh[footnoteRef:10] to Al-Azhar’s  Grand Mufti Shawqi Allam, religious authorities have largely panned Islamic State as an extremist and bloody group that poses a danger to Islam and Muslims.[footnoteRef:11] In the United States, groups like the Council on American-Islamic Relations have decried Islamic State as “un-Islamic and morally repugnant…and reject[ed] the assertion that all Muslims are require to pay allegiance to its leader.”[footnoteRef:12] Indeed the transnational religious objection to Islamic State has largely coalesced in an open letter to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi that has been signed by hundreds of the leading authorities on Islamic law and jurisprudence.[footnoteRef:13] Yet, despite an overwhelming coalition of religious figures against Islamic State, their legitimacy in the eyes of their followers and sympathizers appears unblemished. Since 2014, it seems that the number of foreign fighters joining Islamic State from abroad has doubled from around 12,000 to as many as 31,000.[footnoteRef:14] While not a perfect indicator, these numbers suggest that many thousands of online sympathizers and those who choose to actually migrate to Syria and Iraq certainly find Islamic State sufficiently legitimate. [9:  Jacob Poushter, "In Nations with Significant Muslim Populations, Much Disdain for ISIS," Pew Research Center RSS, 2015, Accessed March 19, 2016, http://www,pewresearch,org/fact-tank/2015/11/17/in-nations-with-significant-muslim-populations-much-disdain-for-isis/]  [10:  Al-Jazeera English, "Islamic State Is Our Top Enemy: Saudi Mufti," Al Jazeera English, Accessed March 19, 2016, http://www,aljazeera,com/news/middleeast/2014/08/islamic-state-our-top-enemy-saudi-mufti-2014819165435845901,html]  [11:  The Daily Star Newspaper, "Al-Azhar Condemns ISIS as Corrupt and a Danger to Islam," The Daily Star Newspaper - Lebanon, Accessed March 19, 2016 http://www,dailystar,com,lb/News/Middle-East/2014/Aug-13/267022-al-azhar-condemns-isis-as-corrupt-and-a-danger-to-islam,ashx#axzz3B1ymBb5P]  [12:  CAIR, "CAIR Condemns ISIS Violence and Rejects Calls to Join Extremists Fighting Abroad," Council on American-Islamic Relations, Accessed March 19, 2016, http://www,cair,com/press-center/press-releases/12551-cair-condemns-isis-violence-and-rejects-calls-to-join-extremists-fighting-abroad,html]  [13:  "Open Letter to Al-Baghdadi," Open Letter to Baghdadi, Accessed March 19, 2016, http://www,lettertobaghdadi,com/]  [14:  Foreign Fighters: An Updated Assessment of the Flow of Foreign Fighters into Syria and Iraq, Report no, 3, New York: Soufan Group, 2015] 

This investigation was first inspired by the seeming contradiction between international condemnations of Islamic State and yet, the many thousands of mostly young, European supporters of Islamic State who chose to join the State during its first year.  This study is the latest manifestation of an investigation of the author into the appeal of Islamic State to European Muslims, which began with an attempt to study the motivations of foreign fighters and female muhajirat[footnoteRef:15] who originated from Europe, Australia and America. Both research constraints and a IRB concerns cut that study short – this study an adaptation from that study based on the aforementioned constraints. This study asks the question “how does Islamic State market an image of religious legitimacy that resonates with its supporters despite widespread ‘mainstream’ Islamic condemnation.”  [15:  Arabic word which translates to the female plural of “those who immigrate” ] 

The study proceeds by examining primary source data including Islamic State audio/visual, print, social media and graphical propaganda. Special attention is paid to Islamic State’s English language magazine, Dabiq. In addition to primary sources, secondary, analytical sources examining the various uses of Islamic State propaganda are also used in order to inform a broader understanding of Islamic State. For the purposes of investigation, the author has chosen three themes of Islamic State propaganda that enhance Islamic State’s general message of religious legitimacy: brutality, victimhood and apocalyptic utopianism. Each of those themes constitutes one of the study’s three chapters. Chapters proceed by first giving an overview of the theme, then give context to how those themes have been used historically or in other jihadist movements, then examining specific examples of that theme in Islamic State propaganda before finally analyzing how each theme contributes to Islamic State’s overall message of religious legitimacy. 
[bookmark: _Toc321946124]A Note on Sources, Bias and Citation
The sources that inform this investigation are a mix of primary source documents (primarily English language print propaganda of Islamic State) and secondary analysis by experts in the field of security, terrorism studies or religious studies. Unfortunately, writers and analysts whose background is in national security, law enforcement, military, de-radicalization or intelligence largely dominate the field of terrorism studies. Thus, my selection of sources has a bias towards those views and my bibliography contains names that have been affiliated with right-wing projects in the United States and the United Kingdom. I have tried to limit that bias by relying heavily on the primary sources and my personal analysis of them.
Furthermore, several books that I rely on heavily throughout this project were accessed via Kindle, and thus lack page numbers. Therefore, footnotes that list the page number as “X of X” are referring to the Kindle location number.  All other footnotes will first present the full citation with subsequent references to the same work being presented in the format of “Author, page number,” or if multiple works by the same author are cited “Author, Shortened Title, Page Number” 
[bookmark: _Toc321946125]A Note on Translation, Transliteration and Terminology
When working with a group like Islamic State, the use of Arabic terms is nearly unavoidable. As I am hardly fluent in Arabic, translations in this work will largely rely on those that are given by the author, or my best approximation of the translation. Religious concepts that require more than a parenthetical explanation will be explained in footnotes, with the sources of that information usually coming from the Encyclopedia of Islamic or the Oxford Companion to Islam. English transliterations of Arabic words will be presented in the same format that they were originally cited.
[bookmark: _Toc321946126]Throughout this text, I have also chosen a specific name to refer to the group that is collectively referred to as the Islamic State in Iraq and the Sham, Da’esh, the Islamic State, the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant and a laundry list of other names. My preferred name for that group is simply “Islamic State” without the definite article “the.” I have chosen this naming convention for two reasons. First, Islamic State is no longer bound by the geographical limitations of Iraq, Syria, the Sham or the Levant. Islamic State is a group with global ambitions and satellite operations in Afghanistan, Libya and elsewhere, and thus denominations like Islamic State in Iraq and the Sham do not accurately convey the scope of Islamic State’s operations. I have chosen to drop the definitive article of “the” from Islamic State’s name to avoid legitimizing the group as a proper representation of what Islamic Statehood looks like.
Special Thanks
	A lot of people have put a lot of work into keeping me sane throughout this process. Special thanks to Professor Ernst for agreeing to support this investigation, subtly directing my research and always providing me with the right source at the right time. Thank you to Professor Kurzman for agreeing to serve as a second reader. Conversations with the following people also influenced my thinking and aided me immeasurably in writing this thesis: Erin Saltman, Pieter Van Ostaeyen, Paul Stockton, Paul Gill, Paul Rodgers and Max Blumenthal. To my housemates, Michael and Daniel, I’m sorry for inviting NSA surveillance into our apartment. To Deirdre, thank you for your edits. To Una, your support has meant the world to me. 

[bookmark: _Toc321946127]
I: Savagery of the State: Brutality and Religious Legitimacy
Islamic State doesn’t kill, they torment. They don’t execute, they brutalize.  In large part, Islamic State has made its name and brand through videotaped and distributed brutality. On February 3rd, 2015, the world saw this first hand as Islamic State triumphantly released a video, which showed a Jordanian fighter pilot, Moaz al-Kasabeh, burned alive inside a cage. The video was 22 minutes long.
The Jordanian pilot episode did not happen in a vacuum. In fact, some media speculation suggests that the method of killing may have even been the result of a perverse social media competition among Islamic State supporters on Twitter who were charged with suggesting a means of execution.[footnoteRef:16] Regardless of the truth, Islamic State creates these images, videos and textual descriptions of violence and brutality for a reason. In every production of propaganda they are catering to an audience, making a statement and advancing an argument. A quick look at archived tweets from the day of the Moaz al-Kasasbeh’s death shows that among Islamic State supporters, the execution was nothing more than brutal justice for the violence inflicted upon Syria by coalition forces.[footnoteRef:17]  [16: Duncan Gardham and John Hall, "Was Jordanian Pilot Burned Alive after Sick Twitter Campaign among ISIS Supporters to Name His Method of Death? ," Daily Mail Online, 04 Feb, 2015, Web, 29 Mar, 2016]  [17:  Mary Chastain, "ISIS Twitter Accounts Celebrate Death of Jordanian Pilot," Breitbart News, 03 Feb, 2015, Web, 29 Mar, 2016,] 

A little less than a year later, on November 13th, 2015 assailants attacked several locations in Paris, France – resulting in 132 deaths and over 400 injuries.[footnoteRef:18] Before Islamic State had even claimed credit for the attacks, a cadre of IS twitter fanatics celebrated the attacks as a demonstration of Islamic State power, virtuous retribution for previous wrongs and a sign of things to come. The centralized Islamic State media centers were quick to follow.  [18:  Joel Gunter, Ashley Gold, and Claudia Allen, "Paris Attacks: Monday as It Happened," BBC, 13 Nov, 2015, Web, 29 Mar, 2016,] 

In the aftermath of both al-Kasabeh’s widely broadcasted execution and the Paris Attacks, Western media sources struggled but attempted to find a coherent narrative that explains Islamic State’s use of brutality. It would be simplistic to say that Islamic State attacks without reason and seeks only to inflict terror onto a global population. The same tired explanations were rolled out to explain away the ‘senseless violence.’ Islamic State killed al-Kasabah because “ ISIS seeks the largest possible amount of attention for itself and its distorted variant of religio-messianism.”[footnoteRef:19] The threats of Islamic State against ‘Western’ cities and capitals get written up as “stoking fear is the goal of terrorist organizations.”[footnoteRef:20] These simplistic explanations are tempting, and may even contain kernels of truth, but they fall short of a comprehensive understanding of the role that spectacular brutality and images of brutality plays in Islamic States’ wider plan.  [19:  Robert M  Danin, "What ISIS Hoped to Gain From Killing the Jordanian Pilot," Newsweek, February 4, 2015, Accessed March 29, 2016, http://www,newsweek,com/what-isis-hoped-gain-killing-jordanian-pilot-304336]  [20:  "New ISIS Video Shows NYC," US News and World Report, November 19, 2015, Accessed March 29, 2016, http://www,usnews,com/news/us/articles/2015/11/19/nyc-mayor-city-wont-be-intimated-by-new-isis-video] 

 While terrorism is commonly along the lines of “the killing or harming of noncombatants – ordinary, ‘innocent’ people – with the goal of frightening many more” terrorism is never unintentional, even if the intentions are sometimes vague or opaque.[footnoteRef:21] Both in how Islamic State plans and then markets events of brutality and savagery, Islamic State has clear goals and intentions. [21:  Jeff  Goodwin, “Problems in the Study of State Terrorism,” Conference Lecture, Institute for Policy Research: Understanding Conflict: Research, ideas and responses to security threats from University of Bath, Bath, England, June 9, 2015] 

 Islamic State uses brutality as part in parcel of a larger branding project. Islamic State wishes to market itself as the one true representative of Islam on Earth, and claims to speak with authority on issues of Islamic jurisprudence and history. For Islamic State, brutality is one element of a greater attempt to establish itself as a legitimate authority of Islam. Brutality allows it to do so by meeting political objectives, satisfying an online and international audience and fulfilling an ideological obligation.
[bookmark: _Toc321946128]Contextualizing Islamic State Brutality
The brutality of Islamic State is neither unprecedented nor isolated in history. While Islamic State goes to some lengths to cache its discourse and discussion of brutality in ‘Islamic’ terms, their strategies bear remarkable similarity to the practices of leftist groups throughout the 20th century. Certainly strategies like ideological testing, public shaming and public punishment have been seen in both traditionally leftist movements like Maoist China or Soviet Russia as well as Islamic State controlled regions in Iraq and Syria. In all of the above cases, punishment for diverging from supposedly hardline ideological restrictions has been brutal. In perhaps the most notorious example of Islamic State’s ruthless punishment, images of gay men being thrown off rooftops in Nineveh, Iraq were distributed by IS affiliated twitter accounts in January of 2015.[footnoteRef:22]  In December of 2014 Islamic State published a list of penal codes claimed to have originated from shari ’a laws.[footnoteRef:23] Despite the uncompromising nature of these laws, some have been quick to compare them to the laws of Saudi Arabia, to which they bear an almost identical resemblance. In fact,  [22:  Adam Withnall, "Isis Throws 'gay' Men off Tower, Stones Woman Accused of Adultery and Crucifies 17 Young Men in 'retaliatory' Wave of Executions," The Independent, January 18, 2015, Accessed March 29, 2016, http://www,independent,co,uk/news/world/middle-east/isis-throws-gay-men-off-tower-stones-woman-accused-of-adultery-and-crucifies-17-young-men-in-9986410,html]  [23:  "Islamic State (ISIS) Publishes Penal Code, Says It Will Be Vigilantly Enforced," MEMRI - Jihad and Terrorism Threat Monitor, December 17, 2014, Accessed March 29, 2016, http://www,memrijttm,org/memri-jttm-islamic-state-isis-publishes-penal-code-says-it-will-be-vigilantly-enforced,html] 

when [Islamic] State needed textbooks to distribute to schoolchildren in Raqqa, it printed out copies of Saudi state textbooks found online. Unsurprisingly…most of Islamic State’s hudud penalties are identical to penalties for the same crimes in Saudi Arabia: death for blasphemy, homosexual acts, treason and murder; death by stoning for adultery; one hundred lashes for sex out of wedlock.[footnoteRef:24]  [24: William McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse: The History, Strategy, and Doomsday Vision of the Islamic State, Vol, Electronic, New York: St, Martin's Press, 2015, Kindle, 43 of 6004] 

Yet, while Islamic State is rightly panned the world over for its draconian penal codes, Saudi Arabia is left largely scrutinized. One doesn’t even need to leave Iraq to find identical examples of state practiced brutality, Islamic State operates in much the same way as Saddam’s Baathists. As retired intelligence officer and serviceman Derek Harvey puts it: “the brutality, the tradecraft, how ISIS is behaving on and off the battlefield – it’s really no different from the Saddamists.”[footnoteRef:25] Thus, the international outrage directed at Islamic State comes not from its laws, but their unrepentant marketing of brutalization. Indeed, “there are two ways the Islamic state distinguishes itself from Saudi Arabia…Firstly, the State carries out its penalties in public whereas Saudi Arabia hides them because of international censure” a strategy they adopt in order to “terrify those who watched them and cow them into submission [as well as] attract the bloody-minded to the cause. Secondly, the Islamic State goes the extra mile in its penalties… consider the immolation of the Jordanian Muslim pilot, Moath al-Kasasbeh.”[footnoteRef:26] Of course, a critical difference between the brutality of Islamic State and the institutionalized violence of Saudi Arabia is that Saudi Arabia has established institutions to deliver said violence. While it may be deeply flawed, Saudi Arabia has a judicial process that promises certain rights to its citizens – like institutions that check the violence of the state and an appeals process overseen by judges. Islamic State has no such institutions. Yet, Islamic State distinguishes itself from Saudi Arabia and even the leftist movements of the past,  thanks in part to an incredible and previously impossible dedication to disseminating images of violence and brutality to both its own subjects in Iraq and Syria as well as the global community.  [25:  Michael  Weiss, and Hassan Hassan, ISIS: Inside the Army of Terror, New York: Regan Arts, 2015, Kindle,123]  [26:  McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 2398 of 6004] 

Even compared to groups like Al-Qaeda, the operational ability of Islamic State to distribute these pieces of propaganda is unprecedented, whereas
Al-Qaeda perhaps did fail where ISIS succeeded in the new front line of social media… I think the report also mentions if you can consider Vietnam the first televised war, we can consider this the first social media war. We are at the front lines with Jihadists through their accounts.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Erin  Saltman, Interview by Joseph Calder, Informal Interview, London, England,  May 6, 2015] 

This marketing is not without a goal, indeed
Consequently, IS’s effective use of social media to rapidly disseminate propaganda materials reinforces a perception of power and momentum on the ground. Locally, this aims to instill fear in its adversaries, which would presumably garner the respect of its potential “constituency.” Regionally and internationally, [the propaganda increases] the visibility of IS’s military power [and reinforces] its fearsome reputation[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Charles Lister, Jihadi Rivalry: The Islamic State Challenges al-Qaida, Doha: Brookings Doha Center, January 2016, Accessed January 27, 2016, 22] 

So unlike radical leftist movements of the 60’s or jihadist groups like Al-Qaeda in the 90’s or early 2000’s, Islamic State’s power derives in part from their command of social media, and their use of those media as a means to distribute images of brutality. Even compared to contemporary groups, Islamic State has a comparative advantage. Consider “Jabhat al-Nusra, which we’ve forgotten about in more recent times because they’re not good at twitter.”[footnoteRef:29] While Jabhat al-Nusra has made serious attempts in recent months to revamp their media strategy, Islamic State has proven to be far ahead of the curve.  [29:  Saltman,  Interview] 

[bookmark: _Toc321946129]The Management of Savagery – A Guide to Islamic State?
This strategy of creating and disseminating images of brutality plays into a larger jihadist strategy that started with groups like Al-Qaeda and continues through today in groups like Islamic State. In 2004, a pamphlet written by a man under the pseudonym “Abu Bakr Naji” was posted online. That pamphlet, Idarah al-Tawahhush, or translated in English, The Management of Savagery, is considered by many to be the “doctrinal touchstone of many Sunni jihadists involved in insurgencies, including…Al-Shabaab…and Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula.”[footnoteRef:30] Since the emergence of Islamic State, many commentators have been quick to draw a connection between the strategies prescribed in Naji’s work and those carried out by Islamic State. However, “if they are following Abu Bakr Naji’s strategy for establishing an emirate, we should be able to see the broad strokes of Islamic State’s strategic thinking.”[footnoteRef:31] Thus, in order to determine if Islamic State is indeed following Naji’s strategies, it is important to break down just what Naji argues for and how Islamic State has accomplished those goals. [30:  Steve  Niva, "The ISIS Shock Doctrine," The Immanent Frame: Secularism, Religion and the Public Sphere, February 20, 2015, Accessed March 29, 2016, http://blogs,ssrc,org/tif/2015/02/20/the-isis-shock-doctrine/]  [31: Michael W.S. Ryan, "From Theory to Action: The Rationale behind the Re-establishment of the Caliphate," The Jamestown Foundation, July 25, 2014, Accessed March 29, 2016, http://www,jamestown,org/programs/tm/single/?tx_ttnews[tt_news]=42670] 

The Management of Savagery self describes as 
the next stage that the Ummah will pass through and it is considered the most important stage. If we succeed in the management of this savagery, that stage (by the permission of God) will be a bridge to the Islamic State which has been awaited since the fall of the caliphate.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Abu Bakr Naji, The Management of Savagery, Electronic, Trans, William McCants, May 23, 2006, 4] 

Naji puts forth his study as a guide for the establishment of a state directed by Islamic Law (as interpreted by the Salafi tradition) and groups willing to use violence in pursuit of that goal. Specifically, Naji suggests that any new “caliphate” must process through a number of stages before truly Islamic governance can commence. Those three stages are the “power of vexation and exhaustion;” the “administration of savagery;” and “establishing the stage.”[footnoteRef:33] For the current discussion of the role that brutality plays in the Islamic State, only the first two stages are important to this analysis.  Each stage has its purpose and must be carried out in order, according to Naji, in order for the successful establishment of Islamic governance. The stage of “power and vexation” serves to “ [33:  Ibid, 36] 

Exhaust… the forces of the enemy and the regimes collaborating with them, dispersing their efforts, and working to make them unable to catch their breath by means of operations in the regions of choice states, primary or otherwise, even if the operations are small in size or effect,
 while “attracting new youth to jihadi work by undertaking qualitative operations – when it is appropriate with respect to timing and ability – that will grab peoples’ attention. By ‘qualitative operations’ I mean qualitative, medium operations.”[footnoteRef:34] The recruitment of new jihadis and carrying out “medium” operations against enemy states and regimes works to “Dislodg[e] the chosen regions – regions in which it was decided to have focused movement, whether in all of the priority regions on in some of them – from the control of the regimes and then working toward the administration of savagery”[footnoteRef:35]  Throughout his paper, Naji interchanges “administration of savagery” for “management of savagery.” Naji lists his goals for the management of savagery as the following: [34:  Ibid, 40-42]  [35:  Ibid, 41] 

1. Spreading internal security
2. Providing food and medical treatment
3. Securing the region from invasions
4. Establishing Sharia justice
5. Raising the level of faith and combat efficiency
6. Working for the spread of legal, Sharia science and worldly science
7. Disseminating spies and constructing intelligence agencies
8. Uniting the hearts of the people through money and uniting the world by Sharia government 
9. Deterring the hypocrites with proof and other means and forcing them to repress and conceal their hypocrisy
10. Working until it is possible to expand and attack the enemies in order to repel them, plunder their money and place them in a constatnt state of apprehension and desire for reconciliation
11. Establishing coalitions
12. Future goal, which is the advancement of managerial groups toward the attainment of the ‘power of establishment’ and readiness for plucking the fruit (of their efforts) and establishing the state[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Ibid, 43-44] 

Naji states that the overall goal of the stages of “vexation and exhaustion” as well as “the management of savagery” is the “the inevitable… fall of the prestige of America among the masses and among the elites of the world in the army of apostasy.”[footnoteRef:37] This is ideal because “as a consequence, America will either seek revenge and the conflict will intensify or it will launch a limited war.”[footnoteRef:38] The trap “is to put (America’s) [author’s editing] armies, which occupy the region and set up military bases in it without resistance, in a state of war with the masses of the region.”[footnoteRef:39] By engaging America in a constant state of warfare in the Middle East, Naji expects to see a drained America, which will inspire others around the world to strike back against American and Western intervention. Thus, Naji concludes, in addition to working within the regions of savagery (those primary states mentioned above), jihadi groups must “diversify and widen vexation strikes against the Crusader-Zionist enemy in every place in the Islamic world, and even outside of it if possible, so as to disperse the efforts of the alliance of the enemy and thus drain it to the greatest extent possible.”[footnoteRef:40] [37:   Ibid, 45]  [38:  Ibid, 45]  [39:  Ibid, 45]  [40:  Ibid, 46] 

[bookmark: _Toc321946130]The “ISIS papers”
	Stepping back from the Management of Savagery and contrasting it to Islamic State, it certainly appears that Islamic State has engaged in practices belonging to both the stage of “vexation and exhaustion” as well as the “management of savagery.” Indeed, by examining the goals of each stage, it becomes clear that Islamic State is likely using The Management of Savagery as a rough guide to the establishment of a caliphate. 
	Contrasting Naji’s strategy to the strategic documents of Islamic State, there seems to be considerable overlap when it comes to the administration of brutality.  “It is no surprise that today we see the bloodshed flowing in the land of Syria and Iraq,”[footnoteRef:41] reads the so-called ISIS papers, an internal strategy manual detailing Islamic State’s plan for Iraq and Syria, given the sectarianism of the region. The document slams the divisions that have   [41:  "The Isis Papers: A Masterplan for Consolidating Power," The Guardian, December 07, 2015, Accessed March 29, 2016, http://www,theguardian,com/world/2015/dec/07/islamic-state-document-masterplan-for-power] 

also forbidden the Sunnis from the simplest of their rights while making the Nusayris masters of the sea, and the Shia in Iraq the kings of oil and the merchant pathways, and the Yazidi Kurds the sheikhs of the mountains while the Druze have become masters over the mountains overseeing Israel.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Ibid] 

The document doesn’t see this as a mere coincidence, rather, “it was a dirty political decision in order to implement a tightening stranglehold on the Sunnis.“[footnoteRef:43] As a result, Islamic State has elected that  [43:  Ibid] 

it has been from the law and sound mind to redraw the borders of the provinces and give lengthy consideration to every development that occurs in the region. Thus we protect the power of the Sunnis and strengthen its expansion and focal points, and then special teams can be deployed for fundamental change in the structuring of the regions that are subject to the rule of the Islamic State.
And that was what the companions [of the Prophet Muhammad] and after them the caliphs pursued against every heretic community: that is, dispersing their groupings so there no longer remained any impeding opinion, strength or ability, and the Muslim alone remains the master of the state and decision-making and no one is in conflict with him.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Ibid] 

Consistent with Naji, Islamic State has thus decided that
today it is necessary to have a studied plan that responds in kind and brings about like change in the profane abode of disbelief, expelling its people and killing its people until there is no base for them and the land is for God and his servants.
And in turn implementing the plans that include the return of the Muslim youth to their land and bringing together the skills from the land of the Muslims[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Ibid] 

The ISIS papers reveal a studied and calculated plan to wipe out those groups who stand in the way of Sunni political and economic domination. Specifically, the document names the Alawites (listed as “Nusayri), Shia, Druze and Yazidi as territorial enemies that have turned Iraq and Syria in to a “profane abode of disbelief.” Their solution: kill the unbelievers “until there is no base for them and the land is for God and his servants.” 
	In this case, the regional strategy of Islamic State is consistent with Naji’s exhortation that the caliphate must first “Dislodg[e] the chosen regions – regions in which it was decided to have focused movement, whether in all of the priority regions on in some of them – from the control of the regimes and then working toward the administration of savagery.”[footnoteRef:46] Yet, Naji’s strategy does not just focus on the immediate area of the would-be caliphate (in the case of Islamic State, Iraq and Syria), instead, his ambitions are global. For Naji, brutality should not be used simply to pacify internal resistance and opposing political and racial forces, brutality should also be used as a tool of communication.  [46:  Naji, 41] 

	Naji articulates a vision in which brutality and violence can be used as a tool to so thoroughly enrage America so that the United States will “as a consequence… will either seek revenge and the conflict will intensify or it will launch a limited war”[footnoteRef:47] This use of brutality is entirely consistent with the strategies of Islamic State. Islamic State broadcasts images of mass violence and carries out “qualitative operations” that are intended to goad Western European nations and the United States into action. In response to the Paris attacks, Islamic State launched a massive English language propaganda campaign that included a full edition of Dabiq (#12); a slick video entitled: “Paris is Burning;” and a tidal wave of Islamic State fanboys gloating on twitter. The fact that the propaganda was created and distributed in English should be a telling clue to their intended audience – the United States. The foreword of Dabiq 12 reads:  [47:  Naji, 45] 

Eight knights brought Paris down on its knees, after years of French conceit in the face of Islam. A nationwide state of emergency was declared as a result of the actions of eight men armed only with assault rifles and explosive belts.[footnoteRef:48] [48:  Dabiq 12, 2] 

The tone of the foreword is haughty and proud and its imagery severe. Framing the words are pictures of “the coward Françoise Holland” and an ominous photo captioned “the nightmare in France has only just begun.” In the same foreword, Islamic State also takes the time to commend the “the martyred “lone” knights of the Khilāfah who struck out against the kāfir and apostate enemies near them,” claiming credit for five separate “lone wolf” attacks that took place between October 2nd and November 9th. The intentions of such grandstanding and credit claiming are clear; Islamic State wishes to make themselves appear more powerful than their means and dangerous beyond the borders of Iraq and Syria. Wrapped up in that dialogue, however, is an implicit challenge to Western European states and America to directly engage with Islamic State.
	Indeed, the first pages of Dabiq 1 articulate a worldview that is entirely consistent with, and perhaps even influenced by the writings of Abu Bakr Naji. The unnamed authors write: 
IS believes in a model of jihad and state construction that follows the paradigm of hijrah, jama’ah, ‘destabilize taghut’, Tamkin, Khilafah…In short, these phases consist of immigrating to a land with a weak central authority to use as a base where a jama’ah can form, recruit members, and train them. (If such a land does not exist or hijrah is not possible, the place can be formed through long campaigns of nikayah attacks carried out by underground mujahid cells. These attacks will compel apostate forces to partially withdraw from rural territory and regroup in major urban regions.) The jama’ah would then take advantage of the situation by increasing the chaos to a point leading to the complete collapse of the taghut regime in entire areas, a situation some refer to as “tawahhush” (“mayhem”). The next step would be to fill the vacuum by managing the state of affairs to the point of developing into a full-fledged state, and continuing expansion into territory still under control of the taghut.
The stages articulated by the unnamed authors of Dabiq 1 (hijrah, jama’ah, ‘destabilize taghut,’ Tamkin, Khilafah[footnoteRef:49]) align almost perfectly with the directives of Abu Bakr Naji. In fact, even the word “tawahush,” an archaic term usually translated to mean “savagery,” is a direct quote from the Arabic title (Idara al-Tawahush) of Naji’s “Management of Savagery.” Between the similarity in articulated steps of statehood, and a seeming nod to Naji’s title, it seems that the authors of Dabiq 1 explicitly demonstrate the influence that Management of Savagery has played on the strategic planning and mindset of Islamic State officials. [49:  Roughly translated as: “Immigration, assembly, destabilize apostates, enable, religious statehood”] 

	By contrasting at the actions and strategy of Islamic State to the strategic planning of Abu Bakr Naji as documented in The Management of Savagery, it is clear that while Islamic State may not be following Naji’s directives verbatim, their actions are undoubtedly influenced by his writings. Thus, it is appropriate to draw the following conclusions. First, Islamic State creates and propagates images of brutality to demonstrate their control over the “regions of savagery” – in this case, Iraq and Syria. Second, Islamic State uses images of brutality to demonstrate their domination over other racial religio-political groups in Iraq and Syria like the Shi’a, Druze and Yazidi. Finally, Islamic State uses images and international spectacles of brutality as a means to demonstrate to Western European countries and America the geographic extent of their power in an attempt to goad those countries into open warfare in the Middle East.
[bookmark: _Toc321946131]Brutality beyond Management of Savagery
	Despite those comparisons, Islamic State does not adhere directly to the Management of Savagery. Indeed, whereas Naji advocates against the killing of Sunni Muslims, regardless of their ideological preferences, the Islamic State endorses the slaughter of Muslims who do not adhere to their standard jihadi-salafiyya. Even in their early days under lead of Jordanian jihadist, Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi, Islamic State bickered with Al Qaeda over their deadly obsession with ideological purity. While some of the practices of Islamic State may be influenced by the writings of Abu Bakr Naji, Islamic State has largely distanced itself from Al-Qaeda, a separation explicitly demonstrated by the ongoing conflict between Jabhat al-Nusra and Islamic State. Throughout the Syrian Civil War, Islamic State and Jabhat al-Nusra have traded blows, with deadly clashes between the groups occurring in 2014 in Deir al-Zor.[footnoteRef:50]  To this day, Islamic State has largely used the brutal execution of anyone who do not adhere to their interpretation of Islam as a primary means to distinguish themselves from Al-Qaeda. [50:  "Hundreds Killed as ISIL Insurgents Gain Ground in East Syria," Reuters, 2014, Accessed April 09, 2016, http://www,reuters,com/article/us-syria-crisis-rebels-idUSKBN0EL10R20140610?irpc=932] 

	Loosely defined, Takfir is the Islamic practice of declaring another individual as an unbeliever, which is sometimes used by jihadist groups to circumvent prohibitions against killing other Muslims.[footnoteRef:51] Even within the jihadist community, the practice of Takfir is regarded with immense gravity, with even al-Qaeda frequently expressing uneasiness at the wholesale slaughter of Shi’i and especially Sunni civilians. Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi, the spiritual predecessor of Islamic State, however, diverged greatly from al-Qaeda’s interpretation: [51: Ibrahim A, Karawan, "Takfīr," In The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World, Oxford Islamic Studies Online, http://www,oxfordislamicstudies,com/article/opr/t236/e0779 (accessed 28-Mar-2016)] 

Zarqawi’s perspective on jihad and how it should be fought always differed from the vision espoused by bin Laden. Once in Iraq and as AQI’s leader, Zarqawi focused resources not only on attacking coalition and other foreign targets in Iraq, but upon cleansing the country of non-Sunnis. AQC viewed this intense sectarianism, along with the brutal mass casualty attacks that came from it, as contrary and damaging to al-Qaida’s broader struggle.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Charles Lister, Jihadi Rivalry, 4] 

Indeed,
The extreme brutality [of Islamic State] defies the conventional jihadist playbook. We’re used to thinking of al-Qaeda’s former leader Osama bin Laden as the baddest of the bad, but the Islamic State is worse. Bin Laden tamped down messianic fervor and sought popular Muslim support…In contrast, the Islamic State’s members fight and govern by their own version of Machiavelli’s dictum, ‘It is far safer to be feared than to be loved...’ This is not Bin Laden’s jihad.[footnoteRef:53]  [53:  William McCants, ISIS Apocalypse, 43 of 6004] 

Zarqawi, as compared to bin-Laden or Zawahiri, “frequently argued with other jihadists because of his extreme views on who should count as a good Muslim.”[footnoteRef:54]  After Zarqawi joined al-Qaeda in 2004 and founded al-Qaeda in Iraq,  [54:  Ibid, 110 of 6004] 

Zawahiri counseled Zarqawi to overlook the heresies of Sunni religious scholars…and to cooperate with Sunni community leaders. Zarqawi should also stop broadcasting hostage beheadings. The beheadings may thrill ‘zealous young men’…but the Muslim masses ‘will never find them palatable.’… Zawahiri went so far as to question Zarqawi’s attacks on Shi’i civilians, the cornerstone of Zarqawi’s strategy to provoke a sectarian civil war, [writing] ‘my opinion is that this matter won’t be acceptable to the Muslim populace however much you have tried to explain it.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Ayman al-Zawahiri, “Zawahiri’s Letter to Zarqawi [English translation],” personal correspondence to Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi, Harmony Program, Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, July 9, 2005, Cited in McCants, 203 of 6004] 

Following Zarqawi’s death in 2006, al-Qaeda in Iraq proclaimed itself as the Islamic State in Iraq on October 15, 2006.[footnoteRef:56] Once Islamic State declared itself as a separate group from al-Qaeda, the ideological rift between the views of Zawahiri and bin-Laden and those of Zarqawi’s progeny only grew. Specifically, Islamic State practiced an interpretation of takfir that differed greatly from that of al-Qaeda. Throughout 2007, Islamic State was accused by other jihadist groups in Iraq of “kill[ing] anyone who criticize[d] [the Islamic State] or goes against them.”[footnoteRef:57] The Islamic State responded by simply arguing “those who defied its rule were apostates or rebels so it could kill them without blame.”[footnoteRef:58] This ideological split is hardly inconsequential. By declaring Sunni Muslims who were not consistent with the ideological creed of Islamic State kufar[footnoteRef:59] Islamic State also sent a more nuanced message to the global jihadist community and Al-Qaeda. Erin Saltman of the Institute for Strategic Dialogue explains: [56:  McCants, 238 of 6004]  [57:  “Islamic Army in Iraq Accuses al-Qa’ida in Iraq of “Transgressing Islamic Law,” Open Source Center, April 5, 2007, Cited in McCants, 545 of 6004]  [58:  McCants, 563 of 6004]  [59:  Unbelivers] 

[They needed] to create [their] own identity. Part of what ISIS did was the need to show that they were the most ruthless, the most pious, and the most unforgiving game in town, so that they had a clear break and could also in their rhetoric say “these other groups they’re not as pious, they don’t have as strict a rule of law as us, we will make no exception, we are the purists.” So I think that Takfir and the useage of it plays into that quite heavily. If ISIS had just come out saying “we agree with everything that Al-Qaeda says except look we’ve got this territory” there’s no clear break. So they needed to do things strategically in order to create their own identity, and their, their brutality and their rigidity and making no exceptions is part of that.[footnoteRef:60] [60:  Saltman, Interview] 

While Saltman oversimplifies a bit, seeing as Islamic State had already created a solidly separate identity well before the caliphate was declared in 2014, her analysis is keen. For the international community, and likely even some in the global jihadist community, distinguishing Islamic State from Al-Qaeda seemed to be a question of miniscule ideological rifts, tactical differences or simply that Islamic State claimed statehood. By redefining takfir and actively executing Sunni Muslims, Islamic State demonstrated a heretofore-unseen brutality. Suddenly, the United States was inundated with opinion pieces articulating that even Al-Qaeda thought Islamic State was too brutal.[footnoteRef:61] This ideological mantra of brutality serves a convenient goal for Islamic State. By threatening to kill those who deviated even slightly from their creed, Islamic State established themselves as the most pious and the most ideologically stringent jihadi-salafi group operating in Syria and Iraq. By propping up that perception within jihadi circles, Islamic State has been able to successfully take the mantle from Al-Qaeda and establish themselves as the world leader in global jihad.  [61: Steve Bird, "So Wicked That Even Al Qaeda Disowned Them: Letter Found at Bin Laden's Hideout Warned of Islamic State's Extreme Brutality," Daily Mail Online, 2014, Accessed January 24, 2016, http://www,dailymail,co,uk/news/article-2721417/So-wicked-Al-Qaeda-disowned-Letter-Bin-Ladens-hideout-warned-Islamic-States-extreme-brutality,html] 

But ideologically based violence serves a deeper purpose than simple branding for Islamic State. Islamic State uses brutal violence to enforce a monopoly on violence, eliminating regime fighters, insurgent rivals and misbehaving citizens alike. University of Chicago political scientist Stathis Kalyvas breaks down Islamic State violence by arguing that while 
there is a lack of a systematic and reliable account of violence that also takes into account its targeting logic, there have been several processes at work. First, it has been killing, in often graphic and highly publicized ways, enemy fighters – primarily regime fighters but also members of its insurgent rivals. The killing of prisoners was a common feature of pre-modern warfare, a tactic intended to scare enemies and cause defections. It is also designed to project resolve, a tactic often used by weaker military actors and, in the case of the Islamic State, it has apparently been used as a recruitment strategy. Second, it has been killing suspected collaborators of its enemies, including the Syrian regime or most commonly its insurgent rivals. “Selective” killings of suspected enemy collaborators are the most common tactic employed by both insurgents and governments in civil war contexts. Third, it has been targeting “misbehaving” individuals in areas it controls, from petty thieves to those disrespecting its authority. Again, this is a common practice for rebel rulers and state-builders, from “stationary bandits” to incipient states, one intended to build up support from the community.[footnoteRef:62] [62:  Stathis N Kalyvas, "The Logic of Violence in the Islamic State’s War," Washington Post, June 7, 2014, Accessed March 1, 2016, https://www,washingtonpost,com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2014/07/07/the-logic-of-violence-in-islamic-states-war/] 

Far from being illogical or meaningless, the violence and brutality perpetrated by Islamic State serves to enforce its legitimacy as a state and reinforce its monopoly of force in Iraq and Syria. 
	Islamic State reinforces this culture of exclusion through their regular English language online magazine, Dabiq. Plastered across the pages of Dabiq are images of brutality; from pictures of the dead, civilian victims of coalition airstrikes to enemy soldiers[footnoteRef:63] to Islamic State martyrs, Dabiq does not hold back. When looking through the pages of Dabiq, it is worthwhile noting that images of brutality can be separated into images of “inflicted brutality” – that is, images which depict the brutality of the enemies of the Islamic State – and those which “inflict brutality” – or those images which depict the brutality that Islamic State inflicts upon its enemies and those living under its rule. While both sets of images play important and distinct roles in the propaganda of Islamic State, this chapter will focus only on those images which “inflict” brutality, while subsequent chapters will give attention to those images of “inflicted brutality.”  [63:  Frequently Assad’s soldiers or members of the Free Syrian Army] 

Images of “inflicted brutality” can be seen throughout the first pages of Dabiq’s first edition. It only takes 18 pages before vivid pictures of dead “rafidi[footnoteRef:64] soldiers killed by the Mujahidin” appear plastered accross two page spreads in Dabiq. The images spare no brutality, dead soldiers appear fresh in their body bags, heads mutilated, bodies blackened and bulletholes clearly visible.[footnoteRef:65] The images of brutality aren’t limited to military operations either. Later in the same edition, “highway robbers” are shown blindfolded on their knees, while a firing squad stands ominously behind them.[footnoteRef:66] These images of brutality serve dual purposes, they serve to demonstrate IS’ power over their citizens and to enrage the West into action – strategy consistent with Naji’s Management of Savagery. [64:  Derogatory term used to refer to Shi’a]  [65:  Dabiq, “Tal Afar Liberated,” Issue 1, From Jihadology (http://jihadology,net/2014/07/05/al-%E1%B8%A5ayat-media-center-presents-a-new-issue-of-the-islamic-states-magazine-dabiq-1/) Accessed Feb 3, 2016,  18  ]  [66:  Ibid, “”Highway Robbers Executed,” 45] 

The images of brutality do not cease with Dabiq 1, as subsequent issues continue to display blood, gore and humiliation. In Dabiq 4 a “safawi”[footnoteRef:67] soldier is shown slumped over, blood pooling in his helmet.[footnoteRef:68] PKK “apostates” are pictured dead in a ditch, faces mutilated by execution-style bullet holes.[footnoteRef:69] Perhaps most cruelly, IS published a letter, allegedly authored by Steven Sotloff (the slain American-Israeli journalist) and addressed to his mother. In the page before the letter, a distraught Sotloff is pictured in an orange jumpsuit, his shoulder clasped by a hand clad in a black sleeve. Following the printed letter, in which “Sotloff” begs his mother “please don’t let Obama kill me. Do not let him get away with murder again. What doesn’t our government understand? Don’t get involved in the Islamic State’s internal and external affairs. Leave them to fight their own war.”[footnoteRef:70] Yet even this is not enough, following a heartbreaking letter, Sotloff isn’t spared, and Islamic State gloats in their brutality by closing out Dabiq with a picture of his disembodied head.[footnoteRef:71] Their justification? IS writes, “Sotloff was executed in retaliation for the numerous Muslims killed in Iraq by the US.” [67:  Derogatory term used to describe Shi’a, particularly Iranians]  [68:  Dabiq, “Wilayat al-Junub,” Issue 4, From Jihadology (https://azelin,files,wordpress,com/2015/02/the-islamic-state-e2809cdc481biq-magazine-422,pdf) Accessed Feb 3, 2016, 24]  [69:  Ibid, “Wilayat al-Barakah,” 25]  [70:  Ibid, “A Message From Sotloff To His Mother Days Before His Execution,”47-48]  [71:  Ibid, 51] 

[bookmark: _Toc321946132]Brutality as a Vehicle for Religious Legitimacy
	Before proceeding, it is worth noting that the theme of brutality has largely waned in recent months. While images of brutality are prevalent throughout the early pages of Dabiq, these images seem to have decreased in quantity in later editions. While it is speculative to suggest why these images have decreased in quantity, a likely reason could be that Islamic State is courting a different audience than before and that audience is less receptive towards over-the-top images of brutality. 
Looking back at the chapter, Islamic State uses brutality in adherence to some strategies laid out in The Management of Savagery, it enrages the “West” and terrifies its subjects, but to what end? Brutality for Islamic State serves a multifaceted purpose, but all of those purposes contribute to a larger mission of religious legitimacy. 
	By adhering to the strategies to the strategies of Abu Bakr Naji, Islamic State made its bones in the jihadi-salafi community. It’s worth remembering that Management of Savagery was intended to be an Al-Qaeda strategic document before Zarqawi’s Islamic State was even a part of Al-Qaeda. Yet, Islamic State’s brutality exceeded even the tolerance of Al-Qaeda, and bin-Laden and Zawahiri both made it clear that uncontrolled mayhem in Iraq would not be tolerated. Indeed, between Zarqawi’s death and the declaration of the caliphate in 2014, bin-Laden used Islamic State as an example of how not to practice jihad.[footnoteRef:72] When the caliphate was declared, Islamic State made it clear through their brutality – marked by their liberal use of takfir – that they were not bound by the restrictions of al-Qaeda, and furthermore that they were the most exclusive jihadi-salafis in the world. By making this ideological distinction between themselves and al-Qaeda, and actively waging warfare against Al-Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra, Islamic State forged a unique and new identity that established them as firmly in competition with al-Qaeda as the world leader in jihad.  [72:  William  McCants,, “The Rise of ISIS,” Lecture, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, NC, February 2nd, 2016] 

	In fact, Islamic State has largely surpassed al-Qaeda as the world face of Islamic terrorism. The violent tactics of Islamic State are, at least in part, responsible for this. With each brutal attack against its enemies, Islamic State wins converts by asserting their defense of “Muslims against enemy attacks” as well as the defense of the “self-proclaimed re-establishment of the caliphate.”[footnoteRef:73] The brutality of Islamic State grants it the legitimacy of ability – while other terrorist groups may talk about striking at the United States, Western Europe or other proclaimed enemies, Islamic State actually does. [73:  "The Increasing Sophistication and Legitimacy of the Islamic State," Public Intelligence, June 23, 2015, Accessed March 1, 2016, https://publicintelligence,net/the-increasing-sophistication-of-the-islamic-state/
] 

	At the same time, Islamic State began publishing Dabiq, their English language online magazine and filled it to the brim with images of violence carried out against enemies of Islamic State, both regionally and internationally. By propagating images of regional violence and brutality, both vicious campaigns against military enemies, and brutal justice carried out against “lawbreakers,” Islamic State created an image of Iraq and Syrian in which Islamic State reigns supreme. This image is meaningful, as it markets Islamic State to the jihadi-salafi community as a state, seemingly governed by hudud and an interpretation of Shari ‘a that can both defend itself from enemies and control its people. Images like the execution photos of American-Israeli journalist Steven Stoloff require a bit more explanation. Images of violence against “ westerners” and the “West” serve to show the extent of IS’ reach. Attacks like those in Paris and San Bernardino (and the subsequent marketing of those attacks by IS) send an implicit message to Western governments: “even great distance cannot keep you safe.” Islamic State has never been one to go about winning the hearts and minds of their citizens, instead they have found fear and intimidation to be a more effective form of governance. Attacks on “Western” targets and extensive marketing of those attacks boost the legitimacy of Islamic State by simply displaying the gravity and power of Islamic State’s ideology, which is presented to be unconstrained by national borders or even oceans. 








[bookmark: _Toc321946133]II: Victimhood and Vilification: Victimhood and Religious Legitimacy
The casual observer of Islam would likely be shocked to see the brutality expressed and exercised by Islamic State. For a group so invested in its alleged piety, they seem perfectly willing to disregard even classical Islamic jurisprudence on warfare. Hadith attributed to the Prophet and reported by Al-Muttaqi’ Al-Hindi advise Muslims to carry out warfare such that:
[Warriors,] go in the name of God and in God and in the religion of the Prophet of God! Do not kill the very old, the infant, the child or the woman… Maintain order and do good, for God loves those who do good,” the hadith continues and asks, “why are some people so bent on killing today that they even kill children? Are not the best of you the sons of idolaters? Do not kill children!...Accept advice to treat prisoners well. Looting is no more lawful than carrion. He who loots is not one of us…He has forbidden the killing of women and children.[footnoteRef:74] [74:  Al-Muttaqi’  Al-Hindi, “Sayings Ascribed to the Prophet” in From Antiquity to the Nuclear Age: The Art of War in World History, edited by Gerard Chaliand 388-390, University of California Press, 1994 ] 

Similar rules are laid out by the first caliph, and for many Sunni Muslims, the spiritual successor to Muhammad, Abu Bakr. As reported by Al-Tabari, Abu Bakr instructs Muslims: “Do not betray or misappropriate any part of the booty; do not practice treachery or mutilation. Do not kill a young child, an old man, or a woman. Do not uproot or burn palms or cut down fruitful trees.”[footnoteRef:75] Of course, Islamic State has violated all of these rules and more with little remorse over the past few years. So how does Islamic State square its projected piety with classical Islamic interpretations of warfare? Will McCants gives a bit of a clue by arguing that Islamic State sees its enemies as so much more powerful than they are, so unrestrained, that Islamic State cannot afford to be bound by the strictures of Islamic warfare when its enemies are so ruthless.[footnoteRef:76] In order to justify its brutality, and augment its legitimacy, Islamic State propagates a narrative of victimhood.  [75:  Al-Tabari, “Abu Bakr on the Rules of War” in From Antiquity to the Nuclear Age: The Art of War in World History, edited by Gerard Chaliand 392, University of California Press, 1994]  [76:  McCants, “The Rise of ISIS,” Lecture] 

Steven Sotloff’s execution is a good place to pick up the thread of IS’ idea of victimization. According to Dabiq 4 “Sotloff was executed in retaliation for the numerous Muslims killed in Iraq by the US.”[footnoteRef:77] In the eyes of Islamic State and their supporters, not only is the brutality inflicted by Islamic State justified, but divine providence demands it. This is because Islamic State preys on the lawlessness and anarchy that currently thrives in Syria. The combination of a grand conspiracy of a “Zionist-Crusader threat” against the global Muslim population, wartime casualties as the result of coalition airstrikes, international ambivalence to the crimes of Bashar al-Assad and transnational Islamophobia, allow Islamic State to craft a message of victimization which further propagates it’s legitimacy.  [77:  Dabiq 4] 

	Victimization advances the legitimacy of Islamic State for a number of reasons.  First, casting the Muslim world as victimized by a “Zionist-Crusader” threat allows Islamic State to take on a defensive role. Jihad, therefore, is no longer aggressive attacks against the enemy, but rather an obligatory, defensive posture taken against a rapacious threat. Islamophobia only aggravates the problem, as it allows Islamic State to preach a message of inclusivity for those Muslims worldwide who feel as though their national identities are too narrow minded to allow space for Islamic expression. The public and deliberate victimization of Sunni Muslims in Iraq and Syria on the part of Islamic State allows IS to cast itself not only as the just defender of global Islam, but also as the legitimate governing body in Iraq and Syria. 
[bookmark: _Toc321946134]How the Assad Regime Plays Into Islamic State’s Victimization Narrative
For all the brutality of Islamic State, the Assad regime is quantifiably worse. While the Assad regime has not glorified in its brutality like Islamic State, it has quietly massacred thousands of civilians in the name of regime stability. While the international community’s ire has died down in recent months, thanks in part to the rise of Islamic State, Islamic State has been quick to notice, and indeed to publicize the crimes of the Assad regime against Syrian rebels and civilians.
	Editions of Dabiq are plastered with images of violence inflicted by Islamic State, but also with images of the violence inflicted upon the civilians living under Islamic State protection. This imagery is powerful, in fact, of the four groupings of foreign fighters identified by independent blogger, Pieter van Ostaeyen identifies a group of fighters and female muhajirat who migrate to Syria and Iraq for 
ideological reason… hold steadfast the Qur’anic principles that if you hurt one member of the Ummah you hurt the whole Ummah. They saw all the images of destruction and indiscriminate killing by the regime and so they went over there to help their Muslim brothers and sisters.[footnoteRef:78] [78:  Pieter Van Ostaeyen, Interview by Joseph Calder, Informal interview, Mechelen, Belgium,  06/09/15] 

In the propaganda, the Assad regime and its associates pose a fundamental and multifaceted threat to Sunnis in the region.  By underscoring the brutality of the Assad regime, Islamic State serves to create a softer face for itself in the region, and assert itself as the only legitimate military power in Syria. 
The brutality of the Assad regime is propagandized by Islamic State in a variety of ways. Frequently, this brutality is paraded in the pages of Dabiq by simply showing dead bodies and ascribing guilt to the Assad regime.  The first edition of Dabiq contains a spread that graphically depicts “Sunnis massacred by the Safawis” – often prominently displaying gunshot wounds and dead children.[footnoteRef:79]  Further depictions of regime brutality include a two-page spread entitled “Regime Targets Ar-Raqqah.” This spread is perhaps more disturbing than the first; picturing mutilated children in addition to general wreckage. Dabiq writes up the attacks by saying “the Nusayri regime carried out an airstrike in Ar-Raqqah, resulting in five shuhada’ and multiple wounded, all of them civilian casualties.”[footnoteRef:80] By grouping all of the casualties as civilian casualties, Islamic State deliberately casts itself in a protective role – in stark contrast to the regime’s aggression.  [79:  Dabiq 1, 16]  [80:  Dabiq 1, 42-43] 

Islamic State is able to take advantage of this brutality in part because the Assad regime does so little to hide it. Despite an international consensus against Islamic State, the Assad regime is responsible for nearly 75% of deaths in Syria in 2015.[footnoteRef:81] When the international community has done so little to take action against the Assad regime, it is easy to understand why Islamic State has dedicated its resources to asserting a “Crusader-Safawi-Nusyri coalition”[footnoteRef:82] [81:  "More than 21,000 Killed in Syria during 2015," Middle East Monitor, December 29, 2015. Accessed April 9, 2016, https://www,middleeastmonitor,com/news/middle-east/23093-more-than-21000-killed-in-syria-during-2015.
]  [82:  Dabiq 9, 19] 

[bookmark: _Toc321946135]Victimization Beyond the Assad Regime
As the United States and coalition forces have become more involved in Syria and Iraq through air strikes and other forms of indirect military involvement, Islamic State’s attention to the Assad regime has largely been replaced by an overwhelming propaganda offensive against the “Crusader” threat to Muslims and Islamic State. Essential to Islamic State’s worldview is the idea that the Muslim community is under siege by Western society and Western values. Indeed, the symptoms of the brutality of the Assad regime -- internal displacement and refugees – have been directly tied to the values of the “Western world. “ Headed by the now-famous picture of a drowned Syrian boy washed up dead on the Turkish shore, Dabiq 11 features an article entitled “The Danger of Abandoning Darul Islam.” Tying the violence of the Syrian regime to the “false prophets” of the “lands of the Christians,” the article begins by lamenting “The repeated events of Syrians and Libyans dying on the shores of Turkey, Libya, and Italy, or even on the highways of Austria [as] one that should awaken the heart into reflecting upon the issue of hijrah.” Yet, for Islamic State, the threat to refugee Muslims is not simply the travails of smuggling, but rather, the ideological threat that “darul-kufar” (namely “Christianity, aetheism, or liberalism…[and] the constant threat of fornication, sodomy, drugs and alcohol”) poses to the piety of Muslims. For Islamic State, fleeing to the “Western world” is a “dangerous major sin.” Rather than flee to the “West,” Islamic State believes that there is an imperative upon Muslims to make “hijrah to the Khilafah despite the plots of the crusaders and apostates.”[footnoteRef:83]   The rhetoric of “The Danger of Abandoning Darul-Islam” gives some insight into how Islamic State views the “Western world.” Before even examining the threat that coalition airstrikes pose to Syrian and Iraqi lives, Islamic State sees the “Western world” as a fundamental threat to the piety and religiosity of Muslims – so much so that the “crusaders and apostates” actively “plot” against Muslims to entice them to “darul-kufr.”  [83:  Dabiq 11, 22-23] 

Beyond the more rhetorical threat that Islamic State believes the “Western world” poses to the religiosity of Muslims, Islamic State is also quick to capitalize on the seemingly indiscriminate violence perpetuated by coalition forces against Muslims in Syria and Iraq, as well as around the world. When at least 1,044 civilians have been killed by coalition airstrikes, it has been easy for Islamic State to capitalize on coalition missteps and “collateral damage.”[footnoteRef:84] Yet, even before the “collateral damage” and civilian casualties, Islamic State has been more than willing to condemn the actions of the United States.  In the third edition of Dabiq, Islamic State published the remarks of President Obama following his decision to approve airstrikes against Islamic State in their “In Words of the Enemy” section. Those remarks are prefaced by the following:  [84: "Airwars – Monitoring the Coalition Air War against ISIS," Airwars, March 29, 2016, Accessed March 29, 2016, http://airwars.org/] 

On 7 August 2014, the crusader, apostate Barack Obama announced to the world the continuation of the American crusade against Islam and the Muslims of Iraq… His decisions also expose the hypocritical politics of America that only serve the interests of their Jewish ally, Israel, and their own capitalist gluttony. So while genocide is committed by the Maliki, Asadi, and Israeli forces against the Muslims via systematic massacres, chemical warfare, rape, and starvation by siege, Obama watches with euphoria. However, when his brothers in Yazidi Satanism and Peshmergan Zionism are killed, he panics[footnoteRef:85] [85:  Dabiq 3, 35] 

Here, Islamic State seeks to achieve legitimacy through self-victimization. That Islamic State has mercilessly brutalized and executed the Yazidi minority in Iraq, killed countless Iraqi Christians, and threatened the wellbeing of Iraqi Shi’a, is completely irrelevant. To Islamic Sate, and the authors of Dabiq, what is relevant is that Obama’s policies continue what they present as the continuation of an American war against Islam. Whereas Islamic State’s action are billed as legitimate responses to threats against their religion and wellbeing, America’s response is characterized as hypocritical, greedy and self-serving. 
Indeed, the connection between coalition airstrikes and Islamic State’s brutality is made explicitly clear in some of Islamic State’s audio/visual propaganda. In an Arabic language video segment titled “Beware, Hypocrites”[footnoteRef:86] the brutal beheading of three men accused of spying in Wilayat al-Furat is prefaced by two minutes of video that shows the aftermath of an American air raid. Midway through the 6 minute video, an English voiceover begins, rendered to sound like a conversation between two American pilots. As the pilots chatter, American B-1B Lancers are identified on screen before dropping their payload. As the smoke billows above a cityscape, the scene changes to show civilians searching through the wreckage, the viewer is assaulted by images of injured children, with the screen fading to black after focusing on a dead child missing part of her skull. As the screen fades to black, the clip’s title is shown: “Beware, Hypocrites.” Immediately after, the video spends three minutes of Hollywood-esque build up to the eventual execution of purported spies. The connection between American air strikes against Islamic State, and Islamic State’s brutality is clearly illustrated – the violence of Islamic State is mandated by the overwhelming technological advantage of the American military and the coalition forces.[footnoteRef:87]   [86:  Rough translation of the author ]  [87:  "WATCH: ISIS Beheads 3 ‘Spies’ After Arriving on Horseback," Heavy, 2016, Accessed March 19, 2016, http://heavy.com/news/2016/03/new-isis-islamic-state-news-pictures-videos-iraq-syria-wilayat-al-furat-spies-horses-beheaded-executed-full-uncensored-youtube-video-visible-beware-hypocrites/] 

This sort of connection is more explicitly illustrated in reports from the Paris attacks of November 2015. Eyewitnesses to the Bataclan and Stade de France attacks report gunmen justify their violence by invoking coalition airstrikes, shouting “this is for Syria” as they attacked.[footnoteRef:88] Later attempts to contact the attackers revealed a similar sentiment. In an interview with the French television station BFM-TV, an unidentified woman claims to have encountered and confronted a ringleader of the Paris attacks, Abdelhamid Abaaoud, charging him with taking innocent lives. Abaaoud confidently asserted that the victims of the Paris attacks “were not innocent. You have to look at what is happening to us in Syria.”[footnoteRef:89] By connecting the victimization of Syrians to the brutality of Islamic State operators, Islamic State is able to assert a twisted legitimacy and rightness of its actions.  [88: Isabelle Fraser, "Paris Shooting: Terrorists Attack French Capital - as It Happened on Friday Nov 13," The Telegraph, November 14, 2015, Accessed March 21, 2016, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/france/11995543/Paris-shooting-terrorists-attack-french-capital-as-it-happened-on-Friday-Nov-13.html]  [89:  Alissa J Rubin, "Woman Says She Told Police About Paris Attacker’s Hide-Out," The New York Times, 2016, Accessed March 21, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/05/world/europe/woman-says-she-told-police-about-paris-attackers-hide-out.html] 

This response should be hardly surprising as Islamic State and other transnational jihadist networks have long characterized the foreign policy of the United States as an assault on the global Ummah and imperialistic. For those who accept the salafi-jihadist worldview, this is an easy argument to make and support. When considering the past 40 years of American foreign policy, a cursory look at American involvement abroad indicates that the United States has involved itself almost exclusively in crises that involve or implicate the Muslim world. Whether those interventions were justified or not is irrelevant to this discussion, but the undeniable truth is that American intervention abroad – from Bosnia and Afghanistan to Iraq and Yemen – has wrecked untold havoc on the lives of countless Muslim civilians. When the global war on terror has manifested into a spatially and temporally limitless war,[footnoteRef:90] Islamic State presents itself as the just alternative to the onslaught of “Western Civilization.” Islamic State knows this, and presents a skewed history in its propaganda. In addition to direct American intervention in Muslim majority states, Islamic State points to a Western and American tradition of backing Middle Eastern –taghut – governments. The governments of the Middle East are frequently referred to as the apostate, “crusader-backed” governments – and are charged with both disbelief and as a result, betrayal of Islam. The American system of Empire taken together with the crusader-backed regimes of the Middle East enables to craft a narrative of victimhood.  [90: Sara Earnshaw, “The Construction of Legitimacy in the American ‘Global War on Terror’” Conference Presentation, IPR Understanding Conflict: Research, ideas and responses to security threats from University of Bath, Bath, England, 06/10/15] 

In this narrative, the world is split in half – believers and unbelievers, with us and against us. The second edition of Dabiq, entitled The Flood, declares on its front cover: “It’s either Islamic State or the Flood.” The content within is even more stark, “it’s either the Islamic State or the Flood.” The article goes on to note that 
from amongst the polluted ideologies that have afflicted people the entire world over throughout the course of tyranny carried out by the forces of kufr, is the notion that the people can choose whether to follow the truth or to embark upon falsehood. This ideology teaches that no one has the right, regardless of whom he may be, to impose any creed or set of morals on anyone else even if that creed or set of morals is the truth revealed by Allah.[footnoteRef:91] [91:  Dabiq 2 – Islamic State or the Flood] 

While not directly espousing a narrative of victimhood, the expressed ideology of Islamic State in this article is based on a premise of victimhood. Before “exposing” the “lie” of freedom of choice, Islamic State first situates itself within a world ruled by the tyranny of the unbelievers. 
Islamic State appropriates the violence exercised against Palestinians as a means to mobilize fighters. The forward of Dabiq 2 reads:
As for the massacres taking place in Gaza against the Muslim men, women, and children, then the Islamic State will do everything within its means to continue striking down every apostate who stands as an obstacle on its path towards Palestine. It is not the manner of the Islamic State to throw empty, dry, and hypocritical words of condemnation and condolences like the Arab tawāghīt do in the UN and Arab League. Rather, its actions speak louder than its words and it is only a matter of time and patience before it reaches Palestine to fight the barbaric jews and kill those of them hiding behind the gharqad trees – the trees of the jews.
In its full context, this paragraph is the final paragraph of a foreword intended stress the necessity of all pious Muslims to make hijrah to Islamic State. The purpose of this paragraph is to demonstrate both the need for the violence of Islamic State – the massacres taking place in Gaza – as well as how Islamic State intends to solve those massacres – not through “empty, dry and hypocritical words” but through fighting “the barbaric jews.” Thus, the violence waged against the Israelis cannot be justified without the violence waged against the Palestinians. Without a victimhood narrative to build or co-opt, the “need” for Islamic State dissipates. 
[bookmark: _Toc321946136]Islamophobia, Racism and Islamic State
Beyond the physical threats that coalition countries pose to Islamic State, the rising tide of Islamophobia in Western European countries and the United States also serves as an important facet of Islamic State’s victimization narrative. Indeed, Islamic State exists in a sort of vicious cycle with the far right. Rhetoric from Islamic State and other extremist networks is often used to validate the actions and rhetoric of far right networks, that action and rhetoric is then used by Islamic State and others to justify their actions – and the cycle continues.[footnoteRef:92] For Islamic State, Islamophobia and racism serve as psychological elements of a victimhood narrative that includes both psychological victimhood as well as the physical victimhood inflicted by coalition military intervention and bombing.  [92:  Max Blumenthal,“Far Right Networks in Europe” Conference Presentation, IPR Understanding Conflict: Research, ideas and responses to security threats  from University of Bath, Bath, England, 06/10/15] 

Much like how easy it is to argue that seemingly targeted “Western” intervention and warfare in Muslim-majority states supports a theory of Islamic victimization, it’s pretty easy to see how Islamophobia distinctly victimizes Muslims.  In post-9/11 America, Islamophobia relegates many Muslims to a “second class citizenry.” The ramifications of institutionalized Islamophobic discourse and practices have been “severe in both the private and public spheres. Muslims [have been cast] as disloyal outsiders and noncitizens,” as a result “the government [has] institutionalized numerous civil liberties violations, including intrusive airport inspections, increased FBI surveillance and warrantless wiretapping, the use of agents provocateurs in mosques and in some cases, even torture and the suspension of habeas corpus rights.”[footnoteRef:93] While one might “assume that anti-Muslim sentiment reached its high water mark after 9/11. To the contrary…it has increased dramatically in the third phase of Islamophobia” following President Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign. From 9/11 to the present, those public and private incursions in the lives of American Muslims have now  [93:  Yaser Ali, "Shariah and Citizenship—How Islamophobia Is Creating a Second-Class Citizenry in America," California Law Review 100, no, 4 (August 1, 2012): 1045, Accessed February 25, 2016, http://scholarship,law.berkeley.edu/cgi/viewcontent,cgi?article=4176&context=californialawreview] 

evolved beyond simply encouraging profiling and other surveillance techniques [of Muslims]…[to] an institutionalized version of Islamophobia… [that] focuses on the ‘creeping threat of Shariah’ and, in the process more explicitly threatens… fundamental conceptions of citizenship… while citizens enjoy some fundamental level of respect for their individual beliefs and practices, this is no longer the case with regard to Muslims, both in journalism and politics today[footnoteRef:94] [94:  Ibid, 1049-1050] 

While compared to some parts of Western Europe, however, American Islamophobia can look positively tame. The case of France, home to Europe’s largest Muslim minority, demonstrates just that distinction. France is the “first country on the continent to develop a set of laws and practices specifically tailored for Muslims [and] [t]he famous famous law banning Muslim headscarves in schools is only the tip of the iceberg.” That being said, the headscarf ban is an important place to start when considering French Islamophobia. Indeed, the hijab “represents what French elites despise the most, i.e., an outright statement that one can be Muslim, and French, and not be afraid of showing it.“ Now twelve years since the headscarf ban was adopted in France, “a consensus [has been] built within French elites… that Islam, represented by Muslims in France as a whole, are an existential threat to France, it’s identities and its values.”[footnoteRef:95] Unlike in the United States, where Islamophobia was largely triggered by 9/11, French Islamophobia has been ingrained in society since the early 1970’s when migrant workers from former French colonies in Africa began to settle permanently in France.[footnoteRef:96] From far right political movements like the Front National to more mainstream political actors like Union for French Democracy president Valery Giscard d’Estaing, French politics has long regarded Islam as something contrary to French citizenship.[footnoteRef:97] Even in the more contemporary era of Sarkozy politics, French Minister of interior Claude Guéant “maintained the idea that Muslims cannot be French, but are forever foreigners,” echoing his stance that “the French, due to uncontrolled immigration no longer feel at home.”[footnoteRef:98] The January 2015 Charlie Hebdo attacks by Islamic State have only heightened the strain on French Muslims and underscored the government’s complicity with national Islamophobia. In the aftermath of Charlie Hebdo, which resulted in “the burning down of several mosques and the humiliation of primary school children,” the government stressed national unity, but took no immediate action against attacks on French Muslims.[footnoteRef:99] It should be hardly surprising, then, that  [95:  Yasser Louati, "L’Exception Francaise: From Irrational Fear of Muslims to Their Social Death Sentence," Islamophobia Studies Journal 3, no, 1 (2015): 91, http://crg.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/IS Journal - Fall2015_1.pdf]  [96:  Ibid, 92]  [97:  Ibid, 94]  [98:  Ibid, 101]  [99:  Ibid, 102] 

tolerance towards Islamophobia [has] direct effects on the integration of Muslims in France. As school has been transformed from an institution of integration into a place of discrimination and exclusion at an early age, the corporate world is also becoming permeable to Islamophobic discourse. In a 2014 joint study by Stanford University and Paris School of Economics (La Sorbonne) “One Muslim is Enough”, three researchers led a field experience in Paris that isolated real or assumed adherence to the Muslim faith as an aggravating factor of discrimination for job seekers. By using strictly similar résumés, but with different candidate names, their conclusions raise serious concerns over the infiltration of Islamophobia in the corporate world. Bearing a Muslim name led to receiving two times less calls for job interviews, in comparison with bearing a Christian name. Candidates having a North African name received 35 job interview invitations, whereas candidates with French sounding names received 100 invitations[footnoteRef:100] [100:  Ibid, 104] 

As Islamophobia in France permeates both private and public spheres, it should be hardly surprising that radical groups like Islamic State have “weaponized” Islamophobia, using it as a recruitment tool and a propaganda piece. 
In places like France, and indeed even in parts of the United States, where Muslim and French or Muslim and American are often societally constructed as mutually exclusive terms, there is real danger of internalization. As Islamophobic discourse continues unabated in places like French, some Muslims begin asking themselves if it is even possible to “consider oneself both Muslim and French.”[footnoteRef:101] Indeed, even in Britain, research on the effects of Islamophobia on British converts suggests that, similarly, British converts who had an experience with Islamophobia made them feel as if they were no longer valued citizens of the British state.”[footnoteRef:102] By imagining citizenship and Islam as mutually exclusive, “Western” Islamophobes play directly into the hand of Islamic State. [101:  Syed Mansoob Murshed, and Sara Pavan, "Identity and Islamic Radicalization in Western Europe," Civil Wars 13, no, 3 (2011): 269]  [102:  Leon  Moosavi, "Manifestations of Islamophobia and the Loyalty of Muslim Converts," The Sociological Imagination, 2010, Accessed February 28, 2016, http://sociologicalimagination.org/archives/1715] 

Propaganda by Islamic State about Islamophobia and racism in “Western” countries emphasizes the degree to which Muslims are victimized and stigmatized in those countries. Dabiq shows evidence of this. In this first edition, Dabiq reprints the translated remarks of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi on the return of the caliphate, triumphantly painting the redeemed Muslim community, saying: “Soon, by Allah’s permission, a day will come when the Muslim will walk everywhere as a master, having honor, being revered, with his head raised high and his dignity preserved.”[footnoteRef:103] This theme is echoed again later in the edition, with the authors explicitly referring to the victimhood of global Muslims, writing ““The time has come for those generations that were drowning in oceans of disgrace, being nursed on the milk of humiliation, and being ruled by the vilest of all people, after their long slumber in the darkness of neglect – the time has come for them to rise.”[footnoteRef:104] In Islamic State’s discourse, Muslims are neglected, disrespected and humiliated by their “Western” societies. This discourse is reinforced by the remarks of former Islamic State hostage, Nicolas Hénin, “Central to their world view is the belief that communities cannot live together with Muslims, and every day their antennae will be tuned towards finding supporting evidence… Why [do they attack] France?  For many reasons perhaps, but I think they identified my country as a weak link in Europe – as a place where divisions could be sown easily.”[footnoteRef:105] Islamophobia reinforces the Islamic State worldview that Islam and Western society are fundamentally and irreparably exclusive. The imagery and rhetoric of Islamophobia that runs rampant in the United States and Western Europe serves to underscore that divide. [103:  Dabiq 1, 6]  [104:  Ibid, 9]  [105:  Nicolas Hénin, "I Was Held Hostage by Isis, They Fear Our Unity More than Our Airstrikes," The Guardian, November 16, 2015, Accessed February 28, 2016, http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/nov/16/isis-bombs-hostage-syria-islamic-state-paris-attacks
] 

[bookmark: _Toc321946137]How does Victimization Reinforce Islamic State Legitimacy?
Unlike the theme of brutality, victimization has remained a constant thread throughout all issues of Dabiq, and runs throughout the propaganda of Islamic State from 2014 to the present.
Islamic State thrives on two separate but intertwined narratives of victimization. The first is based on a premise of military intervention. The military intervention and action of both the Assad regime as well as a broader history of “Western” imperialism are used as examples of historical attacks against the global ummah. The second narrative is more psychological. Islamic State emphasizes the role that Islamophobia plays in the lives of millions of Muslims in the United States and Western Europe. Each of these narratives plays into Islamic State’s attempt to establish a form of legitimacy. 
Military intervention, in the eyes of Islamic State ideology, is seen as an attack against the pious Muslims of the world. In their propaganda Islamic State “portrays itself as winners, competent and pious, while it portrays the enemies as unjust and unbelievers”[footnoteRef:106] Islamic State justifies its brutality through an ideology commonly referred to as “defensive jihad.”[footnoteRef:107] Defensive jihad, which has been traditionally embraced by jihadist groups like al-Qaeda, casts the militant acts of terrorist groups in a defensive light. In the case of Islamic State, they “perceive the Middle East to be under attack by secular ‘apostate’ rulers and their Western ‘crusader’ backers.”[footnoteRef:108] As a result, the brutal actions of Islamic State are not an offensive attack against innocents, but rather, a defensive and justified response to an unjust bombing, attack or offensive. As a result, Islamic State depicts the actions of coalition states or the Assad regime as  [106:  Aaron Y Zellin, "Picture Or It Didn’t Happen: A Snapshot of the Islamic State’s Official Media Output," Perspectives on Terrorism 9, no, 4 (2015): 85, Accessed February 28, 2016,]  [107:  This is not to suggest that Islamic States does not also follow a doctrine of “offensive jihad,” indeed, Islamic State employs offensive jihad against the Shi’a in Syria]  [108:  Cole Bunzel, "From Paper State to Caliphate: The Ideology of the Islamic State,"Brookings Institution, no, 19 (March 2015): 10, Accessed February 28, 2016, http://www.brooking.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2015/03/ideology-of-islamic-state-bunzel/the-ideology-of-the-islamic-state,pdf] 

attacks upon ‘ordinary Muslims; and second upon infrastructure within the Islamic State. The latter is a way of saying that IS builds, while its enemies destroy. It also conveys the message that the international community is working against it, and will never allow Muslims to live in a prosperous society. In this way, IS wants to show that its enemies are always unjust no matter what they do: that the outside world is adamantly against Muslims.[footnoteRef:109]  [109:  Zellin, 94] 

Thus, not only are the actions of Islamic State justified defensive maneuvers against a rapacious enemy, hell-bent on disrupting the global development of Muslims, but obligatory upon all Muslims.  Both the professed ideology of Islamic State and its propaganda are explicit on this point. In the ideology of Islamic State, either jihad  or hijrah is incumbent upon all pious Muslims. The most recent edition of Dabiq opens by profiling the San Bernardino shooters, writing that As the American-led crusaders continue waging war against the Khilāfah, more and more Muslims continue demonstrating their willingness to sacrifice everything precious to them for the sake of fulfilling their duty to Allah. While many continue to do so by undertaking hijrah to the Islamic State, others do so by defiantly terrorizing the crusaders in their very strongholds.”[footnoteRef:110] The professed ideology of Islamic State is no less explicit, translated audio transcripts of Abu Umar al-Baghdadi (predecessor to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi) read as follows:  [110:  Dabiq 13, 3] 

We believe that jihad in God’s path is an individual obligation, from the fall of al-Andalus until the liberation of [all] Muslim lands, and [that it is an individual obligation] in the presence of a pious person or an impious person. And [we believe that] the greatest of sins after disbelief in God is barring from jihad n God’s path at the time when it is an individual obligation. Ibn Hazm said: “No sin after disbelief in God is greater than the sin of forbidding jihad against the unbelievers and commanding the surrender of the Muslim’s women”[footnoteRef:111] [111:  Abū ‘Umar al-Baghdādī, “Qul innī ‘alā bayyina min Rabbī,” Mu’assasat al-Furqān, 13 March 2007, Transcript in al-Majmū‘li-qādat Dawlat al-‘Irāq al-Islāmiyya, 2010, 12–16, From Bunzel, Trans, Bunzel] 

Since Islamic State conceives of itself as the bulwark against the injustice of the “crusader-Zionist” alliance, it demands that jihad and hijrah be obligatory to pious Muslims. By creating a narrative wherein Islamic State is constantly besieged by coalition forces and the Assad regime, it boosts its legitimacy, by appearing not as rapacious murderers, but instead as a defensive force. 
Islamophobia plays a different but complementary role in supporting the legitimacy of Islamic State. Islamophobia serves as evidence for Islamic State of the fundamental difference between Islam and the West. By evidencing this worldview, Islamic State advocates for its own necessity. In the worldview of Islamic State and its sympathizers, without the caliphate, Muslims the world over are doomed to remain second class citizens in their home countries – forever trampled by the Islamophobic far-right. This is evidenced by Islamic State’s incessant harkening to the brotherhood, unity and racial equality of living under the banner of Islamic State. The caliphate self describes as 
a state where the Arab and non-Arab, the white man and black man, the easterner and westerner are all brothers. It is a Khilafah that gathered the Caucasian, Indian, Chinese, Shami, Iraqi, Yemeni, Egyptian, Maghribi (North African), American, French, German, and Australian. Allah brought their hearts together, and thus, they became brothers by His grace, loving each other for the sake of Allah, standing in a single trench, defending and guarding each other, and sacrificing themselves for one another. Their blood mixed and became one, under a single flag and goal, in one pavilion, enjoying this blessing, the blessing of faithful brotherhood[footnoteRef:112] [112:  Dabiq 1, 7] 

By stressing the multi-ethnic, multi-national character of Islamic State, it creates an image of unity and equality, free from the racism and Islamophobia of the Western Project. Perhaps shockingly, this inclusive rhetoric within a group that is so outwardly exclusive resonates with propaganda that emphasizes the ways in which Muslims are denigrated by “Western” states. By establishing itself as an alternative to the “West,” Islamic State once more makes the case for its existence and augments its legitimacy. 
[bookmark: _Toc321946138]III: Eschatological Imagination: Apocalypse, Statehood and Religious Legitimacy
The final strand in Islamic State’s propaganda articulates a vision of utopian apocalypticism. This message is powerful, timely, and ties together Islamic State’s projection of legitimacy. While brutality helps Islamic State achieve political goals, antagonize “apostate regimes” and intimidate its citizens and enemies; and victimhood helps to reconcile Islamic State’s violence with traditional Islamic jurisprudence and even necessitates the existence of Islamic State; their narrative of utopian apocalypticism imbues Islamic State with immediacy that caps off their overall message of legitimacy.
Before continuing, it is important to first deconstruct what is meant by the term “utopian apocalypticism.” The term links together Islamic State’s focus on building up their ultimate state – the Caliphate -- with their millenarian worldview. What links these two terms together is Islamic State’s belief– as well as the beliefs of a collection of earlier Islamic apocalypticists – that building the utopian Caliphate is a necessary step towards bringing about the end times. 
Islamic State’s message of utopian apocalypticism is remarkably salient due to the situation on the ground in Iraq and Syria. Their narrative of apocalypse couldn’t come at a better time. Rising violence in Syria and Iraq, the seeming advent of ‘apostate’ regimes and a alleged global conspiracy against Islam serve to meet the “Lesser Signs of the Hour” which Islamic apocalypstists have long identified as “moral, cultural, political, religious and natural events designed to warn humanity that the end is near.”[footnoteRef:113] In the case of Islamic State,  [113:  David Cook, Contemporary Muslim Apocalyptic Literature, Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2005] 

the sudden churn of Arab politics after decades of stagnation fired the apocalyptic imagination…half of Arabs polled in 2012 believed that the Mahdi, the Muslim savior, would appear any day. The mounting violence in Syria…the land of the eastern Mediterranean mentioned in Islamic prophecies as the site of the final battles of the apocalypse, made the doomsday interpretation of events hard to resist.[footnoteRef:114] [114:  McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 1720 of 6004] 

In fact, among those Arabs who believe the return of the Mahdi is imminent, some 72% of Iraqis believe that the Mahdi will return within their lifetime.[footnoteRef:115] The contemporary Middle East, and to an even greater extent, Syria and Iraq, is fertile ground for apocalyptic messaging. Indeed, even the title of Islamic State’s English-language publication, Dabiq, is a not-so-subtle nod to the prophesied location of the final battle. Prophecy attributed to the prophet Muhammad holds that “’Al-Sham is the land of gathering’ for the Day of Judgement’[footnoteRef:116]  Common understanding of al-Sham as the land of assembly for the End Times, combined with out-of-control nature of events unfolding in Syria, has made an apocalyptic narrative particularly fruitful for Islamic State. As one Islamic State fighter confided, “the apocalyptic pitch ‘always works.’”[footnoteRef:117]  [115:  The World’s Muslims: Unity and Diversity The World’s Muslims: Unity and Diversity, Publication, The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, Washington D,C,: Pew Research Center, 2012, 65]  [116:  Muhammad Nasir Al-Din Al-Albani, Takhrij Ahadith Fada'il Al-Sham Wa-Dimashq, Riyadh: Maktabat Al-Ma'arif, 2000, 10, Cited in McCants]  [117:  McCants, 1734 of 6004] 

At the same time, the rising state power of the Caliphate continues to rise, as propaganda detailing the exploits of the “brave mujahideen” has been supplemented by propaganda detailing the state functions of Islamic State. From health services to a up and running religious police, Islamic State has done well to document their state functions, and trump up the notion that Islamic State is not in name only. Indeed, the actual territory of Islamic State has begun to look more and more like a functioning proto-state, with regional governments reporting to a centralized government under the control of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. 
Utopianism is just a part of the larger narrative of apolcalypticism. By demonstrating their successful construction of the Caliphate, Islamic State is able to claim that they are actively working towards the end times. The apocalyptic pitch elevates the legitimacy of Islamic State, underscores the necessity of Islamic State as both a group and a state and adds immediacy to the rhetoric of Islamic State. Rather than simply building an Islamic state for the purposes of theological government, Islamic State fighters are working to build a state worthy of the kingdom of God on Earth. What may seem like a choice to sympathetic jihadis around the world transforms into an obligation to establish the domain of God and prepare for the final battle. 
	This chapter will proceed by first examining the context of apocalypticism within the Sunni tradition. Then, examining how Islamic State presents the Caliphate within their propaganda before going on to an examination of how apocalypse is presented in Islamic State propaganda. The chapter will then end with a discussion of how messages of the caliphate and apocalypse interact in order to elevate the religious legitimacy of Islamic State.
[bookmark: _Toc321946139]Context of Islamic Apocalyptic Ideology 
	As recently as 2000, the excitement of the Christian rapture community regarding Y2K was largely met with skepticism and sarcasm from Muslim pamphleteers.[footnoteRef:118] Muslim support for apocalyptic thinking was regarded with suspicion before the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 – “it was something that Shi’a or the conspiracy-addled fringe obsessed over, not right-thinking Sunnis”[footnoteRef:119] Yet,  [118:  Jean-Pierre Filiu, Apocalypse in Islam, Translated by M, B, DeBevoise, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011, 118]  [119:  McCants, 2517 of 6004] 

two years after the millennium, the apocalyptic landscape in the world of Islam changed as a result of the events of 11 September and the intervention of Western nations in Afghanistan…The extension to Iraq of what the American government called the global war against terror proved to be an extraordinary source of encouragement to the apocalyptic speculation in the Islamic world…[and] at the same time [strengthen] the plausibility of its forecasts.[footnoteRef:120] [120:  Filiu, 119-120] 

	For the Muslim apocalyptist, “the signs that the end is drawing close…are the so-called Lesser Signs of the Hour…These signs provide the basis for the picture the apocalyptist is painting of the future and consists of events that almost everyone can agree are actually happening.”[footnoteRef:121] The Lesser Signs of the Hour vary from apocalptist to apocalyptist, but they are typically “very general; [such that] it would be almost impossible to prove that they are not happening somewhere.”[footnoteRef:122] Even the number of Lesser Signs varies remarkably, “one of the most comprehensive lists of signs is given by Amin Muhammad Jamal al-Din…For him there are seventy-nine signs that must be fulfilled.”[footnoteRef:123] Whereas the Lesser Signs of the Hour are simply markers of end times, they precede the Greater Signs of the Hour that “are regarded as a map of the future. They detail a series of events of ever-increasing severity that will precede the end of the world, at which time the damned will be judged and the blessed will begin to taste the pleasures God has in store for them in heaven. This scenario will be a time of extremes, opening in the classical accounts, with warfare between the Byzantines and the Muslims.”[footnoteRef:124] Between the Lesser Signs of the Hours and the Greater Signs, “we are eagerly awaiting a sign that is the link between the Lesser Signs and the Greater Signs, and that is the appearance of the Mahdi.”[footnoteRef:125] For the apocalyptist, the Lesser Signs have been in large part fulfilled, society is breaking down as we know it, Muslim societies are ruled by “fools (or simpletons),” and the Islamic faith is dissolving into sectarianism.[footnoteRef:126] [121:  Cook, 49]  [122:  Ibid, 50]  [123:  Ibid]  [124:  Ibid, 8]  [125:  Ibid, 50]  [126: Ibid, 52] 

	Along with the more vague Lesser Signs of the Hour, more specific, classical prophecy singles out Iraq and Syria as the places of assembly before the final battle of good and evil. In particular, Dabiq, a small town in Syria, is mentioned by name. “Dabiq is not important militarily,” but prophecy predicted by Muhammad and quoted by Abu Mus’ab al Zarqawi holds that 
the Hour will not come until the Romans land at al-A’maq or in Dabiq. An army of the best people on earth at that time will come from Medina against them… they will then fight, and a third [part] of the army will run away, whome God will never forgive. A third [part of the army], which will be constituted excellent martyrs in the eye of God, will be killed and the third who will never be put to trial will win and they will be conquerors of Constantinople.[footnoteRef:127] [127:  McCants, ISIS Apocalypse, 1784-6004] 

Thus, Dabiq is not just important to the fulfillment of Lesser Signs of the Hour, but it also signifies the conquest of Muslims over the Romans (who are interpreted as a metaphor for the contemporary “West”).
	Syria and Iraq continue to play a role in Islamic apocalyptic ideology in seemingly coincidental, but nonetheless powerful ways. In fact, 
early Islamic prophecies of the End Times resonated with the conflicts in Syria and Iraq not only because of their geographical setting; even the colors of the belligerent’s flags – yellow of Hizballah, black for al-Qaeda and the Islamic State – seemed to match. “If the black banners and the yellow banners meet in the center of al-Sham,” a companion of the Prophet prophesied, ‘the bowels of the earth will be better than the surface’[footnoteRef:128] [128:  McCants, ISIS Apocalypse,  1918-6004] 

From the names of towns to the colors of flags, the situation in Syria and Iraq matches remarkably well with some early prophecies of the End Times. While this by no means is an endorsement of End Times ideology, it is important to recognize the parallels between prophecy and reality in order to understand how Islamic State can harness these sorts of prophecy in such a powerful manner. 
	While very little in Islamic apocalyptic ideology is terribly consistent (for example, the number Lesser Signs varies considerably among different apocalypticists) one recurring thought is the necessity of the Caliphate. Most apocalypticits believe that “the best manner to counter [the global Zionist-Crusader] conspiracy is to unite all Muslims into one state ruled by a caliph.”[footnoteRef:129] Indeed, while most of the apocalyptist’s calls to action lack detail, “there is one exception to this total lack of a plan, and that is the proposal to renew the caliphate, with the Mahdi as the candidate for the position, who would go about unifying the fragmented Muslim world and establishing a type of millennial rule…this is a fundamental and powerful plank in the apocalyptists’ arsenal.”[footnoteRef:130] The apocalyptist’s desire for the Caliphate stems from “an intense desire to be rid of the politically fragmented Muslim present…and regain the mythical Islamic unity of classical time in preparation for the end of the world.”[footnoteRef:131] The Caliphate, then, is both a vehicle for the end times as well as a return to “mythical Islamic unity.” That “Islamic unity” is a powerful force, as a unified, Islamic polity has been little more than an aspiration among various Islamic powers ever since the early days of the Umayyad Caliphate. As such, apocalypticists regard the Caliph and the Caliphate in such high regard that “traditions such as ‘whoever dies without having sworn the oath of allegiance [to a caliph], dies the death of the Jahiliyya”…continue to resonate, especially since several generations have now passed without movement to reestablish the caliphate.”[footnoteRef:132]  [129:  Cook, 17]  [130:  Ibid, 226]  [131:  Ibid, 227]  [132:  Cook, 228] 

[bookmark: _Toc321946140]How Islamic State Presents Apocalypse	
Islamic State presents a worldview characterized by division. As they put it in the second edition of Dabiq, “it is either Islamic State or the Flood.”[footnoteRef:133] As Charlie Winter explains, “join now, or face an eternity in Hell.”[footnoteRef:134] The world has been divided into “camps of truth and falsehood.”[footnoteRef:135] At the same time, Islamic State laments the fractured nature of the Islamic community, claiming that the “shirki [idolatry] attitude [has] entered the hearts and minds of many supposedly “Islamic” leaders, scholars and callers.”[footnoteRef:136]  Islamic State casts itself as a separatist movement, saying to the “Tawagheet [tyrants] and the disbelievers everywhere…as Ibraheem – peace and blessings upon him – said to his father, ‘Verily we are free from you and whatever you worship besides Allah. We have rejected you. And there has started between us and you hostility and hatred forever’”[footnoteRef:137] Islamic State seeks to completely separate itself from the rest of the world, as it sees itself as the collection of true believers, who, because of their piety and jihad will be saved by Allah, while the unbelievers suffer eternal damnation. Their apocalyptic message is accented by an obligation of global domination – a speaker in the much-discussed video The Clanging of Swords rails against the enemies of Islamic State, saying: “we will conquer Jerusalem, oh Jews, we, the children of Isaac, will conquer Rome, we will conquer Rome and take back Andalus.”[footnoteRef:138] This global ambition is expressed by another speaker who exhalts “Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi al-Husaini al-Qurayshi…demolishes borders and subdues the unbelievers…[has] taught and ordered us not to recognize the filthy Sykes-Picot borders because the Muslim lands are one.”[footnoteRef:139] Indeed, Islamic State presents Abu Bakr as the one who will reunify Islam, and the caliphate as his vehicle for doing so. Prophecy plays an important role in this desire for global conquest:  [133:  Dabiq 2, 5]  [134:  Winter, The Virtual Caliphate, 31]  [135:  The Clanging of Swords, Part 4, Al-Furqan Media, Islamic State, 2014, Online Video]  [136:  Dabiq 9, 15]  [137:  The Clanging of Swords, Part 4]  [138:  Ibid]  [139:  Ibid] 

The Islamic State believes prophecy requires the conquest of every country on earth. “This religion will reach everywhere day and night reach” the Prophet had foretold, so the Islamic State determined to make it a reality. As its magazine proclaimed, “The shade of this blessed flag will expand until it covers all eastern and western extents of the Earth, filling the world with the truth and justice of Islam and putting an end to falsehood and tyranny.[footnoteRef:140] [140:  McCants, 2431 of 6004] 

Here, the caliphate and apocalypse join in tandem, as the expansion of the caliphate to every corner of the Earth is a fulfillment of eschatological prophecy. 
Rome plays a special role in the apocalyptic worldview, with Islamic State invoking hadith that claims “the Hour will not come until the Romans land at al-A’maq or in Dabiq,” and that an “army of the best people on earth” will meet them and fight. [footnoteRef:141] Both the geographical location of Rome as well as the concept of Romans looms large in the apocalyptic ideology of Islamic State. In the contemporary ideology of Islamic State, those opposed to Islamic State, especially the United States have been constructed as the modern Rome. Indeed, according to hadith cited by Islamic State “the Muslims will be at war with the Roman Christians. Rome in the Arabic tongue of the Prophet…refers to the Christians of Europe and their colonies in the Sham.”[footnoteRef:142] In various pieces of Islamic State propaganda, this connection is made explicit. In a heartbreaking demonstration of the ideological brainwashing that Islamic State practices on children, an October 2015 video depicts a young boy clad in all black, grasping an RPG and saying “my message is to the Dog of Rome Obama, if you think your soldiers will enter the land of the Khilafah and pollute it with their filth, then you’re dreaming. Wake up from your sleep and pay the jiz’yah in submission before the swords of the Khilafah reach you and cut your filthy head.”[footnoteRef:143] Beyond threats issued to the United States using Rome as a frame of reference, Islamic State has featured Rome in its printed propaganda as well. In fact, the cover of Dabiq edition 4 depicts St. Peter’s Square in Vatican City with the black flag of Islamic State flying atop the Vatican Obelisk. The same edition republishes the prophecy reported by Abu Hurayah that “The Hour will not be established until the Romans land at al-A’maq or Dabiq.”[footnoteRef:144]  [141:  Ibid, 1784-6004]  [142:  Dabiq 4]  [143:  Al-Kurar Military Camp #2, Islamic State, 2015, Online,
Found at: http://heavy.com/news/2015/10/new-isis-islamic-state-news-videos-pictures-al-kurar-military-camp-boy-soldier-obama-pope-francis-rome-christianity-jizya-tax-threat-full-uncensored-youtube-video/]  [144:  Dabiq 4] 

Aiding the “Romans,” according to prophecy cited by Islamic State, will be “eighty banners” which assemble against the Muslims before the final battle.[footnoteRef:145] Islamic State takes this quite literally, with twitter fanboys literally counting each ally of the United States that has joined the coalition against Islamic State. Upon Turkey’s entry into the war, one Islamic State supporter (whose account is now suspended) tweeted: “Thirty states remain to complete the number of eighty flags that will gather in Dabiq and begin the battle.” Another tweeted “Turkey’s entry into the war into the war will permit the foreign invasion of northern Syria, meaning from the plain of Dabiq. The battles (of the End Times) have grown near.”[footnoteRef:146] The Dabiq and Roman prophecies meet together in Abu Hurayah’s prophecy cited above, and Islamic State reaffirms the importance of Dabiq as the site of the final crusade with each edition of Dabiq by adding Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi’s quote: “The spark has been lit here in Iraq, and its heat will [145:  Ibid]  [146: William McCants, "ISIS Fantasies of an Apocalyptic Showdown in Northern Syria," The Brookings Institution, 2014, Accessed March 27, 2016, http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/markaz/posts/2014/10/03-isis-apocalyptic-showdown-syria-mccants] 

continue to intensify – by Allah’s permission – until it burns the crusader armies in Dabiq” at the beginning of each edition. 
	For Islamic State, the prophecies reported by Abu Hurayah and others are coming to life. Despite the fact that a Syrian opposition leader remarked that “Dabiq is not important militarily,” Islamic State “fought ferociously to capture the village [in the summer of 2014] because its members believe the great battle between infidels and Muslims will take place there…[and that] the Day of Judgement will come after the Muslims defeat Rome at al-Amaq or Dabiq.”[footnoteRef:147] With each additional member of the coalition against Islamic State, Islamic State ticks off another of the “80 allies of Rome” who will array themselves against the Muslims before the Final Battle. [147:  Ibid] 

	Yet, absent Islamic State’s message of apocalypse is a traditional figure of Islamic eschatology: the Mahdi. In Arabic, “Mahdi” translates to ‘the rightly guided one’ and “is the name of restorer of religion and justice who, according to a widely held Muslim belief, will rule before the end of the world.”[footnoteRef:148] Yet, despite the Mahdi’s important, arguably essential, role in Islamic renderings of the End Times, he is nowhere to be found in the propaganda of Islamic State. This seems to be a deliberate choice on the part of Islamic State, and ““Without access to the Islamic State’s internal deliberations, we can only guess why. Caliph Baghdadi watched the first incarnation of Islamic State destroy itself because its leaders made hasty strategic decisions in the belief that the Mahdi would appear any day. Perhaps chastened by the experience, he has made the caliphate the locus of the group’s apocalyptic imagination, rather than the Mahdi… the shift of eschatological emphasis from the person of the Mahdi to the institution of the caliphate buys the group time to govern while sustaining the apocalyptic moment that has so captivated its supporters.” Thus, rather than focusing attention on the singular figure of the Mahdi, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi has tied Islamic State’s apocalyptic messaging to the success of the institution of the caliphate.  [148:  Madelung, W,, "al-Mahdī," Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P, Bearman, Th, Bianquis, C,E, Bosworth, E, van Donzel, W,P, Heinrichs, Brill Online, 2016, Reference, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC), 29 March 2016 <http://referenceworks.brillonlin.com.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/al-mahdi-COM_0618>First appeared online: 2012] 

[bookmark: _Toc321946141]Islamic State and the Caliphate
Starting outside the framework of Islamic State’s apocalyptic propaganda, Islamic State’s apocalyptic mindset begins with their political arrangement itself. Prior to the announcement of the Caliphate in 2014, a little-known scholar named Turki al-Bin’ali began making the case for Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. Bin’ali’s convoluted and at times contradictory case is made in a manner such that Islamic State presented an academic, theological and family history for Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi in a deliberate effort to portray him as the final caliph who will pave the way for the Mahdi and the end times.”[footnoteRef:149] The case wasn’t necessarily easy to make, and required a bit of historical interpretation and sleight of hand:  [149:  Ibid,  2040 of 6004] 

To establish that the caliphate would return, [Islamic State’s ablest apologist, Turki ibn Mubarak al-Bin’ali] quoted another Islamic prophecy that there will be ‘twelve caliphs’ from the Quraysh, the tribe of Muhammad. Of course there had already been far more than twelve caliphs descended from the Quraysh tribe, so Bin’ali sided with those who interpreted the prophecy as requiring tweleve just caliphs…Bin’ali cited another prophecy indicating that…the final caliphates would be direct descendents of Muhammad’s son-in-law Ali. The last one either would pave the way for the Muslim savior, the Mahdi, or would be the Mahdi himself.[footnoteRef:150] [150:  Ibid] 

Basing his case primarily on lineage, Islamic scholarly ability and dedication to jihad, Bin’ali had to again twist history in order to prove Baghdadi’s religious credentials: 
	Bin’ali next went about establishing Baghdadi’s religious credentials. 			In his telling, Baghdadi obtained a bachelor’s and master’s degree in 			Qur’anic recitation and a doctorate in Islamic jurisprudence. Baghdadi 		even published a book on the rules of Qur’anic recitation and worked 			as an imam in several mosques. Some of that isn’t true – Baghdadi’s 			dissertation was on Qur’anic recitation, and it was never published – 			but close enough
All told, it required a deliberate and slightly dishonest account in order for Bin’ali to cast Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi as the legitimate successor to the just caliphs and as the final caliph. Indeed, the case for Baghdadi is so essential to Islamic State’s legitimacy as the caliphate that Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, Bin‘ali’s former teacher, claims to have remarked upon hearing the title of his pupil’s work: “The announcement declaring their organization the caliphate must be imminent.”[footnoteRef:151]  [151:  Cole  Bunzel, "The Caliphate's Scholar-in-Arms," International Relations And Security Network, 30 July 2014, Web, 29 Mar, 2016] 

	Islamic State took great care when declaring the Caliphate. From creating a narrative for Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi consistent with traditional standards set for the Caliph to the actual conquest and administration of land, each step has been calculated. Following the conquest of Mosul in 2014, Islamic State issued a proclamation:
The sun of jihad has risen…triumph looms on the horizon, and the signs of victory have appeared…the flag of the Islamic State…rises and flutters…it is a dream that lives in the depths of every Muslim believer…it is the caliphate…the abandoned obligation of the era…Now the caliphate has returned.[footnoteRef:152] [152:  McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 2112 of 6004] 

In declaring the Caliphate, Islamic State deliberately focuses on three themes. First, it asserts a universal desire among “every Muslim believer” to see the return to the Caliphate achieved. Second it asserts the reestablishment of the Caliphate as an obligation upon all Muslims. Finally, it harkens back to a bygone era of mythic Islamic 3 and a “pure Islam.” By appealing to these three themes, Islamic State also asserts an obligation incumbent upon all Muslims to “bend the knee to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.”[footnoteRef:153] [153:  Ibid] 

	By establishing the Caliphate, Islamic State differed greatly from previous generations of jihadists and Islamists alike. While “all jihadists fight to restore the caliphate” most “see it as a distant goal….the caliphate will come one day, but first Muslims must become strong and united.” Islamic State flipped the conventional jihadist wisdom by asserting that “you don’t have to overthrow Muslims countries to make a caliphate, and you don’t have to persuade them to declare one…Conquer land and declare your own.”[footnoteRef:154] Declaring the Caliphate was not only a revolutionary moment in traditional jihadist thought, but has endowed Islamic State with a unique brand. While other groups like al-Qaeda and Jabhat al-Nusra may publically question Islamic State’s legitimacy, the land that Islamic State rules, and the ideological conventions that Islamic State invokes with the declaration of the caliphate distances their operation from those of more traditionally minded transnational jihadist states. [154:  Ibid, 2113-2131 of 6004] 

	Throughout all mediums of Islamic State propaganda, the Caliphate is well represented, and in manners that, initially, don’t seem terribly relevant to Islamic State’s larger narrative of apocalypse and legitimacy. Indeed, as Pieter Van Ostaeyen, an independent Belgian blogger who regularly follows the twitter accounts of hundreds of Islamic State loyalists and fanboys, commented in June 2015,  “I just saw a tweet passing by, they were confiscating drinks that were [past their expiration dates].”[footnoteRef:155] Pieter’s anecdote is hardly unrepresentative. Islamic State takes great pains to emphasize the minutiae of life under the rule of Islamic State. In the fall of 2014 “photos of State members baking bread in Iraq’s Diyala Province circulated on twitter with the tagline [The Islamic State: A Caliphate in Accordance with the Prophetic Message]“[footnoteRef:156] Pictures were also posted of the State’s first Da’wa Gathering, showing an outdoor venue “filled with rapt attendees – including some wide-eyed boys – listening to preachers.”[footnoteRef:157] While these tweets may seem extraneous to the message of Islamic State, they accomplish an important task, by portraying the Caliphate as a functioning, self-sufficient proto-state, Islamic State is able to depict itself as the legitimate, indisputable, final caliphate. In fact, a week long media analysis conducted by Aaron Zellin indicates that while the majority of Islamic State propaganda are militarily focused, propaganda that focuses on governance, hisba (moral policing) and general promotion of the Caliphate comes in at a close second (58 military posts during the week of April 18-April 24 compared to 32 posts focusing on governance, hisba or the Caliphate).[footnoteRef:158] While posts about military conquest and victory are important to the political and ideological messages of Islamic State, a message of accountable government and swift justice underscores the efficacy and legitimacy of Islamic State as the new Caliphate. With the Caliphate being Islamic State’s unique selling point, constantly reminding the world and rival jihadist groups of the success of the Caliphate, and the publication of evidence supporting that success is essential, and the “more ‘evidence’ that is made available, the more resilient Islamic State becomes to assertions that it is illegitimate.”[footnoteRef:159] With these bizarre and innocuous seeming propaganda updates, “from fishing trips and da’wa caravans to sheep cleaning and road building” Islamic state is providing evidence that it is not just talking about the Caliphate, but actively enacting it. Brutality ties in here as well, with the administration of hudud and the implementation of Shari’a courts also demonstrates how Islamic State carries out the work of the Caliphate a daily basis.[footnoteRef:160] [155:  Pieter Van Ostaeyen, Personal Interview, Mechelen, Belgium, June 9th 2015]  [156:  McCants, ISIS Apocalypse, 2185 of 6004]  [157:  Ibid]  [158:  Zellin, Pictures or it Didn’t Happen, 90]  [159:  Winter, Charlie, The Virtual ‘Caliphate’: Understanding Islamic State’s Propaganda Strategy, Publication, London: Quilliam, 2015]  [160:  Ibid] 

	Yet, the propaganda of the caliphate serves a more immediate function than simply a laundry list of state functions served by Islamic State. The caliphate is designed to be a living manifestation of the apocalyptic dream of Islamic unity. As contemporary Islamic apocalypticists have long lamented the fractured Islamic community, Islamic State’s caliphate serves to rectify those divisions. 
	Indeed, propaganda of the caliphate also has apocalyptic implications. With the return of the final Caliph, and the establishment of his theocratic state, the Ummah prepares for the imminent Kingdom of God, or so claims Islamic State. The declaration of Caliphate in 2014 was not without consequence, the very idea of the Caliphate intentionally 
[attempts] to hark back to the early years of Islam, to wipe the intervening years clean and replace their “innovations” with pristine Islamic governance, IS brands itself as a direct descendant of the four Rightly Guided Caliphs…[by] labelling (sic) themselves in terms that have historical and theological traction with all Muslims undeniably adds to the caliphal mystique[footnoteRef:161] [161: Charlie Winter, and Noman Benotman, "Islamic State -- One Year On," Quilliam, June 17, 2015, Accessed March 23, 2016] 

That caliphal mystique can be boiled down to an apocalyptic worldview that asserts the necessity of the caliphate in order to achieve the Kingdom of God.
[bookmark: _Toc321946142]The Function of Apocalyptic Utopianism in Islamic State Propaganda
As discussed above, the theme of apocalyptic utopianism has changed throughout the various incarnations of Islamic State. Earlier version of Islamic State – such as those operating under Abu Umar al Baghdadi and Zarqawi’s Al-Qaeda in Iraq, apocalyptic themes took the forefront, as the figure of the Mahdi played an important role in propaganda as well as state operations. While the contemporary Islamic State also utilizes the theme of apocalyptic utopianism, Islamic State under the helm of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi focuses more on the apocalyptic implications of the caliphate, rather than the figure of the Mahdi. 
	The themes of apocalypse and utopia come together in tandem as well as individually to enhance Islamic State’s overarching message of legitimacy. Alone, the theme of apocalypse “is emphasised to increase the sense of urgency.”[footnoteRef:162] By making the pages of Dabiq chock full of eschatological references, Islamic State insists that would be jihadists need to act soon in order to be a part of the final battle. Not only is Islamic State preparing for the Hour, it is inviting it by fulfilling prophecies like the Dabiq prophecy. Apocalypse and prophecy give Islamic State a special legitimacy in the eyes of would-be jihadists, “whatever the perversion or barbarity, ISIS has a ready-made justification.”[footnoteRef:163]  Islamic State is not just acting based on its own accord, but based on the prophecies declared by God’s messenger to Earth – Muhammad. Dabiq’s reporting on the return of sexual slavery is an excellent example of this paradigm. Despite the overwhelming and apparent barbarity of sexual slavery, the practice was “defended by the editors [of Dabiq] as one of the signs of ‘the Hour’…according to a hadith, the apocalypse will come when a ‘slave gives birth to her master.’ Abolishment of slavery, then, would make the realization of this prophecy impossible.”[footnoteRef:164]  Because Islamic State is able to point back to prophecies with ties back to the prophet Muhammad (and creatively avoid any ways in which prophecy contradict one another or reality), Islamic State boosts its religious legitimacy by ascribing their behavior to the will of God and can appeal to the urgency of the apocalypse.  [162:  Winter, The Virtual Caliphate, 29]  [163:  Hassan and Weiss, 176]  [164:  Ibid] 

	On its own, the utopianism of the caliphate enriches the legitimacy of Islamic State in an entirely different way. By actively overturning the jihadist conventional wisdom and establishing a caliphate now, rather than later, Islamic State captured the initiative from all other jihadist groups. Islamic State goes to extensive lengths to provide evidence that it is actively establishing a state, by promoting in its propaganda initiatives that “[teach] children to recite the Quran by rote, [establish] sharī’a courts, [implement] ḥudūd punishments and collecting and [dispense] zakāt”[footnoteRef:165] This propaganda serves as evidence for ideological supporters to prove that Islamic State, better than any other jihadist group in the world, is doing the most to effectively implement God’s will on Earth.[footnoteRef:166]  [165:  Winter, Virtual Caliphate, 30]  [166:  Winter, Islamic State Propaganda: Key Elements of the Group’s Messaging, 9] 

	Furthermore, the promotion of Islamic unity as a factor of the caliphate serves to ascribe to Islamic State a special legitimacy. When the jihadist community can legitimately point to a global Muslim community that is fractured and in many cases, under the foot of imperialism and colonialism, a utopia that actively strives to unite all “true Muslims” under one banner holds tremendous appeal. Thus, Islamic State actively celebrates new assimilations into the group; pledges of bay’a (oath of fealty) to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi are broadcast far and wide as evidence of the groups “divinely ordained success.” Following those pledges “supportive videos emerge from the Islamic State’s various provinces showing the population’s happy reactions…After all, the perception of continually growing power is not just symbolic, it spawns real authority.”[footnoteRef:167] By creating an image of a functioning proto-state that is ruled by theocratic law and aspires to unite Muslims under a single banner, Islamic State successfully elevates its legitimacy by separating itself from all other jihadist groups.  [167:  Ibid, 4] 

	While both the propaganda of apocalypse and utopianism have powerful effects on Islamic State’s legitimacy, they work best in tandem. Islamic State has successfully linked the establishment of the caliphate to the apocalypse. First and foremost, Islamic State has made a deliberate effort to craft a history for Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi that casts him in an eschatological light. By linking Baghdadi to the history o the 11th Caliph, asserting him as Qurayshi and thereby declaring him as the 12th and final caliph, Islamic State makes an intentional effort to assert Baghdadi’s apocalyptic leadership. Moreover, 
ISIS’s use of lineage talesis particularly important in its arguments with fellow jihadists, for whom these genealogies are profoundly evocative and can mobilize Muslim youth around an imminent projects. Frustration with the more gradualist approaches to building an Islamic state endorsed by, say, the Muslim Brotherhood, sometimes leads Islamists to look at ISIS as an alternative.[footnoteRef:168] [168:  Hassan and Weiss, 175] 

 The apocalyptic narrative feeds into the caliphal narrative, asserting urgency to Islamic State’s statehood project and demanding an immediate loyalty and support from world Muslims.  The continuing success of the caliphate, enabled by the apocalyptic narrative, feeds the success of the apocalyptic narrative. As the caliphate grows and asserts a more commanding power over regional and international events, Islamic State is able to claim that the prophecy of apocalypse is coming true before the eyes of the international community. The result is a self perpetuating cycle that ultimately enforces the religious legitimacy of Islamic State, as it able to claim to be doing God’s will on earth by establishing the caliphate and fulfilling prophecy declared by Muhammad. 


[bookmark: _Toc321946143]Conclusion: Unrepentant Violence, Legitimized Terror 
So how does each narrative of religious legitimacy reinforce the other? A unifying theme throughout the ideology, propaganda and actions of Islamic State is violence. This permeates each of the three chapters, with the victimhood narrative justifying and explaining away any qualms would-be jihadists might have with the brutality and savagery of Islamic State. While not as obvious as the relationship between the victimhood narrative and brutality, apocalyptic utopianism has a key role to play in rationalizing the brutality of Islamic State as well. Direct by both an apocalyptic vision and the Management of Savagery, Islamic State actively seeks to establish the caliphate. In the vision of Islamic State, the expansion and sustainability of the caliphate takes priority over all else. This is because the caliphate has been directly linked to the fulfillment of prophecy and eschatology. By adding that urgency to the statebuilding project of Islamic State, the caliphate helps to reinforce the legitimacy of violence used as a tool of ideology and politics. 
The tripartite strategy of Islamic State is a self-reinforcing hub. The victimhood narrative necessitates brutality and brutality facilitates the caliphate.  Each part of the overarching legitimacy narrative is essential, and without and part, the narrative begins to fall apart. Without the victimhood narrative, Islamic State is perpetuating violence without any rationalization, without brutality, the caliphate cannot be established, ruled to expanded, without a vision of apocalypse, there would be no impetus to create the caliphate now. 
It is also important to consider the ways in which the violent focus of Islamic State is directed towards external threats. While Islamic State has proven to be quite adept at inflicting violence upon Syrians and Iraqis, the violence they threaten against the United States and Europe is no less important to their ideology. Violence against the United States and Europe serves the purpose of fulfilling prophecy. Having created a worldview in which the “West” is the “New Rome,” Islamic State wants to fulfill prophecies that cast Islamic State as the great arbiter of Islam, doing battle against the enemies of God. Islamic State wants to be attacked by the “West” as doing so will trigger their eschatological prophecies. As such, attacks like those in Paris, San Bernardino, and most recently, in Brussels and Lahore  are intended to bring about a Western response from the “80 allies of Rome.” 
In sum, it is all too easy to look at the actions and propaganda of Islamic State and declare that there is no meaning to be found. Indeed, the group’s bloodlust and hatred seem to know no bounds, and their malice towards groups like the Yazidis, Shi’a and other “enemies” is unprecedented. Yet, that doesn’t mean their actions are without a carefully crafted meaning or inspired by a deliberately constructed message.  Islamic State’s actions are inspired by an apocalyptic message that emphasizes the urgent need of the caliphate. Its brutality is “excused” and “necessitated” by a victimhood narrative that portrays the global Islamic community as under assault. That same brutality is then used as a tool to cow others into submission, prove their pious exclusivity and build the caliphate. This should not be misconstrued to mean that Islamic State is justified in their actions, but rather, that their actions are defined by logic and an ideology that justifies their actions in the eyes of their supporters.  Despite actions that might look barbaric, savage and irreligious, Islamic State has adopted a rhetoric and ideology that resonates with its followers and that asserts legitimacy both political and religious.
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