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ABSTRACT.

Da’esh is a proscribed terrorist organisation that rose to power in the Middle Eastern context
following the US led invasion of Iraq and civil unrest in Syria. It’s designation as a terrorist
organisation is a political one which has arguably impacted upon the manner in which the
movement has been researched. But Da ’esh presents itself as a religious organisation
advocating for the establishment of a caliphate through the use of military jihad. Its
communication with the world at large was partly through an official publication titled Dabig
which ran between 2014 and 2016 producing 15 volumes in total. Using an insider
perspective, this investigation performs a theological examination of Dabiq s narrative in
order to better understand one question: What is/are Da esh’s ultimate theological goal(s)?
This research advocates the post secular approach to the study of religious violence in which
religion is not divorced from the secular and political phenomenon. It develops a theological
framework of Sunni Islam against which Dabiq’s theological propositions are critically
examined. This broader theological reality is neither exclusively jurisprudential in focus nor
reductive in theological engagement. Rather it is encompassing of disparate expressions
within Sunni Islam creating a much needed theological backdrop against which religious
actions can be understood and measured. The investigation argues that Dabig’s overall
theological objective(s) are ambiguous and ill defined. The publications focus is primarily
upon temporal interests that serve Da’esh’s immediate operational needs raising questions as

to the organisations overall the theological motivations.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

‘Da’esh is a conflicted and contradictory organisation focused on temporal objectives

compromising theological validity and ethereal success.’

Da’esh' is a proscribed organisation that rose to international notoriety in June 2014 when it
declared itself as a caliphate. It is perhaps a point of irony that Da esh’s immediate
foundations were set in the pro democracy protests of the Arab Spring, specifically the
movements in Syria that were met with brutal repression by the Syrian government
(Blakenmore: 2019). However, Da’esh began its journey as a branch of al-Qaeda in Iraq
(AQI) long before the civil unrest of the Arab Spring. The founder of modern day Da esh,
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, was instructed by bin Laden to establish a branch of al-Qaeda in
Iraq. But operational differences between the leaderships of AQI and al-Qaeda ‘proper’
resulted in a public divorce between the two organisations (Weiss & Hassan: 2016) with
Da’esh now openly challenging the legitimacy of its former patron al-Qaeda (Dabiq, 2014,

vol.7, pp 36).

Da’esh has fervently utilised civil unrest and in reality created sectarian conflict in order to
position themselves as the solution to the problems which they claim have consumed the
Muslim world (Dabiq, 2014, vol.1, pp 05). Indeed as their battlefield ‘victories’ increased
their organisational identity changed accordingly. The group changed its name from the

‘Islamic State in Iraq & the Levant’ (ISIL) and the ‘Islamic State in Syria’ (ISIS) to a broader

! Da’esh is an acronym used to refer to this organisation in order to delegitimise its claims and associations with
or to Islam. The term is increasingly being used by politicians and in the media. See
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27994277 for further details.
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offering of the ‘Islamic State’ (IS) in reflection of its expansionist ambitions (Irshaid:2015;
Wilson: 2019). But as this thesis will highlight, despite the distinction and notoriety that
Da’esh created for itself over the years it is embedded (specifically) within al-Qaeda’s
organisational heritage and (generally) in the broader movements of Faith Claimed

Terrorism.2

This PhD study set out to better understand one fundamental question; ‘what is/are Da’esh’s
ultimate theological goal(s)?” In order to do so it conducted a detailed theological narrative
analysis of Da’esh’s former flagship publication; Dabiq. Dabiq is the name of a small town
located approximately 25 miles northeast of Aleppo. The town holds a great deal of
eschatological significance as a prophetic narration recorded by Imam Muslim states that
Dabiq will be the battleground for an apocalyptic conflict that will usher in the end of days.?
Da’esh’s eschatological focus has a strong presence across the volumes of Dabig (as will be
detailed in chapters 6 and 7). Each publication in the series begins with Abu Musab al-
Zarqawi’s statement of condemnation against the ‘kuffar armies” whom he wishes to see
burning in Dabiq (the physical space). Indeed all of Da’esh’s material efforts and even the
core of their theological proposition is predicated upon conflict that leads to this envisioned
and prophecised apocalyptic end. McCants (2015) raises this observation in his examination
of the self-proclaimed Islamic State. He argues that Da’esh’s claims, prima facie, evidence a
strong millenarian identity which they have constructed through the use of eschatological

narrations (McCants: 2015).

2 1 propose Faith Claimed Terrorism as an alternative label to that which associates any given religion or belief
to constructs of violence and terrorism. This will be elaborated upon further on in the thesis where I raise
contentions with the term ‘Islamism’.

3 ey o0 ol s e gl e e il 2 Gk o Bl 2ol Ui s aelidl psiY JB oy e 1 o @ gy O e i 2 50 Ul e
Sy Il ede M sz Yy N, preisd Safslilas (Wil Cpy oS B Sy Y Osald Jad ‘Hj:u; o It )y L Vol pg ) JB dlgilias 135
e KRR b Tlo 3L 0 o fibst lale (U Ogonntly o Lo o Ogmdiad ol 0058 Y (g ) bis cligsd) Jail (G
o 130 (refl (e o ot it (3Ll ol 13 (ogsin 055 (JUE 0508 o L pLal il 3B bl B3y (O i (o ST (3 (SlS Jed
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However, after a detailed examination of Dabiqg the answer to the research question remains
unclear. The investigation was the result of an absence of focus on the non-jurisprudential
theology of militant Islamist organisations. A great amount of literature has been penned on
both militant Islamism generally and Da ‘esh specifically, but these examinations have been
conducted primarily through a jurisprudential lens (Wiktorowicz & Kaltner (2003);
Wiktorowicz (2006); Ali (2018) and Spier (2018)). Those studies which have engaged with
the non jurisprudential dimension of Da ’esh’s theology have suffered from methodological
flaws. They have attempted to understand a theological phenomenon, which is rooted in
metaphysical reference, through a ‘hard sciences’ methodological approach (Jurgensmeyer
(2003); Droogan & Peattie (2017); Keskin & Tuncer (2018) and Spier (2018)). The
consequences have been surface level engagements with Da ’esh’s theology leading to
superficial understandings of the groups’ theological propositions. However, despite this
consideration there have been representations to argue that Islam (however that is understood
and defined) features within the narratives of terrorist organisations (Wiktotrwicz (2006); el-

Badawy (2015); Welch (2018)).

This research embraced the methodological perspectives advocated by Asad (1993)
Cavanaugh (2009) and Shakman-Hurd (2015) in adopting an insider perspective which
appreciates the influence of theology and religion within a secular/post secular world. The
study fills the gap in current literature in the theologically deconstruction of Da ’esh’s former
flagship publication Dabigq. Dabig provided an accessible source of data which ran over a
period of two years. It was also the safest data pool to access in terms of source integrity as
Dabiq was presented as Da ’esh’s message to the world. Therefore the theological material it
contained was Da ‘esh’s theology and not a second or third hand understanding or

interpretation of it.



Furthermore, the insider perspective facilitated the development of a conceptual framework
which took in to account the metaphysical dimension of Dabig’s theological propositions.
The conceptual framework argues that the ‘reality’ of human existence in Sunni Islam is
predicated upon the belief of impending theological accountability in the metaphysical realm.
‘Ibadah (the worship of Allah) is the construct through which Allah enables His answerable
creation to fulfil their religious obligations whilst in the temporal world. So the physical
‘worldly’ realm is inherently connected to a metaphysical ‘other worldly’ realm through the
rubric of faith, belief and worship. Jihad, as a definitive act of worship, feeds in to this very
dynamic and is equally subject to the inescapable measure of accountability no different to
any of the other acts of worship. In addition, this methodology placed much needed focus
upon the individual actors who have supported Da ’esh. Historically the theological
considerations relating to the individual have either been subsumed within the broader
analyses of the organisation (typically through political or social science examinations) or
completely dismissed (typically through psycho-socio analyses). So this research found the

middle ground where both the individual and organisation are given due regard.

The study found that despite the breadth of theological referencing contained within Dabig,
there was a notable lack of depth to its content. The Quran and hadith were presented as
evidential statements to impress obligation, duty, permissibility and impermissibility. In
doing so Da’esh communicated definitive stances on a multitude of issues that were more
complex than their features in Dabig suggested them to be. An illustrative example is found
in the matter of tawhid and how it could only truly be realised through the conduit of military
jihad. Dabiq’s positioning of tawhid and the seeming clarity it provided enabled the mass
‘apostosisation’ and killing of anyone who did not support their cause. However, such a
theological positioning was at the expense and detriment of the individuals who undertook

what they considered to be a religious imperative but did not necessarily understand how it



fed in to the broader rubric of ‘ibadah or how it affected their theological accountability. As
a result Da 'esh wilfully used Sunni Muslims, to kill Sunni Muslims in the name of Sunni
Islam against a self declared mandate to protect Sunni Muslims. But as the study will reveal
these endeavours were focused primarily for the benefit of the organisation; its preservation
and expansion. They committed to this vision to such a degree that they sought to secure the
continuity of their jihad in to future generations through the development of tawahhush al-
fard (individual savagery). Millions of people across the world have been directly or
indirectly affected by Da esh’s jihad, tawahhush and militancy. Da’esh have stripped people
of respect, honour and dignity and placed them in dynamics of perpetual impoverishment that
will cascade down several generations; yet as an organisation and support base they are
blissfully indifferent about it. The reason for being so is because Da 'esh do not define the
greater context against which their jihad is being fought. They don’t have an identifiable
theological goal beyond this temporal realm and the primacy of Allah as the object of
worship is relegated to a secondary position, behind revenge, expansion and tactical gains.
Consequently, Da’esh’s entire theological proposition, their claims of jihad as a theological

construct and legitimacy of the caliphate is entirely questionable.*

Furthermore, the theological wellbeing of Da’esh’s operatives was all but disregarded.
Dabigq paid very little attention to the matters of self-development and rectification. The
essences of ‘ibadah were established by the conceptual framework of this study as tagwa”
and the jihad al-nafs. Yet Dabiq afforded very little time and attention to these critical areas
of theological preservation. Absence of self-awareness risks undermining the theological

integrity and credibility of temporal acts of worship in the metaphysical realm. But not only

4 The legitimacy argument presented here is an academic one. Muslim scholars have engaged in a theological
deconstruction of Da’esh’s claims to legitimacy presented in their ‘Open Letter to Dr Ibrahim Awwad al-Badri’.
The letter was published in September 2014, shortly after the self proclaimed caliphate was declared and from a
theological perspective it touches upon some of the arguments made in this thesis. For example plurality of the
term jihad (p.10) and the intentions behind which the military expression of jihad should be performed (p.11).



did Dabiq fail to provide content to support their advocates in this area its volumes actually
promoted competing interests that would undermine the theological integrity of their jihad.
So if the theological construct of military jihad is compromised then Da ’esh are no different

to any other militant or separatist organisation operating for ‘secular’ purposes.

However, in order to arrive at this conclusion it was necessary to view the dynamic through
the very same apparatus that Da ‘esh use to claim theological legitimacy. The theological
lens has forced us to reflect upon Da esh as a religious or theological organisation. If we
accept self attributed labels without critically examining the foundations upon which those
claims are made (Jurgensmeyer: 2018) then we undoubtedly give such organisations currency
and legitimacy. Dabiq communicates Da ‘esh’s foundations as being set upon temporal
interests which the organisation will pursue at any cost. The establishment of the caliphate
and tawhid is so important to Da 'esh that they will happily kill anyone, Sunni Muslim or
otherwise, in its realisation. It is for this very reason that this thesis argues that ‘Da’esh is a
conflicted and contradictory organisation focused on temporal objectives compromising

theological validity and ethereal success.’



2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW.

2.1 Introduction.

This chapter provides a detailed review of the academic literature relating to Islamism,
Da’esh and Dabiq. 1t presents a thematic analysis of existing literature in the field of
terrorism studies beginning from a broad perspective. As the chapter develops its focus will
progressively refine onto Da ’esh’s former flagship publication Dabig. In doing so this
chapter highlights the overlapping characteristics of terrorism be it ‘secular’, ‘political” or
‘religious’ in its application. The chapter highlights that analyses conducted primarily
through a political or social science lens have indeed engaged with the ‘religious’ question.
However, these engagements have been hollow of the deeper theological imperative that faith
and faith actions are intended to achieve. So a focused theological examination of militant
Islamism, which looks beyond the jurisprudential debate and surface references to Quran and
hadith scripture, is called for. Indeed as this chapter will highlight, current literature argues

that this area of study is underdeveloped.

The chapter closes with a summary of discussions and the presentation of a research question

which will set the endeavour of this thesis.

Throughout this thesis the terms terror, terrorist, terrorism, insurgent, insurgency, militant,
militancy, militia, guerrilla warfare and anarchist will all be used interchangeably in reference
to Da’esh as an organisation, its theological worldview, supporters and operations. This is in
full recognition of the lively debate in academic writings on the accurateness of these terms
to denote the designation of a given organisation (Wilkinson, 1977, pp 51-52; Tilly, 2004, pp

08-09).



2.2 Understanding Terrorism.

Da’esh has been proscribed by the UK government as a terrorist organisation (Home Office,
2019, pp 14). This means that from a UK legal perspective their actions amount to acts of
terrorism and that their advocates are indeed terrorists. However, this proscription sits within
arich a lively debate regarding the ‘construct’ of terrorism which is necessary to appreciate

in order to position the theological examination of Dabiq that is to follow.

2.2.1 Understanding Terrorism: A Political Science Perspective.

Wilkinson (1977) defines terrorism as ‘the systematic use of murder and destruction, and the
threat of murder and destruction in order to terrorise individuals, groups, communities or
governments in to conceding to the terrorists political demands’ (Wilkinson, 1977, pp 49).
Crenshaw (1981) shares this sentiment and argues that terrorism is a form of political
behaviour to communicate a political message that transgresses state structures which are
damaged as a result of the terrorist activity. She suggests that the absence of political
participation is a conduit toward terrorism (Crenshaw, 1981, pp 379-380). Jenkins (1998)
states that terrorism is a term used to describe ‘systematic acts of violence to create a general
climate of fear in a population and thereby bring about a particular political objective’
(Jenkins: 1998) and Tilly (2004) states that terrorism is a political strategy (Tilly, 2004, pp
05). Hoffman (2017) supports the viewpoints of Wilkinson (1977), Crenshaw (1981),
Jenkins (1998) and Tilly (2004) in arguing that acts of terrorism constitute any act of
violence, or the threat of violence, which is made for the purposes of securing or influencing
political change. Indeed Hoffman (2017) states that the widely accepted use of the term
‘terrorism’ relates to an inherently political struggle (Hoffman, 2017, pp 02-03). What

becomes apparent from these definitions of ‘terrorism’ is its relationship with politics and



how an act of terrorism is positioned to assumedly lead to a political outcome. However this

assertion is not without its contentions.

Hoffman (2017) challenges this notion (despite the reference above) in his extensive
examination of terrorism. He argues that the almost synonymous relationship between
politics and terrorism is arguably a product of the European enlightenment. Hoffman (2017)
traces the origins of contemporary political terrorism to the 18" century French revolution.
He argues that the revolution was conceived in order to contest the influence of exploitative
religious elitism upon wider society. Hoffman (2017) argues that the utility of terrorism in
the formative enlightenment period was to establish order following social reform (Hoffman,
2017, pp 02-03). He further states that as Europe passed through the stages of enlightenment
and the industrial revolution it garnered a new sense of identity, one that was increasingly
divorced from state religion and affiliation to royal lineages. The industrial revolution in
particular brought a new set of challenges and new perceptions of exploitative governance
structures, this time in the form of capitalism. Hence the application of terrorism evolved to
address the social inequalities that were a product not of religious exploitation but industrial
capitalism (ibid, pp 05). However, despite this ’evolution’ the application of terrorism during
the enlightenment period and immediately thereafter was not to influence political change
per-se rather it was to challenge structures of inequality be they religious, capitalist or any
other form (ibid, pp 38-39). Hoffman’s (2017) analysis supports Crenshaw’s (1981)
assessment where she argues that inequality underpins a state of depravation that gives rise to
terrorism against state actors and governance structures (Crenshaw, 1981, pp 383). Even
though Crenshaw (1981) retains focus on the political objective of terrorism as an intended

outcome, she argues that it is catalysed by factors of deprivation.

These sentiments are also shared by others. For example, Wilkinson (1977) argues that

terrorism is not always politically motivated (Wilkinson, 1977, pp 48). Similarly, Kydd &
9



Walter (2006) argue that although the organisational goals of terrorist groups may have
changed over the years; for example from challenging the omnipotence of religious rule
during the pre enlightenment era to advocating for social reform in a post industrial context;
the essential pretext of challenging inequality has remained the same. In addition,
Crenshaw’s (1981) structural overview of some of the drivers that legitimise terrorism such
as the presentation of virtuous sincerity for a higher good, a sense of morality and the
promise of a glorious future (Crenshaw, 1981, pp 394-395) are all non political outcomes. It
is indeed possible to argue that the considerations raised here by Hoffman (2017) regarding
the dissonance between ‘religion’ and ‘state’ in the post enlightenment era alongside the
considerations raised by Wilkinson (1971) and Crenshaw (1981) all relate to challenging
perceptions of injustice which are now viewed almost exclusively through a political science
lens. Hence the application of terrorism in the post enlightenment context is assumed to be a
declaration of political intent, despite disparate motivations, drives or ambitions. Whilst this
argument emboldens the perspective that contemporary terrorism is inherently political, it is
by no means absolute. However at this juncture it is sufficient to highlight that the range of
activity within the spectrum of terrorism extends beyond political discourse and the apathy to

which it has been reduced.

Another consideration with the analysis of terrorism through a political science lens is its
regard for the threat or use of violence in order to influence change (Wilkinson, 1977, pp 49;
Hoffman, 2017, pp 02-03). Terrorism’s relationship with violence is largely uncontested and
predates the post enlightenment construct of contemporary terrorism. However, unlike pre
modern models of ‘religious’ terrorism (in which violence was mandated by religion or
belief) the apprehension of violence during the European enlightenment was in order to
challenge social inequality created through the discriminatory application of religious

doctrine. Hoffman (2017) states that 19" century ideologue of terrorism in Europe, Carlo
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Pisacane [d 1857], advocated that violence was necessary to draw attention to the cause,
publicise it and to fundamentally gather the masses in support of a revolution (Hoffman,
2017, pp 05). Similarly, McElroy (2000) states that mass slaughter in public was advocated
by German terrorist Johannes Most [d 1906] who argued that overthrowing existing
structures of governance was best achieved through the annihilation of its exponents. So it
was important to have a motion that massacred people en masse (McElroy, 2000, pp 97-98).
Such theories have taken the concept of terrorism as a mechanism of embedding social
stability post social reform and moulded it in to a practice of indiscriminate violence intended
to influence or destabilise international governments by non state actors (Hoffman, 2017, pp

20).

These propositions, as constructs of post enlightenment areligious terrorism, share an affinity
in practice with their pre modern religious counterparts. For example, the publications and
practices of faith associated terrorist organisations are not dissimilar to the secularist
designations of contemporary terrorism. Most’s thesis shares a harmony with Da’esh’s
practice of tawahhush (savagery). Although Da’esh applies tawahhush as a preparatory
measure for their jihad (this will be discussed in greater detail in section 6.5.2 of chapter 6)
the resulting mass casualties and state of terror that they produce is no different from Most’s
intended outcomes through mass slaughter. Most’s strategy has also been adopted by
organisations like al-Qaedah and to a lesser degree Irish Nationalist movements such as the
IRA. In particular, al-Qa’edah’s attacks on the World Trade Centre buildings on 9/11
forcibly changed the paradigm of contemporary terrorism and feed in to discussions on the
waves (Laqueur: 2001; Rapoport: 2001) and strains (Parker & Sitter: 2016) of terrorism. The
impact of such operations by organisations who claim a religious affinity is precisely what

Pisacane set out as an objective for the application of violence through terrorism.
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The efficacy of contemporary terrorism is commented upon by Kydd & Walter (2006) who
state that between 1980 and 2003 terrorism has been incredibly ‘successful’ (Kydd & Walter,
2006, pp 49-50). In analysing the strategies of terrorist violence, they make reference to
‘targets of persuasion’: being attrition, intimidation, provocation and spoiling as elements that
lead to favourable outcomes for a terrorist group (Kydd & Walter, 2006, pp 59). These
strategies are relatable to the IRA’s operations during the 80’s and 90’s, identifiable in al-
Qa’edah’s narrative following 9/11 era and clearly evident across the publications of Dabig.
So in respect of delivering results and progressing organisational agendas, be they Islamist,
nationalist or any other form, the dynamic of contemporary terrorism appears to share
universal characteristics across the variations of its application. Perhaps it is ironic that that
the mechanism utilised to challenge inequality by unseating pre modern religious hegemony
was firstly itself rooted within ‘religious’ origin and secondly equally appears to be utilised
by areligious terrorist groups. The methodological overlaps are profound and have blurred

the lines of distinction between the disparate modes of terrorism (Rapoport, 1984, pp 659).

Nevertheless, the association of violence with terrorism is not exclusivist and does not
preclude expressions of non violent challenge being designated as terrorism. For example,
Gandhi [d 1948 CE] was labelled a terrorist by British Parliament in 1932 (Mosecon: 2013,
Rao: 2013) for his opposition against British colonial rule of South Africa (Rai, 2000, pp 35)
and India (DiSalvo, 2013, pp 14-15). However, Gandhi practiced satyagraha, a form passive
resistance that is inherently non violent, yet he was still labelled as a terrorist due to his
challenge of perceived structural social inequality. Similarly, Nelson Mandela and Malcolm
X are further examples from the contemporary period of non violent reformation activists
who were also labelled as terrorists (Mosecon: 2013). Likewise, non violent social
reformation movements that challenge perceived structures of inequality have also been

labelled as tools of terrorism. For example, the Boycott, Sanctions & Divestment (BDS)
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campaign is argued by The Jerusalem Post as supporting terrorism (The Jerusalem Post:

2019) even though the campaign is essentially a non violent movement.

However, despite their non violent constructs such movements and campaigns are either
attributed to or labelled as expressions of terrorism; which as highlighted in this section is a
product of post enlightenment, secular modernity. As a result, the notion of challenging
structural inequality is reduced to an endeavour of ultimately influencing ’political’ change
without recognising the structural elements upon which such a challenge is formed. For
instance, Gandhis’ practice of satyagraha activism was shaped upon the notion of realising
‘truth’ through peace, love and self scrutiny (Lotha: 2007). Yet its successes as a pacifist
movement were not far removed from allegations that Gandhi was either sympathetic to
terrorists (Jurgensmeyer, 2007, pp 34) or that his activism was underpinned by concurrent
violent separatist movements (McQuade: 2016). This is of course in addition to him being

labelled as an outright terrorist as cited above.

This discussion highlights the lack of consideration that a political science perspective affords
to challenges of inequality that are not driven by an expression of political secularism. The
separation of church from state and the use of terrorism to challenge religious hegemony was
a significant factor within the evolution of terrorism during the enlightenment period
(Hoffman, 2017, pp 05). As a result of the diminishing presence of religious discourse in
public life, analyses of terrorism have primarily been skewered by a political science
examinations at the expense of theological considerations. For instance, Tilly (2004) asserts
that the application of terrorism is merely a strategy and not a creed (Tilly, 2004, pp 11).
Such perspectives reduce the analysis of actors who claim religion or belief as the impetus for
their ‘terrorism’ to mere tactical strategies within a construct of political apathy. When
measured against Is/lamist organisations like Da ’esh or al-Qaedah the methodological

differences become evident. For instance, Da 'esh consider democracy, manmade laws and
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political participation to be apostasy and wholly in contravention of Allah’s laws. So the
outcome of political apathy that a social or political science analysis leads to is the very evil
of idolatrous apostasy that Da’esh’s acts of terrorism are seeking to destroy. Thus the
catalyst for terrorism in this regard is not the absence of political process or participation
within it, as suggested by Crenshaw (1981), rather it is the very existence of a political
structure that is contravention of Allah’s laws. Faruqi’s (1995) assessment regarding the
function of rawhid (oneness of Allah) at state and governance level further highlights this
divergence. Faruqi (1995) argues that the concept of an ‘Islamic State’ is in fact the
application of tawhid across all aspects of society (Faruqi, 1995, pp 143). So from a
theological perspective a faith principle underpins all actions that constitute ‘political’

outcomes from a political science perspective. ‘Terrorism’ is one such phenomenon.

What this section has demonstrated is that political science examinations of terrorism position
challenges to structures of inequality as inherently political. Even though there is a
recognition of factors that influence terrorism and terrorist movements such as religion, in the
post enlightenment era these factors are not given the credence they deserve. This section has
highlighted the various modes of terrorism within the spectrum of political science analysis
as well as highlighting distinct overlaps with ‘terrorist’ organisations who claim to be acting
in the name of religion and belief. These overlaps have raised significant questions regarding
the role of religion within terrorism and terrorist movements. So the following section,
Understanding Terrorism: The Religious Imperative will examine Religious Terrorism in

greater detail.
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2.2.2 Understanding Terrorism: The Religious Imperative.

As detailed previously in section 2.2.1, the political science perspective argues that terrorism
is driven by political intent. This premise creates a distinct division of opinion regarding the
essential motivations behind terrorist activity. For example, Jurgensmeyer (2003) examines
the role of religion in acts of violence and argues that religious violence is not simply a
product of theological aberration; rather religious imagination is supportive of violence
(Jurgensmeyer, 2003, pp 06). In his assessment of religious violence he asks a poignant
question regarding the use of religion in political violence; is it being used solely for political
ends? Jurgensmeyer’s (2003) reflection is an important distinction as it not only reinforces
the considerations raised in section 2.2.1 but it also highlights a disparity on the prominence

of faith and religion in public life across different contexts.

Rapoport (1984) provides an overview of ‘religious’ terrorism across the Jewish, Muslim and
Hindu faiths. He argues that prior to the 19" century, acts of terrorism were primarily
justified through religion. In being so the ‘holy’ terrorist believed that terrorism could only
be valid if it served some transcendent purpose which fulfilled the meaning of the universe
(Rapoport, 1984, pp 659). So for the ‘holy’ terrorist the primary audience was (and arguably
should still be) the deity (ibid, pp 660). Within this religious or theological domain, some
faith expressions of terrorism were wholly spiritual; meaning that they had no seemingly
tangible outcome other than outward violence. For example, in his examination on the
genealogy of terrorism, Hoffman (2017) offers detail of Hindu Thugs between the 71 and 9t
centuries who killed people as ritual sacrifices to the Goddess of Terror, Kali. Hoffman
(2017) states that the Thugs killed as many as one million people over a period of 1,200 years
(Hoffman, 2017, pp 85). In contrast to the Thugs, Muslim Assassins who operated in the

middle ages between 1090-1275 CE had a distinct focus on effecting change in the temporal
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realm as well as engaging in the spiritual realm (Rapoport, 1984, pp 664-665). Rapoport
(1984) details the developments in the Assassins methodology and argues that they took their
inspiration from the life of the prophet Muhammad and firmly believed that success could
only be achieved by a return to the religious practices of the formative period of Islam (ibid,
pp 667). Similar to the 4Assassins, Rapoport (1984) and Hoffman (2017) provide insights in
to the Zealot- Sicarrii, an expression of Jewish terrorism which was prevalent against the
Roman Empire between 66 and 73 AD. Rapoport (1984) argues that the Zealots were driven
by a messianic vision regarding the Holy lands and utilised what is considered to be
‘justified’ terror in pursuit of their goals (Rapoport, 1984, pp 669). Just like their Muslim
counterparts the spiritual and theological reasoning behind the Zealots campaign had a
tangible temporal impact. Pressing further on the relationship between religion and violence
Hoffman (2017) also offers contemporary examples of faith based terrorism in the form of
radical fundamentalist movements from the Jewish, Sikh, and Christian faiths. In doing so he
illustrates that monolithic world views in pursuit of theocratic governance structures are
unafraid of inviting apocalyptic ends for the purposes of their perceived theological goals
(Hoffman, 2017, pp 83-127). What these perspectives suggest are that expressions of
terrorism have a distinct ethereal element which transgresses the construct of political
activity. If anything, the use of religion to challenge inequality and injustice, perceived or
otherwise, is rooted in religion and belief and predates the post enlightenment understanding
of terrorism as a tool of ‘political”’ influence (as detailed in section 2.2.1). For some the entire

construct of violence is a religious engagement.

This sentiment is shared by Hoffman (2017) who states that for organisations like al-Qaedah
the motive behind terrorism is primarily religious and religion is their defining characteristic
(Hoffman, 2017, pp 84). To a degree, Hoffman (2017) challenges his own designation of

terrorism: being the apprehension or threat of violence in order to influence political change.
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The focus of attention for organisations like al-Qaedah is not to influence political persuasion
per se; rather it is to eliminate it and replace it with Allah’s law, His shariah, in His lands.
Feeding in to this opinion are the considerations raised by Gunning & Jackson (2011) who
challenge the entire construct of the term ‘religious terrorism’ and argue that it distracts from
the significance of faith and religion in the expression of terrorist violence (Gunning &
Jackson, 2011, pp 369-370). They highlight the difficulties in attributing labels that
effectively define religious terrorism and violence when there are profound overtones
between the ‘religious’ and ‘secular’. Gunning & Jackson (2011) detail the various academic
perspectives that feed in to the discourse of religious terrorism (Hoffman (2006), Cavanaugh
(2004), Esposito (1999), Sedgwick (2004), Wiktorowicz & Kaltner (2003), Juergensmeyer

(2003) and Asad (2003).

However although these perspectives offer invaluable insight in to the relationship between
religion and violence alongside the history and development of ‘religious terrorism’, they are
not without consideration. For example, Jurgensmeyer (2003) has performed his analysis
retrospectively and wholly detached from the spiritual phenomenon. He examines acts of
‘religious’ violence as case studies that are situated within their own cultural context and
relative social and political environments. Although his approach is valuable in analysing
how religious thought has been applied to different contexts over the course of time it is
neither wholly reflective nor indicative of a religions overarching theological mandate. What
I mean by this is that his assessment does not situate a case study against an overall purpose
defined by the religion, faith or belief that is under scrutiny. To the contrary, it is an
indictment of faith based upon the actions of those who profess to uphold belief in it. To a
degree the content of his work is a reflection of this statement. For example, Jurgensmeyer
(2003) details the development of a ‘just war’ theory engineered by St Augustine in the 4™

century CE. St Augustine’s development of this theory was a distinct breakaway from the
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doctrine of Christian pacifism. It was conceived by him in order to maintain the Church’s
authority over its vast and conflicted territories (Jurgensmeyer, 2003, pp 25). Furthermore
Jurgensmeyer’s (2003) account of Michael Bray, an adherent of Christian Reconstructionist
theology supported a violent perspective that was not shared by his co-reconstructionists.
Therefore his killing of doctors and medical staff who worked at abortion clinics was
condemned by Gary North who was a prolific ideologue of Reconstructionist Christianity
(Jurgensmeyer, 2003, pp 29). What this evidences are deviations (in Brays case inter sect
deviations) from an established theological principle; that being the sanctity of life. The fact
that St. Augustine engineered a doctrine that was conducive to his needs in 4" century
Europe and Bray adopted a perspective that enabled him to perform acts of terrorism in the
mid 1980’s does not suggest that religious imagination within Christianity is inherently
supportive of violence. To the contrary, Jurgensmeyer’s (2003) accounts suggest that faith
practices are manipulated in pursuit of temporal objectives that are catalysed by personal

drivers.

This contention is addressed by Cavanaugh (2009) who critiques the methodological
approach of social scientists in the study of religion and ‘religious’ violence. He argues that
religious violence is a Western myth engineered in the enlightenment period to position the
‘secular’ as the tame, rational and logical alternative to irrational religious fanaticism
(Cavanaugh, 2009, pp 04-06). Cavanaugh (2009) challenges the very notion that religious
ideology, or imagination as referred to by Jurgensmeyer (2003), is more supportive of
violence than non religious models of governance (ibid, pp 13) when the very ideal of
secularism was achieved (and continues to be so) through violence and conflict (ibid, pp 08).
Critically he highlights the difficulty in a clinical separation of religion from state when
firstly religion and politics were one inseparable entity prior to the enlightenment and

secondly when certain faiths (for example Islam) do not make a distinction between what is
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religious and political (ibid, pp 11). This assertion is supported by Faruqi (1995) who, as
previously mentioned, argues that an Islamic state is in fact the application of tawhid (the
declaration of Allah’s oneness) at state and governance level (Faruqi, 1995, pp 143). Thus all
endeavours are religious and theological, not political and secular (this will be addressed in

greater detail in section 4.3.2).

Cavanaugh’s (2009) contention supports the considerations raised by Asad (1993) who
argues that the separation of religion from ‘power’ is a post reformation phenomenon
predominant in Western society (Asad, 1993, pp 28-28). Asad (1993) raises an interesting
point regarding ‘power’. Cavanaugh (2009) also makes reference to the notion of power and
cites John Bossy who argued that there has been a migration of the ‘holy’: from the church to
state meaning that the state has assumed the historical position of religion in modern society
(Cavanaugh, 2009, pp 11). These observations are profound as they feed directly in to the
narratives espoused by militant Islamist organisations, and Da 'esh in particular, who argue
that secular democracy is idolatrous polytheism which needs to be eradicated. Based upon
this belief and principle Da 'esh have justified the killing and execution of thousands of
people including fellow Sunni Muslims. This discussion will be picked up in greater detail in

section 4.3.2.

However, Asad (1993) states that there has been a notable shift in 20" century
anthropological scholarship from Victorian evolutionary ideas (Asad, 1993, pp 27). His
assertion, arguably coupled with Cavanaugh’s (2009) critique of his work, caused
Jurgensmeyer (2013) to re-evaluate his position from that cited above. Jurgensmeyer (2013)
makes reference to a development in social sciences in which researchers are focusing more
on religion and religious worldviews; a methodological approach referred to as socio-
theology (Jurgensmeyer, 2013, pp 940-943). Jurgensmeyer (2013) argues that there is now

greater attention to the religious dimension in political science as there is a greater
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prominence of religion or religious mantra in public affairs (ibid). Shakman-Hurd (2015)
supports this sentiment in making reference to the growing recognition of religion in
international politics. She states that the United States, for example, have afforded greater
considerations to religious freedoms in their stability operations and that USAID grants are
offered to faith based organisations. Furthermore, the US centric intelligence operations that
seek to establish democracy and political plurality do so with the support of ‘moderate’
religion in order to overcome social ills (Shakman-Hurd, 2015, pp 03). Both Jurgensmeyer
(2013) and Shakman-Hurd (2015) value the ‘insider’ approach toward understanding the
social impact of religious phenomena (Jurgensmeyer, 2013, pp 944) as religion cannot be
clinically divorced from the secular phenomenon; rather religion permeates all aspects of
human life (Shakman-Hurd, 2015, pp 04-07). Furthermore, she asserts that religion or
religious belief is not a single entity that can be neatly juxtaposed against secular modernity;
rather it is diverse and embedded in all aspects of society (ibid, pp 10 & 19-20). Her analysis
challenges the research conducted by Gunning & Jackson (2011) who attempt to establish an
omnilateral understanding of religious violence. They endeavour to seek out a construct for
terrorism that fits all expressions of violence and conflict that are conceived in the name of
religion. In doing so they posit the post enlightenment construct of society as the base
against which expressions of theology, religion and belief need to be understood. Their
approach suffers from the dichotomous construct of ‘realities’ that Cavanaugh (2009) speaks
of. The balance is a fine one, as the absence of calculation in this space leads to narratives
which suggest that religious grievances with secular states that result in conflict are products
of inherently violent belief systems that are at odds with secular modernity; a proposition that
Gunning & Jackson (2011) themselves challenge despite their methodological approach. In

his later work, Jurgensmeyer (2018) further lends his support to the socio-theology thesis
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founded by Peter Berger in 1971 in his epistemic worldview analysis of Da 'esh

(Jurgensmeyer, 2018, pp 29).

This section has provided a succinct overview of the debates surrounding ‘religious’
terrorism. It has highlighted the significance of reducing religious violence to an expression
of political exclusivity and in doing so defined the point of analytical divergence between
religious and political terrorism. Furthermore, it has highlighted the consideration prevalent
in academic research that secular modernity in the post enlightenment period is not a clinical
separation of religion from politics or political state activity. Rather in order to understand
‘religious’ violence it is necessary to understand religion but not as a contrast to Western
secularism. Indeed the use of violence as a form of expressing discontent has a long history
that is rooted in religion and religious belief and, as highlighted in this section, it is argued
that modernity is the child of such violence. These belief structures predate the European
enlightenment and American revolutions which have come to define ‘western’ and European
societies as secular. However, there are polities and contexts across the world that continue
to have religion and belief embedded within their social norms, social reality and governance
structures; the Taliban being one such notable example from the contemporary period. So
when such contexts or polities use their established models of religious governance for the
purposes of resolving inter-state conflict is it reasonable to regard their engagement in this
space as political? Similarly when individuals or groups who hold religious beliefs act upon
them through an assumption of religious legitimacy are their engagements to be regarded as
‘politically motivated’ simply because a given context views the world through a very
particular post enlightenment lens? These considerations are significant as they not only
identify very different starting points of analysis but also influence the methodological

approach utilised by researchers in the examination of terrorism and terrorist movements.

The following section will examine the literature on Islamism and political Islam.
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2.2.3 Understanding Terrorism: Islamism.

Section 2.2.2 provided an overview of the historical relationship that religion has had with the
use of violence in redressing inequality. In doing so it further challenged the narrative
presented in section 2.2.1 that motions against the state in the form of violent protest are
inherently political. In fact the respective section argued that in the pre modern era, all acts
of ‘terrorism’ could only be conceptualised through a religious mandate (as cited by
Rapoport: 1984). Thus the entire construct of terrorism was predicated upon faith, belief or
religion; and for some this is the still the case. However, this discussion as laid out in section
2.2.2 was and remains incredibly broad. For the purposes of this thesis it is necessary to
refine our focus to a specific strand of ‘religious’ terrorism in the form of militant Is/amism.
This is crucial in order to appreciate the debates within this space and to determine the

positioning of this research within the broader context of research on militant Islam.

Foremost however, it is necessary to highlight that the term Islamism is not without
contention. The origins of the term in the English lexicon date back to the 17" and 18"
centuries where it was used to refer to the religion and practice of Islam (Kramer: 2003,
Mozaftari: 2007). However, its prominence as a form of fundamentalist activism rose in
French academia between the 1970’s and 1980’s to a point where it is now predominantly
associated with militant political groups (Kramer, 2003, pp 65-77, Mozaffari: 2007).
Francois Burgat argues that the term creates confusion between individuals who wish to kill
people and between reasonable persons who believe in God (Gilbert, 1988, pp 153-154).° In
attempts to clarify its ambiguity, Robert H. Pelletreau whilst addressing the Council of
Foreign Relations in 1996 stated that the point of objection related to Islamists who preached
intolerance and violence in national and international domains (Kramer, 2003, pp 65-77).

However, the apparent fluidity with which the term has been utilised has created within it an

5 Referenced in L islamisme au Maghreb. La voix du Sud. L’Amerique de Bush le poids de I’heritage. 1/89
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indistinctness that makes it difficult to determine who the subject of the term is. Roussillon
(2001) highlights this very dilemma by arguing that the entire construct of the term Islamism
is an orientalist conception which reduces the discourse on Islam to its most marginal and
radical components (Roussilon, 2001, pp 93-115). Marranci (2006) supports this premise
highlighting the essentialist approach that some academics have utilised in their analysis on
violence in Islam in the post enlightenment era (Marranci, 2006, pp 139-155). This
consideration, as a religion vs. secular binary has been highlighted by Cavanaugh (2009)
above in section 2.2.2. Therefore the term Islamism is used throughout this thesis with
reservation and a full appreciation of the stigma that is attached to it. For this reason it will
be presented through this thesis in an italicised format as I sit uncomfortable with its
genealogy. However, in the absence of a viable alternative I use Islamism (in all its forms

and conjugations) in reference to inherently violent organisations like Da ’esh and al-Qa’edah.

Berman (2003) examines the Is/amist phenomenon within the context of the Egyptian
revolution during the 1970’s. As with the contentions highlighted above, Berman (2003)
presents a loose definition of Islamism as a belief that Islam should guide social, political and
personal life (Berman, 2003, pp 257). She argues that the rise of revolutionary Islamism is
due to the declining efficacy of nation states (ibid, pp 258-259). However, Crenshaw (1981)
views the dynamic from a wider perspective and argues that Is/amist terrorism is a product of
a shared reality (Crenshaw, 1981, pp 389-390). It is indeed plausible that a shared reality
referred to by Crenshaw (1981) is that of a significantly weakened and ineffective nation state
that is argued by Berman (2003). In her later analysis on militant Is/amism Crenshaw (2017)
argues that jihadist ideology is intermingled with civil conflict (Crenshaw, 2017, pp 59).
Marranci (2006) takes a completely different stance and argues from an anthropological
perspective stating that the militarisation of jihad (what Crenshaw (2017) introduces as

‘jihadism’ being a strain of militant Is/amism) is the hermeneutical product of a formed self
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identity (Marranci, 2006, pp 1-17). Mustafa (2013) expands upon Marranci’s (2006) theory
and states that the Muslim self identity is globally intertwined through a theological construct
of the Ummah (Mustafa, 2013, pp 11 & 19). So Crenshaw’s (1981) thesis of shared reality,
as developed by Marranci (2006) and Mustafa (2013) offers a platform to conceptualise an
overarching cause of militant Islamism that reaches out to supporters all across the world.
These perspectives feed directly in to the wider discussion on religious terrorism detailed in
section 2.2.2. They support the assertion presented by Jurgensmeyer (2018) who endorses
Heghammer’s (2015) socio-cultural thesis; that there are a number of factors (including
theology and religion) which knit individuals within a terrorist network together
(Jurgensmeyer, 2018, pp 23). Keskin & Tuncer (2018) also support this position and present
the ‘ultimate’ trigger thesis which is rooted in religious narrative (Keskin & Tuncer, 2018, pp
15). They reject essentialist assertions that Islam is the cause of violent extremism arguing
instead that Da esh misrepresent scripture by layering religious reference with Kharijite and
neo-Kharijite rhetoric. Keskin & Tuncer’s (2018) stance of misrepresenting religious
scripture supports the assessment made by Weiss & Hassan (2016) which is also endorsed by
Jacoby (2019) all of whom argue a decontexualised and misrepresented theological caldron
which is made up of fringe opinions taken from different parts of the world (Weiss & Hassan,
2016, pp 221; Jacoby: 2019). However, as with the research presented thus far on ‘religious’
terrorism or violence there is an absence of understanding of what is meant by normative or
mainstream Islam. Keskin & Tuncer’s (2018) study suffers from a similar problem in that
they position militant /s/amist narratives against ‘mainstream’ Islam (ibid, pp 16) but do not

define the ‘mainstream’ Islam that has been misrepresented.

Nevertheless, Berman’s (2003) analysis leads to the deduction of two significant outcomes.
Firstly that the denigration of social, political and economic stability within a state are

incubators for Islamist militancy and secondly that faith inspired social responsibility is
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always agenda driven; in the context of her research the agenda is the propagation of
militancy. As a result there are two distinct considerations which follow from Berman’s
(2003) analysis. Firstly, the prevalence of instability within nation states is a factor in the
development and growth of militant Is/amism. However, Berman’s (2003) perspective fails
to appreciate the theological and eschatological drivers that are embedded within militant
Islamist narratives. What [ mean by this is that organisations like Da ’esh would still pursue
an agenda of establishing a caliphate even if the political, social and economic structures
within a host state were stable, effective and favourable. This is due to the inherent
differences with which the role and significance of faith and religion are viewed in social
structures (especially relevant in relation to Da’esh who as stated previously have titled their
former flagship publication Dabig in recognition of apocalyptic eschatological hadith
narrations). As will be elaborated upon in chapter 6, Da 'esh specifically regard democracy as
apostasy that is wholly in contravention of Allah’s laws and His Oneness. So irrespective of
how stable, accommodating and religiously plural a context maybe the fact that it does not
implement a monolithic expression of Islam as per a given interpretation renders it liable to
conquest. Wiktorowicz & Kaltner’s (2003) research is supportive of this assessment. They
offer a review of al-Qaeda’s legal ruling for the justifications of the 9/11 terrorist attacks on
the United States. Wiktorowicz & Kaltner (2003) state that the jihadis’ who argued in favour
of killing Americans in their homeland are influenced by a desire to implement Divine will
(Wiktorowicz & Kaltner, 2003, pp 83). This is despite the fact that convicted terrorist;
Mahmud Abouhalima — who was convicted for the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Centre
- stated that it was easier for him to be a ‘good’ Muslim in the United States compared to
Egypt (Jurgensmeyer, 2003, pp 69). So in addition to Berman’s (2003) assertion of social
instability being an incubator for militancy, there is also an imperative theological

consideration which propagates a particular worldview through violent means. This is where
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the socio-theological and ‘insider’ perspectives toward the understanding of militant Islamism
differentiates itself a conventional social science methodology. Furthermore, in their
examination of Da’esh Weiss & Hassan (2016) specifically stated how Da ’esh engineered
instability in order to create power vacuums which they filled. This, in essence, was the very
manufacturing of social and political instability that Berman (2003) referred to. However, in
the context of Da ’esh and al-Qaedah before them, the instability was self-induced in order to

create space for their jihad and caliphate; this will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 6.

However, the strategy of self-induced chaos is not exclusive to Da ’esh or Islamist militancy.
Evidence of a similar thought and concept is prevalent in militant Far Right ideology. For
example, Linda Thompson [d 2009 CE], an attorney in Indiana and an affiliated general of
the Unorganised Militia in the United States, argued that a New World Order was in play to
disarm US citizens of their weapons and firearms. In order to do so, Thompson argued that
the sitting government would create social instability by funding and financing conflicting
organisations on divisive social issues such as abortion, gun control, homosexuality and race.
Thompson’s assertion was that the government wanted to incite sectarian conflict to such an
extent that martial law would need to be implemented and a New World Order introduced to
replace the old ineffective government (Rapoport, 1984, pp 17-33). Although Thompson
wasn’t advocating sectarian conflict in the same manner that Da ‘esh have applied it, her
belief that the US government was engineering an environment conducive of conflict

demonstrates its conceptual existence outside of militant Islamism.

The second consideration with Berman’s (2003) analysis is a product of the broad
interpretation of Islamism that she has adopted. There is an appreciation, as highlighted at
the opening of this section, that the term is poorly defined leading to ambiguity over the
actions which are considered to be Islamist. However Berman’s (2003) assessment of the

Muslim Brotherhood, and in particular their involvement in community aid projects, risks
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criminalising as militant Islamism legitimate expressions of faith which have an impact in the
social space (Berman, 2003, pp 261). Islam as a faith practice places a great deal of emphasis
on social responsibility. Whether that is in the form of feeding the poor, looking after ones
neighbours or removing detrimental objects from a communal path; social religious
responsibility is a bonafide component of Islamic faith practice. So to imply that such
expressions are driven by an Islamist agenda, underpinned by a desire for absolute religious

monopoly is a reductive argument that misrepresents legitimate faith practice.

As much attention has been paid to the question of ‘what’ Islamism is, an equal amount of
consideration has also been afforded to ‘who’ the Islamists are. Crenshaw (2017) makes
reference to ‘jihadism’ and argues that it is a strain of violent, radical and exclusivist Sunni-
ism (Crenshaw, 2017, pp 59). To a degree, Cresnshaw’s (2017) supports Mozaffari (2007)
perspective as he suggests that the vast majority of Islamists align themselves to the Sunni
expression of Islam. But, he also argues that it is not a phenomenon exclusive to Sunni-ism
(Mozaffari: 2007). Maher (2016) delves to a greater depth than Crenshaw (2017) and
Mozaffari (2007) in his examination of Salafi jihadism (Maher, 2016, pp 13-17). From a
broader perspective, Hoffman (2017) argues that the core characteristics of ‘Islamic’
terrorism, as we understand them in the contemporary period with the use of jihad, date back
to the 1979 Iranian revolution (Hoffman, 2017, pp 91). Hoffman’s (2017) assessment is
supported by Kepel (2003) who also identified Ayatollah Khomeini as an instrumental figure
in the development of contemporary Islamism (Kepel, 2003, pp 23). Similarly, Kramer
(1998) conducted an analysis of religious developments in the Middle East during the 1980°s
and argues that prominent Shia cleric Ayatollah Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah
reclassified the impermissibility of suicide warfare based upon the premise of exceptional and
extenuating circumstances (Kramer, 1998, pp 131-157). So there is evidence to suggest that

the use of jihad or jihadism (as referred to by Crenshaw: 2017) within Islamist operations is a
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cross denominational phenomenon that is influenced by both Shia and Sunni adherents of

Islam.

Crenshaw (2017) also asserts that jihadism is as much about national identity and imagined
community as it is about religion and faith (Crenshaw, 2017, pp 60). Although this statement
appears to be overtly paradoxical as militant Islamism disregards nationalism, it supports
Cavanaugh’s (2009) sentiment on the appropriation of the ‘religious’ by the state whilst also
highlighting the debate over whether Islamism is a national or global proposition. Global
Islamism, as Mozaffari (2007) states, advocates the expansion of Islamic rule throughout the
world, unaffected by geographical boundaries (Mozaffari: 2007). Global Islamism sits in
firm opposition to any expression or representation of nationalism or national identity. This
is reflected within the narratives of organisations like al-Qaedah and Da esh (Byman, 2016,
pp 137) who promote the Ummah as a single unified Muslim identity. Their view of the
Ummah is formed upon a monolithic understanding of the Quran and Hadith (as will be
elaborated upon in greater detail in chapter 6). In contrast to the global proposition is
national Islamism; referring to the operations of Islamist organisations within defined and
recognised geographical boundaries; for example those of Iran and Kashmir. Ayatullah
Khomeni [d 1989] and Mawlana Mawdudi [d 1979] were advocates and ideologues of
regional and national Islamism. The willingness of Islamists to recognise and work within
such geographical boundaries is intellectually perplexing. It presents a seeming compromise
of the extent to which Allah’s divine laws should be implemented and that compromise is
determined by man-made geographical boundaries; for example within the context of
Kashmir or Iran. However the dynamic is perhaps most aptly summarised by Mozaffari
(2007) who states that Islamism is an embodiment of disparate nationalist and sectarian
religious movements (Mozaffari: 2007). Add to this of course the religious element and the

phenomenon is presented essentially as a melting pot in which multiple ideologies converge

28



as highlighted by Weiss & Hassan (2016) and Keskin & Tuncer (2018) above. Mozaffari’s
(2007) and Crenshaw’s (2017) perspectives, alongside the overlaps with areligious models of
terrorism cited in sections 2.2.1 and 2.2.2, highlight the presence of an existential
contradiction within militant Islamist thought. This raises a fundamental question regarding

Islamist organisations; how important is religion or theology?

El-Badawy et al (2015) argue that theology is a key factor within the ideological make up and
narrative construct of Islamist organisations. After analysing samples of material attributed
to Da’esh, al-Qaedah and the Jabahat al-Nusra; they identify four key headings in the
construct of what they refer to as Salafi-jihadi ideology. Each respective heading houses a
number of themes which are used by organisations like Da ’esh in their messaging. El-
Badawy et al’s (2015) analysis is valuable from a generic perspective and supports the
argument that theology is an integral part of the Islamist phenomenon. Welch (2018)
supports this perspective and argues that Islam cannot be separated from jihadist violence.
Indeed, he argues that engagement in Islamic and jurisprudential justifications increased as
Da’esh suffered operational setbacks and lost ground (Welch, 2018, pp 187). From a broader
perspective, Wiktorowicz (2006) conducted a jurisprudential, theological analysis of al-
Qaeda. He engaged with organisational propositions that justified the killing of fellow
Muslims, attacks on civilian targets and how the theological justifications for such actions
have developed since the time of ibn Taymiyyah [d 1328 CE]. His assessment places the
Islamist phenomenon firmly within the religious and theological camp. Furthermore, his
work is framed within the same context as his joint analysis with Kaltner (2003) and the
research conducted by al-Badawy et al (2015); all of which were jurisprudential analyses.
Spier (2018) analysed 22 volumes of Dabig and Rumiyyah and identified six verses from
various different chapters of the Quran through which Da ‘esh promoted an ‘othering’

narrative. Through this narrative Spier (2018) asserts that Da 'esh created a feeling of
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isolation which they addressed through unity in a shared identity (Spier, 2018, pp 559-565).
These positions strongly suggest that Islamist organisations are constructed upon an
inherently religious mandate; there is nothing more religious than the primary source of Islam
itself, the Quran. Indeed Mozaffari (2007) states that actions undertaken by Islamists are
considered by them as religious duties due to the dual nature of Islamism as a religious and

ideological entity (Mozaffari: 2007).

However, there is an equal amount of research which suggests that Islamist organisations are
operating in anything but the divine space. Kydd & Walter (2006) state that individuals often
have personal interests in supporting Islamist organisations. For example many are
motivated by revenge or financial incentives (Kydd & Walter, 2006, pp 52). Weiss & Hassan
(2016) support this thesis as they detail the depravity from which supporters of Da ’esh in
Syria and Iraq are recruited. For such individuals supporting Islamist militancy is not about
religious obligation, duty or virtue; rather it is an exercise in self preservation and supporting
ones family (Weiss & Hassan, 2016, pp 42-43). Lister (2015) argues from a similar position
when he states that Sahwa fighters in Iraq were transitioning to Da'esh as Da’esh were
paying more than $300 per month (Lister, 2015, pp 14). Similarly Atwan (2015) argues that
the families of Da’esh’s fighters are given food, money and provisions (Atwan, 2015, pp
144) whilst in his most recent engagement with refugees who fled Da’esh’s rule
Jurgensmeyer (2018) states that individuals who joined Da’esh did so for personal gains; in
order to secure employment, increase their social status or for political power (Jurgensmeyer,
2018, pp 21). So despite the positioning of organisational narratives as religious and
theological, the underlying motivations of those who support such organisations brings in to

question the legitimacy of these claims.

Pressing this contention further, Frissen et a/ (2017) suggest that 90% of the Quran does not

feature within Da’esh’s representation of Islam (Frissen et al, 2017, pp 495). Whilst
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Jurgensmeyer (2003), commenting specifically on the topic of jihad, states that jihad is
subject to a legislative framework that is not the purview of individuals for personal gain and
is certainly not for arbitrary application (Jurgensmeyer, 2003, pp 81). Wiktorowicz (2006)
supports Jurgensmeyer’s (2003) assessment by stating that the arbitrary application of wanton
violence by Islamist organisations is a product of an erosion of observance to theological
jurisprudence (Wiktorowicz, 2006, pp 94). What these considerations collectively highlight
are perspectives which challenge the notion that Islamism is an inherently religious construct.
Examinations of Islamist organisations lead to oxymoronic propositions, akin to those of

Crenshaw (2017) cited above in this section, who interlinks Islamism with nationalism.

The considerations raised in this section, as well as those raised in sections 2.2.1 and 2.2.2,
impact directly upon academic research that has been penned on both Da ‘esh and Dabiq.
Thus the following section highlights these considerations, the methodologies utilised and

subsequent gap in academic research that remains in relation to Da ‘esh.

2.2.4 Understanding Islamism: Da’esh.

An abundance of literature regarding Da 'esh, authored from various disciplines, provides
valuable insights into the organisation. So this section will offer an overview of some of the
key research that has been conducted on both Da’esh and Dabig. In doing so, it will refer to
the previous sections in order to highlight the conceptual and methodological overlaps with

the literature that has been reviewed in those respective sections.

Lister (2015) argues that Da ’esh is a revolutionary organisation whose entire function is to

project a goal of radical political and social change (Lister, 2015, pp 34). His assessment is
supported by Ali (2018) who states that Da ’esh have taken jihad as a theological construct

and turned it in to a political weapon (Ali, 2018, pp 55). Lister’s (2015) assessment is a

‘typical’ political science analysis and Ali’s (2018) observation presents Da ‘esh in a secular
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vs. religious dichotomy. These approaches have been critiqued by Cavanaugh (2009) as
referred to above and feed in to the considerations raised previously in section 2.2.1 by
Crenshaw (1981), Tilly (2004) and Hoffman (2017) on the construct of post enlightenment
terrorism. Furthermore, Lister (2015) pays very little attention to Da’esh’s theological
propositions. He offers Dabig but a mention in his research; which is perhaps reconcilable by
the fact that his analysis of Da’esh was presented for public consumption in 2015 and Dabig
was not published until mid 2014. Saltman & Winter (2014) adopt a similar stance to that of
Lister (2015) by offering perspectives on Da 'esh through a political science lens. Saltman &
Winter (2014) suggest that the purpose of Dabig is to act as a recruitment tool for those who
are interested in or sympathetic towards the crises unfolding in Syria by projecting an image
of a utopic caliphate (Saltman & Winter, 2014, pp 38). The idea of a utopic caliphate is by
no means a new proposition. Ali & Post (2008) state that Osama bin Laden drew upon the
nostalgia of the Khilafah (caliphate) as a solution to correct the wrongs that were deemed
prevalent in society (Ali & Post, 2008, pp 622). But what both Ali & Post (2008) and
Saltman & Winter (2014) fail to appreciate are the strong eschatological themes prevalent in
the Quran and hadith which make reference to the reestablishment of a caliphate. So there is
room to argue that the notion of a utopian caliphate is in fact a normative element of Muslim
dogma. However, the political science approach affords little credence to religion and belief
in the dynamic of Islamist terrorism. For example, Mello (2018) refers to the concept of the
historical caliphate as a ‘mythical’ past (Mello, 2018, pp 152). This is a reductive sentiment
which trivialises a key aspect of faith and belief and leads to research outcomes that are

theologically hollow.

Mello (2018) analyses Da ’esh through a social science lens utilising Focauldian theories on
the use of violence in affecting attitudes and behaviours. Mello’s (2018) research links in

with the considerations raised by Byman (2016) regarding the widespread application of
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capital punishment in the ‘Islamic State’ as a means of establishing legitimacy, fear and
control (Byman, 2016, pp 138). Mello’s (2018) analysis identifies a number of similarities
between Da ’esh and post colonial, separatist movements that were discussed above in section
2.2.1 (Mello, 2018, pp 142). Commenting specifically on Da’esh’s brutality, Mello (2018)
states that their savagery is nothing new. Its roots are embedded well within the al-Qaedah
era of Islamist militancy and reflect the brutality of conflict during the Algerian revolution
(Mello, 2018, pp 142; Byman, 2016, pp 142). Mello’s (2018) assessment of Da 'esh’s
savagery as a form of militancy inheritance is supported by Atwan (2015) who suggests that
in the course of war and conflict governments have killed approximately 170m of their own
citizens between 1917 and 1987 (Atwan, 2015, pp 153). These sentiments endorse the
proposition put forth by Cavanaugh (2009) who stated that secular models of governance
have and continue to remain equally brutal as their ‘religious’ counterparts. Friis (2018) also
acknowledges that Da’esh’s savagery is not a new phenomenon in the context of war.
However what is unique is the ma