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12 Meanings of Savagery: Terror, Religion and
the Islamic State
pieter nanninga

In 2004, the jihadist ideologue Abu Bakr Naji wrote a treatise titled
Management of Savagery in which he outlined a long-term strategy to
defeat the mujahidin’s enemies. Through a lengthy campaign of con-
stant violence; through causing terror and chaos, territories could be
gained where, eventually, the caliphate could be re-established.1

The Islamic State is often seen as having followed Naji’s blueprint.
Founded in 2006 as the Islamic State of Iraq, the group rose to promin-
ence after the withdrawal of American troops from Iraq and the out-
break of the Syrian civil war. In the spring of 2013, it announced its
expansion into Syria and, under the name of the Islamic State of Iraq and
al-Sham, it conquered large territories in the Sunni-dominated areas of
both countries. Prompted by its successes and determined to rebuild the
early-Islamic empire and fulfil apocalyptic prophecies, it announced the
reestablishment of the caliphate on 29 June 2014, proclaiming its leader,
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, as the new caliph. One decade after the publica-
tion of Naji’s tract, the ‘promise of God’ had been fulfilled.2 The Islamic
State had established itself after countless acts of brutal violence, many
more of which would follow in subsequent years.3

In most literature on the topic, the Islamic State’s violence has been
perceived along the lines of Naji’s strategy: as a means of terror. Accord-
ingly, the group’s violence has been mainly interpreted as a means to
spread fear and chaos among the target audience, be it the enemies’
forces, the local population in the self-proclaimed caliphate or people in
other targeted societies.4 This perspective is significant, but insuffi-
cient. As research on violence has shown, violence is not only a means
to an end. Acts of violence are also expressive actions that embody
cultural meanings for the participants and ‘say’ something to the audi-
ence.5 Accordingly, the Islamic State’s violence should also be studied
in its cultural context and by examining its meanings for the actors
involved.
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In this chapter, I will examine the cultural meanings of the Islamic
State’s violence for its participants. In doing so, I will pay particular
attention to the role of religion, which, according to some authors, is
especially relevant in cases of theatrical, symbolic violence.6 For this
purpose, I will focus on two cases of symbolic violence by the Islamic
State against Western targets: the videotaped beheadings of four
American and British journalists and aid workers in 2014 and the Paris
attacks of 13 November 2015. Based on these two cases, I will argue
that Muslim traditions provide one of the sources that the Islamic
State draws from to create spectacular acts of symbolic violence that
are not just a means of terror, but also performances in which the
actors display for others the meaning of their social situation.7

‘striking the necks of the enemies’

Between 19 August and 3 October 2014, the Islamic State’s most
important media outlet, al-Furqān Media, released four videos that
showed the executions of the American journalists James Foley and
Steven Sotloff, and the British aid workers David Haines and Alan
Henning, respectively.8 Each video shows a captive kneeling in the sand
somewhere in the hills near Raqqa, dressed in an orange jumpsuit with
his hands tied behind his back. Behind him stands a masked, black-
dressed executioner, who would become known as ‘Jihadi John’ and was
later identified as the Londoner Mohammed Emwazi. After both the
captive and ‘Jihadi John’ have delivered a short statement on the reasons
for the killing, ‘Jihadi John’ pushes the hostage to the ground, puts his
knife to the victim’s throat and starts to saw. The camera cuts away and
then the decapitated body of the victim is shown, lying on his stomach,
his severed head placed on the middle of his back.

What motivated the Islamic State to commit these killings?
According to its media publications on the events, the primary motiv-
ation for the executions were the US-led airstrikes against the group,
which had started exactly eleven days before the release of the first
video. The Islamic State frames the executions as retaliation for these
actions, for example by starting each of the beheading videos with a
short clip of US President Obama, British Prime Minister David Cam-
eron or a news reporter commenting on the bombings. The airstrikes are
also the main theme of the statements delivered by both the captives
and their executioner, the latter of whom states: ‘Just as your missiles
continue to strike our people, our knife will continue to strike the necks
of your people’.9 The same is argued in the third issue of the Islamic
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State’s online magazine Dabiq, which offers eight arguments for the
beheading of James Foley, all of which have to do with US policies in the
region.10

Thus, the beheadings could be perceived as statements about the
Western airstrikes against the group, aimed at producing shock and
horror in the West to retaliate against the ‘shock and awe’ campaign
of the United States and its allies. The killings followed the blueprint of
Naji’s Management of Savagery, which states: ‘hostages should be
liquidated in a terrifying manner, which will send fear into the hearts
of the enemy and its supporters’.11 Along these lines, the executions
emphasised that more bloodshed would follow as long as the airstrikes
continued. The last scenes of the four videos functioned as horrifying
cliff-hangers in this respect, showing the executioner together with the
next hostage who would be executed if the West would not ‘back off and
leave our people alone’, as Emwazi phrases it.12

Yet, whereas the main context of the executions could be labelled as
‘political’, factors that could be designated as ‘religious’ also play a role.
From the Islamic State’s perspective, the beheadings, as well as the
airstrikes they allegedly retaliated against, are part of a worldwide reli-
gious conflict. Since the Islamic State announced the reestablishment of
the caliphate, it has presented itself as the defender of Muslims world-
wide. The ‘caliphate upon the Prophetic methodology’, as it is often
called, is portrayed as a sanctuary for Muslims who are humiliated all
over the world. It is a state where the sharī‘a rules and justice prevails
for ‘the oppressed, the orphans, the widows and the impoverished’, as
the Islamic State’s spokesperson AbuMuhammad al-’Adnani phrased it.
Yet, the caliphate’s just rule also has another side, the group empha-
sises: The adversaries who have disgraced the Muslims over the last
decades will be revenged. The Islamic State ‘humbles the necks of the
enemy’, al-‘Adnani stated about seven weeks before the Foley video was
released.13 From this perspective, the beheadings were not just a polit-
ical means of terror; they should also be seen in the context of the
Islamic State’s perceived religious struggle in defence of the worldwide
Muslim community, something Emwazi indirectly points out several
times in his statements.14

This shows that so-called political and religious factors are strongly
entangled in the Islamic State’s perspective. As I have argued in my
contribution on al-Qaeda in this volume, conceptions of politics and
religion have differed across time and place and are the product of
particular cultural contexts. For that reason, it is not very useful to
ask whether the violence is (primarily) political or religious. Instead, it
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is more fruitful to examine how Muslim beliefs, texts, symbols and
practices are being used to shape and give meaning to violence, as
I will do in the remainder of this section.

To grasp the meanings of violence for the actors involved, it is
crucial to examine its symbolic form.15 In the case of the Islamic State’s
executions, it is important to note that the organisers have selected a
means of execution that is established in Muslim tradition.16 Decapi-
tation can be legitimised by Qur‘an verses such as sūra 47:4, which
states: ‘When you meet those who disbelieve, strike [their] necks (

_
darb

al-riqāb)’.17 In addition, several traditions narrate that the prophet
Muhammad and his companions, as well as his successors, the
‘rightly-guided caliphs’ (al- rāshidūn), ordered or executed the beheading
of opponents, as was the case with 700 members of the Jewish Banu
Qurayza tribe in Medina.18

These authoritative early-Islamic traditions provide important
sources for the Islamic State to attribute meaning to its actions. Emwazi
repeatedly alludes to the (alleged) Qur‘anic sanctioning of beheading by
phrasing the executions as ‘striking the necks’ of enemies.19 In addition,
one day after the release of the first beheading video, the Islamic State-
supporting ideologue Hussayn bin Mahmud released a statement
entitled ‘The issue of beheading’ in which he argued that the beheading
of hostages is thoroughly Islamic. Bin Mahmud supports his claim by
extensively commenting on sūra 47:4 and its interpretations, as well as
on traditions about Muhammad and the first caliphs decapitating their
enemies. He concludes: ‘So striking the necks was something well-
known, famous and in practice without ambiguity in the time of the
Prophet and the rightly-guided caliphs’.20 Thus, both Emwazi and Bin
Mahmud attempt to legitimise the beheadings by claiming continuity
with the past. Moreover, in doing so, they present the killings as another
example that the Islamic State is based on the ‘Prophetic methodology’.

As a related point, through the executions, the Islamic State not
only portrays itself as the defender of Islam in the footsteps of Muham-
mad, but also as a state or, to be more precise, a caliphate that claims
authority over all Muslims. Decapitation has a long history as a means
of capital punishment and has been used by states to display and
authorise their power throughout history.21 This is also the context
in which the Islamic State’s executions are presented. Emwazi says to
the American government in the first beheading video: ‘You are no
longer fighting an insurgency; we are an Islamic army and a state that
has been accepted by a large number of Muslims worldwide’. Therefore,
the Londoner claims, ‘any aggression towards the Islamic State is an

Meanings of Savagery 175

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316492536.013
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Groningen, on 04 Sep 2017 at 13:12:08, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316492536.013
https://www.cambridge.org/core


aggression towards Muslims’, and any attempt by Obama to deny
Muslims a safe life under the Islamic caliphate will be retaliated
against.22 Through its public executions, the Islamic State signals that
it is a legitimate state; a caliphate that is responsible for the Muslims
worldwide and has the right to defend itself against outside aggression
in accordance with the Prophetic methodology.

This shows that the beheading of captives can be perceived as
symbolic acts of violence that express some of the central themes of
its message. In addition, the violence expresses and authorises the
boundaries between the Islamic State and its opponents. The precise
way in which the beheadings are carried out is crucial in this respect, as
the next two examples illustrate.

First, through its videotaped beheadings, the Islamic State distin-
guished itself from its jihadist competitors. Over the last two decades,
several jihadist groups in countries such as Chechnya, Egypt, Afghani-
stan, Saudi Arabia and Iraq have executed opponents by means of
beheading. The form of these beheadings often diverged, for example
regarding the staging, clothing, weapons and statements, as well as the
exhibition of the decapitated bodies.23 It is striking to note that the
beheadings of the four Westerners by the Islamic State strongly resem-
ble the executions by Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi’s al-Qaeda in Iraq. In
2004 and 2005, al-Qaeda in Iraq had beheaded several hostages, includ-
ing some Westerners, which it had publicised by means of video record-
ings that were distributed online. Just like the Islamic State’s
beheadings, these executions involved hostages in orange jumpsuits
sitting or kneeling on the ground with their hands tied behind their
backs, masked executioners dressed in black standing behind them,
statements by both the executioners and the victims on the motivations
for the killings, beheadings by cutting the throat of the victims and
exhibitions of the decapitated bodies with the heads placed on the
middle of the backs.24 Hence, the Islamic State has appropriated the
structure of its beheadings from the ‘sheikh of the slaughterers’, as al-
Zarqawi is sometimes called, which had proven to be a successful way
to attract worldwide media attention and therefore to bring the message
of resistance against American policies in Iraq to the fore.

That the Islamic State largely copied the ‘signature’ of al-Qaeda in
Iraq might not seem very remarkable due to historical and ideological
bonds between both groups.25 Yet this observation becomes more
interesting against the background of an intra-jihadist argument about
videotaped beheadings. In June 2005, namely, Ayman al-Zawahiri, Bin
Laden’s then-deputy, had written a letter to al-Zarqawi in which he
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strongly criticised the latter’s videotaped beheadings. These ‘scenes of
slaughter’ harm the jihadist cause, al-Zawahiri claimed, since the gen-
eral audience disapproves of them. ‘Wedo not need this’, hewrote, since
‘we are in a media battle in a race for the hearts and minds of our
umma’.26 By distributing beheading videos that resemble those of al-
Qaeda in Iraq, the Islamic State positions itself in this debate, aligning
itself with al-Zarqawi against al-Zawahiri, al-Qaeda’s current leader.
This is a particularly significant in the context of the Islamic State’s
present conflict with al-Qaeda and its representative in Syria, Jabhat al-
Nusra (currently known as Jabhat Fateh al-Sham), which have fought
each other both on the battlefield and in the media since the spring of
2013.27 By releasing al-Zarqawi-style beheadings of Western hostages,
the Islamic State reaffirmed its jihadist genealogy and (re)constructed
the boundaries between itself and its jihadist competitors.

Second, the form of the Islamic State’s beheadings resembles a
prominent Muslim ritual: the sacrificial slaughter of animals. Sacrificial
animals are killed by cutting the throat from behind with a knife while
the animal is lying on the ground, which is precisely the way in which
theWestern hostages are executed by the Islamic State.28 Whereas some
authors have described beheadings by other jihadist groups as ‘sacred
actions’ because of their resemblance to sacrifices, there are no indica-
tions that the Islamic State actually perceived the violence as such.29

Ritualisation of social practices is not necessarily related to sacred-
ness.30 Yet research has shown that ritualisation can be seen as a
strategy to distinguish certain actions from other ways of acting. By
means of characteristics such as formality, fixity and repetition, ritual-
isation establishes a privileged contrast that differentiates actions as
more powerful and significant than other, more quotidian activities.31

Accordingly, by standardising, formalising and repeating the execu-
tions, the Islamic State distinguishes the actions from other acts of
violence. The beheadings are highlighted as more important than, for
instance, ‘ordinary’ beheadings of enemies on the battlefield. More
importantly, the ritualised nature of the beheadings highlights the con-
trast between the Islamic State and its Western foes.

As we have noticed, the main reason provided for the executions are
the American and British airstrikes against Muslims. From a Western
perspective, the US-led airstrikes in Iraq and Syria are usually seen as
precise and clean. Their ultimate representation is satellite footage
showing high-tech bombs precisely striking their intended targets, an
example of which is included in the Foley video.32 However, according
to the Islamic State the bombings are actually indiscriminate acts of
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‘aggression towards Muslims’.33 They do not differentiate between
armed and unarmed people, as a Dabiq article that is attributed to
Sotloff himself suggests.34 The West has murdered ‘numerous Muslims
in Iraq’, the magazine claims, which it illustrates by narrating and
depicting the killing of nine women and five children by ‘crusader jets’
near Sinjar on 15 September 2015.35 Accordingly, in the eyes of the
Islamic State the current campaign of the West fits the war against
Islam that it is waging for decades already. ‘Millions of Muslims have
been killed, punished and expelled’, Bin Mahmud writes in his state-
ment on beheading, and ‘the honour of thousands of Muslim women has
been violated by Americans’.36

The contrast between the Islamic State’s perception of the US-led
airstrikes and its own executions is striking. Instead of high-tech, imper-
sonal bombings, the beheadings involve physical closeness and intim-
acy between the executioner and the victim.37 A simple knife and
physical force are used to retaliate the advanced airstrikes in a way that
is deliberately bloody and shocking. Moreover, in contrast to the alleged
indiscriminate killing of Muslims in airstrikes, the victims of the
Islamic State are not perceived as random. Rather, they are seen as
symbolic representatives of Western societies, as is indicated in the
beheading videos.38 Moreover, these symbolic victims are killed in a
highly structured, ritualised manner, which implies a sense of control
over chaos.39 Accordingly, the beheadings represent the caliphate’s
controlled retaliation for the unjust shedding of Muslim blood. It is
the killing ‘of a single man with a knife’ versus the ‘killing of thousands
of Muslim families all over the world by pressing missile fire buttons’,
Dabiq summarises the Islamic State’s perspective.40

The violence thus expresses the contrast between the Islamic State
and its Western foes; between manliness and cowardice, justice and
hypocrisy, faith in God and reliance on technology, and the guardians
of the umma and the killers of Muslims. Moreover, it shows that it is
now the West that is being humiliated, as is visually illustrated by the
orange jumpsuits – an evident reference to the humiliation of Muslim
prisoners in Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib. Besides, the four West-
erners are killed in a humiliating way; not only because of their humble
postures during the ritualised executions, but also because mutilation of
the body is often seen as humiliating for the enemy, and therefore
experienced as redeeming the honour of the perpetrator. As al-Zarqawi
addressed the US government just before he personally beheaded the
American Nicholas Berg – dressed in an orange jumpsuit – in 2004: ‘We
tell you that the dignity of the Muslim men and women in Abu Ghraib
and others is not redeemed except by blood and souls’.41
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In short, by drawing from several sources, including traditions per-
ceived as authentically Islamic, the Islamic State has shaped powerful
performances through which they, in Geertzian terms, tell a story about
themselves.42 The beheadings of four Westerners express some of the
central themes of the Islamic State’s message and (re)construct the
boundaries between the Islamic State and its adversaries. Hence, they
can be seen as performances of the Islamic State itself: powerful mes-
sages that express what the Islamic State is about. About one year later,
nine men would improvise on the same story in Paris.

‘a raid in the way of the prophet’

On Friday evening 13 November 2015, a series of coordinated attacks
rocked the French capital, killing 130 people and injuring over 350.
According to the French President, François Hollande, the objectives
behind the attacks were quite clear: ‘to sow fear in order to divide us and
to keep us from fighting terrorism in the Middle East’.43

Terrorising the enemy was definitely important for the Islamic State,
as the statement in which it claimed the attacks on the next day indi-
cates. The statement explains that ‘a group of soldiers of the caliphate’ set
out to target the ‘lead carrier of the cross in Europe – Paris’. And they
succeeded, it claims: ‘Allah granted victory upon their hands and cast
terror into the heart of the crusaders in their very own homeland’.44

A similar view on the attacks becomes apparent from a video of the
Islamic State’s media group al-Hayat, which includes the farewell state-
ments of several of the perpetrators of the attacks. In these farewell
statements, which were mostly recorded in Syria, the attackers all indi-
cate their intent to sow fear and terror in France. Each of them underlines
this threat by executing an alleged ‘apostate’ (murtadd) in front of the
camera, after which the fate of the beheaded victims is presented as a
chilling warning for Europe’s future. ‘This will be your fate, God willing’,
one of the perpetrators states while holding the severed head of the man
he just beheaded in his hand’.45 The rationale behind these scenes is
obvious: to cause further shock among the enemy population.

However, just like the beheadings of Westerners discussed in the
previous section, the Paris attacks comprised more than a means of
terror. These attacks, too, can be seen as performances through which
the Islamic State shows what it is about. This becomes evident from
taking a closer look the group’s media representations about the events.

In accordance with the beheading videos discussed in the previous
section, the central theme in the group’s publications about the Paris
attacks is that the violence should be seen as retaliation for France’s
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bombings in Syria and Iraq. Several articles in the Islamic State’s online
magazines Dabiq and Dār al-Islām and twelve videos about the attacks
that were released by the Islamic State’s ‘provinces’ (wilayāt) all frame
the attacks along these lines. The same is true for the perpetrators
themselves. ‘This is the result of your policy’, Abdelhamid Abaaoud
(a.k.a. ‘Abu ‘Umar al-Belgiki’) states in his farewell message, while
Foued Muhamed al-Aggad (‘Abu Fu‘ad al-Firansi’) claims that ‘we will
shed blood as you did in the caliphate’.46 The Islamic State’s French-
language magazine Dār al-Islām summarises: ‘I think we cannot be
much clearer. It is the bombings of the blind French that are the cause
of this threat’.47

Whereas the Islamic State particularly emphasises France’s air-
strikes in Syria and Iraq, it frames the airstrikes as part of the country’s
general ‘war against Islam’. France’s military campaigns in Afghanistan
and Mali, the ‘cursing of the Prophet’ by Charlie Hebdo and the humili-
ation of Muslims in France are repeatedly mentioned as other griev-
ances.48 The Paris attacks are seen as revenge for France’s anti-Islam
policies in general. ‘Your history is bloodstained’, an Algerian fighter in
Libya comments on the attacks, so now ‘it’s our turn to retaliate’.49 The
French perpetrator Ismaël Omar Mostefaï (‘Abu Rayyan al-Firansi’)
states: ‘We will repay the suffering of our sisters and brothers (. . .) You
will experience the same suffering as we are going through’.50 The Paris
attacks thus express the perception that the Islamic State defends itself
against outside aggression. Moreover, they signal that it not only
defends the Muslims living inside its caliphate, but that it should be
seen as the protector of the entire umma.

Relatedly, the attacks are perceived as evidence that the Islamic
State fulfils this role successfully. France is represented as one of the
most militarily advanced nations on earth, yet the Islamic State empha-
sises that it was capable of executing several ‘simultaneous attacks’
against ‘precisely chosen targets in the centre of the capital’. As a result
Paris was ‘shaken beneath the crusaders’ feet’, the statement of
14 November claims.51 ‘Paris was shocked and awed’, a Dabiq articles
states in an evident reference to the airstrikes. ‘The eight [sic] knights
brought Paris down to its knees, after years of French conceit in the face
of Islam. A nationwide emergency was declared as a result of the actions
of eight men armed only with knives and explosive belts’.52 Hence,
whereas the Islamic State might have experienced some setbacks on
the battlefields in Syria and Iraq in the previous period, the attacks
represent the group’s enduring power by showing its capability of
striking the enemy in its heart.
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In the meantime, according to the Islamic State’s media publica-
tions, the attacks showed the West’s inherent weakness. The perpetra-
tors acknowledge France’s military and technological superiority, but,
as Ismaël Omar Mostefaï expresses in his farewell message: ‘Your
equipment will not help you before Allah’.53 The mujahidin have God
on their side, they believe, as they repeatedly emphasise by quoting part
of sūra 59:2: ‘They thought that their fortresses would protect them
from God; but God came upon them from where they had not expected,
and He cast terror into their hearts’.54 Therefore, in the eyes of the
Islamic State, the Paris attacks not only signalled resistance to France’s
policies, but they also showed its vulnerability and undermined the
government’s authority, as it had not been able to protect its very own
capital against assaults on multiple places.55 The violence not only
retaliated for the airstrikes, but also symbolised the Islamic State’s
successful struggle against the world’s superpowers.

The above already indicates that, in this case too, the Islamic State
perceives its violence as part of an all-encompassing religious struggle.
Moreover, particular beliefs, values and practices derived from Muslim
tradition provide significant ‘tools’ to construct the meanings of the
attacks. A prominent example in this case is the concept of martyrdom
(istishhād), which features frequently in the group’s publications about
the events. The Arabic term for ‘martyr’, shahīd (pl. shuhadā’), literally
means ‘witness’, but both meanings of the term are closely related.56 By
their actions, martyrs deliver a testimony about their cause: they draw
attention to their belief system and publicly show their preparedness to
suffer or even die for it, which adds to its credibility. This makes
martyrs powerful advertisers of their cause.57 This is also the case in
the Paris attacks, as I will argue in the remainder of this section. Four
points are particularly noteworthy.

First, through their attacks, the ‘martyrs’ bear witness to the Islamic
State’s central message that it stands up for the Muslims and retaliates
against their enemies in the footsteps of the Prophet. For instance, the
attacks are repeatedly labelled as a ‘raid’ (ghazwa), which is the same
term that is used for the military campaigns of the prophet Muhammad.
By employing this term, the Islamic State emphasises the continuity
between both struggles.58 Likewise, a lengthy article in Dār al-Islām
explains that the Paris attacks should be seen as ‘attacks in the way of
the Prophet’ (attentats sur la voie prophétique). The attacks are fully in
line with Islamic jurisprudence, the piece argues, and therefore pro-
foundly Islamic.59 ‘Nine lions of the caliphate (. . .) raised the word of
taw

_
hīd’,60 the al-Hayat video on the Paris incident further underlines
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that the Paris attackers testified to their belief: ‘they lived the verses of
the Qur‘an by killing the unbelievers wherever they found them’.61 As
these quotes illustrate, the ‘martyrs’ acted as witnesses to the Islamic
State’s message through their attacks.

Second, this testimony is particularly powerful because the men
showed their willingness to die for it. This is repeated numerous times
in the Islamic State’s messages about the attacks, for instance by stating
that they are ‘soldiers who are willing to offer themselves as sacrifices to
Allah’.62 The men ‘advanced towards the enemy hoping to be killed for
Allah’s sake, doing so in support of His religion, His Prophet and His
allies’, the 14 November statement claims.63 By showing their willing-
ness to die for their cause, the men demonstrated that they care more
about their religion and their fellowMuslims than about worldly affairs.
They do not ‘cling heavily to earth’, as sūra 9:38 describes it in a phrase
that repeatedly recurs in the Islamic State’s media productions.64 The
perpetrators of the Paris attacks even downplay earthly life. In a written
testament that is included in Dār al-Islām, Abdelhamid Abaaoud
advises Muslims: ‘Work in the way of Allah, persevere in the construc-
tion and development of the caliphate. Give your time, your knowledge,
your strength to this and not to the futile affairs of the world down
here’.65 This shows that, through their attacks, the ‘martyrs’ express
that the Islamic State is fully dedicated to its struggle. ‘Either victory on
earth, or martyrdom in the way of Allah’, Abaaoud states.66

Third, by emphasising their distancing from worldly affairs, the
perpetrators of the Paris attacks underline the difference between the
mujahidin and Muslims who have not joined the battle. In the view of
the Paris attackers, ‘those who claim to be Muslims’ are too attached to
their earthly lives to make sacrifices for their religion and fellow
believers. One of the perpetrators asks the Muslims who have not joined
battle: ‘What is the matter with you that you cling to earth while the
blood of Muslims is being shed?’ Another one states: ‘You see brothers
and sisters being killed and slaughtered, while you live a normal life
making wages and receiving financial support’. The cause of their pas-
sivity is ‘the weakness’ (al-wahn), Abaooud indicates: ‘love of this life
and fear of death’.67 Hence, the nine men emphasise, Muslims should
awaken from their slumber and rise up for their brothers and sisters in
need.68 More than being just a call for mobilisation, these statements
indicate that the Paris attacks highlight and reinforce the opposition
between the perpetrators’ supreme sacrifice and the attachment to
earthly life of others. Just as we have noted that the beheadings of the
four Westerners established boundaries between the Islamic State and
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its adversaries, the Paris attacks distinguish the group from the
Muslims who have not yet joined the fight.

Fourth, and relatedly, the ‘martyrs’ personify the honourable nature
of the Islamic State’s struggle. Whereas the West ‘cowardly bombarded’
Muslims from their jets and whereas the Muslims are ‘sitting there idly’
while their brothers and sisters are being killed, the mujahidin are
‘brave knights’ retaliating for the humiliation of the umma.69 They do
not let their religion being disgraced, but restore the honour of Islam by
humiliating the unbelievers in return. ‘Mujahidin are masters, not
slaves’, Abaaoud emphasises in his farewell message. ‘They live with
their heads raised. They fight for the cause of Allah and die with a
radiant smile on their faces’.70 The Paris attackers represent honour
and dignity, thus underlining the Islamic State’s message that the era
of humiliation has ended. The twelfth issue of Dabiq emphasises this
point by quoting Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi:

By Allah, we will take revenge! (. . .) 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 (. . .) So let the world know that we are living today
in a new era. Whoever was heedless must now be alert. Whoever
was sleeping must now awaken. Whoever was shocked and awed
must comprehend. The Muslims today have a loud, thundering
statement, and possess heavy boots. They have a statement that
will cause the world to hear and understand the meaning of
terrorism.

The ‘brave knights’ of the Paris attacks took revenge, Dabiq’s editors
subsequently emphasise, as they spilled enemy blood ‘in revenge for the
religion and the Ummah’.71 The Paris attacks were not just about the
death and destruction they caused. From the Islamic State’s perspective,
they were also honourable acts in themselves, representing the dawn of
a new era in which Muslims rise up against injustice and the honour of
Islam is restored.

In short, the Paris attacks reconfirmed the message of the Islamic
State and re-established boundaries between the group and its oppon-
ents. Like the beheadings of four Westerners about a year before, the
Paris attacks can be seen as performances of the Islamic State itself. Yet
the attacks not only showed what the Islamic State is about. Like other
performances, the attacks also had a performative impact on people
directly or indirectly witnessing the actions.72 They not only repre-
sented the group to a worldwide audience, but also contributed to its
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construction. They defined and authorised the group’s identity, created
a bonding among its supporters and provided them with a sense of
empowerment.73

conclusion

As we have seen in this contribution, the Islamic State’s dramatic acts
of violence comprise more than acts of terror. By focusing on their
theatrical, expressive aspects and cultural meanings, we have seen that
they can also be approached as performances through which the actors
display for others what their caliphate is about.

Just as Clifford Geertz has argued in the case of public rituals, the
Islamic State’s violence can be seen as both a model of and a model for
reality.74 On the one hand, the violence is a model of reality by provid-
ing the audience insights into the Islamic State and its struggle. Rather
consistently, the beheadings and the Paris attacks express some of the
main themes of the Islamic State’s message. They tell the story of a
group that successfully retaliates against the Western-led war against
Islam, that makes sacrifices to defend oppressed Muslims and that
restores the honour and dignity of the first generations of Muslims. In
addition, the story told through the actions reconstructs and empowers
the boundaries between the Islamic State and others, be it its Western
adversaries, its jihadist competitors or the Muslims who have not yet
joined its struggle. Thus, the violent performances define and authorise
the Islamic State itself, showing to the audience what the Islamic State
is about. On the other hand, the violence also offers a model for reality.
It provides the audience with a way to take action and stand up against
the perceived humiliation of Muslims. It offers them an empowering
role as members of the caliphate upon the Prophetic methodology and it
shows them role models who were willing to sacrifice earthly affairs to
revenge injustice and gain victory, either in this world or in the
hereafter.

From this perspective, it becomes clear that asking about the role of
religion, as an abstract category, does not facilitate the analysis of the
Islamic State’s violence. Factors that could be labelled as historical,
political, social, cultural and religious are strongly entangled and cannot
be consistently separated. Instead, this exploration has shown that
particular, contextually determined interpretations of, for instance,
state and caliphate, slaughtering and raids, humiliation and honour,
justice and retaliation, and martyrdom and sacrifice have contributed
to countless dramatic acts of violence over the last few years. These acts
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of violence have been framed as ‘religious’ actions by specific actors,
including the perpetrators in certain contexts. Yet, rather than taking
this perspective at face value, we could better ask why they have done
so. In the case of the Islamic State, we have seen that the group has
benefited from framing the conflict as a religious conflict in certain
circumstances. Particularly when addressing its supporters, the Islamic
State’s message of the worldwide war against Islam and the faithful few
defending it has been a powerful message. This message has enabled the
Islamic State to legitimate its – sometimes quite innovative – practices
by invoking authorities from the past. It has facilitated the group to
authorise its struggle and define itself against its opponents, and it has
empowered thousands of people from over the world to find purpose and
meaning under the banner of the caliphate.
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