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West of ISIS: a discourse and operation 
analysis from occidentalist perspective
Abdullah Metin1

Abdullah Metin is Assistant Professor of Political Science at Çankırı Karatekin University. 
His research focuses on East/West debates, Occidentalism, and Comparative Politics. He is
currently studying on government forms and political systems in the Middle East.

Abstract
Studies on terrorist organizations have been constantly increasing as terrorism have become an 
imminent threat at the global level. One of these organizations, the self-declared Islamic State 
in Iraq and Sham (ISIS) has provided so much data through its intensive media use. Although 
considerable research has been done on ISIS’ magazines, videos, and social media releases, 
less attention has been paid to its discourse on the West. Therefore, this paper aims to explore
ISIS’ perception of the West from Occidentalist perspective. To achieve this aim, numerical 
and text-based data was acquired by scanning ISIS propaganda magazines, Dabiq, Konstan-
tiniyye, and Rumiyah. Also, an operational analysis was performed by mapping the locations 
targeted by ISIS’ actions. This article contributes to the literature on several points. First, while 
almost all of the studies analyze only the English-language magazines Dabiq and Rumiyah, 
this study also includes the Turkish magazine Konstantiniyye. Second, unlike other studies, 
this research also focuses on ISIS’ targeting of the Western way of life. Third, the study assesses
ISIS’ attacks in the West by combining them with the content analysis of the magazines. Last 
but not least, it compares ISIS’ reaction to the West with the other Eastern reactions that per-
sisted for nearly 200 years. The results disclose that ISIS considers its struggle against the West 
as a religious and sacred war. It also targets the different core values and lifestyles of the West.
Furthermore, ISIS’ discourse is repudiative, condemning, and challenging, whereas previous
Eastern reactions to the West were eclectic and apologizing.
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Introduction

With the entire destruction of the feudal order in the 17th century, the 
West had launched the modern era in politics, economics, philosophy, and 
everyday life. As modernity crossed the Western borders and spread out to the 
rest of the world, the ‘other’ societies needed to react to it. Many statesmen 
and intellectuals had discussed the issue of modernization as from the 18th 
century, and in the 20th century, political party leaders, political and social 
movement leaders, and ideologues further sustained the discussion. ISIS, the 
movement around which this reseacrh revolves, has also reacted to this wave
of modernity and the Western perception of that will be zoomed in here.

Even though ISIS became known in 2014, its history goes back to near-
ly two decades. The organization was founded in 2000 under Abu Musab
al-Zarqawi’s leadership, under the name of ‘Tawhed wa Jihad’ and joined 
Al-Qaeda in 2004. Abu Omar Al-Baghdadi has led the organization after 
Zarqawi was killed in 2006 and changed the organization’s name as the Is-
lamic State in Iraq (ISI). In 2010, Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi was in the leader-
ship position. Under his directions, the organization separated from Al Qaeda
in 2011 and changed its name to the Islamic State in Iraq and Sham (ISIS) 
in 2013. Following its capture of Mosul in 2014, ISIS declared the Caliphate
(Islamic State/IS).

ISIS has started to use the media actively following the proclamation of 
the Caliphate. As is generally known, ISIS is not the first organization to ac-
tively use the media as similar organizations have previously published mag-
azines in different languages, particularly in English (Ingram, 2018, p. 5).

ISIS’ media outlet, Al Hayat Media Center, firstly released Islamic State 
Reports (ISR) and Islamic State News (ISN) in June 2014. ISN was released as
three issues, and the pages range from 6 to 10. ISR was released in June 2014 
as well; its number of pages is in the range of 5-7. These magazines, which are 
enriched with photographs of ISIS operations and news on ISIS-controlled
areas, are not incorporated into this study because they do not provide enough
data for analysis. Some other magazines released by AHMC, Al Naba in Ar-
abic, Istok in Russian, and Dar Al-Islam in French, were not included in this 
study due to the language barrier.

The study involves three magazines; Dabiq, Konstantiniyye, and Rumi-
yah. In fact, the literature consists of many papers, reports, and theses which
analyzed ISIS’ publications differentially.

Haroro Ingram has published a series of papers on ISIS. He (2016) asserts
that the organization prioritizes dichotomy-reinforcing messages and plunges 
its readers into a bi-polar world. In his following article (2017), he identifies 
that ISIS’ messages are not only too offensive, but also synchronized with the
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actions. Therefore, we added an analysis of ISIS attacks in this paper. Besides, 
in one of his articles (2018), he focuses on ISIS’ propaganda after introduc-
ing the contents of the magazines. Lakomy (2019) also analyzed ISIS prop-
aganda using several methods, and Colas (2017) applied a detailed content 
analysis on Dabiq, identifying the masses that ISIS targets in order to reach 
as English-speaking second-generation Muslims, Western policymakers, and
the third group of current or would-be ISIS members.

Vergani and Bliuc (2015) analyzed Dabiq to identify the use of emotions, 
internet jargon, and discourse on women. Abdelrahim (2019) examined the 
visual discovery strategies used in Dabiq and Rumiyah and found out that 
Dabiq and Rumiyah communicate ISIS’ messages through five common 
visual strategies: legitimation, false dilemma, obligation, derogation, and per-
suasion. Zelin (2015) stated that ISIS gives importance to visual propagan-
da rather than text-based one. He also revealed that although the execution
videos are highlighted, the ratio of these videos is quite low in general visual 
usage. Winkler et al. (2016) made a visual analysis of the execution images. 
Their study claims that the primary aim of publishing executive images is to
instill fear in the enemies rather than instill confidence in the fans. Moreover,
by making quantitative and qualitative analyzes, Damonhoury and Winkler 
(2018) discussed ISIS’ shari’a law enforcement, and Macdonald and Lorenz-
Dus (2019) analyzed the depiction of Good Muslim in Dabiq. In his original
study, Bregantini (2017) went beyond the formal magazines and analyzed 
ISIS propaganda through graffitis.

Whiteside (2016) discussed the change of ISIS from its establishment to 
2015 and divided it into four parts: early growth (2002-2006), defeat and ad-
justment (2006-2010), expansion to caliphate (2011-2014), and contraction
(2015-present). Some authors studied the change of ISIS’ propaganda over
time. Wignell et al. (2017) unveiled that while ISIS has changed its strate-
gic focus over time in response to its changing conditions, the organization’s 
underlying world view, values, and ultimate aims remain consistent and un-
changed. Welch’s (2018) paper confirmed this by reporting that ISIS’ opera-
tional focus had shifted from administering a physical caliphate to inspiring 
attacks locally and abroad. Drogaan and Peattie (2017) focused on the narra-
tive themes of Dabiq and assess how these have shifted over time.

Al-Dayel and Anfinson (2017) analyzed just a column of Dabiq, entitled 
“In the Words of the Enemy.” They noted that ISIS positions itself as a viable 
alternative to existing nation-states over hostile rhetoric. Yesssiltaşss and Kardass şs’s 
paper (2015) also corroborated this point, focusing on ISIS’s derecognization 
of the Sykes-Picot agreement. Furthermore, it challenges the present West-
ern political values in four main areas: (1) ISIS prioritizes theology to make
primary rules (how society should behave) and secondary rules (how primary 
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rules are made and enforced. (2) It proposes a radical religious identity and 
model of governance far beyond the confines of the secular society of states. 
(3) ISIS images apocalyptic geopolitics in considering its own religiopolitical 
caliphate as a new form of sovereignty. (4) ISIS’ ontology is neither the state 
nor the individual, but a (utopian) idea of the Ummah, which is understood 
as the unity statehood of Muslim countries (2015, pp. 82-86).

The think tanks, SETA and ORSAM, analyzed ISIS’ Turkish language 
magazine Konstantiniyye. As SETA’s report introduced the magazines (Kon-
stantiniyye, Dabiq, Rumiyah, and Al-Naba) as form and content, ORSAM’s 
report analyzed Konstantiniye numerically, rhetorically, and photographically.

A small number of studies focuses on ISIS’ discourse on the West, which 
I aim to unveil. Baele et al. (2019) carried out a remarkable study that deals 
with ISIS’ propaganda of the West in the context of the clash of civilization. 
Similar to this work, by using quantitative analysis, they plotted the conceptu-
al network that ISIS uses to describe the West and found out that it constructs 
a homogenous and reified negative Western identity. Hegghammer and Ness-
er (2015) analyzed ISIS-related attacks in the West and disclosed that it en-
courages its sympathizers to attack rather than plan the attacks centrally. In 
her MA thesis, Stein (2015) criticized the weaknesses of a “new war theory’s 
frame that delegitimizes non-Western actors and reliance on the idea of mor-
al superiority as justification for many Western actions.” Rather than focusing 
solely on the Western side of the story, her thesis suggests (2015, p. 52) a new 
branch, called “empirical conflict theory,” that includes “the perspectives of 
all three sides; perpetrators, victims, and observers.”

Lorenzo-Dus, Kinzel, and Walker (2018) identified the other of Al-Qae-r
da and ISIS by the question of “which groups and which identities are dis-
cursively they-ified/othered in online jihadist propaganda magazines?” They
classified the groups referred as ‘they’ to “ (1) west, (2) non-group, (3) other 
groups, (4) themselves, (5) govt in the Middle East, (6) civilians, (7) apostates, 
(8) mujahidin and (9) Al-Qaeda”. The rates in Dabiq magazines are as fol-
lows, respectively: (1) %15.2, (2) %28.9, (3) %25.2, (4) %15.2, (5) %6.1, (6) 
%2.6, (7) %2.8, (8) %1.9. Considering that the West was referred to almost 
twice as frequently in Inspire at 28.9% than it was in Dabiq (2018, p. 527),
they have concluded that Al-Qaeda places more emphasis on presenting the
West as the enemy of jihad than ISIS.

As can be seen in the literature review, although considerable research has 
been devoted to analyzing ISIS’ media releases, the literature on its discourse 
on the West is still limited. By taking into account the theoretical gap in the 
literature, this study analyzes ISIS’ discourse on the West. The following re-
search questions would lead us to reach the purpose:
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– Is ISIS fighting the West in retaliation for the West’s military operations 
against itself, or is it a war of values beyond the military operations?

– How does ISIS conceptualize the West?
– What values of the West does ISIS fight against?
– In what aspects ISIS’ reaction against the West and modernization differ 

from other Eastern reactions?
The results of this study were commentated in the analysis section, and

they were also handled from occidentalist perspective in the discussion sec-
tion. Hence, an introduction of the Occidentalist perspective imposes itself.

Occidentalism is a discipline suggested by the Egyptian philosopher 
Hasan Hanafi, with his 1992 book Muqaddimah fi Ilm al-Istighrab (Introduc-
tion to the Science of Occidentalism). As Occidentalism is not a full-fledged 
discipline and fairly a new discipline, no single definition was agreed upon. 
Metin (2020) classifies the definitions as follows:

Definition One: Occidentalism is the study of the West by the East.
Definition Two: Occidentalism is the reflection of hostility against the 

West.
Definition Three: Occidentalism is the answer to the question: “How can

Western values be developed and adopted?”
In his book, Occidentalism, Metin (2013) wished the establishment of 

Occidentalism as a full-fledged discipline and discussed it within the context 
of scientificity. He concluded that Occidentalism is first a scientific discipline 
in academicians’ hands, second a way of thought in the minds of (oriental) 
people in general and third a counter-discourse in the speech of the (move-
ment and party) leaders as well.

Buruma and Margalit are two prominent authors who contributed to the
second opinion. They (2005) considered Occidentalism as hostility against 
the West; hence, the title of their book: Occidentalism: The West in the Eyes of 
Its Enemies.2 In their understanding, Occidentalism is against Reformation, 
Enlightenment, Capitalism, and Globalization. Furthermore, it protests
Western qualifications achievements such as: The Occidental city, capital-
ism, the Occidental mind, and ‘idolatry.’ They consider Hitler as an Occi-
dentalist like Bin Laden (2005, p. 16) because they both fought against the
occidental cities and values. This perspective to Occidentalism was further
discussed in light of the findings in the discussion section.

2 The subtitle of another edition is A Short History of Anti-Westernism.



34 ABDULLAH METIN

Method

First and foremost, this paper ignores the conspiracy theories on whether ISIS’ 
discourse is determined by foreign powers and accepts its publications as the pri-
mary sources of its discourse. It also considers ISIS as a political organization, al-
though it is not a sovereign state.

The present paper has two main hypotheses. First, ISIS otherizes the West 
religiously. Second, ISIS’ reaction to the West is considerably different from the 
existing and historical Eastern reactions.

This study adopts a deductive approach by using both quantitative and qualita-
tive methods. The qualitative content analysis was conducted through compiling 
ISIS operations and unveiling the discourse it uses. As for the quantitative method, 
it was used to produce statistical data from the magazines. To achieve this aim, the 
words ISIS uses to highlight othering the West were listed. The specified words are 
as such: crusader, Rome, Constantinople, ‘Malhamah’, West, democracy, civil, 
pluralism, secular, pagan, sexual, sodomy, modern, and alcohol/drug. While the 
first half of the words until ‘West’ expresses ISIS’ war against the West, the second 
half alludes to the Western way of life, through the lenses of ISIS. 

The words, crusader, democracy, secular, plural, sexual, and modern are 
scanned with their roots, and their suffixed cases were also included. For the word 
civil; civil society, civil state, and civil law were included, but the word “civilians” 
was excluded. The use of the west as the ‘direction’ was ignored, and the word 
pagan also covers the words of idol and idolatry.

The data has been obtained from ISIS’ official magazines: Dabiq, Rumiyah, 
and Konstantiniyye. Dabiq’s first issue was released in June 2014, and the final 
issue was in July 2016. It is a total of 15 issues, and the page number ranges from 
40 to 83. Konstantiniyye was released in the aftermath of ISIS’ control loss over 
Dabiq after the Turkish military operations. The first issue was released in June 
2015, and the final issue in September 2016. It is a total of seven issues, and the 
page number ranges from 46 to 72. Rumiyah supplanted Konstantiniyye. Its first 
issue was released in September 2016, and its final issue in September 2017. It is 
a total of 13 issues, and the page number ranges from 38 to 60.

The analysis will proceed as follows: firstly, the frequency of using the specified 
words in each issue of all magazines was calculated. Next, the results were tabular-
ized and last, another table comparing the overall results of the three magazines 
was created.

For the operational analysis, the locations where ISIS had carried out an attack 
were searched, singling out the ones that are supposed to be hate attacks. The 
attacks against the security units were excluded from the list. Furthermore, the 
numbers of casualties are not included because the attacked locations are more 
critical for the analysis.



 WEST OF ISIS 35

Results

The results of this study are commented on in three categories. The first 
one analyzes the numerical results acquired by scanning the frequency of 
occurrence of specified words. The second one is textual analysis based on
the results attained by scrutinizing essays in the magazines, and the third one
is operational results attained by listing the locations targeted by ISIS attacks. 

Numerical Overview and Analysis

In this part, the numerical results acquired by scanning the magazines are
exhibited and commented on.

Table 1 - Dabiq Statistics

Concepts\Issues 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 Total Av.

Crusader 16 6 13 67 16 28 85 36 132 69 89 87 41 41 52 778 51,8

Rome/Romans 5 2 2 38 5 - 1 4 7 1 3 2 2 2 41 115 7,6

Constantinople 3 - 2 2 - - 3 1 - 1 1 - 1 - 3 17 1,1

Malhamah 1 - 9 9 - - 2 - 5 - - 1 - 1 - 28 1,8

West 1 - 6 14 8 3 17 19 18 7 24 47 - 23 33 220 14,6

Democracy 2 4 - 1 - 2 11 23 4 14 13 12 1 29 7 123 8,2

Civil - - - - - - - 2 3 1 - 1 1 4 - 12 0,8

Pluralism - - - - - - - - - - 3 1 1 7 - 12 0,8

Secular 2 8 - 3 2 2 10 22 9 17 3 21 2 19 8 128 8,5

Pagan 2 - 2 1 - - 3 14 7 15 7 8 6 12 74 97 10,0

Sexual - - - - - - 8 - - - - - - - 4 12 0,8

Sodomy - - 1 - - 4 9 - - 1 5 3 1 4 17 45 3,0

Modern, 1 - 7 2 2 3 2 4 7 3 3 2 1 14 7 58 3,8

Alcohol/drug 5 4 - 1 - 1 4 1 8 2 6 2 3 4 41 2,7

Source: Compiled by the author

Dabiq, selected as the name of the journal, refers to a town in the northern
countryside of Aleppo in Sham. As mentioned in a hadith, one of the greatest 
battles between the Muslims and the crusaders will take place near Dabiq 
(Dabiq, 2014a, p. 4).

The most commonly used word in Dabiq magazine is crusader, which is
central to ISIS’ conceptual framework for the West, followed by the words West, 
secular, democracy, and Rome. The word modern is always used in a pejorative 
sense. The concept of pluralism, which is not mentioned in all issues, is used 
in the context of political and religious pluralism. Similarly, the concept of civil
is encountered in specific numbers and is specially used as civil society and 
civil law. Besides alluding to the West, the word pagan also describes ‘Rafidah’ 
and Hindus. It is possible to find examples such as «pagan democratic religion, 
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pagan Church, pagan Papacy, pagan Christians, and the pagan nation of Den-
mark» when depicting the West and the Westerners. The word sexual, which
is used only in two issues, collocates with the words revolution, deviance, and 
perversion. The concept of sodomy is used both to refer to the West and also the 
ISIS-controlled areas. Despite the low frequency of their use, the words alcohol 
and drug are used almost in all issues to mark the depravity of the West. 

Table 2 - Konstantiniyye Statistics

Concepts\Issues 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Total Av.

Crusader 17 24 25 32 6 11 13 128 18,2
Rome/Romans 7 2 1 4 - 1 4 19 2,7
Constantinople 18 3 1 3 - - 1 26 3,7
Malhamah - - - - - - - 0 0
West 3 - - 13 1 3 1 21 3,0
Democracy 62 7 5 19 5 31 6 135 19,2
Civil - - - - 1 - - 1 0,1
Pluralism - - - - 1 7 - 8 1,1
Secular 2 9 21 23 1 19 2 77 11,0
Pagan 35 8 2 5 9 4 1 64 9,1
Sexual - 1 - - - - - 1 0,1
Sodomy - - - - - - - 0 0
Modern, - 2 - - 1 11 - 14 2,0
Alcohol/drug 4 6 6 6 - 4 1 27 3,8

Source: Compiled by the author

The Turkish language magazine Konstantiniyye differs in content from 
the other two magazines. The magazine, which usually includes evaluations
of Turkey’s situation, calls out to ISIS sympathizers in Turkey and invites 
them to the Caliphate territories. For that, the operations have also been in-
cluded to demonstrate the power of the Caliphate. In Konstantiniyye, the 
word crusader plays second fiddle to democracy. By describing Turkey not as
a crusader but as an ally of crusaders, ISIS otherizes Turkey through democ-
racy, secularism, and idols. Through these concepts, it aims to emphasize 
that the way of life in Turkey is not different from that in the West. While 
words such as civil, pluralism, sexual, sodomy have not reached a significant 
frequency, the words alcohol and drug, along with words such as gambling, 
games of chance, and interest, are highlighted almost in all issues to display 
the depraved and non-Islamic nature of the Turkish way of life.
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Table 3 - Rumiyah Statistics

Concepts\Issues 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 Total Av.

Crusader 16 45 31 21 28 18 14 16 29 60 36 30 39 383 29,4
Rome/Romans 1 5 22 6 - 10 2 2 2 4 2 3 4 63 4,8
Constantinople 1 3 2 - - - - - 1 - - - - 7 0,5
Malhamah - 1 11 - - - - - - - - - - 12 0,9
West - 5 1 1 - 1 - - 5 2 1 1 2 19 1,4
Democracy 4 6 2 2 1 2 3 - 1 2 - 1 1 25 1,9
Civil - 1 - - - - - - - - -- - - 1 0,07
Pluralism - 1 - - - - - - - - - - - 1 0,07
Secular - 2 4 2 2 4 - - - - - - - 14 1,0
Pagan 3 4 54 1 4 3 - 1 - 1 3 2 - 16 5,8
Sexual - - - - - - - - - - - - - 0 0
Sodomy - - - - 4 - - - 1 - - - - 5 0,3
Modern, 1 1 2 1 5 - - - - 1 - - - 11 0,8
Alcohol/drug - 1 1 - 2 - - - - - 5 2 - 11 0,8

Source: Compiled by the author

In Rumiyah, the word crusader keeps its central position. The words pa-
gan and Rome are respectively subordinate to crusader. The words Constan-
tinople, Mahlamah, civil, pluralism, sodomy, modern, alcohol, and drug are 
barely used. Even the words West, democracy, and secular are below the 
frequency of 2.0, demonstrating that Rumiyah is a less theoretical magazine.

Table 4 - Statistical comparison of the magazines

Concepts\Magazines Dabiq Konstantiniyye Rumiyah

Crusader 51,8 18,2 29,4
Rome/Romans 7,6 2,7 4,8
Constantinople 1,1 3,7 0,5

Malhamah 1,8 0 0,9
West 14,6 3,0 1,4

Democracy 8,2 19,2 1,9
Civil 0,8 0,1 0,07

Pluralism 0,8 1,1 0,07
Secular 8,5 11 1,0
Pagan 10,0 9,1 5,8
Sexual 0,8 0,1 0

Sodomy 3 0 0,3
Modern, 3,8 2,0 0,8

Alcohol/drug 2,7 3,8 0,8

Source: Compiled by the author
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As Table 4 presents, while Dabiq is found to be the most theoretical of 
these three magazines, reflecting the discourse, philosophy, and ideology 
of the organization, both Rumiyah and Konstantiniyye devote more pages
to operations, news from the headquarters and so-called provinces in other
countries, interviews, and religious guidance to the members. As the crusader
is the central concept in defining the West, the frequency of its use decreas-
es considerably from Dabiq to Rumiyah. The enormous decrease in using
the words West, democracy, civil, pluralism, secular, pagan, sexual, sodomy, 
modern, alcohol, drug points out that the theoretical framework is less signif-
icant than the operational framework. When it comes to the battleground,
the loss of Dabiq to the Turkish-backed Syrian opposition and the loss of 
some other areas may have instigated an upsurge in ISIS’ attacks. As military 
concerns have overridden the religious discourse, the theoretical framework
seems to have completely disappeared in Rumiyah.

Textual Results and Analysis 

As the numerical results reveal, the most central concept in ISIS’ per-
ception of West is ‘crusader’. Besides, as ISIS frequently label its close other 
(Iranians) as Safawite or Rafidah, we can claim that ISIS establishes both its
close and distant relations on historical dichotomies.

ISIS grounds its hatred of the West on faith and values and rejects the 
other explanations: “... So you can continue to believe that those “despicable
terrorists” hate you because of your lattes and your Timberlands” (Dabiq, 
2016c, p. 33). This sentence evokes the words of a Taliban fighter, who says, 
“The Americans would never win, for they love Pepsi-Cola, but we love 
death” (Margalit & Buruma, 2005, p. 49). The clear message of the fighter’s 
expression is that “we do not envy the lifestyle, welfare, cities, the conformism 
of the West. On the contrary, we hate them. We have values worth dying. We
can dispense with our comfort, and that is what Westerners can not.”

ISIS-like organizations, fighting against great powers, absolutely believe 
they will win. To their conviction, there may be short-term retreats and losses, 
but the triumph will be theirs in the long-term. As mentioned in Konstan-
tiniyye, “the mujahideen in the path of Allah may lose a conflict, a city or a 
region, but they will never be defeated. The pleasing ending and the triumph
would ultimately always be theirs” (2015a, p. 22). Sayyid Qutb’s famous work, 
Milestones, had underlined the similar point: “Conditions change, the Mus-
lim loses his physical power and is conquered, yet the consciousness does 
not depart from him that he is the most superior (2016, p. 161). One of the
sources of motivation for such organizations is that they dispense with their 
comfort, as mentioned above. The second source of motivation is that they
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believe they possess the most powerful weapon their enemies do not have: 
faith. Islamic movements and theorists in particular strictly believe that the 
enemy is technologically perfectly equipped but morally and spiritually
flawed. Indeed, this study exhibits that ISIS focuses on the moral flaws of 
the West. They believe that the spiritual is superior to the material one, and 
expresses this belief as follows: “materialist analysis believing that power is
in weaponry and technology, forgetting that true power relies in the creed of 
tawhı̄d” (Dabiq, 2014d, p. 39). In one subtitle, addressing the fighters with 
“Your Religion is Greater than Any Weapon They Possess” (Rumiyah 11, p. 
57), faith is depicted such as a kind of weapon. Likewise, one of the chapter ti-
tles of Milestones is «Faith Triumphant» which Qutb (2006, p. 157) explains
«it means to feel superior to others when weak, few and poor, as well as when
strong, many and rich.»

ISIS gives that message across to the world with the headline «we are at 
the dawn of a new era.» Also, Al-Baghdadi states that: «Today we are upon the 
doorstep for a new era, a turning point for the map of the region, rather the 
world. Today we witness the end of the lie called western civilization and the 
rise of the Islamic giant» (Dabiq, 2014d, p. 4). This turning point is expected 
to be the nullification of the Sykes-Picot Agreement and the destruction of 
the artificial borders (Dabiq, 2014a, p. 13).

Paralleling its struggle to that of the Crusaders and the Islamic armies in 
history, ISIS implies that history repeats itself. In this struggle, it presents itself 
as the representative of the Islamic Front. It also uses the phrase «modern 
crusaders» to emphasize that today’s struggle is an updated version of the 
historical one (Dabiq, 2015c, p. 57, Rumiyah, 2016c, p. 2). The phrase cru-
sader is delicately preferred to lay stress that ISIS’ struggle is not an ordinary r
nationalist, statist defense, but a holy war as enunciated in ‘Konstantiniyye’ 
«It is a crusader war being waged against Islam, against the ‘Ahl As-Sunnah’. 
You do not declare it, because you are weak» (Konstantiniyye, 2015a, p. 8).

The phrase Crusader is also frequently used as an adjective; such as cru-
sader media, crusader jets, crusader city. Today ISIS uses the word crusader 
by expanding the frontline a little further. Japanese or Copts which were not 
a part of the historical struggle, are described as crusaders. For example, «the 
Japanese crusader Shosei Koda», «the Japanese Crusader Kenji Goto Jogo»,
«Coptic crusaders». As an exception, Jordanian pilot Mu’ādh sāfi Yūsuf al-
Kasāsibah was also described as a crusader (Dabiq, 2015a, pp. 3-4-5-31). Al-
though ISIS aims to invade Eastern territories, it by no means conceptualizes
this struggle with a religious word, like crusader. It also should be noted that 
ISIS does not label Shiites and Turks as crusaders, but as crusaders’ puppets,
dogs, and their apostate allies (Dabiq, 2014d, p. 41).
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In ISIS’ struggle against the crusader, two significant cities are crucial: 
Constantinople and Rome. Basing on prophetic tiding in a hadith, ISIS states 
that it respectively will conquer these two cities (Dabiq, 2016a, p. 47). For 
Constantinople, two points are remarkable. First, ISIS prefers to use the an-
cient name of the city (Constantinople) over Istanbul. The second is that 
although the Ottomans had conquered the city, ISIS ignores it and does not 
consider Istanbul as a part of an Islamic territory and plans to re-conquer it.
This desire is versified in Konstantiniyye as follows: “Even though you have
been under the occupation of the tawaghit [false deities/leaders] for a centu-
ry, you will certainly have your freedom (2015a, p. 7).

The magazines remark Rome as a name both symbolizing the ancient 
struggle in hadith and the conquest of the West today. Romans, crusaders, 
and westerners are sometimes used interchangeably. The prophecied war,
which is expected to take place in Dabiq with Romans, is regularly referred 
to. In Dabiq (2014c, p. 6), this holy war is named as Malhamah (or Al-Mal-
hamah Al-Kubra, the great battle before the Doomsday), which is the Islamic
counterpart of the biblical war Armageddon, and described as follows (2014d,
p. 35):

These events all lead up to the final, most significant, and bloodiest battle
between the Muslims and the Romans. This battle ends the era of the Ro-
man Christians, as the Muslims will then advance upon Constantinople and
thereafter Rome, to conquer the two cities and raise the flag of the Khilāfah
over them.

ISIS usually points to Rome as a target in its war against the West, but it 
updates its immediate goals and symbols by referring to the USA: «we will not 
rest from our jihad until we are under the olive trees of Rome after we destroy
the filthy house called the White House». This updating seems a response to
the rhetoric of the West. Following the 9/11 attacks, President Bush (Dabiq, 
2014d p. 42) had named his war as crusade by his statement: «This crusade, 
this war on terrorism, is going to take a while.» ISIS positions itself as the 
Islamic front against the crusade front and calls this war a two-camp war. As 
Baghdadi (Dabiq, 2014a, p. 10) states:

O Ummah of Islam, indeed the world today has been “divided into two camps
and two trenches, with no third camp present: The camp of Islam and faith,
and the camp of kufr (disbelief) and hypocrisy – the camp of the Muslims
and the mujahidin everywhere, and the camp of the jews, the crusaders, their
allies, and with them the rest of the nations and religions of kufr, all being led
by America and Russia, and being mobilized by the jews.”

ISIS proclaims «either you are with the crusade or you are with Islam» 
by referring to Bush’s statement «either you are with us, or you are with the 
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terrorists» (Dabiq, 2015a, p. 54), and declares that there is not a third camp 
in this war, evinced in the following titles: “Two camps With No Third in
Between”, “The Extinction of the Grayzone”, “The Endangered Grayzone”
(Dabiq, 2015a, p. 66). The denial of a way in between and the exclusion of all 
‘colors’ is the most obvious sign of that ISIS sees this struggle as strictly black
and white, just as the colors of its flag.

Beyond the military challenge, ISIS targets the main principles, values,
and lifestyle of the West. As can be seen in the numerical results, the mostly
loathed concept is democracy, followed by secularism. In Dabiq, Konstan-
tiniyye, and Rumiyah, the average frequency of democracy is 8.2, 19.2 and
1.9, and of secularism is 8.5, 11.0 and 1.0, respectively. Dabiq, the most theo-
retical magazine, censures pluralism and civility. Both are used in the average
frequency of 0.8. In other magazines, these words do not reach meaningful
use.

Democracy, according to ISIS, is a religion that gives supreme authority 
to people rather than Allah: «If the majority decide sodomy is legal, it is legal-
ized even though it contradicts Allah’s Sharı̄’ah” (Dabiq, 2016b, p. 34). ISIS 
also damns constitutional rule because it depends on the law competing with 
Allah’s Shari’ah» (Dabiq, 2016b, p. 34).

ISIS rejects grayness and desires to coalesce in one color. It also criticizes 
pluralism: «The essence of pluralism is the legalization of opposing political
parties within a democratic framework allowing all parties to express them-
selves regardless of their beliefs publically» (Dabiq, 2016b, p. 35). Two points 
stand out here. The first is the legalization of opposition, and the second is 
the expression of different beliefs. That means there is no place in ISIS’ polit-
ical culture for the opposition and different faiths.

The ‘Human rights’ that do not fit in the Islamic sharia law have no place
within ISIS’ system, let alone openly anti-religious trends such as apostasy, 
devil-worship, sodomy, and fornication (Dabiq, 2016b, p. 36). As ISIS draws a 
frame for its own politics, it does not accept the Western concepts of civil, civ-
il society, and the civil-military distinction. As an organization that disaffirms
opposition across the state, ISIS has a totalitarian ideology. Therefore, it ne-
gates civil initiatives, which would allow political participation and expand 
the sphere of civil society against the state. ISIS has been especially criticized 
for civilian casualties, but it legitimizes them as follows: «In Islam, there is no 
concept of civilian-infidel, that belongs to infidels. Whether the killings are 
described as «civilian» or «soldier» it makes no difference to us (Konstantini-
yye, 2016b, pp. 2-3).

Moreover, ISIS loathes the existing world order and the values lying be-
hind it. Dabiq magazine listed the reasons for this hatred and fighting under
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the section: Why We Hate You, Why We fight you. Summing it up as follows 
(Dabiq, 2016c, pp. 30-32).
1. We hate you, first and foremost, because you are disbelievers; you reject 

the oneness of Allah ... claiming that He has a son, you fabricate lies
against His prophets and messengers, and you indulge in all manner of 
devilish practices.

2. We hate you because your secular, liberal societies permit the very things 
that Allah has prohibited while banning many of the things ... You sepa-
rate between religion and state ... Your secular liberalism has led you to 
tolerate and even support “gay rights,” to allow alcohol, drugs, fornication, 
gambling, and usury to become widespread, and to encourage the people
to mock those who denounce these filthy sins and vices.As such, we wage
war against you to stop you from spreading your disbelief and debauch-
ery–your secularism and nationalism, your perverted liberal values, your
Christianity and atheism – and all the depravity and corruption they en-
tail.

3. In the case of the atheist fringe, we hate you and wage war against you
because you disbelieve in the existence of your Lord and Creator ... You 
witness the extraordinarily complex makeup of created beings and the 
astonishing and inexplicably precise physical laws that govern the entire 
universe but insist that they all came about through randomness.

4. We hate you for your crimes against Islam and wage war against you to 
punish you for your transgressions against our religion. As long as your
subjects continue to mock our faith, insult the prophets of Allah, ... burn
the Quran, and openly vilify the laws of the Shari’ah.

5. We hate you for your crimes against the Muslims; your drones and fighter 
jets bomb, kill, and maim our people around the world ... We fight you to 
stop you from killing our men, women, and children, to liberate those of 
them whom you imprison and torture, and to take revenge for the count-
less Muslims who’ve suffered as a result of your deeds.

6. We hate you for invading our lands and fight you to repel you and drive 
you out.

ISIS (Dabiq, 2016c, p. 33) declares that hatred will continue as long as the
West keeps the values and attitudes: «our primary reason for hating you will 
not cease to exist until you embrace Islam. Even if you were to pay jizyah and
live under the authority of Islam in corruption, we would continue to hate
you. We would stop fighting you, but we would not stop hating you.»

ISIS opposes not only the values of the West but also its lifestyle. The 
preeminent opposed concepts are sexual freedom, sodomy, alcohol, and 
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drug. The locations targeted by ISIS attacks provide essential clues about the
hatred of ISIS.

Operational Results and Analysis

Table 5 includes a limited number of ISIS attacks. While ISIS had claimed 
many of these attacks, some of them were carried out by ISIS sympathizers.
Indeed, ISIS gives its sympathizers living in Western countries a list of places 
to target: «large outdoor conventions and celebrations, pedestrian-congested
streets, outdoor markets, festivals, parades, political rallies» (Rumiyah, 2016c,
pp. 11-12).

Table 5 - Selected terror operations carried out by ISIS

Date Country Location

May 2014 Belgium Jewish Museum of Belgium
Oct 2014 Canada National War Memorial
Feb 2015 Denmark Free Speech Forum
May 2015 USA Curtis Culwell Center (exhibition cartoon images of the Prophet)
Aug 2015 France Thalys Train

Nov 2015 France
Stade De France Football Stadium, Bataclan concert hall, Two 

restaurants
Dec 2015 USA Inland Regional Center
Jan 2016 Turkey Sultanahmet Square, targeting foreign tourists

March 2016 Belgium Metro Station and Airport
June 2016 USA Gay nightclub
July 2016 France Promenade des Anglais (on Bastille Day)
July 2016 Germany Music Festival
July 2016 France Church
Dec 2016 Germany Christmas Market
Jan 2017 Turkey Nightclub

March 2017 UK Outside the Westminster Palace
April 2017 France Champs-élysées, targeting police officers
May 2017 UK Manchester Arena, targeting concertgoers
June 2017 UK London Bridge, targeting people in nearby bars and restaurants
Sep 2017 UK Underground Station
Feb 2018 Russia Kizlyar Church

March 2018 France Supermarket
Dec 2018 France Christmas Market

Source: Compiled by the author

Prima facie, the crowded places seem to be targeted, but two features of 
attacked locations are notable. The first, ISIS attacks the symbolic centers
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such as Champs-élysées, London Bridge, Sultanahmet Square, and Westmin-
ster Palace. For example, a call for an attack is as follows: «Kill them on the 
streets of Brunswick, Broadmeadows, Bankstown, and Bondi. Kill them at the
MCG [Melbourne Cricket Ground], the SCG [Sydney Cricket Ground],
the Opera House, and even in their backyards.» (Rumiyah, 2016a, p. 17).
For instance, the London attack is reported in Rumiyah as follows «Khalid 
Masood, carried out an operation in the city of London, the heart of Crusader 
territory» (Rumiyah, 2017d, p. 28).

The second notable point is the similarity of the targeted locations; sta-
diums, concert halls, restaurants, pubs, art centers, nightclubs, festivals, pa-
rades, malls, and Christmas markets. ISIS targets these places because it con-
siders them as centers of immorality and perversion. To illustrate, a night club 
is defined in Rumiyah as «known even by the common people to be a place
of sin and immorality, and that its model clientele is infidel men and women 
and other immune men and women» (2017b, p. 15). The hate speech may
also be noticed in the reporting of the attacks. The following reports provide
essential information; «one of the soldiers of the Khilafah targeted a famous 
nightclub in Istanbul while the Christians were celebrating their pagan holi-
days inside» (Rumiyah, 2017a, p. 37), «... targeted the mushrikin [polytheits]
during one of their parties, celebrating the European New Year» (Rumiyah, 
2017b, p. 12), «...detected an explosive device in the middle of a gathering
of Crusaders in the British city of Manchester at a shameless concert at Man-
chester Arena» (Rumiyah, 2017f, p. 34). Additionally, a nightclub attack in 
the USA was commented in Dabiq (2016c, p. 30) as follows:

Shortly following the blessed attack on a sodomite, Crusader nightclub,
American politicians were quick to jump into the spotlight and denounce the
shooting, declaring it a hate crime, an act of terrorism, and an act of senseless
violence. A hate crime? Yes. Muslims undoubtedly hate liberalist sodomites,
as does anyone else with any shred of their fitrah (inborn human nature) still
intact. An act of terrorism? Most definitely. Muslims have been commanded
to terrorize the disbelieving enemies of Allah.

According to ISIS, Western people have gone out of the fitrah. For exam-
ple, that note is attached below the photograph of a shy-looking veiled girl 
«shyness, an aspect of the fitrah lacking in Western women» (Dabiq, 2016c, 
p. 24). The magazines strictly define Western people as morally corrupt due
to the so-called deterioration of their nature, depicted with words such as dec-
adence, indecency, obscenity, perversion, heathenish, and deviancy.
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Discussion

This article, which explores the perception of the ISIS West, contributes 
to the literature on several points. First, while almost all of the studies in the
literature analyze only English-language Dabiq and Rumiyah magazines, due
to the language barrier, this study also includes the Turkish magazine Kon-
staniyye. The different languages might also mirror a richness of perspectives 
and add value to the existing analyses. Second, unlike other studies, this study
also focuses on ISIS’ targeting of the Western way of life. This underscores
the importance of the ‘moral’ mindset within which ISIS operates. Third, the 
study discusses ISIS’ attacks in the West by combining them with the content 
analysis of the magazines. Last but not least, it compares ISIS’ reaction to the
West with the other Eastern reactions that persisted for nearly 200 years. This 
diachronic analysis helps contextualizing ISIS’s frame of thought throughout 
a very distant temporal era, yet still forming the backbone of the organization. 

The findings of this study are similar to those in Ingram (2016, 2017). He
had asserted that ISIS’ messages are too offensive, and it denies the multi-po-
lar world. The textual results confirm this assertation. In fact, ISIS denies all
different perspectives or visions to the world and gives to the world that mes-
sage: «either you are with the crusade, or you are with Islam.» Haroro’s other 
claim was that «ISIS’ all messaging also synchronized with the actions.» As
indicated in Table 5, ISIS’ attacks in the West are not a random ones; almost 
all of them contain the message of hatred to the West. So, the discourse in the
magazines and the attacks go hand in hand.

The research findings also correspond with those of Wignell et al. (2017)
and Welch (2018). They had reported that ISIS’ propaganda has changed 
over time. Likewise, this study revealed that the latter magazine Rumiyah,
which allocates more pages for operations, is less theoretical than the former
Dabiq. That seems to be directly related to the losses in the field, especially 
to the loss of Dabiq town.

ISIS claims that world history is at a turning point, at dawn of a new era.
Accordingly, Al-Baghdadi had asserted the decline of Western civilization and 
the rise of the Islamic giant. This assertion is as much of a challenge as it is
of a big claim. In parallel with these claims, Yesssiltaşss and Kardass şs (2015) ands
Al-Dayel and Anfinson (2017) identified that ISIS challenged the contempo-
rary political order by repudiating democracy, secular law, and adopting an 
Islamic type of politics. As a political organization that prefers religious fel-
lowship over citizenship, ISIS also derecognizes the existing national bound-
aries by frequently referring to the Sykes-Picot Treaty. One may suggest that 
ISIS desires to establish a new deal, led by Islamic civilization. No doubt 
that attempts to achieve such an aim would require more conflict, which has
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already been discussed in Baele et al.’s study (2019) in the context of Hun-
tington’s clash of civilization thesis.

Exceptionally, the findings of this study seem not to correspond with those 
of Lorenzo-Dus, Kinzel, and Walker. They revealed that «the West was re-
ferred to almost twice as frequently in Inspire at 28.9% than it was in Dabiq
at 15.2%». Basing on this finding, they suggest «ISIS were not as focused
on the West as Al-Qaeda at those points in time.» They explain the method
that brings out this result as follows: «we considered the lemma west, that is,
the word “West” and all its morphological variants (westerner, western). The 
results were: 144 in Inspire and 76 in Dabiq» (2018, p. 527). There may be
a methodological mistake here. That is to say, for ISIS’ basic concept of de-
scribing the West is crusader. In the magazines, the words West and crusader 
are used interchangeably (also see Table 1). Thus, the word West should be 
regarded to include the crusader.

Finally, in the introduction, we had introduced the occidentalist perspec-
tive, from which the results of the research would be discussed. In our un-
derstanding, ISIS’ perception of the West is not independent of the historical 
background. Therefore, it is useful to explain the background of the debate
briefly.

Modernity, which became visible in the 17th century and an undeniable 
fact in the 18th century, had forced the East into making a difficult choice: 
either to maintain the existing structures or to adapt the modern and foreign 
political, economic, and social systems. In fact, if it wished to continue their
existence, the East was rather obliged to comform and had no freedom of 
choice. Indeed, Peter the Great in Russia, Selim III in the Ottoman Empire, 
Muhammad Ali in Egypt, Meiji in Japan, and Abbas Mirza in Iran all took
mandatory reform steps, which were perpetuated by their successors as well.

The most intellectuals had also confirmed this newly established Western 
supremacy. In these countries, some intellectuals defended complete West-
ernization; others defended partial Westernization; some others found differ-
ent formulas by appropriating the technique of the West without integrating
their culture and morality, and another group tried to synthesize Western 
civilization with their cultures and religions. For instance, Ziya Gökalp, one 
of Ottoman positivism’s key players, symbolized the dominant Eastern intel-
lectual reaction towards modernization by striving to preserve culture, belief, 
and technique together, as declared in the formula: «I am of the Turkish na-
tion, Islamic community (ummah), and Western civilization» (1968, p. 48). 
His and like-minded Eastern intellectual’s endeavors were to keep pace with 
the new modern order while maintaining the national identity and religious
or ideological independence.
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As one of the most powerful empires of the time, the Ottoman reaction 
to modernization is worth mentioning. Several Ottoman intellectuals had
reached an eclectic idea by defending Western ideologies such as liberal-
ism (Sabahaddin Ali), socialism (Socialist Hilmi), nationalism (Ziya Gokalp)
without rejecting Islam. Some others (Afghani, Abduh, Rashid Rida, Namık
Kemal, Mehmed Akif) tried to reconcile Islam with the whole or part of 
modernity by paralleling Western democracy to the concept of mashwarah 
(consultancy) in Islam, rationalism to ‘aql (reason), humanism to the human
praise of the Qur’an, science to ‘alm. This style was seen as apologetic be-
cause it espoused principles such as democracy, rationalism, humanism, and 
science as realities of the new deal. This apologetic style called out both to 
the West and the inside. To the outside world, it translated as the East already 
adopting the values the West appreciates. As for the inside, it meant not only 
adopting the western values, but most importantly doing so at the expense of 
their core values and identity.

As far as we know, none of the statesmen, the intellectuals, the parties, or 
movement leaders ultimately had rejected Western values during the afore-
said periods. However, in the 20th century, some religious, ideological, and 
nationalist revolts against the West have begun to appear. One of those groups
were the Bolsheviks, who were not against the West per se, but against its 
capitalistic system. The same is true for Mao Tse-tung, who said, «I believe
the United States is nothing but a paper tiger» and the Khmer Rouge in 
Cambodia, also hated capitalism and imperialism, but not the West itself. 
Also, for nationalists, the root cause of Western hatred was the phenomenon 
of imperialism.

The attitude of the Muslim Brotherhood, founded in Egypt in 1928, can
be considered as a breaking point in the revolt forfor against the West. Unlike 
anti-imperialist, nationalist, and anti-capitalist movements, the Brotherhood
completely opposed the Western world order and put Islam as a social order,
even beyond being a faith. In particular, its uncompromising ideologue Sayy-
id Qutb took the West as references in no field. However, the political parties 
of the post-1950s Islamic world appeared to be more compatible with the
Western values and The New World Order. They followed secular, democrat-
ic, and capitalist policies along with the Islamic discourse. Another breaking 
point was the Iranian Revolution of 1979. Khomeini, the leader of the revolu-
tion, abandoned the eclectic and apologizing discourse by establishing Iran
on Islamic values.

As for ISIS, its discourse is quite far from eclecticism. As mentioned be-
fore, for ISIS, there are just two camps; the right path of Islam and the others.
In Konstantiniyye (2015a, p. 9), eclecticism is rejected with these sentences:
«democracy, communism, socialism, and none of the other ideologies and
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systems are incompatible with Islam. Each one is a different religion. Who-
ever converts to another religion would abandon his own religion. Believing 
concurrently in two religions is shirk (polytheism)». It should be noted here
that ISIS does not only antagonize Wester ideologies, but also opposes any 
different interpretations of Islam.

Another feature of ISIS’ discourse is that it is not apologizing but challeng-
ing. ISIS does not accept the supremacy of the ‘enemy’ in any field. It also
does not recognize the criteria in which the enemy considers itself superior. 
Quranic verse, «so do not weaken and do not grieve, and you will be superior
if you are [true] believers» (3:139) motivates them. By this motivation, ISIS
challenges Western religions, lifestyles, political values, legislations, interna-
tional laws, and institutions.

The most integral achievement that enables ISIS to challenge the rest of 
the world is the Caliphate, and the territories it controls. Its very establish-
ment means challenging the political, economic, legal, and social order of 
the epoch. Henceforth, ISIS’ challenge is not only theoretical but, it has had
the opportunity to carry out its policies, such as not recognizing the national
borders, repudiating nationalism and nationalist symbols altogether, uphold-
ing laws based on sharia, delivering municipal services,and minting its own 
money. 

The challenge and hatred of ISIS corresponds to the kind of Occiden-
talism described by Buruma and Margalit. In our understanding, the hatred 
is mutual, even if the authors have ignored the other side of the medallion. 
That is precisely the point Stein (2015) has criticized; the West’s new war
theory delegitimizes non-Western actors and focuses on eradicating them.
There seems to be a reciprocity between ISIS’ view of the West and the West’s 
view of ISIS, and the values that it claims to represent. Occidentalism should
neither be considered as a hate discourse against the West, nor an imagina-
tion that otherizes the West, but as a discipline that studies the West. Buruma 
and Margalit describe Occidentalism as the so-called hatred of the Western 
values, and that corresponds to a parallel projection in the Western mind; 
Islamophobia. These two are likely interpenetrated. So, that is the question:
whether radicalized organizations and individuals attack Western values, or
groups of Western politicians, writers, and extremists who cannot tolerate 
multiculturalism cause such organizations to radicalize. In this context, fur-
ther researches on the participants of ISIS from the West may give a new 
dimension to terrorism studies. 
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