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Extended abstract

1-INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, armed conflicts have simultaneously occurred on multiple fronts. A
“visual war” takes place alongside military confrontation, since these conflicts are pri-
marily battles of ideas rather than solely of armed forces. Within this reality, media cam-
paigns conducted by political actors are as significant as military efforts. Technological
advances, such as the rise of the Internet and social media, have enhanced the ability of
terrorist organizations to promote their messages globally. The transmission of ideolo-
gy through the Internet is convenient, as information published online does not need to
pass through journalists and editors, enabling terrorists to spread their messages as they
wish. Perhaps more than any other violent non-state actor, the Islamic State of Iraq and
al-Sham (ISIS) has been aware, since the declaration of its caliphate in 2014, of this shift
in the nature of conflict, of how media technology can be exploited for message dissem-
ination, and of the power of media in shaping perceptions. This paper fills an important
gap in military, strategic, and counterinsurgency studies. It examines the military tactics
in Iraq and Syria, the manner in which ISIS expanded and endured despite its limited
strength through its media strategy in comparison to its enemies, and how ISIS’s focus on
fronts of war provides a satisfactory explanation for its expansion and resilience across

differentregions.

2- THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Discourse theory argues that there is no absolute criterion for distinguishing truth from
falsehood outside of discourses. Therefore, the validity of claims can only be assessed

within the context of a particular discourse. For this reason, the accuracy or inaccuracy
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of concepts and propositions depends on the extent of their stability within a given dis-
course. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is an approach to discourse analysis that focus-
es on social and political power and how it influences and is influenced by the surround-
ing society. Itappears that, based on the theory of Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis,
ISISis a clear example of how terrorists today use the global web and social media to dis-

seminate their messages.

3- METHODOLOGY

This article employs the method of Critical Discourse Analysis. Multimodality, as a rela-
tively new approach, is presented as a method for analyzing discourse. In fact, discourse
is a multimodal concept that has been studied from different scientific perspectives and
overlaps with fields such as media studies, visual studies, cultural studies, anthropology,
peace and conflict studies, politics, and linguistics. The term is often used to describe the
use of language as “a set of connected speech or writing, a text,” and the semantic rep-

resentation of the sentences expressed

4- RESULTS & DISCUSSION

In its strategies, ISIS equated psychological warfare with military operations, employing
it as a tool to expand influence and legitimacy. Emphasizing improvisation and opera-
tional flexibility, the group enabled its small autonomous units to engage in innovation
and tactical offensives. On the propaganda front, the concept of a “virtual caliphate”
represented a vast media network that globalized ISIS’s narratives through the Internet
and social media, facilitating recruitment. ISIS extensively used techniques of persuasion
and emotional appeal—particularly drawing upon Sunni socio-political grievances and
the identity-seeking of Muslim youth in the West—to recruit members. The exhibition
of violence and brutality functioned as a psychological tactic to intimidate enemies, at-
tract media attention, and legitimize the group’s ideology. Simultaneously, by employing
imagery and visual warfare, the organization constructed a duality of “terror” and “uto-
pia”: on the one hand instilling fear, and on the other presenting an image of an Islamic
ideal society. Ultimately, the depiction of a desirable life under caliphate rule—including
welfare, social services, and solidarity—complemented violence and encouraged margin-
alized youth to join. Thus, ISIS’s psychological tactics combined fear with hope, making

psychological warfare one of the group’s most effective instruments of power.

ISIS’s media strategy was based on a multimodal discourse that integrated textual, visual,
technological, and dissemination mechanisms to produce and reproduce organizational
narratives. Magazines such as Dabiq and Rumiyah not only disseminated ideological con-
tent but also constructed frameworks of polarization and legitimation for violence and
mobilization. This discourse, through narrative-building techniques and professional
video production, reinforced in-group identity while portraying enemies as a homoge-

neous and passive bloc. Professionalization of media via agencies and specialized offices,
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coupled with the use of automated tools and social networks, expanded message dis-
semination and facilitated engagement with international audiences. Moreover, ISIS’s
multilingual and multi-platform strategy marked a deliberate shift from localized content
to large-scale English-language campaigns, enabling the recruitment of foreign fighters.
Consequently, ISIS's media apparatus functioned as an “operational agency” that not only
promoted violence but also sustained ideological narratives and legitimized military and

social operations.

5- CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTIONS

In today’s media-centric era, non-state actors with limited military capacity employ
“visual war” as a central strategy to acquire symbolic power and global attention. ISIS, by
systematically investing in visual content production and multi-platform, multilingual
networks, simultaneously propagated religious narratives and enemy-building discours-
es; narratives that legitimized violence, fostered in-group identity, and facilitated inter-
national outreach. Although the organization may not have posed an existential military
threat to states, its effective use of global communication infrastructures enabled it to
create a symbolic, dispersed threat transcending borders. The four-part analysis of the
text reveals that ISIS emphasized specific themes, deployed religious and enemy-build-
ing narratives as its core axes, relied significantly on English-language content for repro-
ducing religious components, and used coordinated multilingual-visual production as
the key to its influence. Countering such a sophisticated propaganda apparatus requires

amultifaceted response that integrates technical, cultural, and strategic tools.
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