Assignment One
Was ISIS use of Media effective in radicalisation of British People and British Muslims?
Introduction
This essay aims to show the strengths, weaknesses and effectiveness of media the ISIS produced during their beginning and peak. With radicalisation becoming more of a concern in the United Kingdom, particularly due to the emergence of ISIS and their staggering media production, it is important to note how effective they were/are. Events in British history such as terrorist acts (London Bridge Stabbings, Manchester Arena Bombing) increase the fear of radicalisation and force the Government to create strict ways of what people can view in relation to ISIS. The acts of Islamic terrorists and extremists are often misconstrued with the religious identity of Muslims. A small number of British Muslims engage with such content but some groups and people harass or target them unfairly which can lead to their isolation and radicalisation. This essay will evaluate ISIS and their media strategy in relation to radicalisation. 
Section One 
What is ISIS?
The Islamic State or Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, commonly referred to as ISIS emerged from the leftovers of Al-Qaeda in Iraq after the invasion of Iraq in 2003 in response to the 9/11 attacks committed by Al-Qaeda. The group rebranded itself as ISIS and is considered by many nations to be an extremist terrorist group due to the way the group acts. Between 2014 and 2016, ISIS reached its peak territorial-wise and had an area the size of Belgium. They subsequently declared themselves a caliphate. The caliphate is a form of Islamic state led by a caliph who is deemed the successor to the Prophet Muhammad. But 
‘Since 2016, the Islamic State has weathered a series of blows. It has essentially lost all the territory it once controlled, suffered a significant decline in its overall operations, seen a large proportion of its coterie of commanders and media officials killed, including its first caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’[footnoteRef:1] [1:   Haroro Ingram, Craig Whiteside, Charlie Winter, The ISIS Reader: Milestone Texts of the Islamic State Movement (Oxford University Press), p.3 ] 

Despite it not being as strong or prevalent it still exists and is continuing to work behind the scenes. All these factors mentioned prior to the decline made ISIS central to radicalisation concerns due to the media and acts they were putting out and committing. ISIS takes the main religious book of Islam, The Qur’an and interprets it literally and often cherry-picks scripture to justify their religious objectives.
How Radicalisation is Framed
In the United Kingdom, radicalisation has often been narrowed down to the point where it is only associated with British Muslims. Attacks such as the 7/7 bombings in 2005, the murder of British soldier Lee Rigby in 2013 and various online recruitment tactics that helped mould these attackers only intensified how the UK viewed radicalisation, to the point where it was causing xenophobia and isolation against and within Muslim communities. Islamist extremism was posed as the dominant threat to national security which consequently caused the perception that British Muslims were vulnerable to radicalisation.
However, while ISIS did successfully recruit a number of British people (the number being between 800 - 850[footnoteRef:2]), only a very small minority engaged with extremist content or activities. Most British Muslims reject the ideology of ISIS and condemned the violence used. Despite this fact, counter-radicalisation has primarily focused on British Muslims as they are stereotyped to be linked to Islamic extremism, which conflates religious identity with extremism. [2:  Ewen MacAskill, Tally of Britons joining Isis and similar groups abroad grown to 850, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/aug/11/britons-joining-isis-grown-to-850-100-killed-syria-khadiza-sultana (2016), (Accessed 17/12/2025)] 

Radicalisation is much more complex and does not automatically happen when someone subscribes to a religion. Factors such as propaganda, social marginalisation, identity struggles and grievances with foreign policy. Focusing on religion can muddle the discourse around radicalisation and cause hate towards innocent people or even alienate such people even though terrorism has no connection to their religion.
An important factor to note about radicalisation is that ideology is crucial towards its process. The CCE published research showing that fact with the key findings being ‘terrorism and its permissive environment cannot be understood without reference to ideology. Over half the subjects in the study produced their own ideological content justifying their involvement in terrorism’[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Commission for Countering Extremism, Press release: new research reveals ideology is "essential" to understanding terrorism (accessible) (2025), https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-enduring-role-of-ideology-in-terrorism-and-radicalisation/press-release-new-research-reveals-ideology-is-essential-to-understanding-terrorism-accessible (Accessed 17/12/2025)] 

What ISIS Offers
ISIS’s ability to radicalise people was tied to what it offered potential recruits. The offer a sense of community and belonging, sense of purpose and an idea of utopia. Some of the media produced by ISIS showed Muslims as victims and their lives in western nations as wrong. 
‘it also frames the political grievances of Muslims living in western countries. Life for Muslims in western countries is framed as problematic. Muslim inhabitants of these countries have to deal with discrimination and humiliation. They are not allowed to live their lives fully based on the rules of Sharia law and Islamic traditions.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Dorian Leppink, Recruitment Propaganda of the Islamic State: Recruiting Narratives in the Islamic State’s Propaganda (Utrecht University, 2017), p. 15] 

Their media tries to tell Muslims that life in the west is a lot worse than it is in ISIS and videos have been shown displaying functioning institutions and a clear moral order. They carefully ignore the violence and suffering to create an idealised vision to get more recruits and followers.
This can be compelling to Muslims and non-Muslims who disassociate with their lives and feel as if they have been betrayed by the UK or are simply seeking a purpose for themselves.
UK Government Response
The Government response to the threat of radicalisation was to strengthen their counter terrorism frame. The Prevent Strategy was central to this and wanted to identify and intervene with individuals suspected to be vulnerable to radicalisation with the Government website stating that 
‘The core mission of Prevent is stopping people from becoming terrorists or supporting terrorism. The early intervention support provided by Prevent addresses the personal, ideological, and social factors which make people more susceptible to radicalisation.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Home Office news team, Prevent and Channel factsheet – 2023, https://homeofficemedia.blog.gov.uk/2023/09/07/prevent-and-channel-factsheet-2023/ (2023), (Accessed 17/12/2025)] 

Prevent is a small strand of the larger CONTENST strategy which is it’s overall counter terrorism strategy. This however has had somewhat of a negative impact on Muslims overall with ‘the overt focus on Muslims and Islam in the ‘war on terror’ has energised Islamophobia and enhanced the precariousness of the Muslim experience in Britain.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Fahid Qurashi, The Prevent strategy and the UK ‘war on terror’: embedding infrastructures of surveillance in Muslim communities (2018, https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-017-0061-9, (Accessed 18/12/25)] 

The Government response while good in theory, may not have had the desired effect it wanted.
Section Two - Radicalisation in their media
ISIS Media Strategy
ISIS had a very strong and consistent media strategy. They produce more media than any terrorist group has done previously with almost any form of media being used. They created high quality videos with emotional narratives, magazines such as Daqib and Rumiyah and a strong online social media presence.
‘‘it has disseminated photographs; published magazines in several languages, as well as newspapers, books, and pamphlets; recorded music and speeches; broadcasted radio programs; produced short and long videos; designed infographics; created and alimented closed discussion spaces on the Internet; stimulated social media activity; organized permanent and temporary “information” points in controlled territory; and developed smart- phone applications and even educational e-games for children.’[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Stephane J. Baele, ISIS PROPAGANDA: A Full-Spectrum Extremist Message (University of Exeter, 2020), p. 1] 

ISIS treated media as one of their core operations as opposed to a tool to be used. They wanted to show their power, attract potential recruits and ultimately legitimise their authority. It enabled them to reach people far beyond their own territory. The group ISIS emerged from Al-qaeda also noted that media was a strong play in a battle. 
‘terrorist actors themselves have noted the importance of rhetoric. Back in 2005 Ayman al-Zawahiri in a letter to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi wrote, “we are in a battle, and that more than half of this battle is taking place in the battlefield of the media.”’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Elena Pokalova, Online Terrorist Propaganda, Recruitment, and Radicalization (2019), ch. 17.2, p. 268] 

They produced media in both their native language to target Muslims within their territory and the English language to target everyone else as they knew English is widely spoken and aim to attract Muslims from western countries.
Caliphate Narrative
The Caliphate as mentioned earlier, is a state ruled by the Caliph who is the successor of the Islamic Prophet Muhammad. ISIS did self-declare themselves as a Caliphate in 2014 with Raqqa in Syria as the capital with Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi the Caliph. The Caliphate was widely unrecognised by most Muslims around the world and not recognised by any government as legitimate. ISIS are very involved in the belief that the world is heading towards the Apocalypse and claim themselves to be the protectors and the safe place for Muslims being the Caliphate. 
	‘as the world hurtles toward the Apocalypse, join us because we (IS) are the protectors and champions of the Muslims (i.e., IS-aligned Sunnis) whose crises, which are due to the words and deeds of non-Muslims…, can only be solved with the establishment of the Caliphate based on the Prophetic method.’ [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Stephane J. Baele, ISIS PROPAGANDA: A Full-Spectrum Extremist Message (University of Exeter, 2020), p. 25] 

ISIS use this belief and turn it into a narrative to claim they are enlightening those who do not know and is a clear attempt to get non-believers to join their side and convert non-Sunni Muslims or Sunni Muslims who don’t align with ISIS to join them. They wanted to persuade people that ‘the only way to bring back the dignity of Muslims was to proclaim a Caliphate’[footnoteRef:10] [10:   Miron Lakomy, Islamic State’s Online Propaganda (Routledge, 2021), p. 12] 

The Caliphate is an attempt at ISIS declaring legitimacy within the political and global landscape and a way for ISIS to promote their Utopian narrative and a safe place for Muslims. The portrayal contrasted heavily with Western depictions in media, as they showed ISIS as a chaotic, barbaric and extremely violent group. Controlling their narrative was core for ISIS shaping their own terms of perception and showed how they used their propaganda manipulatively and selectively.
Section 3 – Evaluation
Strength
The biggest strength of ISIS’s use of media is arguably the amount of media they produced and the production quality of such media that was unseen from terrorist groups prior. In the United Kingdom, accessing any of their produced media such as their magazines or videos is illegal, however, this does not stop people in the UK from stumbling across such videos on X (formerly Twitter) or on Facebook for example. A person may come across these videos and be disgusted or curious, and it’s this curiosity that can lead down the radicalisation rabbit hole. 
The production value of these videos can also help in the radicalisation process as it portrays ISIS in a way that cares about their media and not just violent terrorists. ‘ISIS’s distinct approach lies in its media production quality, modern communication tool utilisation, apocalyptic messaging, and tailored language use.’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Yuanbo Qi, Propaganda in focus: decoding the media strategy of ISIS (2024), https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-024-03608-y (Accessed 19/12/2025)] 

Their media also uses the ‘Us vs Them’ narrative where ISIS is the right group to join and on the path of enlightenment and all the issues of the world can be blamed on the evil ‘out-group’ (Jews, Christians, non-believers etc). 
‘They use specific language and imagery to reflect this in their magazines. ‘the use of sharply binary language seeks to merge the personal identity of the reader with the allegedly all-positive collective identity of an in-group while demonizing the out-group, thereby creating a simplistic worldview where the latter can be blamed for any social problem.’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Stephane J. Baele, Katharine A. Boyd and Travis G. Coan, ISIS PROPAGANDA: A Full-Spectrum Extremist Message (University of Exeter, 2020), Ch. 3, p. 103] 

This language and the themes of kinship can further strengthen the purposes of their media for radicalisation. Someone who feels isolated because of xenophobia targeted at Muslims or feeling forced to withdraw from modern life because targeted harassment may feel bonded with these themes and words, and would subsequently want to seek out more media that reinforces their views and justify them thinking that way.
Weakness
One weakness of this media strategy however is that people simply got used to it. It is common knowledge that the more someone sees something in life, the less and less it affects a person like the first time viewing it would. Some people may have jobs that include moderating what content is allowed on platforms and come across violent videos that ISIS produce such as beheadings or burnings and subsequently become desensitised to them because they watch them every day in order to protect their users. Simon Cottee noted in his book that he became desensitised because he accessed such content quite regularly both for a professional setting and casually, and violent videos of conflict such as Russian Hell (which depicted scenes of combat and dead bodies) no longer affected him. 
‘After the past five years of cringing my way through a Passchendaele of ISIS orchestrated besplatterings, it is hard to resist the conclusion that I have become irreversibly desensitized: Russian Hell and similar titles from that era trigger not the slightest unease in me’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Simon Cottee, Watching Murder: ISIS, Death and Radicalisation (Routledge, 2020) p.3] 

It is getting increasingly harder to access content as extreme as ISIS produced videos because they got extremely violent and gave companies an incentive to censor them, with most if not all social media sites banning the content outright. As mentioned earlier, it is illegal to access such content due to the fear it may radicalise someone and with the UK Government introducing a law that requires age verification to access online content (Online Safety Act 2023), this hinders the effectiveness of ISIS’s media strategy. If nobody can view it, then it won’t work.
Academic Judgement
ISIS’s media strategy represents one of the most innovative ways and effective ways media was used and spread around. The success of it comes down to the ability to combine high quality production value with emotional narratives and personalised online engagement when the world was at a point where counterterrorism measures, especially digital measures were severely lagging behind and not prepared for an onslaught of propaganda from a terrorist group. This enabled them to reach hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people on sites such as LiveLeak.
However, the effectiveness in radicalisation is up for question, especially considering British people/Muslims. As noted earlier, not a huge number of people went from the UK to fight for the Islamic State, and it is unclear if any of those people joined because of the effects that their media had on them. It is entirely possible people have been converted or impacted by such content but with the current state of ISIS, their media is clearly not having a large impact anymore like it did when it first started appearing. 
The strategy was very effective in facilitating radicalisation, whether it succeeded is very unlikely. Increased violence and desensitisation decreased their credibility within Muslim communities and people worldwide.
Conclusion
This evaluation highlights that radicalisation is not simply to do with accessing media produced by terrorist groups and the effectiveness of the IS shows that it is not solely an ideological problem but a problem that is moulded by social factors, emotional responses and a feeling of identity. People are not automatically radicalised because the access extreme media, they get radicalised because they feel the world they live in does not accept them or they are told that their ways of life and thinking are wrong. Media produced by ISIS using its themes of utopia and brotherhood would hit home for a lot of Muslims who feel disconnected from the world.  Banning and censoring content is a good step as it makes it more difficult, it is not the only step that should be taken. 
Focusing on Islamist extremism in discourse risks obscuring the landscape of radicalisation in the UK. ISIS are not the only group in the world to radicalise people. Far right extremism is on the rise in western countries, and they deploy similar media strategies to ISIS, showing media that puts them in a positive light. These extremists have negative views toward Muslims which only accentuates the process of isolation within Muslim communities and could lead to radicalisation and extremism.
Radicalisation is not imposed through ideology, but through emotions and narratives that offer kinship and purpose. Understanding this is essential for developing responses to extremism in the United Kingdom.
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