


Terrorism is a subject matter that has been and very much still is a highly contested term that can be interpretated or understood several ways (Ward, 2018). This is echoed by Hoffman (2018) who believes that the current threats presented by terrorist like crimes are the most difficult ever, due to the complexity of distinguishing what is dealt with as terrorism or other present issues such as extremism and hate crimes. In line with this thinking, there could be a case made for Islamic State perhaps being classed as one of the main if not the primary contributors to this modern age of terrorism. Moreover, Lister (2015) actually expands on this and suggests that, even though the terrorist organisation Al-Qaeda was at the helm of the 9/11 attack and arguably showcasing for the first time to the world this new age of terrorism out of the middle east, Islamic State in terms of how it emerged, expanded, influenced and is still lasting to this day could be considered more than just a terrorist organisation. 

For many, the Islamic State may be viewed as simply another malicious group from the middle east aligned with terrorist actions and intentions. As Byman (2016) reports, generally Islamic State was presumed just another brief jihadist group that propelled itself to global notoriety through the seizing of large areas in Syria and Iraq. However, this may not entirely be the case because the way in which the group attracted mass popularity and support across the Muslim world is quite unique to anything that has been seen previously, including with Al-Qaeda (ibid). Although, as Hashim (2014) educates, the true defining of what the Islamic State is can actually be connected somewhat rather closely to Al-Qaeda due to the infancy years of the group being described as more of an affiliate to Al-Qaeda rather than a ruling caliphate. This is primarily because, up until the significant triumphs for the group around the years of 2013-2015 in the Iraq and Syria conflicts, the origins and history showcased an obscure jihad militant group that had never really gathered traction in becoming a sizeable Islamic militant entity (ibid). 

As Lister (2014) illustrates, the answer to how this ended up changing drastically can perhaps be considered rather simple but, at the same time also very cleverly acted upon. The reasoning for this is to do with how unstable and unpredictable parts of the Middle East can be in terms of political or human welfare matters, which in turn, provides very profitable and promising situations for jihadist groups like Islamic State to emerge during these conflicting times and exploit the disruption in order to aid their own personal interests such as expanding or consolidating (Lister, 2014). All in all, these social/political voids of stability have and still do ensure determined and aggressive militant groups like those of jihadist background emerge and undoubtedly thrive (ibid). Contrastingly, although there is little discussion regarding the unrest in areas like Iraq and Syria providing fruitful opportunities for militant or terrorist organisation growth, there is debate to be had with the thinking that it is inevitable for any group to be able to do this and therefore no sophistication from the group in question. As Henin (2015) strongly argues, the generalising of militant groups in the Middle East is a very dangerous path as this can then pave the way for the intelligence and professionalism of key groups like the Islamic State to be severely underestimated. 


In fact, this can potentially be seen as one of the major factors when questioning how a group like the Islamic State gained so much attention and progress so quickly early on, with very little acknowledgement or interference from the Western world. Because, as Cockburn (2015) points out one of the main differences in Islamic State’s approach compared to other jihad aligned organisations such as Al-Qaeda, is that they wanted and intended for their actions, movements and other relatable information to be publicised and known. As a result, this approach by Islamic State for the most part actually served as a way of keeping the West in the dark on the threat level and progresses being made by them because, the risk and danger presented to media and reporting outlets was just to high to go and investigate (ibid). Nonetheless, Feldman (2012) does insist that there is a need for realism and self-correcting when debating the approaches made by Islamic State, as it is easy to interpretate them differently whilst using a more well rounded western based thought process. For example, what may be considered savvy and clinically planned in the case of showcasing by the group to deter the West could in reality, be the Islamic State purely operating on instinct to increase the superiority they held in any given situation during the Iraq or Syria conflicts (ibid). Despite this perhaps being the case in some instances, Atwan (2015) urges that the intentions and operating of Islamic State were absolutely a reality as whether it was regarding recruitment, exposure, actions, funding or even purpose, those running the organisation were precisely aware of what they were doing and what they wanted to achieve as a result. 

In order to effectively analyse the Islamic State as a whole including aspects such as strategies, tactics and methods, it is first necessary to establish what the core ideology of the organisation is and how it managed to become a self-declared state. In relation to the former, Wood (2017) provides a straightforward yet legitimate answer which is that the core ideology of Islamic State can be described as apocalyptically aligned, with beliefs and goals rooted to returning civilisation to that of around a seventh century like outlook. Conversely, Comerford (2015) does make clear that even though this is what the base ideology of the group is documented as, it may not entirely be the case that this is the true nature of the organisation. Furthermore, it has been well speculated that in reality the group is much more politically natured and aligned than is perceived and to some extent, the believed true ideology of the group is merely a masking fronted by the leaders, preachers and recruiters (ibid). In strong disagreement to this suggestion, both Wood (2017) and Raja (2019) explain that there is a frequent temptation by modern and developed news, entertainment and educational outlets to believe that Islamic State and even jihadists as a whole, are modern thinking people with modern political concerns and intentions using historical religious beliefs as a disguise but, it is just simply not the case. Furthermore, Raja (2019) educates that this alone could in fact be a major reason as to why the Islamic State became so powerful because, trying to make the mentioned modern understanding fit the Islamic State just does not work and unless you can situate yourself within the historical commitments and nature of the organisation it will be very difficult to counter or override it. 

In conjunction, Specia (2019) points out that this exact reason can primarily be seen as to how the group managed to become a self-declared state. The reasoning for this, is due to just how effective and influential a confident and well-presented ideology with an established following can be during times of mass conflict, disruption and uncertainty (ibid). In contrast, Laub & Masters (2016) believe that the notion of ideology being a key factor with this particular matter is truly not the case because regardless of having an ideology or not, during bleak times like the one mentioned any group with manpower, aggressive intentions and considerable resources would more often than not, takeover with ease. Offering an overarching perspective, Whiteside (2016) details that the key to the groups rise to becoming a self-declared state to some extent involves both prior perspectives. This is due to just how necessary providing some form of hope and united belief can be during times of severe conflict but also, how overpowering a presence like Islamic State can be within fundamentally broken areas of Iraq and Syria resulting in the claiming and controlling of these areas either by force or through persuaded recruitment/manipulation (ibid). As well as this explanation, Whiteside (2016) proposes that perhaps the most effective and influential element orchestrated by Islamic State, is regarding the propaganda and subcultural movement conducted. 

The matter of propaganda is unquestionably of huge significance in relation to the Islamic State, with Winter (2015) explaining the distribution of it by the group has been seen as revolutionary for jihad informing due to how modern and sophisticated it is compared to previous examples. With the most comparable of this being that of Al-Qaeda and the dated video tape footage or written documentation methods such as affiliated magazines and books used by them (ibid). However, Hamming (2017) questions just how credible this belief that Islamic State revolutionised terrorist propaganda is, due to how prominent and vast the use of social media and handheld devices was within the timeline of Islamic State compared to that perhaps of Al-Qaeda. Additionally, it could also be added that the accessibility and fast paced nature of modern technology like social media, would be an almost obvious tool for any terrorist group to use given the opportunity (ibid). 

On the other hand, Andersen & Sandberg (2018) detail that although it cannot be known how or to what extent the means of social media would have been used by formerly notorious terrorist organisations like the Irish Republican Army (IRA) for example, it is clear that the methods and usage by Islamic State even during the age of mass technology, were nothing short of unprecedented. The reason for this is to do with the effectiveness of the two outcomes from the groups propaganda, which are creating globally publicised violent acts and emphasising the groups role in local state influencing and social engagement (ibid). Strengthening this perspective, Lancaster et al (2018) showcase just how persuasive Islamic State propaganda is with the information on how within video recordings, electronic word documents and SMS messaging, the group would use traditional sacred quotations from the Qur’an to increase the perceived legitimacy and viewing numbers. 

Contrastingly, Courty & Rane (2018) does theorise that despite the group’s use of technology and in particular social media being extremely influential, there is an argument to be had on the Western world’s reporting and media coverage on Islamic State matters being somewhat to blame. This is because, the use of specific terms relating to topics such as rivalling the modern way of living or the brutality and power of the group by Western news outlets, allow for increased social media interest and interpretation (ibid). The most notable example of this is arguably when Islamic State was actually being combated and losing significant territory because even then, due to how publicised the group’s information was, many believed the dying promises by them for a long war over factual evidence that Islamic State was being weakened and almost completely stateless (Munoz, 2018). In contrast, Reddick (2015) claims the previous points could be classed as just pointless theorising due to just how untraceable and unstoppable much of the online jihadist content like beheading videos, recruitment campaigns and electronic files detailing attack planning and methods can be to prevent, analyse or deter. 

In keeping with the above viewpoint, it is interesting to evaluate whether this could be true regarding Islamic State’s recruitment methods. As Bloom (2017) states, terrorist recruitment regardless of the group in question is always going to be as tactful as possible due to the unlawful nature of the matter in question. Although, in terms of Islamic State there are many such as Awan (2017), who strongly believe that the Islamic State’s recruitment methods are completely unique and almost impossible to predict or prevent. The reasoning for this, is to do with how easy it is for Islamic State to gain opportunities at radicalising impressionable and young people through online methods (ibid). Whereas with other organisations like the IRA, despite still being very challenging to combat there were numerous instances of countering chances for recruitment such as dispersing public demonstrations, in the case of Islamic State the unpredictability of social media made this almost impossible (McElreath et al, 2018). Conversely, Meleagrou-Hitchens (2017) argues it is the constant reactive and not proactive style of those in the counter-terrorism industry that are to a certain extent at fault for this. A prime example of this can be seen with the huge influx of females involved within modern terrorism, which as Saltman (2019) highlights is an exploiting by Islamic State of a long standing weakness across the protection, enforcement and academic sectors globally, which is overlooking the potential for female involvement in dangerous terrorist acts. 

In disagreement, Kruglanski (2014) urges that it is not a case of clever planning and exploiting on the part of Islamic State or even lack of proactive work by the counterparts but rather, an issue of not being able to counter the threats effectively as the understanding of what is occurring is undoubtedly flawed. This is because, for the most part the key theme when trying to prevent and deter Islamic State online recruitment has been focussed on the theological appeal of the group when instead, it should be predominantly concerned with preventing the psychological appeal the propaganda by the group provides (ibid). This is perhaps most visible when looking back at the issue of mass female recruitment by Islamic State, as Pearson (2016) highlights the reality of this may not be as articulately carried out as it first seems but in fact, just the case of more females being impressionable and psychologically appealed to the content such as beheading videos or offers to travel to the middle east and fight for the cause publicised by Islamic State, compared to that of propaganda by previous groups such as Al-Qaeda. 

Providing an overarching perspective, McDowell-Smith & Speckhard (2017) acknowledge that despite being to a certain extent the issue of a complex psychological matter that is still not fully understood, there is without a doubt a need for much more effective counter-terrorism methods online such as counter-narrative informing, educational videos, more social media security protocols and, just generally an improved online protection against Islamic State propaganda to alter the curve of Western radicalisation. However, Windsor (2020) does question if this is just an instance of hindsight, due to the recent history of Islamic State inspired and influenced attacks showcasing how impactful the group has already been on the Western world. 

As Beccaro (2018) alludes, for the majority of the 2010’s the terrorist threats or attacks that occurred were significantly of Islamic State background. Additionally, the nature of these threats and attacks were so varied and irregular to that of past terrorist attack methods, that they posed a distinctively unique challenge (ibid). This like much that has already been covered about Islamic State, is a result of the modern way of living with mass technological involvement presenting original opportunities for harmful exploiting, which McCallum (2020) insists is the primary explanation for most of the group’s attacks. This is due to the varied and irregular nature of Islamic State attack methods showcasing how innovative and coordinated present day terrorism can be compared to anything seen previously (ibid). However, there is an argument to be had that this could be an exaggeration with Chengu (2014) explaining that the same could have also been said for the early 2000’s when Al-Qaeda were making themselves known to the Western world. Despite this perhaps being true, there can be no questioning that Islamic State attacks such as the events in Paris 2015 provide clear evidence of how obscure and damaging the group’s methods can be (Kumar, 2015). 


In continuation with the subject of the 2015 Paris attacks, Ray (2016) details just how effective these irregular methods of attacks were with a mix of suicide bombings, mass shootings and hostage situations combining for devasting results including 130 deaths, 413 injuries and various structural and social damage. Similar to Al-Qaeda, this in the Islamic State’s belief would be seen as a successful attack due to the mass casualties, loss of lives and magnitude of the damage done to the Western world (ibid). In terms of actual group strategy, Rapport (2016) informs that in the aftermath of the mentioned attacks on Paris alongside another notable suicide bombings attack in Brussels 2016, there can be no denying that the way in which Islamic State influence and strategize different types of attack methods, makes the task of being proactive against the group almost impossible due to the unpredictability and lack of consistent patterns. Worryingly, Atran & Hamid (2018) point out that this is exactly what Islamic State relishes and inform that the continued reactive approach by those in the counter-terrorism field allows for the creating and managing of chaotic situations by groups like Islamic State more frequently, with the recent influx of knife and vehicle inspired attacks being prime examples of this. 

On the other hand, Cragin (2017) urges that it is simply not adequate to measure counterparts to terrorist actions or attacks on a proactive versus reactive basis because, matters such as an isolated one like French migrants returning from the Middle East with Islamic State affiliation and then having an impact on the groups support and involvement in that country, can not necessarily always be prevented. Subsequently, Byman (2016) assures that this is in reality one of the most effective strategies by the Islamic State, due to the group being intentionally selective with where they target their affiliations. As a result, until more is done to combat the psychological appeal of Islamic State content on impressionable people or efforts to be proactive in preventing Western recruitment to the Middle East, the effectiveness of the group or similar organisation’s strategies and methods will be unchanged (ibid). 

This piece of writing has attempted to critically evaluate Islamic State and some notable elements of the terrorist group such as ideology, recruitment, propaganda and attack methods. As a result of this, numerous findings of high importance have been highlighted with a prime example being the illustrating of how complex, misunderstood and even misinterpreted the core ideology of Islamic State actually is (Wood, 2017 & Comerford, 2015). Secondly, the showcasing by Awan (2017) of how influential and impactful propaganda and recruitment on the part of Islamic State has been, provides an understanding of how savvy and well equipped the group are as well as, Pearson (2016) pointing out how effective the exploiting of social media and impressionable people by the group had been to aid their rapid rise to a global terrorist threat. However, arguably the biggest finding is in terms of how conflicting the discussion has been surrounding the importance and role modern technology and in particular, social media has played in assisting the successes of Islamic State. 

As Saltman (2019) explained, due to the rapid emergence of mass usage and accessibility regarding social media and the only notable global terrorist organisation during this time period being Islamic State, it has created difficulties in comparing and contrasting just how effective and dangerous the group are compared to other notable organisations such as Al-Qaeda or IRA. Despite this, both Cragin (2017) and Byman (2016) provide perhaps the most important viewpoint which is that, just because external factors surrounding the time period of the Islamic State’s terrorist threats and attacks is unique to previous terrorist encounters, the effectiveness and dominance held by the group during these times cannot be argued. This is due to how impactful the Jihadist organisation was on the World, especially the Western World and to a certain extent continues to be to this day, with examples of Islamic State Influenced beliefs, threats or attacks still being present. 
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