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Abstract
This article delves into the diverse aspects of the discourse of terrorist groups in the Middle East. It tackles a 
poorly investigated area of research, as it strives to provide a better understanding of the specific elements of the 
discourse of influential terrorist organizations with diverse sectarian affiliations. It contributes to the fields of 
discourse analysis and terrorism studies by providing new insights into the linguistic and contextual activities, 
the explicit and implicit messages within the discourse of major terrorist groups. The adopted methodologi-
cal framework comprises ‘discursive ideologization’ and ‘discursive manipulation’, allowing the exploration 
of ideological practices, manipulative strategies and propaganda methods. Key features identified within the 
discourse of the studied organizations include politicization, religionization and sectarianization.  

Keywords: Extremism, terrorism, Middle East, media discourse, discourse analysis, sectarianism, politici-
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Introduction
Amid the extensive use of digital media platforms by terrorist groups operating in war-torn countries, the 
discourse of such groups is believed to have contributed to the escalation of violence and the deterioration 
of living conditions at the heart of the Middle East. Among the most powerful militant groups that emerged 
in the region were the Islamic State (ISIS)[1] and al-Hashd al-Shaabi.[2] Each group has founded its own 
media outlets and reinforced its propaganda machines, making use of the digital age to convey its messages 
and to promote its activities to an unlimited audience. These groups have developed a discourse mainly 
characterized by sectarian extremism and hostility toward rivals. This extremist discourse is believed to have 
incited a sectarian conflict in different parts of the region. 

For the purpose of this article, a discourse analysis has been conducted on written texts and multimedia ma-
terials released by ISIS and al-Hashd al-Shaabi in the period between 2014–2017. This phase in the history 
of those groups has been studied since it represents a key stage in the development of an extremist discourse 
through digital media that has gained great attention from the international community. In addition, it has 
been associated with an intensified sectarian hostility on a regional level, the persecution of religious mi-
norities,[3] rapid demographic changes[4] and the redrawing of administrative borderlines in accordance 
with military gains by parties to conflict in the region.[5]

This article also delves into the religious texts and recitations employed by these groups to support and fur-
ther increase the impact of their messages. The goal is to investigate the specific sources each group relies 
on and the general context of the original texts compared to the contemporary discourse. Furthermore, this 
study investigates the sectarian element of the extremist discourse employed by terrorist groups through 
online media platforms to induce, radicalize and eventually recruit numerous Muslim youngsters in Europe. 
The extremist discourse through digital media has played a crucial role in the radicalization of a consider-
able number of Western Muslims, which makes this discourse and the associated messages of major interest 
to explore.

Unlike other “-isms” which have a semantic kernel that partly explains the use of a concept, extremism has 
no such a core that could provide guidance as to its meaning.[6] Extremism can take a political or a religious 
form, namely, ‘political extremism’ or ‘religious extremism’, and it is manifested by nonviolent as well as vio-
lent activities. The term extremism is defined as the rejection, in thought or action, of democratic pluralism, 
and its operational heart is the suppression of difference and dissent and the elimination of other views on 
the marketplace of ideas.[7] In the course of this article, the term extremism is employed to describe the ap-
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proach of both ISIS and al-Hashd al-Shaabi to the religio-sectarian identity each group claims to represent, 
their discursive practices and the suppressive mechanisms they utilize in their efforts to realize their political 
goals. In addition, the employment of the term terrorism is meant to describe the involvement of the con-
cerned organizations in acts of violence, whether on domestic, regional or international levels.[8]

This research article is structured in a way to present the reader with the outcome of a multidimensional 
critical discourse analysis study of a diverse set of media materials published by ISIS and a-Hashd al-Shaabi 
about various topics. Initially, the corpus data and the methodological framework are outlined, and samples 
of the analysis process are provided. Then, the results of the discourse analysis are presented to allow the 
reader to obtain an insight into the most crucial elements of the extremist discourse of these organizations. 
That includes the messages delivered and the linguistic and contextual activities pursued by media outlets 
affiliated with ISIS and al-Hashd al-Shaabi. This is followed by a summarized explanation of the three major 
aspects of the discourse of these organizations, namely politicization, religionization and sectarianization. 
Finally, the concluding remarks reiterate the main contributions of this analysis while also identifying its 
limitations—gaps in our knowledge that will require further attention by future studies in this field.

Data and Means of Analysis

The data that form the collective corpus of this study are extracted from online platforms of media orga-
nizations affiliated with our main focus groups, ISIS and al-Hashd al-Shaabi. Hence, websites and digital 
magazines run by these organizations constitute the main source of data. Rather than focusing on individual 
online communication channels utilized by members and followers of the two organizations, official online 
platforms of these organizations have been studied for they represent the official. Thus, this research rather 
focuses on the prevalent language use by media outlets affiliated with the groups under study.

Official websites and relevant online media platforms of these Syria- and Iraq-based groups therefore con-
stitute the main source of data. ISIS used to run several media outlets responsible for publishing statements, 
news reports and multimedia materials. Among the leading pro-ISIS outlets and propaganda machines are 
Dabiq Magazine, Al-Hayat Media Center, al-Furqan Foundation for Media Production and Al-Naba. These 
outlets form a key source of data when analyzing the discourse of ISIS. On the other hand, al-Hashd al-Shaa-
bi also publishes its statements and reports its news through its own digital platforms. The most prominent 
outlets run by al-Hashd include Al-Tawjih Al-Aqa’idi, Humat al-Watan Magazine, and al-Hashd al-Shaabi 
Newspaper. Since this study focuses on the discourse of these two groups in the period between 2014 and 
2017, the archives of their media outlets are used as a main data source.

This study is predominantly corpus-based. The advantages of a corpus approach for the study of discourse 
include the emphasis on the representativeness of the text sample.[9] The data selection strategy and down-
sizing procedure were based on several criteria, including topic relevance, subject diversity, inclusiveness, 
availability and accessibility. Hence, key factors for the selection of this specific data set include the relevance 
of the topics of the selected media materials and the diversity of the subjects these materials sought to tackle. 
Also, the corpus is meant to be as inclusive as possible in terms of the various affiliations of the media orga-
nizations included. Needless to say, the availability and accessibility of the data have played an undeniable 
role in the selection process.

Discourse was first considered as a form of spoken dialogue and in contrast to written texts.[10] The concept 
was later understood as a combination of both spoken and written texts, referring to discourse as “all forms 
of spoken interaction, and written texts of all kinds.”[11] In accordance with such definitions, discourse 
was initially deemed to be the study of language, a perspective that has been adopted by many of the early 
discursive accounts. Later on, new insights emerged, such as those of Woodilla,[12] who defined discourse 
as practices of talking and writing, constrained by broader social structures and cultural factors. According 
to Hardy, discourse is a system of texts that bring objects into being through the production, dissemination, 
and consumption; the texts used to bring about these ‘objects’ may include “written or spoken language, 
cultural artifacts, and visual representations.”[13] Therefore, the main objective of the discourse analyst is 
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to explore the relationship between discourse and reality, search for hidden meanings, and mediate between 
past and present.[14] 

According to Schiffrin et al., discourse analysis entails the study of language use, linguistic structure ‘beyond 
the sentence’, and social practices and ideological assumptions that are associated with language and commu-
nication.[15] These aspects are to be covered throughout the present study. Besides analyzing the linguistic, 
semantic and ideological dimensions of the extremist discourse, a comparison is made between moderate 
interpretations of the Qur’ānic verses and the Sharīʿa and explanations suggested by terrorist groups to justi-
fy their actions and provide a religious basis for their practices. As Zguri et al. elaborate, in the international 
academic, political and media debate of the past few years, it is widely accepted that Islamist extremism is 
not a derivation of Islam, but its misinterpretation and misuse for needs of political interests.[16] 

In order to conduct a systematic critical discourse analysis, there are essential steps to be pursued, which 
include establishing the context, exploring the production process, examining the structure of each text 
under study, collecting and examining discursive statements, identifying cultural references, identifying 
linguistic and rhetorical mechanisms, interpreting the data and presenting the findings.[17] These steps 
constitute building blocks on the path toward realizing an in-depth investigation into the discourse of ISIS 
and al-Hashd al-Shaabi. In order to explore the various discursive activities employed by both organizations, 
a multidimensional methodology is utilized. The data analysis process combines Blass’s (2005) Manipulative 
Strategies and van Dijk’s (2000) Ideological Square as methodological instruments for the sake of delving 
deep into the discourse of media outlets run by the two groups and provide a well-founded analysis. Based 
on the methodological framework introduced by Blass, discursive manipulation can be conducted by means 
of omission, commission, or propaganda strategies.[18] Van Dijk’s Ideological Square implicates emphasizing 
positive features about one’s own group and negative aspects about the perceived other, while de-emphasiz-
ing negative features about “us” and positive aspects about “them”.[19] 

Sample I

Soldiers of the Caliphate took control of several towns in the area following heavy clashes with 
the Rāfiḍi militias and the Nuṣayri army… The Nuṣayri troops fled the battlefield after suffering 
heavy losses under heavy bombardment by the soldiers of the Caliphate… The mujahidin were 
able to eliminate dozens of murtaddīn, including Iranian Rāfiḍis.[20]

In an attempt to stigmatize and dehumanize the enemy, terms such as “Rāfiḍi” (rejectionist) and “mur-
tad” (apostate) are frequently used by the ISIS official newspaper al-Naba in reference to enemy forces. 
Within the framework of discursive manipulation, the frequent exposure to the same information 
basically represents an invitation to the recipients to think about this information, a process that may 
eventually lead to (re)shaping their beliefs and attitudes in accordance with the addresser’s desires. The 
sectarian nature of the employed manipulative discourse is manifested in the language use, particu-
larly by branding the Shiʿites as “Rāfiḍi” and the Alawites as “Nuṣayri”. Branding Shiʿite Muslims as 
such invokes deeply held sectarian sentiments, for the term implicates a Shiʿite rejection to, and denial 
of, the legitimacy of any successor of the Prophet other than Ali and his descendants. Concerning the 
use of the term “Nuṣayri”, the sectarian dimension of such terminology stems from the fact that the 
roots of Alawism lie in the teachings of Muhammad ibn Nusayr an-Numayri, a Basran contemporary 
of the tenth Shiʿite Imām. Such teachings are seen by orthodox Sunnis as heretical innovations. This 
language use implies that ISIS represents Ahl al-Sunnah wal-Jamāʿah in what appears to have been 
framed as a religio-sectarian conflict.

Sample II 

“Fight them, and Allah will punish them by your hands.” Under the banner “O’ Father of Ab-
dullah al-Hussein”, with the help of Allah, forces of al-Hashd al-Shaabi hit strongholds of the 
terrorists and turned them into pieces.… The forces advanced with an Alawi will and a Husseini 
spirit, regained control of major areas and forced the terrorists to flee.[21] 
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The discursive foundation of this text shows an attempt to draw an explicit contrast between al-Hashd 
al-Shaabi and its enemies. While positive characteristics about the former are emphasized and potential neg-
ative ones are de-emphasized, the latter’s negative features are underlined across this particular ideological 
discourse. Such discursive practices fall within the framework of the Ideological Square. Reciting a Qur’anic 
verse from surat at-Taubah (Q9:14) at the very beginning of the article represents an explicit instance of 
discursive religionization with respect to the armed conflict in Iraq. Such a recitation is meant to support 
the process of portraying al-Hashd as a holy force. The employed terminology further relates to the core 
doctrinal tenets of Shiʿism. For instance, the phrase “Alawi will” refers to the struggle of Ali ibn Abi Talib, as 
one of ’Ahl al-Bayt (household of the Prophet), to claim his righteous position as a successor of the Prophet. 
Al-Hashd claims to be inspired by such definitions of historical events. Such doctrinal beliefs also emphasize 
its sectarian identity and seek to ignite sectarian sentiments amongst its militants and other recipients of its 
propaganda. 

Messages, Linguistic and Contextual Activities 

Comparing the discursive approach toward recipients by ISIS on the one hand, and al-Hashd al-Shaabi on 
the other, one can conclude that while the former has attempted to address a worldwide Muslim community, 
the latter has focused its efforts more on reaching and appealing to a local audience. Global-minded ISIS 
has primarily structured its discourse in such a way that facilitates targeting and touching on the feelings of 
Sunni Muslims around the world. The group’s discourse and the associated messages are mainly directed to 
all Sunni Muslims, seeking to manipulate their emotions through invoking the dream of the caliphate by uti-
lizing Sunni-based elements. This is also reflected in the group’s attempts to recruit Muslims from different 
parts of the world to join its ranks in Syria and Iraq or, alternatively, to operate as lone wolves or scattered 
smaller cells across the so-called enemy states. Indications of such messages can be found in the discourse 
of ISIS’s leadership while addressing its recruits and potential sympathizers. Meanwhile, al-Hashd al-Shaabi 
appears to be mainly locally, and in certain cases regionally oriented in accordance with developments re-
lated to Shia Muslims. The organization’s Shia-based discourse demonstrates a considerable attachment to 
unified actions under the umbrella of sectarian-based fatwas, whereby discursive efforts appear to be mainly 
focused on a local, Shia-guided agenda.  

The main messages observed throughout the analytical process of the discourse of ISIS comprise: the legit-
imacy of ISIS as a sole representative of Ahl al-Sunnah wal-Jamāʿa; the group’s possession of the necessary 
tools, such as military capabilities and religious guidance, to defeat the kuffār; emphasis on jihād, in its 
physical form, as an obligatory action and a command by Allah; ISIS’s administrative capabilities to run its 
so-called Islamic State; combating foreign forces and sectarian adversaries as a duty on every Sunni Muslim; 
promising a glorious victory for the mujāhidīn; the application of the Islamic Sharīʿa in accordance with the 
Prophet’s manhaj (methodology to find truth); striving against all forms of ṭāġūt (idolatry and tyranny), nifāq 
(hypocricy) and bidʿah (heretical innovation); resisting the kuffār (infidels), and suppressing the murtaddīn 
(apostates). 

In order to realize and ensure a resounding impact of the delivered messages among the recipient audience, 
certain linguistic and contextual activities are employed throughout ISIS’s discourse. The analysis of the re-
search data has illustrated a selective recitation of various Qur’ānic verses and ḥadīths (recorded sayings of the 
Prophet) in accordance with the context they tend to serve, and in such a way that would ultimately facilitate 
the delivery of particular messages. The Qur’ān and the ḥadīth are mainly recited within the framework of 
ISIS’s call for jihād and martyrdom. The recited verses tackle the concept of jihād as a form of ʿ amalu l-badan 
bil-qitāl or physical effort in combat.[22] This appears to be aimed at emphasizing the righteousness of the 
group in presenting its struggle as a struggle between “the people of faith” and “the people of disbelief ”. Such 
a discourse basically implicates that ISIS is fighting “for the cause of Allah” and everyone who joins its ranks 
is a righteous “mujāhid” and those who end up dead are portrayed as shuhadā’ or martyrs. An example of 
recitation for contextual purposes is that of a verse from the Āl ‘Imrān chapter which refers to the glory 
promised by Allah to the believers. The utilization of such a verse in the concerned context can be seen as an 
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attempt to mobilize forces for ISIS’s cause and to emphasize its righteousness in reviving the caliphate and 
leading the Muslims. The discourse analysis has shown the employment of multiple verses from Qur’ānic 
chapters, each appearing in a certain context and serving to push a particular message. These include al-
Nahl on fighting against the enemies of Allah; at-Taubah on preserving and applying Islamic teachings; 
al-Anfāl on enforcing the Islamic faith; and al-Baqarah on resistance against oppressors. Multiple ḥadīths are 
also recited for the sake of emphasizing the credibility of ISIS’s claims with respect to the prophetic manhaj 
for leading the ’ummah, carrying out Daʿwah, and promising a glorious and victorious end to the “true” 
Muslims. Thus, the selective recitation of the Qur’ān and the ḥadīth within ISIS’s discourse can be viewed as 
a contextual activity that tends to serve the ultimate objectives of the group, that is, reaching the addressees 
through a convincing tone and ensuring the conveyance and effectiveness of implicit and explicit messages. 

In terms of language use, a set of terms that explain the extremist and sectarian nature of ISIS has been 
identified during the data analysis. The employed vocabulary and concepts, such as jihād (struggle for the 
cause of God), ṭāġūt (tyranny), nifāq (hypocricy), bidʿah (heretical innovation), takfīr (excommunication 
of infidels), riddah (apostasy), al-walā’ wa-l-barā’ (loyalty and disavowal), and ḥākimiyyah (God’s domin-
ion), reveal the Salafi-Jihadi foundation of ISIS and manifest religious extremism as one of the cornerstones 
upon which the group seems to rest in terms of ideology.[23] Another terminological set shows traces of 
sectarian-guided hate speech that portrays foes and adversaries in the most malicious and indignant terms. 
Such terms mostly carry historical connotations of a divisive, schismatic and inciteful nature. The conflict 
of which ISIS emerges as main party is discursively sectarianized by means of utilizing pejorative terms 
such as rāfiḍah (rejectionists) and Ṣafawi to describe the Shia,[24] and Nuṣayri or heretical to describe the 
Alawites.[25] Other linguistic and contextual activities depicted throughout the analysis of ISIS’s discourse 
include: picturing the ongoing conflict as a struggle between ’īmān or belief represented by ISIS itself, and 
kufr or disbelief represented by all those who fall outside its ranks; the group’s activities are depicted as 
blessed efforts for the sake of a holy cause and its members are continuously portrayed as true mujāhidīn 
and muwaḥidīn who follow the command of Allah and are eventually rewarded by him; those who tend to 
oppose the group or deny the legitimacy of its cause are branded as ṭawāġīt (idols, tyrants), kuffār (infidels), 
murtaddīn (apostates), people of bidʿah (heretical innovations) and munāfiqīn (hypocrites); the legitimacy 
of the group’s self-proclaimed “Islamic khilāfah” is discursively supported by the frequent mention of ahlul-
ḥalli-wal-ʿaqd (elite scholars who loose and bind), ijmāʿ (consensus), and bayʿah (swearing allegiance to the 
Caliph); while ISIS’s claimed “Islamic khilāfah” is depicted as a long-standing “dream” of all Muslims. No-
tions such as “democracy, secularism and nationalism” are portrayed as “corrupt” ideologies that need to be 
destroyed; the group tends to present itself and those associated with its struggle as al-ṭā’ifah al-manṣūrah or 
the sole triumphant group of Muslims, and al-firqah al-nājiyah or the saved denomination,[26] while its op-
ponents, rivals and enemies are shown as the lost and misled ones; the Sunnis or Ahl al-Sunnah wal-Jamāʿa 
are referred to as “masters” and “esteemed”, whereas the Shia are defamed as “rāfiḍah” or rejectionists[27] 
and “filthy Ṣafawis”.[28] 

Key messages identified within the discourse of al-Hashd al-Shaabi involve: the maintenance of basic Islamic 
principles and teachings by the mujāhidīn of al-Hashd; emphasizing the crucial role of the Shia Imamate—
or the Mujtahids—in initiating and leading jihād against foes and adversaries; labeling the struggle of al-
Hashd jihād kifāyah,[29] launched voluntarily based on the fatwa of the Shia Supreme Religious Reference 
for the sake of defending the land and the religion—namely Jihād al-Dafʿ[30]—against enemies; showing 
the Shia as victims of injustices by the Sunnis throughout the Islamic history; stressing attachment to Shia 
symbols and rituals as a source of inspiration; associating the Sunnis with “extremism” and “terrorism”;[31] 
emphasizing the sacredness and piety of al-Hashd members; underlining the political legitimacy of the 
organization under the umbrella of the Shia-led Iraqi government; sectarianizing the conflict by means of 
asserting the righteousness of the Shia; and insisting on al-Hashd’s key role in bringing about stability and 
security to the region. 

In terms of contextual activities, an increasing reference to the Shia Imamate and the associated teachings, 
lessons and principles has been observed in the discourse analysis while the Qur’ān is rarely recited by pro-
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al-Hashd media. This explains the deeply rooted sectarian spirit guiding the organization through its dis-
course and the importance of the Shia characteristics to the organization, rather than the religious features 
that may bring al-Hashd al-Shaabi closer to other Islamic groups. Such discursive practices can be interpret-
ed as a quest for uniqueness through what we may call religio-sectarian distancing, which entails reinforcing 
the sectarian divide in order to draw a clear line between good and evil, using sectarian markers. Qur’ānic 
verses are only employed in the context of implicating God’s involvement in rendering al-Hashd al-Shaabi 
victorious over its enemies, which is meant to portray the group as a holy force. Besides, the ḥadīth further 
emerges in the context of tackling the embodiment of core Islamic values by the Prophet and ’Ahl al-Bayt—
to whom al-Hashd claims a fundamental attachment—in a bid to underline the Shia belief concerning the 
importance of bloodline when it comes to the religious leadership of the ’ummah, which is to trace back to 
the concept of Shia Imamate. Such recitations are basically meant to support the effort of religionizing the 
image of al-Hashd al-Shaabi and ultimately assist in (re)shaping the opinions and beliefs of the addressed 
audience[32] regarding the organization. 

As for the linguistic activities within al-Hashd’s discourse, the employed vocabulary, such as jihād kifāyah 
(collective struggle on a voluntary basis), fatwa (jurisprudential opinion), Imamate, Alawi will and Husseini 
spirit, represent attempts of discursive sectarianization and the incitement of sectarian sentiments, whether 
among supporters or rivals. A positive image about al-Hashd is constantly consolidated through portraying 
its members as “protectors”, “liberators”, “mujāhidīn”, and “proud men of Allah”. At the same time, an ex-
tremely negative image is being conveyed about rivals and adversaries. These are pictured as “enemies of Al-
lah”, “takfīri”, “Baathist”, “Wahhabi”, “extremists”, “Salafists”, and “gangs” who are primarily concerned with 
“smashing” and “destroying” the country and its people in accordance with an agenda described as “terror-
ist”, “separatist” and “sectarian”. The concept of takfīr is repeatedly attributed to Sunni-based organizations 
in a bid to emphasize the extremist Salafi-Jihadi nature of their enemies. In order to stress the religiosity of 
al-Hashd al-Shaabi, the group’s Shia members are portrayed as “holy”, “sacred” and “saintly”. The constant 
association of al-Hashd with Shiʿism and the martyrdom of al-Hussein makes this type of utilized discourse 
an example of sectarianization in the context of armed conflict; it is a clear manifestation of what Ibn Khal-
dun labeled ʿaṣabīya or the nurturing of a group feeling at times of crisis.[33] Furthermore, associating 
al-Hashd’s struggle with Imam al-Hussein and emphasizing the latter’s membership to ’Ahl al-Bayt reflect a 
sectarian-based Shia perspective on “sacredness” and “saintliness”. 

Hence, despite the different approaches each of the two studied groups discursively take in terms of con-
textual and linguistic activities, the messages they both deliver to their audiences make clear that religious 
extremism is at the core of their discourse. Once such discursive practices succeed in rendering the implied 
messages effective and impactful, the incitement of sectarian schism and the contribution to an intensified 
sectarian strife in war-torn countries such as Syria and Iraq appears to be an inevitable consequence. 

Politicization

In a discursive context, politicization, as a notion of fundamental ties with politics and power, forms an 
intrinsic dimension of ‘discursive ideologization’ in that it promotes politically guided messages with the 
objective of influencing supposedly vulnerable recipients.[34] The analysis of the research data has shown a 
frequent emergence of politicization as a key dimension of the discourse of both ISIS and al-Hashd al-Shaa-
bi. 

In ISIS’s discourse, contrasts have been drawn between the Islamic Sharīʿa as a correct manhaj of gover-
nance[35] on the one hand, and the concepts of democracy, secularism and nationalism as supposedly mis-
leading Western-based ideologies on the other hand. The Iraqi central government is depicted as a Rāfiḍi 
authority, and its relation to Iran—as a major Shia power and a facilitator to the Iraqi government’s political 
and military activities—is frequently highlighted alongside the sectarian borderlines demarcated and re-
inforced by ISIS’s discourse. References are made to the Shia Ṣafavids and their historical struggle against 
the Sunnis, and that same historical context is projected onto the ongoing conflict within this politicized 
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discourse. Another manifestation of discursive politicization is the emphatic reference to ISIS’s pursuit to 
implement Sharīʿa guidelines. 

Within al-Hashd’s discourse, the Sunnis are portrayed as main facilitators of dictatorship and terrorism to 
which Iraq has been exposed, whereas the Shia emerge as a key player in terms of positively reshaping the 
political scenery in Iraq and the region. The utilized discourse suggests a struggle for power and a com-
petition for (re)gaining authority between “desperate, ideologically disoriented” Sunnis, and “righteous” 
Shia. Describing the Baathist ideology as comprising nationalism, religion and the sect, besides the explicit 
reference to today’s Iraq as a Shia state in contrast to what is discursively considered a Sunni state under the 
former regime of Saddam Hussein, illustrates the religio-political and sectarian foundation of the employed 
discourse. Combining religion and politics in the context of conflict emerges as one of the serious dimen-
sions of sectarian media discourse due to its potential capability to facilitate and consolidate social divide. 
Politicization also manifests itself within the discourse of al-Hashd through constant attempts to emphasize 
the political legitimacy of the organization, its role in maintaining national unity and the sovereignty of Iraq. 
Besides, the discursive attempt to portray al-Hashd as a force acting under the legislative and executive um-
brella of the Iraqi central government falls under politicization as a discursive strategy, aimed at establishing 
and projecting legitimacy in terms of the organization’s activities and objectives. This can be interpreted as 
an attempt to nationalize the agenda of an armed sectarian militia and providing it with the necessary tools 
to prosper and increase its power and influence into the future of the region.

Religionization

Within the framework of this study, discursive religionization is defined as the employment of religious 
identity, recitation of religious sources, and the utilization of religious symbols and references for the sake of 
asserting the religiosity, piety and righteousness of those involved. As such, religionization surfaces as one 
of the major aspects of the discourse of each group under study. 

Traces and indications of discursive religionization are regularly observed throughout the research data 
associated with ISIS. A clear cut is being fostered between what ISIS considers as kuffār (infidels), ṭawāġīt 
(idols and tyrants), murtaddīn (apostates), people of bidʿah (heretical innovations) and munāfiqīn (hyp-
ocrites) on the one hand, and the believers, muwaḥidīn (monotheists), and mujāhidīn on the other hand. 
Terms with religious connotations are constantly employed for the sake of stressing the religiosity of the 
group and its members. The legitimacy of the group’s self-proclaimed khilāfah is discursively supported 
by the mention of ahlul-ḥalli-wal-ʿaqd (elite scholars who loose and bind), ijmāʿ (consensus), and bayʿah 
(swearing allegiance to the Caliph). The group’s discourse further tends to draw comparisons between ISIS’s 
leader and the Rightly Guided Caliphs or the Rāshidūn.[36]

The “method” or manhaj that ISIS claims to have adopted is discursively promoted as being based on the 
teachings of the Prophet Muhammad. This can be seen as an attempt by ISIS to propagate itself as al-ṭā’ifah 
al-manṣūrah or the sole triumphant group of Muslims, and al-firqah al-nājiyah or the saved denomination. 
Such a discourse relates to the core principles of Salafism that entail a consistent emphasis on the preserva-
tion of ʿaqīdah or doctrinal pureness by means of what Salafi-Jihadi movements such as ISIS promote as the 
“correct” and “true” manhaj. Also, the reference to the Sharīʿa guidelines in this context as a basis for the 
way ISIS allegedly runs its “Wilayāt” (provinces) illustrates the organization’s attempt to politicize religion 
and religionize politics, as grounded in the theological teachings of Ibn Taymiyya.[37] The reference to 
tawḥīd, takfīr, ḥākimiyyah and jihād that emerge in the discourse of ISIS shows the group’s commitment to 
the fundamental tenets of Salafi-Jihadism. Such discursive practices can be seen as obvious attempts by ISIS 
to characterize itself as an organization staffed by a group of mujāhidīn who are deemed to be Salafi in creed 
and jihādi in method, namely Salafī-yul ʿaqīdah wa jihādī-yul manhaj.[38] 

The utilized discourse frames jihād, in its physical form, as an “obligatory” action and a “command” by 
Allah. Employing phrases such as “either khilāfah or shahādah” (martyrdom) implicate a suicidal nature of 
ISIS’s members and their belief in the allegedly divine reward awaiting every shahīd for the cause of Allah. 
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Such language use reflects what Nawawi emphasizes as the physical embodiment of jihād as an activity of 
self-sacrifice, participation in armed struggle in the path of God and aspiration for shahādah or martyrdom 
for God’s cause.[39] In order to consolidate a positive image about its ranks, the Qur’ān, ḥadīth (recorded 
sayings of the Prophet) and the Sharīʿa are referred to as jurisprudential bases within ISIS’s discourse. 

Likewise, religionization arises as a fundamental element in the discourse of al-Hashd al-Shaabi. Portraying 
al-Hashd members as mujāhidīn is meant to show those fighters as the sole true representatives of Islamic ji-
hād, to deprive Sunni militants of this title and to render them illegitimate or false mujāhidīn. This discourse 
holds traces of the historic Shia-Sunni differences, including a sectarian-based interpretation of jihād.[40] 
The repeated use of the term mujāhidīn to describe fighters of al-Hashd is primarily aimed at picturing those 
fighters as the only true strugglers in the path of Allah [jihād fī sabīl allāh] in the region. Employing the con-
cept of jihād kifāyah is meant to emphasize the voluntary basis of the jihād claim by al-Hashd. Besides the 
rise of farḍ kifāyah as a key feature of the jihād claimed by al-Hashd al-Shaabi, another main characteristic 
of this jihād is being defensive in nature, namely Jihād al-Dafʿ. 

Having an identity marked by grievances and suffering, the Shia perceive Sunnis as the main source of their 
miseries throughout history and they therefore believe in the need to resist and fight against what they deem 
to be a long-standing injustice and oppression practiced against them, known as jihād of the sword. Such an 
image is being constantly consolidated through the discourse of al-Hashd al-Shaabi. Al-Hashd’s discourse 
implicates an alleged “holiness” of its mission by means of associating it with the “determination of Ali” and 
the “glory of al-Hussein”, besides portraying its members as “the courageous men of ʿAshura’”. Drawing a 
direct link between its efforts and ʿ Ashura’ reflects another fundamentally sectarian feature of this discourse, 
for it implicates a supposedly high level of commitment among the ranks of al-Hashd to the teachings of 
al-Hussein and to lessons associated with his martyrdom.[41]

The religio-ideological nature of al-Hashd’s discourse mainly emerges in the form of an obvious attempt to 
consolidate a “holy”, “sacred” and “saintly” image about al-Hashd al-Shaabi and its Shia members. Imam 
Ali al-Sistani, known as the Supreme Religious Reference among Iraq’s Shia, whose fatwa led to the estab-
lishment of al-Hashd al-Shaabi in the first place, is portrayed as an ʿālim and Mujtahid who possesses the 
authority to launch jihād in its defensive form. This can be viewed within the context of the role of Mujtahids 
in initiating jihād in accordance with the Shia teachings and al-Hashd’s religious commitment to the prin-
ciple of ’Imāmah or the leadership of the infallible Shia Imams. Al-Hashd al-Shaabi is also portrayed as a 
protector of the “ʿaqīdah”, which, as a notion, constitutes the foundation of ’īmān or faith.[42] Thus, protect-
ing the ʿaqīdah essentially implicates preserving the faith as a whole. Hence, the religionization of the image 
of the organization is meant to legitimize its efforts and convince the addressees about the piety, devotion, 
and dedication of its members in their struggle for the greater good. Discursive religionization is ultimately 
aimed at influencing the addressees’ views and attitudes, and eventually gaining their sympathy and support. 

Sectarianization

Discursive sectarianization implies the employment of sectarian markers for the sake of increasing the sense 
of belonging to an in-group and demarcating the relationship to an out-group. It basically involves a set of 
prejudiced attitudes, policies and types of treatment based on religious differences, occurring at the levels of 
ideas, individual action and social structure.[43] It essentially reflects a manifestation of what Ibn Khaldun 
coined as ʿaṣabīya or the nurturing of a group feeling at times of crisis. Sectarianization further represents a 
sectarian-guided incitement of social stratification and divide that could eventually lead to conflict, where-
in religion and politics arise as key factors. Concepts of “othering”, in-group versus out-group, “us” versus 
“them”, representation and misrepresentation emerge at the heart of sectarianization.[44] Within the frame-
work of discursive sectarianization, sectarian markers of positive connotations are attributed to the in-group, 
while those of negative connotations are associated with the out-group or the perceived others. Religio-sec-
tarian values and principles of the in-group are praised and portrayed as valid and righteous, whereas those 
embraced by the out-group are deemed to be spurious, illusive and even vicious. 
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A key sectarian-guided contrast drawn by the ISIS discourse is between Sunni and Shia Muslims. The Sunnis 
or Ahl al-Sunnah wal-Jamāʿa are referred to as “masters” and “esteemed”, whereas the Shia are stigmatized 
as rāfiḍah or rejectionists and Ṣafawi. Terms such as Nṣayri or heretical are utilized to describe the Alawites. 
The terminology employed illustrates deeply sectarian sentiments derived from a historical divide within 
the Muslim world and shows an attempt to revive a sectarian strife for the sake of current strategic and polit-
ical ends. The constant attribution of the pejorative term rāfiḍah to Shia Muslims holds deeply sectarian sen-
timents, for the term first emerged during the historical rift over the rightly guided successor of the Prophet. 
While the Sunnis relied at the time on consensus, the Shia insisted on the idea that Ali and his descendants 
were the rightful successors, and they were therefore branded as rāfiḍah.[45] Also, using the term Nuṣayri 
to describe the Alawite sect is meant to stigmatize its adherents as heretical. The sectarian dimension of such 
terminology stems from the fact that the roots of Alawism, as a branch of Shiʿism, lie in the teachings of 
Muhammad ibn Nuṣayr an-Numayri, a Basran contemporary of the tenth Shiʿism Imam. Orthodox Sunnis 
segregate the Shia—including its branches—as ‘heterodox’ and ‘heretical’. Hence, the use of the term Nuṣay-
ri in reference to the Alawites basically stems from a deeply sectarian-guided perspective and is meant to 
associate the sect with heterodoxy and heresy, to which Salafi-Jihadists are strongly rejective.[46] 

ISIS’s “creed” is frequently pictured as the true version of “Islam” and the group’s practices as efforts to re-
vive “aspects of the religion”—in contrast to the “Sufis” who are portrayed as “heretical”. Branding the Sufis 
and their interpretations of Islamic principles as heretical reflects the extreme Salafi-Jihadi doctrinal basis 
of ISIS. Furthermore, the Yezidi religious minority is depicted as a group of “devil worshipers”, “Satanists” 
and “kuffār” whose suppression and “enslavement” is allegedly recommended within the framework of the 
“Sharīʿa”. This discourse implicates that the Yezidis are merely followers of “Iblīs, who is the biggest taghūt” 
and “mushrikīn” (polytheists) who, therefore, deserve no mercy. 

Traces of discursive sectarianization manifest themselves throughout the discourse of al-Hashd al-Shaabi 
as well. Language use that reveals the sectarian basis of the discourse of al-Hashd includes references to 
Imam Ali, the martyrdom of Imam al-Hussein, and the ʿAshura’. The Shia believe that the tale of Hussein’s 
martyrdom holds moral lessons for the community as it became a symbol for struggling against suppression 
and striving for justice. Furthermore, the Shia are referred to as righteous rulers of Iraq, while the Sunnis 
are portrayed as desperate ideologues. The Sunnis are closely associated with “extremism” and “terrorism”, 
which can be seen as a manifestation of what Dixon coins as a ‘sectarian narrative’,[47] which has become 
a basic explanatory feature of conflicts in the region. The term Wahhabism also emerges in al-Hashd’s dis-
course while attacking the ideological basis upon which extremist Sunni groups rest. This reflects an attempt 
to emphasize the extremist nature of the rivals and enemies of al-Hashd, given that Wahhabism is deemed 
to be the most extreme manifestation of Sunnism. Also, the concept of takfīr is repeatedly attributed to Sun-
ni-based organizations in a bid to emphasize the extremist Salafi-Jihadi nature of those perceived enemies. 

Drawing a link between the mujāhidīn of al-Hashd al-Shaabi on the one hand, and the Shia’s historical 
suffering, al-Hussein’s martyrdom, and the annual “visit” to his shrine as “the master of all martyrs” on 
the other hand, is meant to serve the consolidation of a trustworthy, positive image about al-Hashd among 
the recipients. The religionized and sectarianized ideological discourse of al-Hashd carries traces of funda-
mental Shia tenets, namely an emotional attachment to the historical exclusion from power at the hands of 
the Sunnis; an allegedly constant strive for bringing about justice; and a great commitment to the principle 
of ’Imāmah or the leadership of the infallible Shia Imams. The Shia sect is frequently depicted as a victim 
of suppression by Sunni-led entities in Iraq and the region, and al-Hashd al-Shaabi is deemed to be the 
“righteous” force to protect the sect through its so-called “legendary victories” and the “hidden assistance” 
of Imam al-Mahdi and the blessing of Imam Ali al-Sistani. This deeply sectarian discourse contradicts the 
organization’s claim of struggling for unity and denouncing sectarian divides within the society. Armed and 
political conflicts are hence discursively sectarianized through the utilization of Sunni and Shia as markers 
to conflict parties in Iraq and the region. The intended impact of such a discourse among the addressees falls 
within the framework of what Brewer calls “attitudes and practices”[48] that invoke religious differences as 
the boundary marker to represent social stratification and conflict. 
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Conclusion

The incitement of a sectarian schism through the employment of religionized and politicized messages, 
besides the associated linguistic and contextual practices, demonstrates the significance of exploring and 
identifying such discursive dimensions. This article has delved into the diverse aspects and dimensions of 
the discourse of Sunni-based ISIS and Shia-based al-Hashd al-Shaabi. Politicization, religionization and 
sectarianization are among the key aspects identified within the analyzed discourses. Furthermore, while 
many studies tend to solely focus on extremist Sunnism, extremist Shiʿism remained poorly investigated. By 
including ISIS and al-Hashd al-Shaabi within the framework of this discourse analytical study, the research 
on which this article is based has provided new insights into sectarian-guided terrorism in terms of discur-
sive practices.

While this study fills a gap in the relevant fields, it has gaps of its own, as does any academic research work. 
These include the limited attention paid to the theological feature of the discourse of these organizations 
and the political agendas they tend to serve. Also, it does not examine the different ways through which the 
concerned organizations tend to approach local audiences in contrast to global recipients and addressees. 
Another weakness is the inability of this study to explore the actual effect of the delivered messages among 
the recipients. Discursively analyzing terrorist organizations is a domain in need of extensive and continu-
ous research, given the fact that such groups keep adjusting their propaganda strategies in response to the 
surrounding developments. Future research needs to cover an extended set of up-to-date data and study 
them in light of the historic moment they correspond to. The employment of multiple methodological tools 
might also contribute to a higher level of accuracy in terms of results. Future research should also examine 
the diverse audience-approach methods as pursued by such organizations and the practical efficiency of 
their discursive practices and messages on individual recipients and society as a whole. 
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