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Introduction
In May 2015, the ancient Syrian city of Palmyra made headlines, as it was conquered by
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)1, and several artifacts and buildings were
subsequently destroyed by the group on purpose. It was ISIL itself that released several
pictures that showed how it destroyed the ancient Lion of Al-lāt statue, the Temple of
Baalshamin, the Temple of Bel, the Tower of Elahbel and several other buildings and statues.
In Western debate and media this sparked a general outcry: ‘ISIS is destroying the “Venice of
the sands” piece by piece’ (The Guardian2), ‘Experts warn Syria's “glories of the Ancient
World” will be blasted one by one’ (Daily Mail3), and: ‘Islamic State destroys priceless
statues in ancient city of Palmyra’ (Washington Post4).

August 2015, ISIL releases pictures of the destruction of the Temple of Baalshamin5

1

ISIL, which has been designated a terrorist organization by the United Nations and many individual countries,
has, over the years, also been known as Islamic State (IS), Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and Daesh (its
Arabic acronym). To promote clarity and consistency, I will make use of the abbreviation ISIL throughout this
essay, except when it concerns citations.
2
Stuart Jeffries, Isis’s destruction of Palmyra: ‘The heart has been ripped out of the city',
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/02/isis-destruction-of-palmyra-syria-heart-been-ripped-out-of-thecity (accessed: 2-12-2017).
3
Jay Akbar, Will ISIS siege of Palmyra end in 'total destruction'?, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article3211296/Will-ISIS-siege-Palmyra-end-total-destruction-Experts-warn-Syria-s-glories-Ancient-World-blastedone-one.html (accessed: 2-12-2017).
4
Ishaan Tharoor, Islamic State destroys priceless statues in ancient city of Palmyra,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/07/03/islamic-state-destroys-priceless-statues-inancient-city-of-palmyra/ (accessed: 2-12-2017).
5
Jay Akbar, Will ISIS siege of Palmyra end in 'total destruction'?, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article3211296/Will-ISIS-siege-Palmyra-end-total-destruction-Experts-warn-Syria-s-glories-Ancient-World-blastedone-one.html (accessed: 2-12-2017).
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July 2015, ISIL publishes pictures of the destruction of statues in Palmyra6

After having been responsible for terrorist attacks, beheadings and killing Shi’i
Muslims, ISIL’s iconoclasm7 once again seemed to “prove” that the organization is barbaric,
destructive, fundamentalist and generally anti-civilization.8 In this way, ISIL’s iconoclasm fits
very well in the frame that has been constructed of them in the West.9 Note that, regarding the
“West” I am here not per se referring so much to a certain geographic entity, but rather to a
form of “selfing” and “othering” in which the term the “West” is part of a specific discourse.
Stuart Hall (who was a cultural theorist and sociologist) in this regard wrote of the: ‘formation
of the languages or “discourses” in which Europe began to describe and represent the
difference between itself and the “others” it encountered in the course of its [colonial]
expansion’. To be clear, with “discourse” I mean ‘a coherent or rational body of speech or
writing; a speech, or a sermon’, and in this specific case, ‘a particular way of representing
“the West”, “the Rest” and the relations between them. A discourse is a group of statements

6

Gianluca Mezzofiore, Isis: Islamic State militants publicly destroy smuggled Palmyran statues,
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/isis-islamic-state-militants-publicly-destroy-smuggled-palmyran-statues-1509038
(accessed: 2-12-2017).
7
i.e.: The social belief in the importance of the destruction of - usually - religious icons and other images or
monuments, for ideological reasons.
8
Ömür Harmanşah, "ISIS, Heritage, and the Spectacles of Destruction in the Global Media", Near Eastern
Archaeology, 78.3 (2015): 176.
9
The concept of “framing”, as used in the study of social movements, is primarily derived from the work of
Erving Goffman (professor in Sociology, University of Penssylvania). For Goffman, frames denoted “schemata
of interpretation” that enable individuals to ‘locate, perceive, identify, and label’ occurrences within their life
space and the world at large. Frames help to render events or occurrences meaningful and thereby function to
organize experience and guide action) See: E. Goffman, Frame Analysis: An essay on the organization of the
experience, (New York: Harvard University Press: 1974), 21.
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which provide a language for talking about – i.e. way of representing – a particular kind of
knowledge about a topic. When statements about a topic are made within a particular
discourse, the discourse makes it possible to construct the topic in a certain way. It also limits
the other ways in which the topic can be constructed’.10 Generally, the questions that nonMuslim audiences asked were: how could they do that to their own heritage? Why did they
feel compelled to demand such a violent and total erasure of world history?11 Soon, it was
argued Palmyra (as well as other historical sites for that matter) should be liberated from ISIL
as soon as possible, in order to save as much as possible of the remaining historical heritage.12
These are understandable reactions to iconoclasm that are part of the general
perception that “for a person who cares for beauty, it is hard to imagine that anyone would
willfully alter – let alone mutilate – a work of art”.13 Seen from this (Western) perspective, it
seems odd that ISIL openly displays its destruction of statues and buildings as it, in this way,
provides further “ammunition” for the frame that is constructed of them in the West and that
shows ISIL as a “barbaric” terrorist group.14 So why is ISIL so open about its destruction of
images? In this essay, I will contend that ISIL’s iconoclasm is actually part of a conscious
media strategy that aims at construction of a frame of its own that is simply aiming at a
different audience. Moreover, part of ISIL’s media strategy is to be portrayed in the West as
negative as possible and create as much antipathy as possible. Addressing this subject, the
main question of this essay is: How does iconoclasm fit within ISIL’s media strategy and
frame?
Rather than pointing at “religion” as the main motivator as has generally been done by
both Western and ISIL media15, I would argue, like William T. Cavanaugh (Professor of

10

Roger Maaka and Chris Andersen, eds, The indigenous experience: Global perspectives, (Canadian Scholars’
Press, 2006), 165-166.
11
Lauren Bearden, "Complex Destruction: Near Eastern Antiquities and the ISIS Spectacle", (Master thesis,
2016): 1.
12
UNESCO, “We must save Palmyra" says UNESCO Director-General Irina Bokova,
http://whc.unesco.org/en/news/1280/ (accessed: 2-12-2017).
13
David Freedberg and W.R.H Koops, Iconoclasts and Their Motives, (Maarssen: Schwartz, 1985), 14.
14
Note that the use of the word “barbaric” is already a very interesting choice of words with a powerful
connotation of itself. Concerning ISIL and iconoclasm, the word “barbaric” or “barbarism” features, amongst
others, in the following academic articles: Matthew Clapperton, David Martin Jones, and M. L. R Smith,
“Iconoclasm and Strategic Thought: Islamic State and Cultural Heritage in Iraq and Syria”, International Affairs
93, no. 5 (2017): 1205–1231. And: Ömür Harmanşah, "ISIS, Heritage, and the Spectacles of Destruction”: 170177.
15
See for instance: Ted Thornhill, ISIS continues its desecration of the Middle East: Islamic State reduces Sufi
shrines in Libya to rubble in latest act of mindless destruction, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article2987800/ISIS-continues-desecration-Middle-East-Islamic-State-reduces-Sufi-shrines-Libya-rubble-latest-actmindless-destruction.html (accessed: 4-12-2017). And: Nick Gutteridge, ISIS dig up and desecrate saint's bones
after bulldozing 1,600-year-old Christian church, https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/599816/ISIS-IslamicState-Mar-Elian-monastery-Homs-Syria-bulldoze-saint (accessed: 4-12-2017). And: BBC, Islamic State
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Theology at DePaul University), that as an abstract and hard to define concept, “religion” is
unhelpful in explaining the agency of people and groups.16 To find an answer to the main
question, I will make use of Robert D. Benford (Department of Sociology, University of
Nebraska) and David A. Snow’s (Department of Sociology, University of Arizona)
theorization on social movements and framing in order to explain how the destruction of
images and buildings fits into ISIL’s media strategy and frame. Benford and Snow distinguish
three “core framing tasks” that a social movement should deal with: diagnostic framing (what
is the problem the group is dealing with?), prognostic framing (what is the solution to the
problem?), and motivational framing (convince people to join the cause and the movement).17
With this in mind, the first subquestion will be: what is ISIL’s ideology? (i.e. what
are, according to ISIL, the problems they are dealing with? And what are their solutions to
these problems?). After all, in order to be able to address the question what role iconoclasm
plays, it is necessary to first get a general idea of ISIL’s thinking. In this chapter I will rely on
the work of two of the most important scholars in this field, namely Bernard Haykel (who is
professor of Near Eastern Studies at Princeton University) and Olivier Roy (who is a
professor at the European University Institute in Florence). In advance, it should be noted that
there is an important distinction between how ISIL presents itself (and as such its ideology)
and how the group behaves in practice. Framing thus plays an essential role.
Next, I will discuss the following question: why is ISIL destroying images? (i.e. how
does it help motivate people to join the movement?). Here, I will discuss how iconoclasm
helps to construct a certain image and is about more than “religious fervor”. I will do this by
providing a historical perspective regarding iconoclasm and how it has been “used” as an
instrument in the past, and I will then connect this with the modern-day ideology of ISIL.
Although there have been multiple studies on the strategic use of iconoclasm to
achieve political ends and on the media strategies of ISIL in general over the last few year,
there have been only few studies that focused on a combination of the two (rather, most
studies focused just on ISIL’s execution videos). What this essay hopes to contribute is to
show how “iconoclasm” and “media strategy” are more intertwined than ever before.
Concerning the interconnectedness between terrorism and media attention, I hope to spark a

'demolishes' ancient Hatra site in Iraq, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-31779484 (accessed: 4-122017).
16
For more on this discussion, see: William T. Cavanaugh, The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology
and the Roots of Modern Conflict, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009.
17
Robert D. Benford and David A Snow, “Framing Processes and Social Movements: An Overview and
Assessment”, Annual Review of Sociology 26, no. 1 (2000): 615.
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debate on the role of media regarding their reporting on iconoclasm.18 Also, by focusing on
the connection between iconoclasm and media strategy, this essay wants to move beyond
abstract concepts, such as religion, to explain ISIL’s actions and ideology.

18

For more on this see: Claire Smith, "Social media and the destruction of World Heritage as global
propaganda", People and communities: Second International Conference on best Practices in World Heritage.
Universidad Complutense, 2015. And: Claire Smith, et al, "The Islamic State’s symbolic war: Da'esh's socially
mediated terrorism as a threat to cultural heritage", Journal of Social Archaeology 16.2 (2016): 164-188.
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Chapter 1: what is ISIL’s ideology?
In this chapter, I will give a general outline of ISIL’s ideology based on the works of Bernard
Haykel and Olivier Roy, who are considered two main authorities in this field. At the latter
part of this chapter, I will also discuss ISIL’s views on icons and idols. What will be argued is
that we need to make an important distinction between how ISIL represents itself and how it
acts and behaves in practice.
ISIL is a Jihadi-Salafi movement.19 Salafism (literally meaning: “the righteous
predecessors”), as understood by what Olivier Roy terms “Islamologists”, represents a
distinctive interpretation of Islam which, stripped of later accretions, promulgates the strict
replication of the life of the Prophet Muhammad and his rightly guided followers (the
Rashidun) in contemporary practice.20 The addition of the word “jihadi” is in this regard very
important, because ISIL actually privileges armed struggle as a means for implementing their
vision of Islam, whereas Salafism is not by definition violent.21
Looking for the roots of jihadism, we arrive at the medieval Syrian scholar Ibn
Taymiyyah (d. 1328), who is one of the most important authorities for ISIL’s ideological
thinking, and whose oeuvre represents an ideological bulwark against non-Salafi heresies (On
forehand, it should be noted that Ibn Taymiyyah’s teachings were more nuanced than the
teachings of those who claim to be his modern heirs in the jihadi community, such as ISIL).22
Ibn Taymiyyah, who lived during the Mongol invasion was asked by the Mamluk regime in
Egypt to deal with the question of how to legitimize fighting the Mongols who, having
adopted Islam, were fellow Muslims and as such could not be killed. Ibn Taymiyyah
introduced two concepts that legitimized fighting the Mongols, namely: “tawhid” and
“takfir”. The idea behind “tawhid” is that there is just one God and that we should only
worship Him, which is also an implicit rejection of idolatry. The idea behind “takfir”, on the
other hand, is that, based on someone’s behavior it can be concluded whether that person is an
actual Muslim or not. Although the concept of takfir has been very controversial through the
ages and into the present (as some claim that it is only God who can rightly judge whether
someone is a true Muslim or not), it was accepted to legitimize the fight against the Mongols
of which was said that, although they claimed to be Muslims, one could conclude they were

19

James E. Cartwright, Joseph S. Nye, and Brent Scowcroft, Blind Spot: America's Response to Radicalism in
the Middle East, (Washington, DC: Aspen Institute, 2015), 22.
20
Matthew Clapperton, David Martin Jones, and M. L. R Smith, “Iconoclasm and Strategic Thought: Islamic
State and Cultural Heritage in Iraq and Syria”, International Affairs 93, no. 5 (2017): 1211-1212.
21
Cartwright, Nye and Scowcroft, Blind Spot, 22.
22
Cartwright, Nye and Scowcroft, Blind Spot, 23-24.
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not by looking at their behavior as they did not establish sharia law and were worshipping
idols.23
Within Salafism, which claims to conform to the “authentic” or “pure” Islam of the
Prophet and the Rashidun, both the concept of tawhid and takfir play a central role in
claiming how Salafis are right and others are wrong. Rather, Jihadi-Salafis principally target
other Muslims for not following their version of Islam. They accuse their enemies of
corrupting the faith with beliefs and practices that violate the doctrine of the oneness of God
by associating other beings or things with Him. Many Muslims, Salafis argue, have become
feeble because they have deviated into error and lost the “true” message of the faith.24 What is
important, in their view, is to return to the “authentic” Islam in order to revive the glory days
of old.
It should be noted that the claimed “authenticity” and “purity” play an important role
in the appeal that Salafism has.25 In this regard, we should keep in mind that, in Haykel’s
words, ‘virtually every Arab country is ruled by a corrupt and unaccountable regime that
practices coercion to obtain consent from the governed. These regimes have hollowed out
their societies by deliberately destroying most forms of civic association, seeing in these
potential sources of organized opposition to their rule’.26 At the same time, ‘unemployment
rates are high, and merit and competence are rarely awarded. Obtaining work and
advancement is often due to being connected to the right patronage network, a system that is
referred to as clientelism. The state is often the dominant employer and economic actor in
society, and inability to obtain a job in the public-sector dooms one to a precarious existence.
Without employment, finding a marriage partner becomes very difficult, which delays the
possibility of starting a family’.27 It is within this climate that ISIL offers an interesting
utopian alternative as a movement that is guided by “authentic”, or “pure” religious morals
and ideas. Iconoclasm fits rather nicely in this frame. In propaganda materials produced by
ISIL, it mentions specific passages from the Qur’an that refer to the destruction of idols by the
Prophet Ibrahim (Abraham), who is said to have smashed the idols worshipped by his people
in a foundational act of aniconic monotheism. This episode has been a constant in the
polemics of idolatry by Muslim iconoclasts that try to forge a trans-historical genealogy for
their “historical” acts. For example: in 2015, ISIL published a video in which it showed its
23

Julie V.G. Rajan, Al Qaeda’s global crisis: The Islamic state, takfir and the genocide of Muslims (Routledge,
2015), 67.
24
Cartwright, Nye and Scowcroft, Blind Spot, 24-25.
25
Cartwright, Nye and Scowcroft, Blind Spot, 22.
26
Cartwright, Nye and Scowcroft, Blind Spot, 27.
27
Cartwright, Nye and Scowcroft, Blind Spot, 27.
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destruction of the Mosul Museum and included in the video were quotations from Qur’an
21:58, narrating how Ibrahim pulverized the idols. Also, in an article that appeared in Dabiq
(ISIL’s English-language magazine), the destruction of the Mosul Museum was justified as an
emulation of both Ibrahim’s iconoclasm and the cleansing of the idols from the Ka’ba by the
Prophet Muhammad after the Muslim capture of Mecca in 630 AD. Finbarr Flood (Professor
of the Humanities at the Institute of Fine Arts and Department of Art History, New York
University) argues: ‘The invocation of reiterative genealogies imbues such acts with a
paradoxical temporality, mapping each act of iconoclasm onto a concatenation of resonant
antecedents, while simultaneously asserting its own historicity as a reform necessitated by
diachronic deviations from monotheistic orthopraxy’.28
Although ISIL claims to be authentic and to continue the work of the Prophet Ibrahim
and the Prophet Muhammad, it should be noted that the society and state that ISIL try to
establish are in no way a perfect reproduction of the past.29 Rather, they have been greatly
influenced by (what they themselves would call “heretical”) movements such as
Deobandism30, Sufism31, and the cult of dead saints associated with the Sufis.32 As such,
many of ISIL’s practices and beliefs are innovations, or constitute a distortion in the form of
an amalgam of the old and the new, which is where we should situate its iconoclasm as well.
After all, even though Muhammad cleansed the idols from the Ka’ba, his successors did not
continue with a systematic destruction of all images from the 7th century onwards.33 It may
seem odd that ISIL deems it necessary to destroy statues and buildings that nor the Prophet,
nor the Rashidun – apparently – had any real problems with. However, this highlights that,
although ISIL likes to represent its iconoclasm as based on religious purity, “religion” as an
explanation for ISIL’s acts is insufficient. “Religion”, or religious doctrine, cannot explain
why ISIL deems it necessary to destroy objects that were left alone by Muhammad and the
Rashidun, nor can it explain why ISIL sells certain objects (If ISIL were to be very strict in
terms of its own claimed ideology, it would smash these as well), nor can it explain why ISIL
would make, and disseminate, images of their iconoclasm (If the sole purpose of the
destruction is to - based on religious doctrine - battle idolatry and get rid of all images, then
why contribute to making these images more famous by showing pictures and videos of
28

. F.B. Flood, “Debate: Religion and Iconoclasm: Idol-Breaking As Image-Making in the 'Islamic
State'”, Religion and Society 7, no. 1 (2016): 117-118. Also: Clapperton, Jones, and Smith, “Iconoclasm and
Strategic Thought”: 1216-1217.
29
Cartwright, Nye and Scowcroft, Blind Spot, 25.
30
Deobandism is a revivalist movement within Sunni Islam that is centered in India.
31
Sufism is a mystical form of the Muslim faith which is at odds with Salafism.
32
Cartwright, Nye and Scowcroft, Blind Spot, 22.
33
Cartwright, Nye and Scowcroft, Blind Spot, 25.
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them?). As has been noted by other scholars before, I would argue ISIL is more pragmatic
than that they are principal and as such “use” iconoclasm as it fits in its media strategy.34 I
will discuss this role of iconoclasm in more detail in the next chapter.

34

Concerning ISIL and its pragmatism, see for instance: Remy Low, “Making Up the ‘Ummah’: The Rhetoric of
Isis As Public Pedagogy”, Review of Education, Pedagogy & Cultural Studies 38, no. 4 (2016): 297–316. And:
Douglas C. Derrick, et al, "Ideological rationality and violence: An exploratory study of ISIL’s cyber
profile", Dynamics of Asymmetric Conflict 9.1-3 (2016): 57-81.
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Chapter 2: why is ISIL destroying images?
Before focusing on ISIL’s specific reasoning for the destruction of statues and buildings, it is
worthwhile to pay attention to the general idea behind iconoclasm. Following the ideas of
Mark Juergensmeyer (professor of global studies and sociology at the University of
California), I would argue that iconoclasm, with its violence against objects, is a form of
“performance violence”, meaning: a symbolic statement that is part of a strategic plan.35 By
seeing violent acts against objects as “performances” I would, to quote Juergensmeyer, ‘not
suggest [..] that such acts are undertaken lightly or capriciously. Rather, like religious ritual or
street theater, they are dramas designed to have an impact on the several audiences that they
affect.’36 Concerning this impact, Koenraad Jonckheere (associate Professor of Renaissance
and Baroque art at Ghent University), argues that: ‘iconoclasm has a particular effect in that it
creates an image that is even more powerful than the image it has destroyed’.37
To understand the visual and emotional impact that iconoclasm can have, it is
important to take notion of the correlation between an object and the meaning that is
attributed to it. Jonchkheere: ‘Living in the twenty-first century and being exposed to an
overwhelming amount of images, we systematically delete the bulk of virtual images without
hesitation. Yet we still find it difficult to tear up the photographs of our loved ones tucked
away in our wallets. The signifiant and the signifié always interact whereby the material
object acquires reliquary value’.38 Here, Jonchkheere refers to de Saussure’s work on the
“signified” and the “signifier”. According to de Saussure the linguistic sign is a “double
entity”, uniting not a thing and a name, but a concept and a sound-image. The sound-image
takes the physical form of a spoken or written word, but these forms are entirely arbitrary, and
by themselves without meaning. They stand in for a sound-image that psychologically
realizes a concept. The sign is a two-sided psychological entity that unites concept and soundimage. Each recalls the other. To realize a more general and linguistically consistent
expression of the sign, Saussure refers to the concept as the “signified”, and to the soundimage as the “signifier”. The signified is an idea or mental entity grounded on a referent in the

35

Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the mind of God: The global rise of religious violence, (Vol. 13. Universitv of
California Press, 2017), 124-125..
36
Juergensmeyer, Terror in the mind of God, 126.
37
Koenraad Jonckheere, "The Power of Iconic Memory: Iconoclasm as a Mental Marker", BMGN-Low
Countries Historical Review 131.1 (2016): 141.
38
Jonckheere, “The Power of Iconic Memory”: 147.
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social or material world. The signifier is a pointer, signaling the presence of the idea and its
deployment in discourse and communication.39
In this regard, it is also worth mentioning Pierre Nora’s concept of the lieux de
mémoire, which he defined as: ‘any significant entity, whether material or non-material in
nature, which by dint of human will or the work of time has become a symbolic element of
the memorial heritage of any community’.40 According to Nora, even an apparently purely
material site, like an archive, becomes a lieu de mémoire if the imagination invests it with a
“symbolic aura”. Thus, lieux de mémoire are created by ‘a play of memory and history, an
interaction of two factors that results in their reciprocal overdetermination’.41 As such, we
need to acknowledge three things: first, the symbolical value that people attribute to objects,
such as buildings and images. Second, that these meanings change over time and differ in
space. And third, that meaningful objects can form tangible signifiers of a society’s history,
memory and cultural values, meaning that intangible aspects of culture converge with tangible
symbols to form a society’s identity and to commemorate its memories. In other words:
identity and certain objects relate to each other, and rather, objects can as such represent a
community. When someone burns an American flag, he or she is not just burning a piece of
textile that has red and white stripes and a blue square with stars on it, but is rather destroying
everything this flag represents. Karen A. Cerulo (Department of Sociology, Rutgers
University) argues: ‘National symbols – in particular, national anthems and flags – provide
perhaps the strongest, clearest statement of national identity. In essence, they serve as modern
totems (in the Durkheimian sense) – signs that bear a special relationship to the nations they
represent, distinguishing them from one another and reaffirming their identity boundaries’.42
Throughout history, humanity has been very conscious of the role symbolical objects can play
within conflicts, and as such, cultural icons have often been destroyed.43 Examples are
numerous, for instance the Byzantine iconoclasm, the Roman practices of damnatio
memoriae, the iconoclasm of the Reformation, and also the recent destruction of statues and
buildings in places like Mosul and Palmyra by ISIL.

39

Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 65-67.
And: Douglas Raber and John M Budd, “Information As Sign: Semiotics and Information Science”, Journal of
Documentation 59, no. 5 (2003): 511.
40
Pierre Nora and Lawrence D Kritzman, Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past. European
Perspectives, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), xvii.
41
Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux De Memoire.” Representations 26, no. 1 (1989): 19.
42
K.A. Cerulo, “Symbols and the World System: National Anthems and Flags”, Sociological Forum -Ithaca-8,
no. 2 (1993): 244. And: Jonckheere, “The Power of Iconic Memory”: 147.
43
Smith, "Social media”: 27.
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It is important to note that iconoclasm can bring across multiple symbolical messages
at once (partially, this is public-specific).44 Nonetheless, we can highlight some general
motives iconoclasts have for their act, and what their destruction of images communicates to
others. I will discuss these shortly and will connect them to ISIL’s reasoning behind its
iconoclasm. In this way, I want to move beyond the plain reasoning (which is propagated both
by Western media and ISIL itself) that ISIL’s iconoclasm is based on “religious” arguments.
First of all, iconoclasm plays an important role in showing the subjugation of a
conquered people, especially if we take into consideration that the loss of symbols inflicts a
pain similar to that caused by the loss of human live.45 The fact that you can destroy objects
that have a certain symbolical value shows the power of your group over the other and thus
that you are superior.46 Of course, “superiority” is just one side of the coin. On the other we
can find “inferiority”, meaning: ones display of superiority automatically shows the inferiority
of the other. As such, we should recognize that iconoclasm (especially because certain objects
have great symbolical value and are connected to a group’s identity) is a way of degrading,
humiliating and delegitimizing the existing fabric of society.47 Especially in the areas of Syria
and Iraq, where tribal honor and blood revenge matter significantly, this plays a role.
Second, iconoclasm is a way of removing all references to the previous society and as
such helps to create a “tabula rasa”, ‘over which the reductive certainties of singular truths
can [..] be inscribed’.48 This is a very important point in order to get why ISIL is destroying
statues and buildings that Muhammad and the Rashidun had no real problems with, and as
such I will further explain it. What should be noted is that in both Syria and Iraq (the
countries in which ISIL conquered its territories) cultural heritage has served a nationalist
agenda of the secular Ba’ath parties. Images of specific artifacts or monuments have as such
appeared on school textbooks, stamps, ticket sleeves of the national airlines, bank notes, and
other national expressions.49 The most well-known example in this regard is the Assad’s
connection with Palmyra and queen Zenobia (the famous queen of Palmyra who lived in the
3rd century AD and who defied the Roman Empire), whereby Assad has adapted Zenobia’s

44

Juergensmeyer, Terror in the mind of God, 126.
Ralf Spiller, Christof Breidenich, and Ute Hilgers-Yilmaz, "Visual rhetoric of the Islamic State (IS):
Persuasion in the field of terror", Blucher Design Proceedings 8.2 (2016): 210.
46
Smith, "Social media”: 27. And: Freedberg and Koops, Iconoclasts and Their Motives, 28.
47
Clapperton, Jones, and Smith, “Iconoclasm and Strategic Thought”: 1228. And: Freedberg and
Koops, Iconoclasts and Their Motives, 28.
48
Flood, “Debate: Religion and Iconoclasm”: 117.
49
Flood, “Debate: Religion and Iconoclasm”: 122.
45
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story to make it fit a personal and nationalist agenda.50 As journalist Maira al-Manzali argues:
‘When heritage is nationalized by an elite minority, wrapped up in governmental bureaucracy,
presented through the lens of a corrupt state, it effectively becomes a symbol of the nationstate. When the nation-state’s authority comes under attack, so does its nationalized
archaeology – ruins are no longer ruins, but emblems of state power’.51 Destruction of
heritage that has been used by these regimes is as such a form of reckoning; a discursive tactic
to signal rupture.52 This also helps us understand why ISIL, for instance, destroyed the
Triumphal Arch of Palmyra in October 2015. The Arch has never served for purposes of
worship and as such, a religious explanation for its destruction makes no sense, nor does the
statement by UNESCO that the destruction showed that ISIL was ‘terrified by history and
culture’.53 Arguably, this aspect of iconoclasm, as signaling a rupture between the “old” and a
“new” situation, is its most important.54 In 2016, after the re-capture of Palmyra by the forces
of Putin and Assad, the very same signal was given by creating (video) images that showed
the Russian Mariinsky Symphony Orchestra that gave a concert in the amphitheater of
Palmyra in front of a crowd of Russian soldiers, government ministers and journalists.55
Third, iconoclasm works very well to draw attention to yourself and get media
attention. The benefit of this is that messages, such as showing superiority and rupture, get
disseminated rather easily. Iconoclasm, as an attention-seeking instrument, works especially
well in the 21st century in which images have become increasingly important.56 Rather, Smith
argues that: ‘World Heritage may increasingly become an attractive target for groups, such as
ISIL, not only as part of a highly symbolically-loaded statement of ideological purpose, but
also as a draw for media attention’.57 Iconoclasm and media strategy have become more
intertwined than ever before, and there are two important shifts that contribute to this. On the
one side, this has to do with the changing character of conflict. Whereas the 20th century was
the century of nation states deploying large armies that try to achieve material and/or
50
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territorial goals, the 21st century is increasingly becoming the century of the “small wars” in
which political and ideological objectives matter the most. Within this change, architecture
has become more and more a weapon of war, rather than something that gets in the way of its
smooth conduct.58
Beside the changing character of conflict, the character of communication has changed
fundamentally as well. This change from “mass communication” (which is generally in the
hands of large media firms) to “networked communication” (in which information is
distributed from diverse sources, including non-traditional media sources, such as “ordinary”
people on the street) facilitated a transformation in the role of the audience from being a
passive receiver of centralized information, to being the receiver, interpreter and generator of
diverse and individualized messages within a social network. Within networked
communication, images play a fundamental role and this is especially the case for social
media sites such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. Rather, David Glance (Director of
UWA Centre for Software Practice, University of Western Australia) argues that videos and
photos are driving the use of social media.59
In this regard, in disseminating a message, images of iconoclasm have an important
advantage over images of executions, namely that a video of a beheading of a person will not
be displayed in Western media (and will be removed from social media), whereas the
beheading of a statue will.60 As such, ISIL carefully selects its targets, choosing those statues
and buildings that are valued the most by a particular cultural group and as such are likely to
garner the greatest publicity, and then coordinates and choreographs their destruction.61 In the
specific case of Palmyra, ISIL, rather than destroying large sections of the city, slowly but
systematically destroyed key heritage features in stages, in order to maximize the media
coverage and propaganda value of its actions. How they destroyed the heritage was also
carefully thought-out. Clapperton et al note that: ‘multiple outputs depicted the destruction of
epigraphs and statues, which could have been more easily destroyed with explosives along
with larger structures. Instead, Islamic State gained added symbolic value from the
performance of destruction. Rather than using explosives and power tools, Islamic State’s
film unit depicted fighters using their hands to topple statues, or pickaxes and sledgehammers
58
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to deface them, symbolically reinforcing the narrative that they were continuing the work of
Muhammad in casting out idols after conquering Mecca’.62 Thus, ISIL uses destruction (i.e.
“performance violence”) to create a spectacle to easily feed the Western media’s need to
consume images, which is something that can be compared with leaving behind a “business
card”. In this regard, Smith argues: ‘one can speak of a symbiotic relationship: terrorists
depend on the media, and the media profit from reporting terrorist attacks’.63 The publicity
ISIL gains through these images serve the group in two important, interconnected ways: first,
it is a way of disseminating specific messages and its general ideology, and second: it is a way
to gain membership.64 Concerning those specific messages, there are two in particular worth
of mentioning: “the West is hypocrite” and “the West cares more about heritage than about
us”. I will elaborate on this.
First of all, it is important to note that these messages are not in any way new, nor
characteristic of only ISIL’s ideology. Rather, ISIL has carefully looked at media strategies
that similar groups, such as the Taliban and Al Qaida, have used in the past and how
destruction of World Heritage leads to an asymmetry in Western media and debate, in which
objects seem to be valued more than human lives.65 A good example that showed how the
“West” cared more about heritage than about people in the Middle East, is that of the
Bamiyan Buddha statues in Afghanistan. In 2001, the Taliban famously (and successfully)
destroyed these statues. Among the many reasons for this was a dispute between the Taliban
and the United Nations. To simplify a complicated issue, the Taliban demanded financial
support to aid the extreme poverty in the country and were appalled that UNESCO instead
offered a large sum to save the 1,400-year-old Bamiyan Buddha statues. In response, the
Taliban council decided to destroy the statues and to reach their targeted international
audience, they invited an Al-Jazeera journalist to be on site and film the destruction.
Effectively, the Taliban’s message that was spread was: ‘the “West” does not want to relief
the suffering of the Afghan people, but will at the same time financially support two
idolatrous statues. Now, with the statues gone, let them help the people instead’. For those
who had sympathies for the Taliban, this was (more) prove that Westerners valued World
Heritage higher than Muslim lives. ISIL has learned from these experiences and the cases of
Mosul and Palmyra have proven their worth. Whereas the destruction of World Heritage was
62
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widely condemned in the West, there was hardly any attention for human lives. People living
in the modern part of Palmyra were facing severe problems (such as shortages of food, water
and medicines), but this was not what made the headlines. In this way, it seemed like the West
cared more about heritage than about (Muslim) lives.66
ISIL’s depiction of its iconoclasm results in the creation of another form of perception,
namely that of the West as being hypocrite. Flood explains this point very clearly by pointing
to the over-exposure concerning iconoclasm of ISIL versus the under-exposure of iconoclasm
of other groups, in this case by Saudi-Arabia: ‘there is evidence to suggest that Saudi bombers
are deliberately targeting the monuments and museums of neighboring Yemen in a brutal war
of attrition that has attracted little attention in the West. The lack of any sustained outcry
about such destruction contrasts with the focus in the global media on the Islamic State’s
predations in Iraq and Syria. Thanks to IS’s canny manipulation of the image, many of these
take place in the full glare of a global media co-opted for the purpose, unlike the amputations,
beheadings, floggings, and demolitions that happen off-camera on the territory of the West’s
Arabian ally’.67 What this, again, underlines is the importance of images in the 21st century.
As ISIL is disseminating its pictures and videos of the destruction of World Heritage, it can
make headlines, whereas the lack of pictures of Saudi Arabia’s destruction of World Heritage
keeps it off the front page. Flood: ‘It is precisely the hypocrisies inherent in such
inconsistencies that open a space for accusations of moral bankruptcy directed by Islamist
groups like IS against Europe, the US, and various Middle Eastern regimes. It is in this space
that the Islamic State’s recruitment drive appears to be most effective, exploiting the
dissonance between political priorities, quotidian realities, and the grand rhetoric of
universalism, whether applied to cultural heritage or human rights’.68
Whereas the West is, in this way, portrayed in a negative way, ISIL, at the same time,
appears as just and as continuing the work of Ibrahim (Abraham) and the Prophet Muhammad
in battling shirk (i.e. beliefs or practices considered idolatrous or polytheistic), which is
exactly the image that they wish to create of themselves. This is also why ISIL will always
come with religious justifications for their deeds.
Taking the above-mentioned into consideration, we can conclude that images of
iconoclasm are able to disseminate a number of messages and as such play an important role
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within ISIL’s media strategy. Or - to put it more crudely - iconoclasm is part of a propaganda
campaign that the West “falls for”.69 Ömür Harmanşah (Associate Professor of Art History at
the University of Illinois at Chicago) in this regard goes as far as to argue that we should not
label it as “real” iconoclasm. He prefers to see ISIL’s destructive work as operating in the
realm of iconoclash – ‘the contemporary and perpetual image wars in the public sphere, both
destructive and constructive, and driven by advanced technologies of capitalist
hypermodernity, new media mobilization, and the global economy of the extensive
consumption and regeneration of violent imagery’. Although I do not want to start a
discussion on terminology, I would argue there is no distinction between the concept of
“iconoclasm” and “iconoclash”. As I have discussed in this chapter, iconoclasm, by
definition, is an “image war” that “constructs” as much as it “destroys” and that needs
dissemination to get its message across. Although technologies have changed, I do not see any
essential differences between the Reformist iconoclasm and that of ISIL.
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Conclusion
ISIL’s destruction of buildings and statues shows the movement as continuing the work of
Muhammad and as such creates a direct link between the two, whereby ISIL appears as the
one and only true heir of the Prophet. It is especially this aspect that makes iconoclasm fit so
well within ISIL’s media strategy and helps in recruiting new members. It should be noted
that not only ISIL is emphasizing the “religious” aspect in their iconoclasm, but also Western
media. In Western discourse, emphasizing religion as the main motivator is a way of fitting
the iconoclasm within the “ISIL frame” that shows the movement as extremist and
fundamentalist, whereby “everything” ISIL does is –supposedly - based on the lives of the
Prophet and the Rashidun. Following Cavanaugh, I would argue that this strategy is part of
the so-called Orientalizing “religious” versus “secular” violence dichotomy, whereby Western
violence is portrayed as “rational” and controlled”, versus “religious” violence (such as that of
ISIL) as “fanatic” and “uncontrolled”.70 Also, highlighting “religion” allows the West to point
at inconsistencies, such as why ISIL destroys objects that Muhammad and the Rashidun left
alone, as well as their selling of “idolatrous” objects. Generally, showing ISIL’s hypocrisy fits
rather well in the frame that has been created in the West of the movement as well.
ISIL itself highlights the religious aspect as it fits within the frame they create of
themselves as being religiously pure, but at the same time they are very pragmatic. A media
strategy means the creation of a certain – selective – narrative that leaves as much out as it
lets in, and as such, inconsistencies are simply ignored and left out of the narrative. For ISIL,
the fact that Muhammad and Ibrahim destroyed idols is a solid basis enough to use
iconoclasm as part of its strategy. As images of iconoclasm are tolerated (in contrast to
images of beheadings), they are easily disseminated across the world and show ISIL’s
superiority, the inferiority of those conquered, as well as the inferiority of the West who,
despite all their money and (military) power have not been able to stop the destruction of
World Heritage. Moreover, ISIL knows iconoclasm will result in a large outcry from the
West, which is advantageous in two ways: first, it creates the perception that the West in
general cares more for statues than for people and as such shows its hypocrisy “once more”.
Second, the more anger from the West – the unbelievers - the better, as it “proves” ISIL is
doing the “right” thing and is on the true path to God. What we should keep in mind is that it
is not the average woman or man in the West that ISIL is targeting. Rather, it is those people
that are already looking at the West in a sceptic and distrustful way. The reactions in the West
70
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towards ISIL’s iconoclasm may confirm their ideas and lead to their active support to the
movement. Of course, there are other ways to bring across these messages, but the advantage
of iconoclasm is that it generates worldwide publicity, whereby images of ISIL’s destruction
of statues and buildings are showed repeatedly.71
Even though ISIL is – reportedly – “nearly defeated”, this essay still has certain
significance. On the one side, because we can expect a new “ISIL” in the future (as the factors
that contributed to ISIL’s rise are still present) and on the other side because, as I have noted
before, iconoclasm and media strategy have become more intertwined. As such, it is to be
expected that the destruction of World Heritage to convey messages will continue. The
question then arises how Western media should deal with this in the future. I will not try to
find an answer to this, but I do hope that this question becomes more the subject of
discussion. The last few years, there has generally been plenty of debate regarding what to do
with images of terrorism and whether it is wise to broadcast twenty-four hour “breaking
news” reports (arguably, terrorists and terrorism depend on media coverage and as such it
may be wise to not report - so extensively - on everything). Iconoclasm, however, has hardly
played a part in this debate and I consider this is a great omission. As I have argued, images
of iconoclasm have just as much of an impact and it is this aspect that have made it a
fundamental part of the media strategy of ISIL.
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