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Abstract 

This master’s thesis is a comparative propaganda analysis that studies the use of history with a 

religion dimension, similarities and framing of propaganda messages in the Islamic States 

propaganda magazine Dabiq and Brenton Tarrant’s manifesto The Great Replacement. The 

propaganda has been analysed with Jowett and O’Donnell’s propaganda model, combined with 

Jan Assmann’s theories about cultural memory, historia sacra and cultural semantics. The 

results show that both actors use history with a religious dimension to frame their messages, 

but that Tarrant uses more cultural aspects than religious. Both actors also project similar 

messages such as referring to supranational communities, the sacred history of ancestors, 

ancient enemies, new foundational history and a call for organisation by their target audience.  

 

Keyword: Comparative propaganda, ISIS, Tarrant, sacred history, Dabiq, The Great 

Replacement 
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Note on translations and abbreviations.  

I have used the Islamic State’s own translations of certain Islamic terms in order to keep the 

propagandist message as intact as possible. If a translation was not provided in the propaganda 

article, I have turned to The Oxford Dictionary of Islam, to find a sufficient translation and 

explanation of different terms. Because of this, there might be Islamic words and terms that are 

not given an appropriate translation. I am aware of this situation, but if I were to translate each 

word, the intent of the Islamic State’s propaganda message might change.  

The Islamic State is abbreviated into ISIS. Furthermore, Dabiq rarely mentions the author 

of the articles. As such, the writers of the articles are referred to as “the author” or “the 

propagandist” unless there is a known author present, which is the case with Brenton Tarrant’s 

The Great Replacement. The term ”actor” refers to groups, organisations and individuals within 

specific ideological milieus. I have used the definition to efficiently refer to both individuals, 

such as Brenton Tarrant, and organisations, such as ISIS.   
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1. Introduction 

How do we perceive the past and remember our history? In Plato’s myth of Phaedrus, the god 

Theuth presents the gift of writing to king Thamus of Egypt, to solve the problems with the 

people’s memory and allow them to remember and accumulate more knowledge. However, the 

king says that writing will not be the solution for the memory, but the cure for the reminiscence 

of their past. Since writing will not allow the scholars to practice the art of remembering, the 

skill will begin to fade. Instead, knowledge is written down, and forgotten, to be remembered 

later.1 

The myth of Phaedrus presents a paradox for both scholars and writers of history, but is 

seemingly a double-edged sword according to Plato. While the memory is not enough to 

remember everything due to our human ability to forget, the writing of history ensures that 

memories are preserved and accessible in archives and libraries. An event can therefore be 

forgotten by the individual, but remembered by the collective since it is preserved in an external 

memory bank. The writing of history diminishes the relevance of oral history, and in turn the 

need to memorize history, subverting and enervating our ability to remember. This can be 

regarded as both a positive and a negative. On the positive side, we can record more knowledge 

and history, but on the negative, we won’t remember the same amount. However, even the most 

skilled memorizer does have a limit. Furthermore, the recorded history needs to be sought out 

and reread to reminisce a community’s collective history. However, what happens when 

something old and forgotten is reminded by someone, who changes the interpretation, 

transforming it according to his or her own belief, removing or ignoring the original context 

and uses it to deceive others? Revision of history is important if something in our history has 

been wrongly interpreted, but when it is done intentionally with the purpose of influencing 

public opinion, a conflict over the correct interpretation of history may ensue. It is a common 

saying that history is written by the winner, but I would argue that history is attempted to be 

rewritten by various actors and on many occasions in order to suit their needs. The question is 

how many individuals the historical revisionists can reach with their new interpretations of 

history. When used in propaganda, history can be a useful tool to the propagandists to frame 

his messages to be more influential and interpretive.  

This is a thesis about propaganda, specifically propaganda by violent actors on ideological 

fringes: The salafist jihadi organisation The Islamic State, and white nationalist Brenton 

 
1 Paul Ricœur, Minne, historia, glömska, Daidalos, Göteborg [2005] 2014, p. 189–190. 
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Tarrant. The Islamic State rose to power during the Syrian civil war and was subsequently 

defeated during it by international collaboration. Before the Syrian civil war, ISIS was led by 

its founder Abu Musab as Zarqawi, then known as al-Qaida in Iraq. Zarqawi wanted to start a 

sectarian war against Shia Muslims in Iraq, while al-Qaida preferred to focus on the distant 

enemy, such as the USA. Zarqawi later split with AQ and was killed in an air attack by US 

forces in 2006. In 2007, ISIS was pushed back by the Sahwa movement, a US backed program 

that supported Iraqi tribes militarily and financially to fight against ISIS and AQ members.2 

ISIS went underground until they resurfaced in the Syrian civil war, conquered Mosul and 

large amounts of territory, ruling over an area the size of Great Britain. Furthermore, ISIS 

declared themselves a caliphate, and its leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi a caliph, claiming 

authority over all followers of the Islamic faith.3 ISIS also became known for their sophisticated 

propaganda efforts. Their propaganda campaigns included radio, pamphlets, newsletters, 

videos, computer games, kids’ apps, and propaganda magazines.4 These magazines are what 

will be analysed in this study for how ISIS uses history with a religious dimension as a tool for 

framing their propagandistic messages.  

During the Friday prayer on the 15th of March 2019, Brenton Tarrant executed a terrorist 

attack at two mosques in Christchurch in New Zeeland. Streaming the attack online, he 

broadcasted the attack and enabled the viewers to see it in a first-person perspective, similar to 

first-person shooters games like Call of Duty of Battlefield.5 Historical references were written 

on his weapon and gear, among them Tours 732, Clavijo 844, Acre 1189 and Vienna 1683; 

historical individuals relating to the events such as Charles Martell, Odo the Great, and 

Skandebeg; contemporary individuals who had performed terrorist attacks in western countries: 

Anton Lundin Petterson and Alexandre Bissonette.6 The gear was also inscribed with references 

to the 14 words by David Lane, “We must secure the existence of our people and a future of 

 
2 Fawaz A. Gerges, ISIS: A History, Princeton University Press, Princeton. [2016] 2017, p. 5–7, 91, 104–105. 
3 Gerges 2017, p. 1–7. 
4 Stephane J. Baele, “Introduction: Full spectrum propaganda. Apparising the ‘IS Moment’ in propaganda 

history, in Travis G. Coan, Katharine A. Boyd & Stephane J. Baele, ISIS Propaganda: A Full-Spectrum 

Extremist Message, Oxford University Press, 2019, E-book. p. 1–2.  
5 Buckingham, L. & Alali, N. “Extreme parallels: a corpus driven analysis of ISIS and far-right discourse.” In 

Kōtuitui: New Zealand Journal of Social Sciences, 2019. p. 1-3, DOI: 10.1080/1177083X.2019.1698623. 
6Jenny Awford, “Time for Change” in The Sun 18/3-2020 https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/8659870/new-

zealand-gun-reform-10-days-jacinda-ardern-brenton-tarrant-christchurch-shooting/ (accessed on 19/4-2020); 

Oliver Moody. “New Zeeland mosque shooting: Weapons refer to religious conflicts”. In The times 16/3-2019. 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/new-zealand-mosque-shooting-weapons-refer-to-religious-conflicts-

6jnnqcbdf (accessed on 21/5-2020). 

https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/8659870/new-zealand-gun-reform-10-days-jacinda-ardern-brenton-tarrant-christchurch-shooting/
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/8659870/new-zealand-gun-reform-10-days-jacinda-ardern-brenton-tarrant-christchurch-shooting/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/new-zealand-mosque-shooting-weapons-refer-to-religious-conflicts-6jnnqcbdf
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/new-zealand-mosque-shooting-weapons-refer-to-religious-conflicts-6jnnqcbdf
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white children”.7 In summary, much of the writings referenced events and individuals that can 

be interpreted along the lines of wars of religion, used by Tarrant to frame his propagandistic 

message further explained in his manifesto The Great Replacement.  

1.1 Purpose and the issue at hand.  

The purpose of the study is to identify and study possible similarities in the propagandistic use 

of history as found within white nationalist and salafi jihadi milieus respectively, as well as to 

analyse how it is used as a means of power. The interpretation of history is subjective and may 

vary greatly over cultural and religious boundaries. A good example occurred when President 

George W Bush described the War Terrorism as a “crusade”, perhaps uninformed of the term’s 

connotations in the Middle East. The description caused an uproar in the region as “crusade” 

has not changed its meaning and instead echoed the invasion of the First Crusade almost 1000 

years ago.8 In contemporary western understanding, the word “crusade” has changed its 

meaning and is popularly used as “a long and determined attempt to achieve something that you 

believe in strongly”.9 President Bush later attempted to correct the statement by arguing that 

the coalition he had gathered was a manifestation of the world’s collective will. Usama bin 

Laden, however, used the opportunity and said in a following propaganda video that the war in 

Afghanistan was a full-scale crusade aimed at not only Afghanistan, but on all believers in 

Islam, thereby attempting to rally all Muslims to his cause.10  

While ISIS was defeated on the ground during 2019 and declared defeated by several world 

leaders, most notably Donald Trump,11 evidence points towards the opposite, and a glimpse of 

this can be seen in their production of propaganda. Aaron Zeelin, scholar at the Washington 

Institute, runs the site Jihadology which collects Jihadist propaganda material for students and 

academics where he posts the material in blog form together with his own articles.12 A quick 

search on Jihadology.net for “The Islamic State” shows that the production and distribution is 

 
7 Mark McGlashan, “The Branding of European nationalism – Perpetuation and novelty in racist symbolism, 

in Analysing fascist discourse: European fascism in talk and text, red. Wodak, Ruth & Richardson, p. 297–314, 

John E. Routledge, London, 2012, p. 305. 
8 Garth Jowett & Victoria O´Donnell, Propaganda & Persuasion, 7th edition Sage, Los Angeles. 2019, p. 62–63. 
9 Crusades in Cambridge Dictionary. https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/crusade (Accessed on 

6/3-2020). 
10 Mattias Gardell, Bin Ladin i våra hjärtan: globaliseringen och framväxten av politisk islam. Leopard förlag, 

Stockholm, 2006, p. 280–281. 
11 Mark Landler, Helene Cooper and Eric Schmitt, Trump to Withdraw US forces from Syria, Declaring “We 

have won against ISIS”, in New York Times 19/12-2018. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/19/us/politics/trump-syria-turkey-troop-withdrawal.html (accessed on 23/1-

2020. 
12 “About me” on Jihadology.net, https://jihadology.net/about/about-me/ (accessed on 22/4-2020). 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/crusade
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/19/us/politics/trump-syria-turkey-troop-withdrawal.html
https://jihadology.net/about/about-me/


Master’s Thesis Christian Haag Uppsala University  

  Department of Theology 

 

4 

 

still ongoing with videos and newsletters.13 Furthermore, Michael Krona, Swedish media 

scholar studying ISIS online propaganda, wrote the 24th of February 2020 that the Islamic State 

had released a new propaganda magazine called Voice of Hind, arguing that ISIS was focusing 

its efforts towards India.14 The magazine’s format is very similar to the earlier magazine Dabiq, 

and was released in English, calling for Muslims to take up arms against Hindus.15 Since the 

24th of February 2020, two additional issues of Voice of Hind have been released.16 However, 

the production is not only done by the organisation itself, but by the supporters of the group. 

On the 2nd of May 2020, Michael Krona posted that he had found a website by an individual 

supporter who co-produced ISIS propaganda by translating Arabic anashids17 into English 

online.18 Needless to say, the Islamic State’s propaganda machine is still in the work.  

White nationalist showed much activity during 2019 with actors such as Brenton Tarrant, 

Patrick Crusius, Stephen Balliet, John Earnest and Philip Manshaus, to name a few. The first 

three also released political manifestos prior to their attacks. Crusius did specifically reference 

Brenton Tarrant’s manifesto, supporting his cause.19 Philip Manshaus referred to his inspiration 

from Brenton Tarrant’s manifesto, saying during the court case on the 7th of May 2020 that 

everyone who wants to understand why he committed the attack needs to read the manifesto.20  

However, the situation is larger than individuals who seemingly act alone. The Unite the 

right rally in August 2017 gathered a range of various organisations from different spectrums 

of the white nationalist milieu.21 Furthermore, the internet has played an important role. In the 

report Right-wing extremism and Right-Wing populism in Europe that analyses the growth and 

status of Right-Wing extremism and populism in Europe, Nora Langenbacher and Britta 

 
13 “The Islamic State” on Jihadology.net, https://jihadology.net/?s=The+Islamic+state (Accessed on 7/5-2020). 
14 Michael Krona, Voice of Hind issue 1, Twitter, 24/2-2020. 

https://twitter.com/GlobalMedia_/status/1231998539271753741 (Accessed on 6/3-2020). 
15 So where are you going? A call to Muslims of India - Voice of Hind, issue 1, al-Qitaal media centre. Rajab 

1441/March 2020.p.1–3 https://archive.org/details/Voice_of_Hind/page/n9/mode/2up (Accessed on 6/3-2020). 
16 Michael Krona, Voice of Hind issue 2, Twitter,24/3-2020. 

https://twitter.com/GlobalMedia_/status/1242913913185894401 (accessed on 24/4-2020); Michael Krona, Voice 

of Hind issue 3, Twitter 24/4-2020) https://twitter.com/GlobalMedia_/status/1252903542962171905 (Accessed 

on 24/4-2020). 
17 Islamic poetry sung in acapella as a hymn. Utilized in salafi jihadi propaganda as propaganda music. See 

Pieslak in chapter 1.4 Field of research. 
18 Michael Krona, Anashids, Twitter. 7/5-2020. https://twitter.com/GlobalMedia_/status/1256653807951503360 

(accessed on 7/5-2020). 
19 Patrick Crusius, The Inconvenient Truth, 2019, p. 1. https://archive.org/details/patrickcrusiusmanifesto 

(accessed on 6/5-2020). 
20 Victoria Wilden, “Rettsaken mot Philip Manshaus” in Norsk rikskringkasting (NRK) 7/5-2020. 

https://www.nrk.no/nyheter/rettssaken-mot-philip-manshaus-1.14656063 (accessed on 7/5-2020). 
21 Richard Fausset & Alan Feuer, “Far-Right groups surge into national view in Charlottesville”, in The New 

York Times, 13/8-17. https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/13/us/far-right-groups-blaze-into-national-view-in-

charlottesville.html (accessed on 7/5-2020). 

https://jihadology.net/?s=The+Islamic+state
https://twitter.com/GlobalMedia_/status/1231998539271753741
https://archive.org/details/Voice_of_Hind/page/n9/mode/2up
https://twitter.com/GlobalMedia_/status/1242913913185894401
https://twitter.com/GlobalMedia_/status/1252903542962171905
https://twitter.com/GlobalMedia_/status/1256653807951503360
https://archive.org/details/patrickcrusiusmanifesto
https://www.nrk.no/nyheter/rettssaken-mot-philip-manshaus-1.14656063
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/13/us/far-right-groups-blaze-into-national-view-in-charlottesville.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/13/us/far-right-groups-blaze-into-national-view-in-charlottesville.html
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Schellenberg state that the analysis in the book reveals how right-wing extremists are searching 

for international cooperation and building alliance via the internet.  

It is important to remember that ISIS and Lone wolves,22 such as Brenton Tarrant, are the 

extreme among the extreme, and that below them stands a pyramid of supporters of various 

degrees. Lone wolves are rarely alone, especially after the creation of the internet which forms 

a virtual community of radicalization because of the symbiosis between the physical and the 

digital world, including the spread of propaganda material.23 Since the ISIS propaganda 

magazines and Tarrant’s manifesto were uploaded online as PDF-files, they can be easily spread 

by their supporters. The alleged inspiration taken by Philip Manshaus and Patrick Crucius from 

Brenton Tarrant’s deed and manifesto, and the production and spread of ISIS propaganda by 

the organisation and its followers via social media, reveals how the propaganda material has 

the potential of horizontal propaganda distribution, being continuously spread within online 

groups, social media, forums and message apps. Horizontal propaganda, and its counterpart 

vertical, defines from where the message is sent.24 Vertical is the classic top to bottom 

propaganda sent from states, institutions or organisations. Horizontal propaganda is 

disseminated between and within communities and groups. 

In sum, the reason for comparing propaganda between two at first glance very different 

groups, is twofold. First, when reading through the propaganda material I find that there are 

similarities and differences worth studying to promote a deeper understanding of subversive 

actors. Second, there is an apparent lack of studies in comparative propaganda regarding these 

subjects, which will be elaborated on in the chapter “Field of research”.  

1.2 Research questions 

In conducting this project, my main aims are to study how the Islamic State and Brenton Tarrant 

use history with a religious dimension in their propaganda as an instrument of power. I argue 

that both history and religion can be effectively used by the propagandist to amplify the 

influence and impact of the propaganda message. By comparing the enemy or oneself to 

something old and indisputable, the question of good and bad is answered and the grey area 

erased when a conflict is simplified by comparing it to a historical similarity.  

 
22 An individual who, alone or together with one or two partners, on his own and without entering into or 

receiving orders or assistance from an organization, movement or outside leader, planned and/or carried out an 

act of violence against people, associations, authorities or social infrastructure for the purpose to promote or to 

avert a political development. See Gardell 2017, p. 14. Translation by author.  
23 Helene Lööw, “I gränslandet – symbiosen mellan det organiserade och det oorganiserade”, in Den ensamme 

terroristen?: om lone wolves, näthat och brinnande flyktingförläggningar, Ordfront, Stockholm, 2017, p. 81–83. 
24 Ellul, Jacques, Propaganda: the formation of men's attitudes, Vintage Books edition. Vintage Books, New 

York, [1965] 1973, p. 79–84. 
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As our understanding of the past is based on our memory of it,25 it is paramount to understand 

how it is remembered and interpreted, especially if the aim is to understand the propaganda 

discourse of subversive actors. To answer this, I want to study the material from the following 

research questions:  

How do Brenton Tarrant and the Islamic State use history with a religious 

dimension in their propaganda to present their core message and ideology and an 

interpretive framework of action for their target audience?  

What are the similarities between the two actors’ messages and framing of their 

respective propaganda messages? Which part of history do they use and how is 

history with a religious dimension used to frame their messages?  

1.2.1 Definitions 

It is important to define what I mean by analysing “history with a religious dimension”. The 

comparison to a historical agent or event provides a way of interpreting the suggested enemy. 

To be slightly generalizing, most countries have some historical events they can draw upon to 

utilize in propaganda. If a war between Turkey and Italy broke out, and a large naval battle 

ensued, the Italian media could compare the battle to the Battle of Lepanto in 1517 between the 

Ottoman Empire and the Catholic League to give a historical and religious dimension to the 

battle and in turn the war, providing legitimacy to the war and demonizing the enemy by 

comparing them to an old foe. History with a religious dimension is thus historical events, 

arguably associated with religion. The events thus entail a religious dimension. This can be 

concluded about many events in history that can be construed as, for instance, wars of religions. 

It is history that provides an abundance of events, which the propagandist can use to frame his 

message.  

Regarding definition for Brenton Tarrant and his supporters, I am using the definition 

“white nationalist” to encompass actors expressing belief in the idea of a white race as a 

transnational phenomenon, combined with nationalism.26 A white nationalist actor is 

considered an organisation or individual, the ideologies of which have similar goals and aims. 

 
25 This will be thoroughly discussed in chapter 2. Theory. 
26 Markus Lundström & Tomas Lundström, ”Hundra år av radikal nationalism”, in Det vita fältet III. Samtida 

forskning om högerextremism, specialnummer av Arkiv. Tidskrift för samhällsanalys, nr 5, 2016, Doi: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.13068/2000-6217.5.2. p. 41, 52–53. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.13068/2000-6217.5.2
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Regarding definition for ISIS, I am using the definition “salafi jihadi” as they qualify for the 

political activist section interested in jihad within the Salafism ideology.27  

1.3 Introduction to propaganda 

It must be seen, understood, remembered, and acted upon.28 

At first glance, the word propaganda might have a negative connotation, often conjoined with 

synonyms such as lies, deceit, manipulation, brainwashing, and more recently fake news and 

alternative facts. The term was first coined in 1622 when the Catholic Church created the Sacra 

Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, The Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith. 

In the original Latin, “propaganda” means “to propagate” or “to sow”.29 Its mission was to 

combat the Reformation and to propagate for the catholic faith in the Americas. Luther’s 

Reformation had begun to use the newly developed printing press to spread their message. It is 

estimated that over 300 000 copies of Luther’s 30 publications were printed and sold between 

1517 and 1520.30 Combined with the printing and dissemination of the Bible and other writings 

in local languages, the Protestant reformers took up the pen instead of the sword to combat the 

Catholic Church.31  

In a more neutral sense, propaganda means to disseminate or promote particular ideas.32 

Whenever someone promotes or propagates for an idea he or she becomes, by definition, a 

propagandist. As such, advertisement is also a form of propaganda, and the most common. It is 

estimated that we are exposed to 2000 messages of some sort every day from radio, television, 

newspapers, poster and on the internet. At most, we remember around 80 of these messages.33 

80/2000 = 0.04. Thus, a message sent has a 0.04 % chance to be remembered by the target 

audience. This is where the propagandist wants his message to be.   

The evolution of propaganda is conjoined with the technical and scientific evolution. In this 

perspective, World War 1 offered a shift of paradigm in many ways, including to propaganda. 

Prior to the war, the concept of mass media had not seen the light of day, and knowledge of 

human psychology and sociology was low. Propaganda was harder to disseminate due to the 

low flow of information, and public orators and rumours remained important ways of 

 
27 Emin Poljarevic, “The Power of Elective Affinities in Contemporary Salafism”, in The Muslim world. 2016; 

106 (3): 474–500. Doi: 10.1111/muwo.12159, p. 496. 
28 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 276. 
29 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 2; Taylor 2003, p. 111. 
30 Dickens, A.G in Philip M. Taylor, Munitions of the mind – A history of propaganda from the ancient world to 

the present era, 3rd edition, Manchester University Press, Manchester, [2003] 2018, p. 97. 
31 Taylor 2018, p. 98. 
32 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 2. 
33 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 136–137. 
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circulating messages. That is not to say that propaganda was not effective before WW1. The 

difference was the growth of mass media, scientific advances and improvements to 

transportation through steam engine driven vehicles that occurred during the 19th century, which 

extensively expanded the possibilities for propaganda dissemination.34 Propaganda could be 

mass produced. The new media inventions developed during the 19th century begun to slowly 

have on impact on the dissemination of propaganda. The Russo-Japanese war of 1905 would 

become an early example of a war where the use of the new media effected the outcome of the 

war, and was studied by political and military authorities. The lessons that could be learned 

from the war would be put to use nine years later in WWI.35 One of the first things the British 

did in the war was to cut the transatlantic telecommunication cable from Germany to the USA 

in order to control the flow of information, and thereby ensure a one-sided view of the war 

through Entente Propaganda.36 

WW1 became a playfield where propagandists could push the limits of propaganda and 

develop new strategies of manipulation and more sophisticated practices on a wider scale then 

seen before. It was also one of the first times that the whole population of entire nations was 

affected by the war and needed to support the war effort.37 Consequently, new propagandistic 

challenges arose as the morale on the home front had to be maintained on a nationwide scale. 

Science and technology paved the way for the new possibilities for propaganda. Scientific 

advances in psychology and sociology became foundations of the propagandist works.38 Each 

of the different technological advances had their strengths and weaknesses, but what they had 

in common was that they could bypass the traditional social institutions of the church, school, 

family or political system.39 The introduction of the daily penny press, developed during the 

19th century, along with increased literacy, made newspapers an important tool to spread 

information and shape perception, simply because of their sheer numbers. They were easy to 

produce in mass and to spread.40  

Motion pictures were introduced in 1896 and all countries involved made propaganda films 

for their soldiers and citizens. While the use of motion pictures and their propagandistic effect 

has been disputed, its emotional aspect must not be underestimated.41 Moreover, radio made it 

 
34 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 87. 
35 Taylor 2018, p. 174–175. 
36 Taylor 2018, p. 177. 
37 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 87. 
38 Ellul 1973, p. 89. 
39 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 95. 
40 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 95. 
41 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 99–101. 
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possible to send messages across borders and over vast distances where everyone with a radio 

could tune in and listen to the message. It was first used in 1915 by Germany to report on the 

war on a daily basis, and increasingly used by the Russians from 1917 and later after the 

formation of the Soviet Union. 42  

Commonly used during WW1 was atrocity propaganda, stories intended to demonize the 

enemy.43 One of the more notorious propaganda examples of is the allied story that the Germans 

boiled their fallen soldiers to fat in a corpse factory. The allies had deliberately mistranslated 

Kadaver into corpse, instead of animal corpse. While Kadaver means “a corpse”, it never refers 

to human bodies. However, citizens of the Entente were not aware of German linguistics, and 

the story became a propaganda success, picturing the Germans as even more evil.44  

The use of propaganda in warfare would only intensify following WW1. With lessons 

learnt and further technological developments, such as increased coverage of radios, the WW2 

became the greatest propaganda battle in the history of warfare.45 

The wide use of propaganda during WW1 had created many skilled propagandists that after 

the war attempted to use their newly found knowledge. Scholarship of propaganda increased 

due to the interest of the phenomenon, but also the use of propaganda as public relations and 

marketing.46 Three important works were written after the war: Walter Lippmann’s Public 

Opinion from 1921 that outlined propaganda as an object of study, Harold D Lasswell’s 

Propaganda Technique in the world war from 1927, discussing uses of propaganda in wars, 

and Edward Bernays’s Propaganda from 1928, inspired by Lippman, which focused on the 

practical use of propaganda.47 Lippman and Lasswell had a more critical view on the aspects of 

propaganda, but they agreed that some form of propaganda was needed in a modern society. 

Lasswell wrote that if the masses wanted to be free from the chains of iron, they must accept 

the chains of silver.48 Lippman, on his side, argued that we need a simplified image of reality, 

because the latter is far too complex to comprehend.49 Bernays said: “Intelligent men must 

realize that propaganda is the modern instrument by which they can fight for productive ends 

and help to bring order out of chaos”.50 He would use his skills as a publicist and is considered 

 
42 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 117. 
43 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 207. 
44 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 152. 
45 Taylor 2018, p. 208, 246. 
46 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 153–154. 
47 Jimmy Vulovic, Propaganda: historia, teori och analys, 1st edition, Studentlitteratur, Lund, 2017, p. 78. 
48 Harold D. Lasswell, Propaganda technique in the World War, Martino publishing, Mansfield centre CT, 

[1938] 2013, p. 222. 
49 Walter Lippmann, Public opinion, BN Publishing, Miami, [1922] 2007, p. 11. 
50 Edward Bernays, Propaganda, IG publishing, Brooklyn, New York, [1928] 2005, p. 168. 
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to be one of the first professional public relation counsellors, drawing on social sciences to 

shape public perception.51 He created one of the more successful marketing campaigns to make 

women smoke by associating smoking with the Women’s Emancipation movement. During an 

Easter march in 1929, Bernays hired ten fashion models, each one dressed like the Statue of 

Liberty and holding a Lucky strike cigarette, to walk down the Fifth Avenue in New York. The 

women held the cigarettes high in the air like “torches of freedom.” The following day the 

pictures were in newspapers all over USA.52  

It is interesting to read these three men’s view on propaganda as a necessity in a democratic 

society, considering that all three books were released during a decade when the democracy 

and suffragette movements made great progress. In the era of young democracies in the western 

world, the three authors found a need for propaganda to control. Either to bring order out of 

chaos, as Bernays argues, or as the chains of silver, as Lasswell argues, to abstain societies from 

plunging into chaos.   

In 1965, Jacques Ellul published his influential book Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s 

Attitudes. He made several important distinctions of propaganda and argued for the introduction 

of modern propaganda (post WW1), defining it as a technique based on science, namely 

psychology and sociology. For Ellul, there are stark differences between propaganda before and 

after WW1, particularly in reference to the scientific approach.53 While I am inclined to agree 

that propaganda did become very different after the introduction of mass media and scientific 

analysis, I would, from a historical perspective, argue for an evolution of propaganda rather 

than the creation of an entirely new form.   

In 1986, Garth S. Jowett and Victoria O’Donnell published the first edition of Propaganda 

of Persuasion. The book was published to provide a systematic introduction to propaganda and 

originally written because of the lack of studies on propaganda in the field of communication. 

Since then the book has been republished several times, with the 7th edition appearing in 2019.54 

Out of the many definitions of propaganda that has been developed over the years, I find their 

definition to be the most comprehensive and useful: “Propaganda is the deliberate, systematic 

attempts to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behaviour to achieve a 

 
51“Edward Bernays“ in Encyclopaedia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/biography/Edward-Bernays 

(accessed on 28/3-2020). 
52 Shaw, Eric H. Alan, Stuart, “Cigarettes”, in McDonough The Advertising Age - Encyclopaedia of Advertising. 

2003, p. 312. 
53 Ellul 1973, p. 3–4. 
54 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. XIII, 399. 
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response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist”.55 The definition is broad, but 

considering the many shapes propaganda can take, a broad definition is useful. The three 

clauses: shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions and direct behaviour manage to cover a wide 

array of types of propaganda. The clause direct behaviour is especially useful in the light of 

Jacques Ellul’s important conclusion that the aim of propaganda is not only to influence 

opinion, but to provoke action.56 For instance, considering information about the current Covid-

19 crisis, the target audience is not only supposed to believe the message, but to spread it further 

and adhere to it, such as sharing the message on Facebook or follow the government instruction 

to avoid the spread of a virus. 

Similar to Gutenberg’s printer, the internet has revolutionized the human flow of 

information, and as such the dissemination of propaganda. 57 It has transformed the way in 

which we receive and read information, but also how the propagandist acts to use this new tool 

to the best advantage. Social media lowered the barrier for individuals to produce and consume 

medial content. While this has had many positive effects on democracy and free speech, it has 

also increased the spread of conspiracy theories, misinformation and fake news.58  

1.3.1 The effects of propaganda 

Propaganda needs to utilize several techniques to be effective. Firstly, propaganda needs to talk 

to individuals in crowds and make the receiver feel that he is at the centre of attention. Second, 

propaganda needs to be total and use every, or as many available communications channels as 

possible. The target needs to be assaulted by propaganda from all sides and angles possible; 

radio, TV, Internet, posters, speeches and so forth. Each medium has its own qualities, making 

different mediums suitable for different propagandistic tasks. Thirdly, propaganda needs to be 

continuous and lasting to be effective and expose the individual to the message during a period 

of time. Therefore, we rarely see effective propaganda campaigns during public elections, since 

they don’t last long enough for the propaganda to take root. Finally, the organised myth59 that 

aims to change the attitude, cognition and behaviours of the individuals, begins to take root. 

The myth imposes a certain intuitive knowledge, intolerant towards interpretations and opinions 

opposing their own, and begins to affect every area of the individual’s consciousness. In the 

 
55 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 6. 
56 Ellul 1973, p. 25. 
57 Christopher Bronk, “Cyber Propaganda”, in Jowett, G. & O’Donnell, V., Propaganda and Persuasion. 7th 

edition, Sega, Los Angeles. 2019, p. 331–336. 
58 ” …the deliberate spread of misleading and false information that contradicts the facts,” Jowett & O’Donnell 

2019, p. 3. 
59 For definition of myth, See Bruce Lincoln, Theorizing myth: narrative, ideology, and scholarship, University 

of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1999, p. 147–149. 
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end, the propaganda controls the individual and the individual’s view of world and society. At 

this point, propaganda has succeeded in its ultimate form, and the individual has developed a 

totalitarian attitude.60  

When discussing the effects of propaganda, we must generalize to a certain extent due to the 

changing nature of propaganda and how is it disseminated. A study of the direct effects of 

propaganda is complicated, not least because of its continuously changing relationships to 

media, technology and society. According to Jowett & O’Donnell, the following five 

generalizations can be made about the effectiveness of propaganda.61 First, the argument needs 

to be of relevance for the target audience. Second, propaganda is not the sole factor of change. 

Potential change in opinion is also influenced by leaders, family, friends and social conditions. 

Third, the propagandist does not need to have the total support of the target. If he or she agrees 

with the propagandist on some issues, it might be enough for their support. Fourth, public 

acceptance does not guarantee private acceptance. Fifth, censorship and one-sided 

communication is favourable for the propagandist.   

It is quite clear that propaganda has an effect, whatever its context might be. However, that 

statement only refers to what and if propaganda has an effect on a shallow level, not how or 

when. The scientific aspect of propaganda has increased the propagandist interest in controlling, 

measuring and evaluating its effects by analysing the precise evidence of propaganda effects.62 

The propagandist wants to know if the aim has been fulfilled, or if he needs to rethink his 

strategies, whereas state officials want to know if it’s worth funding. This is a difficult 

endeavour due to of the lack of adequate data.63 In general, the effects of a propaganda 

campaign can be seen after a certain amount of time. Was President Trumps campaigns and 

slogan “Make America great again” successful? Yes, considered that he won the presidential 

election and gained a very large base of followers. Were the Islamic State’s propaganda efforts 

successful? Since around 36 000 salafi jihadis travelled to Syria to join the Islamic State as of 

2016,64 it could be argued that the propaganda campaign had some success.  

1.4. Field of research  

1.4.1 White nationalist and salafi jihadi propaganda 

The field of radical white nationalist propaganda and rhetoric has been fairly extensively 

studied. Digital media strategies of the far-right in Europe and the United States, edited by 

 
60 Ellul 1973, p. 7–19. 
61 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 194. 
62 Ellul 1973, p. 5. 
63 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 283. 
64 Gerges 2017, p. 44. 



Master’s Thesis Christian Haag Uppsala University  

  Department of Theology 

 

13 

 

Patricia Anne Simpson & Helga Druxes, covers some parts of white nationalist propaganda, 

ranging from the use of internet and its implications of extremism, identities and radicalism.65 

A similar study is Analysing Fascist discourse: European fascism in talk and text, edited by 

Ruth Wodak and John E. Richardson.66 Another important study is Doublespeak – rhetoric of 

the far right since 1945, edited by Matthew Feldman & Paul Jackson, which studies the large 

amount of white nationalist literature and its ideological rhetoric.67 Several studies have 

likewise been published on the use of medieval and crusader themes in white nationalist 

propaganda,68 as well as numerous articles and reports, several focusing on the role of internet.69 

The field of research about salafi jihadist propaganda and rhetoric has also been extensively 

studied, particularly since the rise of the Islamic State. The media world of ISIS, edited by 

Michael Krona and Rosemary Pennington, and ISIS propaganda: a full media spectrum, edited 

by Stephane J. Baele, Katharine A. Boyd and Travis G. Coan cover the entirety of ISIS’s 

propaganda and media world.70 ISIS propaganda is also discussed in general studies about the 

Islamic State, both briefly and extensively.71 ISIS and other salafi jihadist groups’ propaganda, 

the role of the internet and the use of history of religion have also been discussed in numerous 

articles and reports.72 In comparison to propaganda studies of white nationalist, propaganda is 

the centre stage in more articles when studying salafi jihadi actors.  

 
65 Patricia Anne Simpson & Helga Druxes (red.), Digital media strategies of the far-right in Europe and the 

United States, Lexington Books, Lanham, 2015. E-book. 
66 Ruth Wodak & John E. Richardson (red.), Analysing fascist discourse: European fascism in talk and text, 

Routledge, London. 2013. 
67 Matthew Feldman & Paul Jackson (red.), Doublespeak – Rhetoric of the far right since 1945, Ibidem-Verlag, 

Stuttgart, 2014. 
68 Ariel Koch, “The New Crusaders: Contemporary Extreme Right Symbolism and Rhetoric”, 

in Perspectives on Terrorism, Vol. 11, No. 5 (October 2017), p. 13–24 https://www.jstor.org/stable/26297928 

(Accessed on 29/3-2020); Mattias Gardell, “Crusader Dreams: Oslo 22/7, Islamophobia, and the Quest for a 

Monocultural Europe” in Terrorism and Political Violence, 26:1, 129–155, 2014. DOI: 

10.1080/09546553.2014.849930; Andrew B.R. Elliot, “Internet medievalism and the White middle Ages” in 

History Compass. 2018;16:e12441. https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12441. 
69 Tammy Castle, Lars Kristiansen & Lantz Shifflett, “White Racial Activism and Paper Terrorism: A Case 

Study in Far-Right Propaganda” in Deviant Behavior, 41:2, 252–267, 2020. DOI: 

10.1080/01639625.2018.1557380; Imogen Richards, “A Dialectical Approach to Online Propaganda: Australia’s 

United Patriots Front, Right-Wing Politics, and Islamic State” in Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 42:1-2, p, 43–

69, 2019.DOI: 10.1080/1057610X.2018.1513691; Daniel Kohler, “The radical online. Individual radicalization 

processes and the Role of the internet”, in Journal for deradicalization. Winter 2014/15, Nr. 1, p. 116–134. 
70 Michael Krona & Rosemary Pennington (red.), The media world of ISIS, Indiana University Press, 

Bloomington, 2019; Travis G. Coan, Katharine A. Boyd & Stephane J. Baele, ISIS Propaganda: A Full-

Spectrum Extremist Message, Oxford University Press, 2019. E-book.  
71 Gergers 2017, p. 270–272; Loretta Napoleoni, ISIS: The terror Nation, 2nd edition, Seven stories Press, New 

York, 2017, p. 56–57; Jessica Stern & J.M Berger, ISIS: the state of terror. William Collins, London. 2016, p. 

101–175. 
72 Lisa Kaati & Katie Asplund Cohen, Digital Jihad: Propaganda from the Islamic State. Totalförsvarets 
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/26297928


Master’s Thesis Christian Haag Uppsala University  

  Department of Theology 

 

14 

 

1.4.2 Comparative propaganda 

The study of comparative propaganda has not received the same amount of interest, particularly 

regarding white nationalists and salafi jihadist. Studies may touch on upon both subjects, but in 

general they make no direct comparison between the two. One such example is Mattias 

Gardell’s chapter in Den ensamme terroristen.73 Several other studies have also been conducted 

by comparing other groups’ propaganda. For instance, Jimmy Vulovic compared Nazi and 

Soviet propaganda,74 while Sophia Menache and Daniel Gutwein made a comparison between 

the propaganda strategies of George Bush and Saddam Hussein during the Gulf Crisis 1990-

1991.75 

Gareth Thompson compared the Islamic State’s propaganda effort to the German Nazi Party 

as a response for a call for more comparative propaganda studies. He found that both build their 

propaganda on mythical language, martyrdom, propaganda by the deed, the use of modern 

media and visual aesthetics. Thompson rightfully questions the idea of an all-powerful 

propaganda system that controls individuals, arguing that the strongest network for recruitment, 

both for ISIS and for Nazi Germany, was family and peer pressure.76 This is a very important 

aspect to have in mind when studying any form of propaganda: propaganda is rarely the sole 

reason for a complete radicalization process. Friends, family and social situation are equally 

important. Gareth is quite close to my approach to the subject regarding mythical language, 

since I will study the history with a religious dimension in white nationalist and salafi jihadi 

propaganda.  

Louisa Buckingham and Nusiebah Alali have made one of the few extensive comparative 

propaganda studies on salafi jihadi propaganda and white nationalists’ propaganda. It compares 

 
Thomas, “Online jihadist magazines and the ‘religious terrorism’ thesis” in Critical Studies on Terrorism, 11:3, 

537–550, 2018, DOI: 10.1080/17539153.2018.1471098; Lydia Wilson, "Understanding the Appeal of ISIS" in 

New England Journal of Public Policy: Vol. 29 : Issue 1 , Article 5. 2017 Available at: 

http://scholarworks.umb.edu/nejpp/vol29/iss1/5; Julian Droogan & Shane Peattie “Mapping the thematic 

landscape of Dabiq magazine” in Australian Journal of International Affairs, 71:6, 591–620, 2017.DOI: 

10.1080/10357718.2017.1303443; Haroro J. Ingram, “An analysis of Islamic State’s Dabiq magazine” in  

Australian Journal of Political Science, 51:3, 458–477, 2016. DOI: 10.1080/10361146.2016.1174188; Haroro J. 

Ingram, “An Analysis of Inspire and Dabiq: Lessons from AQAP and Islamic State's Propaganda War” in 

Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 40:5, 357–375, 2017. DOI:10.1080/1057610X.2016.1212551; Donald 
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2017, p. 104–121, 141–163. 
74 Jimmy Vulovic, Propagandans berättarteknik, Lund, Ellerström. 2016. 
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and analyses Behring Breivik’s and Brenton Tarrant’s manifestos with ISIS magazine Rumiyah. 

The study is a discourse analysis, using a corpus linguistic analysis that focus on semantics, 

linguistics and ratio of appearance by specific keywords, rather than the use of history or 

religion, that I aim to study. The authors do make the important observation that there is a 

distinction between racial and religiously framed grievances between the texts: Tarrant’s 

motivation for the Christchurch massacre was demographical replacement, not religion. As 

such, Tarrant’s attack was motivated by racism, not religious intolerance.77 This distinction is 

also important for my analysis as the use of religious rhetoric does not by default mean that the 

rhetorician is religious, but rather that he or she uses a language in accordance with the cultural 

memory of the target audience.   

Holbrook has compared the propaganda discourse of white nationalist and salafi jihadist in 

the article Far Right and Islamist extremist discourse: shifting patterns of enmity. He found 

three correlating categories: convergence of issues, emotive language and strategy and use of 

force. White nationalist and salafi jihadists convergence on several issues, such as their 

approach to Jews, homosexuals, governments and Palestine. Both utilize emotive language 

where both have similarities in their semantic usage in conveying their message. They argue to 

be a vanguard fighting for the greater good where those who die in the struggle are deemed as 

martyrs. Furthermore, both actors refer to apocalyptic and eschatological themes of a day of 

judgement or reckoning. Both use similar strategies and use of force since both argue for a 

leaderless resistance strategy and deconstructed resistance. With these kinds of organisational 

strategies, the actors are harder to find and dismantle.78 Holbrook concludes that the discourses 

are more comparable than it might seem at first glance, and that they can become inspirations 

to one another. The successful strikes and strategies used by salafi jihadist could become 

examples to follow by the white nationalist, for instance. Holbrook concludes that the dynamic 

is dangerous, and that the potential threat of reciprocal radicalization must not be ignored.79 

With the perspective that music can be a vital aspect of a radicalization process, Jonathan 

Pieslak has studied the use and form of music as propaganda by al-Qaida, racist skinheads, 

Christian radicals and animal rights activists. Pieslak writes that it is impossible to know if 

 
77 Louisa Buckingham & Nusiebah Alali, “Extreme parallels: a corpus-driven analysis of ISIS and far-right 

discourse” in Kōtuitui: New Zealand Journal of Social Sciences, 2019 DOI: 10.1080/1177083X.2019.1698623, 

p. 1–5, 17–18. 
78 Donald Holbrook, “Far Right and Islamist Extremist Discourse: Shifting Patterns of Enmity “, in Taylor, 

Maxwell, Holbrook, Donald & Currie, P. M. (red.), Extreme right wing political violence and terrorism, 

Bloomsbury, London, 2013, p. 229–232. 
79 Holbrook 2013, p. 232–234. 
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music is the sole reason, but it is certainly one of many influences for increased radicalization. 

Seeing emotion as an important catalyst for eventual violent acts, music, which instils emotion, 

remains an obvious and important object of study.80 Pieslak finds that music can be a catalyst 

for social bonding prior to ideological commitment and radicalization processes because of 

music’s ability to make a message emotionally powerful.81 In sum, music can be a very potent 

form of propaganda and used by any radical group, even among salafi jihadi groups who 

initially have prohibited various forms of music. Instead, they utilize anashids, which can be 

described as poetry sung in acapella as a hymn.82  

With the field of research described above, I find that here is a need for more comparative 

propaganda on a qualitative level between white nationalist and salafi jihadi propaganda, or any 

subversive movement that uses propaganda to an extended degree. Taking into consideration 

the new opportunities for disseminating propaganda through the internet, the need for more 

knowledge and research is paramount to grasp and understand these movements and 

organisations. Propaganda needs to be the focus of more studies and research, not just an 

appendage in a larger study. 

1.5 Material  

The material chosen for the study are six articles in the Islamic States magazine Dabiq (34 

pages in total), published from 2014-2016, and Brenton Tarrant’s manifesto The Great 

Replacement (74 pages in total), published in 2019. I have chosen The Great Replacement 

because of how Tarrant himself has inspired later lone wolves, accessibility to the material and 

the historical content used to frame the manifesto’s message. In addition, there is a lack of 

research done on the manifesto.   

Dabiq was specifically chosen due to my previous experience with the magazine,83 

accessibility to the material, historical content used to frame the magazine’s messages, and 

because of its importance in the Islamic State’s larger propaganda machine. Both materials have 

also been chosen because of their potential as horizontally spread propaganda among the actors’ 

followers. I have chosen these mediums because of their elaborative aspect where actors have 
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the space to thoroughly describe and argue for their legitimizations, justifications, plans and 

perceptions of the world and society to promote their core message.  

Anders Behring Breivik had the intention that both his actions and his manifesto would be 

an inspiration and a manual for potential lone wolves.84 Research has also shown that around 

one third of lone wolves have downloaded instruction manuals and videos prior to their attacks, 

even though the quality of the manuals has been disputed.85 However, following terrorism 

instructions in ISIS propaganda, Europe saw a rise on terrorist attacks performed by driving 

trucks into large crowds.86  

The material has been collected over a long period of time. The Dabiq magazines have 

been collected from jihadology.net during my bachelor thesis Gnistan i Dabiq, while Brenton 

Tarrant’s manifesto, and other lone wolf manifestos, have been accessed via Archive.org.  

A clear difference between The Great Replacement one the one hand, Dabiq on the other, 

is abundance. While ISIS has had the resources to produce large amounts of qualitative 

propaganda,87 the white nationalists has not had the same possibility to produce high quality 

propaganda. While Brenton Tarrant’s and Behring Breivik’s manifesto may indeed be 

comprehensive, they are not as skilfully and professionally produced as Dabiq. Brenton Tarrant 

was, after all, not an active member of a known organised group with large amount of 

manpower and funds. At most, he had connections to Identitäre Bewegung Österreish (IBÖ), 

the Austrian imitation of the French Génération Identitaire (GI), to which he donated money 

during 2018.88  

1.5.1 The Great Replacement by Brenton Tarrant. 

Prior to the massacre at Christchurch, Brenton Tarrant uploaded the manifesto The Great 

Replacement to the internet, akin to that of Anders Behring Breivik’s manifesto from 2011.89 

In the manifesto, Tarrant elaborates on the justifications of his deed, describes his radicalization 

process and call for action from the target reader. Tarrant argues that Europe is under invasion 

from illegal immigrants and that the current immigrants living in Europe are occupants. For 

white European culture and civilization to survive, action is needed. Throughout the manifesto 
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85 Gardell 2017, p. 128–129.  
86 Cohen & Kaati Digital Jihad, Propaganda från Islamiska Staten, 2018, p. 15–16. 
87 Gerges, 2017, p. 270. 
88 Morgan Finnisö & Daniel Vergara,”Nyfascistisk grupp utreda för koppling till Terroristen i Nya Zeeland”, 

Expo 28/3-2019. https://expo.se/2019/03/nyfascistisk-grupp-utreds-f%C3%B6r-koppling-till-terroristen-i-nya-

zeeland (accessed on 6/5-2020). 
89 Buckingham & Alali, 2019 p. 1–2. 
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he calls for action in any form, from various means to create support for his cause, to individual 

action and support of and creation of organisations and a movement.90  

Tarrant defined himself as an ethno-nationalist eco-fascist, and supported several other 

lone wolves who he argued has taken “…a stand against ethnic and cultural genocide,”91 

mentioning Luca Traini, Anton Lundin Petterson, Dylan Roof and Behring Breivik, the latter 

whom he considered to be his greatest inspiration.92  

1.5.2 Dabiq by the Islamic State. 

As mentioned in chapter one, a propaganda campaign must reach the target audience on several 

levels with several different mediums. The Islamic State’s magazines became a central part of 

their comprehensive propaganda machine. What ISIS did differently to other organisations that 

produced propaganda magazines, for instance al-Qaida, is that they integrated the magazines 

into their propaganda campaign which redirected the target audience to other parts of their 

propaganda, such as videos, apps or books. Dabiq functioned like the spider in a web. 

Furthermore, the magazines became a quantitative shift as they included many different 

subjects relevant to a diverse audience, and were published in several languages, among them 

Arabic, English, French, Russian and Turkish. Consequently, the magazines could reach several 

different audiences, expanding their reach and influence. The magazines were uploaded in high 

quality PDFs on websites such as archive.org and disseminated through social media.93 They 

featured glossy articles with large amounts of images and linked their ideological narratives 

with religious and historic references to the Qur’an, Hadiths and history of the Muslim Ummah. 

The magazine position the reader in a concept of a true believer as one who follows the 

obligation of Jihad and eventually achieves martyrdom.94  

1.6 Method  

The method for the study is a qualitative textual analysis in order to investigate how the chosen 

material under study has been framed in a historical and religious framework to influence the 

target audience. I have approached my material as propaganda material with a message and 

purpose to influence the target audience with a certain opinion and ideology, as well as to 

attempt to draw the reader into action. Firstly, The Great Replacement by Brenton Tarrant and 

the 15 issues of ISIS’s propaganda magazine Dabiq, were read with the intention to find articles 

and paragraphs that utilized history with a religious dimension in the shaping of the message. I 

 
90 Brenton Tarrant. The Great Replacement, 2019, p. 1–74. 
91 Tarrant 2019, p. 18. 
92 Tarrant 2019, p. 15, 18. 
93 Travis, Boyd, Baele 2019, p. 85–89. 
94 Travis, Boyd, Baele 2019, p. 123. 
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searched for explicit and elaborate references to historical events that were compared to 

contemporary times, events juxtaposed with contemporary events, or events argued to be a 

repetition of history. While The Great Replacement has a moderate use of references to history 

with a religious dimension, Dabiq had references on every page, very often with repetitions of 

earlier mentioned historical events or actors. Due to the abundance of historical references and 

the large amount of material produced by ISIS, a selection within the selected material was 

required.  

The selection within Dabiq was motivated by the content of the articles and if it was a 

repetition of already used historical events. The selection resulted in six articles of 34 pages 

from Dabiq to match the amount of material studied in The Great Replacement. Following the 

selection within the material, the articles in Dabiq and The Great Replacement were reread and 

analysed according to the theoretical framework developed for the study. The theoretical 

framework is based on propaganda theories by Jacques Ellul, Garth S Jowett and Victoria 

O’Donnell. The framework is reinforced by Jan Assmann’s theories about the memory of 

history: cultural memory, cultural semantics and historia sacra and my own historia sacra 

secunda.95 The results from the analysis were then comparatively analysed in order to study the 

similarities between the two actors’ material.  

In this thesis perspective, the importance of a historical event with a religious dimension is 

not if it was religious or not, but its legacy and the contemporary perception. Therefore, I won’t 

discuss the credentials of the religious dimensions of an historical event in the propaganda 

material. Neither will I engage in what is regarded as the correct interpretation by scholars and 

historians. The object of the study is how propagandists use the stories as an instrument of 

power to make the target audience interpret the message in a manner that suits the propagandist 

agenda. What is important is not historical or religious facts, but what is used, how it is used 

and how it is remembered. 

2. Theory  

2.1 Propaganda theory  

In Propaganda and Persuasion, Jowett and O’Donnell present a 10-step model for propaganda 

analysis.96 It analyses the whole process of a propaganda campaign, from identifying the 

ideological message and organisational structure to the effect of the propaganda campaign itself 

 
95 See Chapter 2.2.2: The sacred history. 
96 Jowett & O’Donnell, 2019, p. 267–268. 
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in the following steps: 1. The ideology and purpose of the propaganda campaign. 2. The context 

in which the propaganda occurs. 3. Identification of the propagandist. 4. The structure of the 

propaganda organization. 5. The target audience. 6. Media utilization techniques. 7. Special 

techniques to maximize the effect. 8. Audience reaction to various techniques. 9. Counter 

propaganda, if present. 10. Effects and evaluation.97 

As seen in the 10 steps, each one answers different questions of a propaganda campaign 

that can be approached by the scholar from different angles. Number 4, 5 and 6 focus on the 

organisation, target audience and the propagandist, 8 and 9 on reactions to the propaganda and 

1, 2 and 7 on the text, content and message of the propaganda itself. In sum, the model presents 

a way to study an entire propaganda campaign, but that is beyond the scope of this thesis. Here 

the reader finds my own interpretation of the model; others can be just as valid.   

The model does not offer any concrete tools or ways for analysing propaganda material. 

Instead, it maps out different parts that can be studied in a propaganda campaign. Jimmy 

Vulovic, by whom my interpretation is slightly inspired, has elaborated further on the model 

and finds it too elementary and general. He emphasises that it should be regarded as a suggestion 

of possible perspectives on the material.98 As such, the model provides a sufficient basis upon 

which a comprehensive analytical model can be built by adding further theoretical and 

methodological approaches. 

2.1.2 Choice of steps 

Because of my focus on the use of history with a religious dimension, the main points that I 

find useful are 1. The ideology and purpose of the propaganda campaign, for the ideology and 

purpose presented in the propaganda; and 7. Special techniques to maximise the effect, since 

my focus on history with a religious dimension is considered a special technique in propaganda. 

Under the headline “Language Usage”, Jowett and O’Donnell discuss the verbal framing and 

symbolism in propaganda text to increase the impact and influence of the message. This can be 

done by insinuating fear, making gross exaggerations, deify or demonize the other and frame 

the message in a symbolic language to create a sense of power.99 What they all do is to 

strengthen the message and bolster its penetrative influence on the targeted audience.  

 
97 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 268. 
98 Vulovic 2017, p. 141–142. 
99 Jowett & O’Donnell 2019, p. 279–281. 



Master’s Thesis Christian Haag Uppsala University  

  Department of Theology 

 

21 

 

2.2 The memory of history 

2.2.1 Cultural memory 

As seen in the introduction of this thesis, writing has had a profound impact on our way of 

remembering. Writing opened the possibility for an external memory bank apart from the 

memory of people’s natural memory banks. The external memory bank is infinite, but when it 

is used as the primary memory bank to remember our history, human capacity to remember 

shrinks. Furthermore, while we can remember more history by storing it in archives, we need 

to enter the archives to recall what we once learnt. That process is in danger of manipulation, 

censorship, destruction, circumscription and substitution, making the eventual memory 

revealed to be flawed and incorrect once remembered. Furthermore, memories that are part of 

the cultural memory, such are historical events, are not necessarily known by every individual 

part of that culture, because the memory has been stored in an external memory bank, such as 

an archive. Assmann identifies the term “cultural memory” for the process of remembering our 

past and new technological advances within which a community stores its intellectual property. 

It is “cultural” since our process of remembrance can only be realized institutionally and 

artificially with our current approach to remembering our history, and “memory” because it 

works like individual memory does in relation to consciousness, but in relation to social 

communication.100  

Cultural memory thus becomes the collective consciousness and memory of the group, 

remembered and handled down in rituals, objects and books.101 These means become the 

group’s cultural mnemotechnics, the storage, retrieval and communication of meaning and 

memories, which guarantee continuity and identity for the group. 102 The formation of group 

identity is different from individual formation since the group memory is not based in 

neurology. Instead, it is replaced by culture in symbolic myths, song, dance, sacred texts, 

objects and more.  

Cultural memory focuses on specific fixed points in our past, but is unable to preserve it in 

its exact form. This raises the requirement for interpretation, and memories can become 

attributed to symbolic figures, such as histories. Cultural memory is remembered history, not 

factual history. The holy scriptures tell, no matter their historical accuracy, the foundational 

myths of the three Abrahamic religions and are celebrated during various festivals, thus being 

 
100 Jan Assmann, Cultural memory and early civilization: writing, remembrance, and political imagination, 1st 

English edition, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2011, p. 9. 
101 Assmann 2011, p. 5–7. 
102 Assmann 2011, p. 72. 
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part of the respective religion’s cultural memory. Cultural memory transforms factual history, 

what actually happened, into remembered history, what happened, and then into myth, i.e. what 

is believed to have happened. One might think that this makes it unreal, but it is the opposite. 

The transformation makes it real, in the sense that the myth becomes a lasting, normative and 

formative power.103 It results in an interpretive framework, collected in the respective canonical 

texts, with which it follows an obligation to remember.104 These texts are the truth that manifest 

the normative and formative values of a community. They should be followed by heart, mind 

and translated into real life. Nothing can be added to the canon and it should be studied to 

encompass the life of the believer. To live is to fulfil the scriptures and to live by it. Just as it 

builds society, so shall people reincarnate the scriptures in their life. 105 A history of a sacred 

form is therefore replicated by the followers of the faith. However, it must be noted that few 

believers follow the canon to such a degree. It can arguable be seen among certain orthodox or 

fundamentalist groups, but what the Abrahamic religions have in common is a canon that entails 

maxims for large parts of the believer’s life.106  

As such, history becomes a normative framework through the narration of the culture’s 

past, detailing good and bad experiences, what should be and what should not be done. What 

can lead to success and salvation, and what most likely will lead to destruction and demise.  

With this perspective on history and memory, it is important to view cultures’ perspectives 

on their past as a construction of the memory of a historical event. Whether a historical event 

is subject to a subjective remembrance or archival records have been manipulated, the historical 

event becomes interpreted and retold out of the needs and frame of references of the present.  

2.2.2 The sacred history  

Different religions have different perspectives on history. In Of God and Gods, Jan Assmann 

discusses a three-dimensional structure of the divine world within Egyptian polytheism.107 

Compared to biblical religions, he finds a fourth dimension of divine presence, not present in 

Egyptian polytheism, but that is prominent in the biblical religions: sacred history. Within 

Egyptian polytheism, they celebrated the histories of their gods, mythology as a historia divina, 

i.e. the myths described the relation between the gods and their interactions, but in general 

lacked the story of their relations to humans. The Abrahamitic religions, on the other hand, told 

 
103 Assman 2011, p. 37–38. 
104 Assmann 2011, p. 270. 
105 Jan Assmann, Monoteism och våldets språk, Daidalos, Göteborg, 2013., p. 61; Assmann 2011, p. 79. 
106 Assmann 2013, p 61–62. 
107 Jan Assman, Of God and Gods: Egypt, Israel, and the rise of monotheism, University of Wisconsin Press, 

Madison, Wisconsin, 2008, p. 9–21. 
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a history of the interactions between God and people, a historia sacra. There is no other God 

but God and whose communication is directed solely to the humans and the actions and events 

between the two. For Assmann, many parts of Abrahamic scripture qualify as historiography, 

the content of which is arguable regarded as history of an elevated importance because of its 

divine presence and sanctification by the followers of Abrahamic faith.108 The holy scriptures 

are the recorded history of God’s interactions with and revelation to Jews, Christians and 

Muslims. It is what God told them when the religion was created. It is, as the religions’ members 

say, God’s word. As such, historia sacra is laid out in the holy canonical scriptures. 

Societies live the memory of their history, interpret their lives and create identities around 

it.109 The historia sacra becomes the history from which followers of a religion live and 

interpret their lives by replicating its events. But what about history that is not of the interaction 

between men and God and lacks a divine presence, but that is elevated in importance above 

other history and holds a sacral dimension? It must be noted that the elevation of important 

historical events is highly subjective between nations, cultures and religions. For example, 

members of various nations do arguably find their foundational history more important than 

other parts of their history. It is celebrated on national holidays, reproduced in schoolbooks and 

cultural institutions. A similar case can be made regarding historical events with a religious 

dimension. History that is accredited to religion, such as its formation, times of crisis, or 

evolution and believed by men and women to be in the name of something greater than 

themselves, can become next to as sacred as the historia sacra. Events such as the destruction 

of the Second Temple, Council of Nicaea, The Great Schism of 1054 or Luther’s Ninety-Five 

Theses and more can arguable be regarded as history of greater importance. 

What such events all share is that they commemorate an important part of the faith’s 

history, but do not fit the category of historia sacra because it does not include any 

communication between god and humans and are not canonized in the sacred scriptures. The 

reliance on communication does, however, have its flaws. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, there is 

indeed a connection with the city of Uruk and in the Greek myths the gods meddle continuously 

with the humans, as they do in the Norse myths. However, the stories are still primarily about 

the gods. The humans are secondary.   

 
108 Assmann 2008, p. 20–27. 
109 Assmann 2011, p. 4. 
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How do we define what is sacred? For the Romans, to whom we owe the word sacrum, it 

was something that belonged to the gods.110 As such, it also implied the existence of something 

outside of the sacred realm, profanum. A similar conception is found in Hebrew religion, in 

which something holy or sacred was by definition “separated”, qadosh, from the profane 

world.111 Moreover, what was considered sacred was complete and in harmony, pure and 

perfect. 112 Something unholy would thus be something that did not fit and that deviated from 

this harmony.  

The pursuit for sacredness is not seldom carried out by means of rejection.113 It can be 

exemplified by simple bullying in a school yard against kids deemed to be “different”. If 

something has been tainted it must be cleansed, and the cleansing of the sacred can be a very 

bloody affair, as seen through countless events in history. When a nation, revolution, covenant, 

group or organisation is believed to be tainted, humans have utilized violence to purify it 

according to their own beliefs, correlating to a ritualistic or sacred violence that enforces social 

bonds and restores harmony, at the cost of human suffering. Human groups commonly create 

violent rituals to cement group loyalty, implant esoteric knowledge and initiate a 

transformation.114 In this sense, the violence becomes a rite of passage for the group; a transition 

from one stage of life, to another. Arnold van Gennep locates three stages of a rite of passage: 

separation → transition → reaggregation.115 The first step is the preparation stage. The 

separation of friend and foe is made, and the lines are drawn. The second stage is where the de 

facto ritual, or violent outburst/war, occurs. The third is when the individual, or in my case 

collective, reaggregates into the “new-born” transformed society.   

With the elaboration above, I would argue for a third and fourth category of history in a 

religious sense. Historia sacra secunda: the history of important events and communities’ 

actions attributed to something greater than themselves, such as God, religion, nation, culture, 

revered leaders or cause. It is the elevated history, according to man. History that does not 

qualify as historia divina, sacra or sacra secunda, is defined as historia profana, the history 

that does hold higher importance in a collective cultural memory, but lacks any apparent 

 
110 Carsten Colpe, ”The Sacred and the Profane”, in The Encyclopedia of Religion (ed. M. Eliade), Vol. 11, 1995, 

p. 511. 
111 Mary Douglas, Renhet och fara: en analys av begreppen orenande och tabu, Nya Doxa, Nora, [1966] 2011, 

p. 74–76. 
112 Douglas 2011, p. 80. 
113 Douglas 2011, p. 226. 
114 Fiona Bowie, The Anthropology of religion. An introduction, 2nd edition. Blackwell, Oxford. 2006, p. 163, 

167. 
115 Bowie 2006, p. 147–149. 
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religious dimension. I believe that this distinction is necessary for the purpose of the study to 

analytically separate the choice of history that the propagandist makes when framing the 

material’s message. The historia sacra is, for instance, celebrated yearly during Ramadan, 

Easter and Christmas. To analytically equate the history in the sacred texts to other history 

would be undeserved and lower the importance of the historia sacra.  

Likewise, is it also necessary to draw a line between historia sacra and historia sacra 

secunda in two aspects: one chronological and one textual. As the sacred history is based on 

communication between god and his followers, the chronological distinction is based on the 

presence of prophets. Hence, the Islamic historia sacra ends with Muhammed’s death, the 

Christian with Jesus’s ascension, and the Jewish with the deaths of the last prophets: Haggai, 

Zechariah and Malachi, symbolising the last departure of the holy spirit from Israel.116 When 

the divine exchange between god and man ends, historia sacra ends. There have of course been 

more prophets, but this definition is based on the generally accepted prophets by most followers 

of the religion. The following history, the construction of the memory of our past into what 

becomes our recorded history, becomes historia sacra secunda when it is attributed to god and 

the respective religion. It is the sacred history and the continuation of historia sacra. 

The textual distinction is drawn at canonization. The historia sacra is the canonized history 

in the Qur’an, Torah and the Gospels, and perceived to be the word of god by their followers. 

Yet, what about the Hadith and Apostolic letters? The hadith literature, the usage of which is 

the Sunna, entails sayings by Mohammed and his followers. Because of Muhammad’s status, 

the Hadith has a sacred status and has become the base of Islamic political, legal and doctrinal 

thinking along with the Qur’an. But they are not equal to the Qur’an, even if the hadiths are a 

testimony of Muhammad and his companions, since they were not transmitted from god. The 

events in the apostolic letters occurred after the ascension of Jesus, thus entailing no divine 

communication, but they are canonised in the Bible.   

Because the hadith are Mohammed’s sayings, not god’s, and a human creation several 

decades later, I find that the hadiths are a prime example of the historia sacra secunda, a cultural 

memory of the historia sacra as a historical reconstruction of what Mohammed might have 

said. The Apostolic letters, on the other hand, could be argued to represent historia sacra since 

they are included in the New Testament. In conclusion, if it is god’s communication with man, 

it is historia sacra. If it is not god’s communication with man, but part of the canon, it is historia 

 
116 Baruch J. Schwartz, “Prophecy” in Werblowsky, R. J. Zwi & Wigoder, Geoffrey (red.), The Oxford 

Dictionary of the Jewish religion, Oxford University Press, New York, 1997. p. 549. 
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sacra. If it is neither god’s communication with man, nor part of the canon, it is historia sacra 

secunda.  

2.2.3 Cultural semantics 

In his book Monoteism och våldets språk, Jan Assmann studies why the biblical scriptures 

describe the creation of monotheism in such a violent language, as well as the role of this 

violence. It is important to note that monotheism did not invent violence, but the violent 

language present in the biblical scriptures begs the question as to why the creation of 

monotheism is described such violent language.117  

For Assmann, the importance in understanding violent rhetoric lies in the canonical 

scriptures. He approaches tales and myths as having inherent, symbolic meanings, being 

frameworks from which a society constructs and reconstructs its past to understand the present. 

In order to understand the texts and their inherent meaning he uses a theoretical approach he 

calls “cultural semantics”. Cultural semantics are the tales and central distinctions that a society 

uses to navigate itself in the world and time. This is expressed in the society’s myths, symbols, 

pictures and literary works. They are vital, both consciously and unconsciously, for the actions, 

experience, thoughts, memories and plans that individuals have in a society, the interpretation 

and meaning of which can change over time.118 The cultural semantics are thus the interpretive 

frameworks for members of a culture.   

The basic principle in the remembrance of our history is repetition.119 Whether it is through 

annual ritual or daily reading of books and scripture, we are constantly reminded of our history 

in our societies by the repetition of it. From the repeated memory, societies create images of 

themselves that maintain an identity through generations as a culture by keeping the memory 

alive. It is important to note, that every culture does it in different ways.120 Annual celebrations, 

such as national days celebrating the birth of a nation, and religious holidays, contribute 

strongly in creating as well as maintaining such identities. During Jewish weddings, the groom 

breaks a glass covered in cloth in remembrance the destruction of the Second Temple, whereas 

Christians celebrate All Saints’ Day in memory of all Christian Saints and Muslims, particularly 

Shia, take part in the Arba’een pilgrimage to commemorate the martyrdom of Husayn Ibn Ali 

at the Battle of Karbala. Through the cultural semantics, we live and interpret our lives, 

individually and collectively.   

 
117 Assmann 2013, p. 35–37. 
118 Assmann 2013, p. 36–38. 
119 Assmann 2011, p. 3. 
120 Assmann 2011, p. 4. 
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2.4 Conclusion propaganda and the memory of history  

In Monoteism och våldets språk, Assmann concludes that the monotheistic religions holy 

scriptures are semantic dynamite. However, it does not explode in the hands of the faithful, but 

in the hands of fundamentalists seeking political power.121 A propagandist can therefore use 

cultural semantics to reinforce his message by framing it in a historical event that offers an 

interpretive context. As we interpret the world around us with cultural semantics, the semantics 

themselves are constituted by historia sacra and historia sacra secunda, the elevated stories of 

our past, part of the cultural memory. This leads us to propaganda. When conducting a 

propaganda campaign, the propagandist must be knowledgeable about the target groups culture, 

myth, symbols and sociological structure. As such, there is no effective general formula of 

propaganda that works on everyone; it must be tailored for the target audience.122 Because of 

this, the choice of content in propaganda that frames the message is a conscious choice by the 

propagandist. Regarding history and religion as a propagandistic weapon, sensitive, important, 

elevated, and sacred subjects can be very effective depending on the target audience. The 

purpose of the tales in propaganda is to act as a guide for the consumers for a specific 

interpretation that makes them act upon the message by adhering to the ideology and/or 

eventually join the organisation propagated for.123  

The propagandist can use history and religion to frame his or her message with suitable 

stories from the cultural memory to speak directly to the target audience by using the present 

cultural semantics to make the message more impactful and influential. Through this kind of 

message, the propagandist attempts to force a different memory of historical events and periods 

upon the target audiences to make them live within a new memory, fitting the propagandist’s 

intent. This can be seen in Ellul’s theories of the organised myth that captures the propagandee’s 

interpretive framework.124 

2.5 Summary method and theoretical framework  

In sum, I will approach my material as propaganda and combine ideas and theoretical 

approaches to propaganda with Jan Assmann’s theories to understand the memory of history 

with a religious dimension as present in white nationalist and salafi jihadi propaganda. 

Propaganda theory and Jowett and O’Donnell’s analysis model become the base of the 

 
121 Assmann 2013, p. 68. 
122 Ellul 1973, p. 34 & note 6. 
123 Vulovic 2016, p. 60. 
124 See chapter 1: The Effect of propaganda.  
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theoretical framework, viewing the material as having a purpose to influence and affect the 

perception of the target audience.  

I will particularly focus on the two steps chosen from their 10-step model to study the 

propagandas message of ideology and purpose and the special techniques used to amplify the 

message. Cultural memory is my approach to the memory of history and relates the stories used 

to frame propaganda. The memory of historical events does not necessarily need to be generally 

known by the members of a culture as they are stored in external memory banks, such as 

archives. The propagandist could very well use a lesser known historical event, but 

simultaneously tell the story for the target audience in the framing the message. Historia sacra 

or historia sacra secunda is used to categorise the use of historical examples with a religious 

dimension. Cultural semantics entails how the historical event is used as an interpretive 

framework by the propagandist.  

I want to emphasize that this model is not an attempt or claim on a generalized model 

aiming to create an overall term for studying the sacred history of different religions. That is 

beyond the scope of this thesis. The model aims to study the use of sacred history in white 

nationalist and salafi jihadist propaganda, not the impression of sacred history from every 

possible angle. Because propagandists use extensive generalizations of history in their 

propaganda, the model has to be generalizing to some degree to be an efficient analytical tool.  

The following flowchart will elucidate the previous discussion. The propaganda message 

is framed in everyday life, contemporary events, religion, culture, history or a combination of 

several. As a message can be constructed without being framed in religion, culture or history, 

it can be sent to the target audience to let the message be interpreted outside of a religious 

context. If the message is framed in a religious, cultural or historical context, it is a use of the 

collective memory of the past, and identified as a use of memories from the target audience’s 

cultural memory.  

As I aim to study the use of history in propaganda, the historical framing is then defined as 

a sacred or profane example. If the historical event lacks a sacred dimension, the framing is 

defined as historia profana. If the story entails the relations between gods, it is defined as 

historia divina. If the story entails god’s relation to humans, and is canonized, it is defined as 

historia sacra. If the story entails man’s elevation of history, for instance a deed performed in 

the name of God, and not canonized as scripture, it is defined as historia sacra secunda. The 

use of history is then analysed as how it reinforces the message with an interpretive structure, 
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making the story a cultural semantic for the target audience. In sum, follow the framing of the 

message you are studying on the tip of your finger.  
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3. Result 

3.1 The Islamic State’s Dabiq 

3.1.1 Return of the Caliphate  

In the article From Hijrah to Khilafah, the author describes the journey from the war against 

the Soviet Union in Afghanistan, to the creation of the Islamic State, utilizing historical 

references in the strategical outline. It begins by stating that the Mujahidin125 has had the idea 

of establishing a new caliphate, a goal and dream nurtured since the revival of jihad in the 21th 

century.126 The inspiration is taken from the following quote by the prophet Muhammed:  

There will be prophethood for as long as Allah wills it to be, then He will remove it when 

He wills. Then there will be Khilafah on prophetic methodology and it will be for as long 

as Allah wills, then He will remove it when He wills. Then there will be harsh kingship for 

as long as Allah wills, then He will remove it when He wills. Then there will be tyrannical 

kingship for as long as Allah wills, then He will remove it when He wills. Then there will 

be Khilafah on the prophetic methodology.127 

The statement pictures the rise and fall of the Muslim Caliphate, all by Allah’s will. The article 

continues by comparing the war in Syria with the Soviet-Afghan war, but finds that the dreams 

of establishing a caliphate in Afghanistan were halted because nationalism influenced many of 

the combatants. Nevertheless, the experience gained from Afghanistan is important, and the 

fighters are deemed as an important bridge of knowledge for the new generation of salafi jihadi 

followers. Abu Mus’ab az-Zarqawi, the founder of the Islamic State, is one those veterans, and 

named Mujaddid (reviver of the faith)128 by the author.129 From the Afghan-Soviet War he 

learned that to create a caliphate the following was needed: a pure Jama’ah (gathering)130 built 

upon the Qur’an, Sunna and understanding of the Salaf (ancestors)131. According to Dabiq, the 

Jama’ah’s most important goal was to revive the Tawhid (absolute Monotheism)132, and use 

Jihad as a tool for the fundamental change.133 The first two pages of the article place the reader 

 
125 “One who engaged in Jihad”, the general term by the Islamic State for their fighters. “Mujahidin” in John L 

Esposito (red.), The Oxford Dictionary of Islam, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, p. 213. 
126 Return of the Khilafah - Dabiq, issue, 1, al-Hayat media centre. Ramadan 1435/5th July 2014, p. 34–35. 
127 Dabiq issue 1, Return of the Khilafah, 2014, p. 34. 
128 A reviver of the faith who returns once every century. “Mujaddid”, in Esposito 2003, p. 213. 
129 Dabiq issue 1, Return of the Khilafah, 2014, p. 34–35. 
130 “Jama”, in Esposito 2003, p. 154–155. 
131 The first three generations of Muslims. “Salaf” in Esposito 203, p. 264–275. 
132 Tawhid is a complicated term. In short it is a defining doctrine in Islam that entails the unity and uniqueness 

of Allah and that he is the creator and sustainer of the universe. “Tawhid”, in Esposito 2003, p. 317–318. 
133 Dabiq issue 1, Return of the Khilafah, 2014, p. 35. 



Master’s Thesis Christian Haag Uppsala University  

  Department of Theology 

 

31 

 

in a historical development, ongoing since the rule of prophet Muhammed. As the prophecy 

states that a Khilafah on prophetic methodology will return, ISIS undoubtably wants the reader 

to think that they are that Khilafah, making them a unique organisation above other salafi jihadi 

groups. The events in Afghanistan, Zarqawi actions and the claim that he is the Mujaddid of 

the 21st CE/14th AH become the foundational history of ISIS. It is another point where the author 

frames the Islamic State as a unique organisation. The veneration of Zarqawi and of the Jihad 

in Afghanistan does not qualify as historia sacra since it is not canonized. Instead, it is historia 

sacra secunda as it is regarded as a sacred and foundational episode of ISIS history, the build 

up towards the caliphate’s declaration and a return to sacred history, where the Muslims again 

have a caliphate.  

The propaganda article describes the strategy Zarqawi used to create a caliphate terms of a 

general five step model. It begins in the state of Hijra from which a Jama’ah is created. 

Following its creation, the faithful must “destabilize Taghut” (Tyrant),134 a situation referred to 

as tawahhush (Mayhem). By creating a power vacuum with maximum chaos, the Jama’ah steps 

into the power vacuum and perform Tamkin (Consolidation) operations, consolidates its 

position, takes control and finally establishes the caliphate.135  

In the article, the author describes these steps with Zarqawi’s actions in Iraq. The Jama’ah 

was Zarqawi’s organisation, Al-Qaida in Iraq, later Islamic State in Iraq, which began to fuel a 

sectarian war against the Shia Muslims in Iraq to “destabilize Taghut.” However, the 

organisation was set back when a US airstrike killed Zarqawi in June 2006,136 and in 2007, 

when Iraqi tribesmen part of the Sunni Awakening, Iraqi Security forces and US troops, pushed 

back salafi jihadi elements in Iraq in an event called “the Surge”. ISIS went into hiding, 

resurfaced in Syria in 2011, and began to seize territory in the Syrian war.137 This realized the 

fourth step, Tamkin, as ISIS continued what Zarqawi had started.138 The Sunni awakening is 

framed as a test sent by Allah to test the ISIS followers’ patience and clear their ranks of weaker 

fighters to prepare them for greater responsibilities. The propagandist compares this test to other 

events in history when the mujahidin had been tested.  

Then Allah (‘azza wa jall) tried the mujahidin as He had done with His slaves before in 

Makkah (prior to the Hijrah), Uhud (when the archers disobediently left their posts), 

 
134 False god/Idol or a term for of tyrannical oppressors. In this context it’s used as the latter. “Taghut”, in 

Esposito 2003, p. 310. 
135 Dabiq issue 1, Return of the Khilafah, 2014, p. 36–39. 
136 Gerges 2017, p. 91. 
137 Napoleoni 2014, p. 22–24. 
138 Dabiq issue 1, Return of the Khilafah, 2014, p. 40. 



Master’s Thesis Christian Haag Uppsala University  

  Department of Theology 

 

32 

 

Hunayn (when the new Muslims were amazed by their own numbers), and the Arabian 

Peninsula (during the Wars of Apostacy).139 

The comparison is a use of historia sacra and historia sacra secunda from the cultural memory 

that becomes a cultural semantic, implicating that the Muslim Ummah has been tested before, 

and during the Surge, the followers of ISIS were tested.  

The message is framed by three historical episodes that position the reader among the first 

Muslims: the historia sacra of the early creation of Muhammad’s congregation, and the historia 

sacra secunda, with the Wars of Apostacy, and then from the point of which the ISIS attempts 

to recreate that community. The story of the creation of the Muslim faith becomes a cultural 

semantic used to disseminate the message according to which they are the saviours of the 

Islamic faith, the recreators of the first caliphate who bring back a golden age.  

3.1.2 It’s either the Islamic State or the Flood 

In the article It’s either the Islamic State or the Flood, the author Abu Amr Al-Kinani discusses 

the Flood of Nuh (Noah) and the ark in relation to the modern Islamic State. It focuses on what 

the author refers to as the “methodology of free choice”140, an ideology that has given people a 

choice of what to believe in. He writes that a group within the Ummah “woke up” and rejected 

the ideology, arguing that giving people the ability to choose was not an option. Most of the 

time, free choice results in misguidance and that people choose complete falsehood over 

absolute truth, both in the present and the future.141   

The propagandist refers to the da’wah (proselytization)142 of Nuh and that Nuh was 

fervently opposed to the methodology of choice making several warnings before the Flood 

came: “And we had certainly sent Nuh to his people, [saying], “Indeed, I am to you a clear 

warner. That you not worship except Allah. Indeed, I fear for you the punishment of a painful 

day”.143 The painful day to which is given reference is the Day of Judgement and of the Flood.144 

Those who did not follow Nuh would be punished by hellfire and by drowning in the Flood. 

The closer the day of the Flood came, the clearer and more direct Nuh became, stating that “it’s 

either me or the flood.”145  

 
139 Dabiq issue 1, Return of the Khilafah, 2014, p. 39. 
140 The Flood - Dabiq, issue 2, al-Hayat media centre. Ramadan 1435/27 July 2014. p. 5. 
141 Dabiq issue 2, The Flood, 2014, p. 5. 
142 Call for believers by the prophets to return to the religion. Militant movements interpret Dawah as calling for 

Muslims to return to a purer form of Islam practiced by Muhammed and his first followers. “Dawah”, in 

Esposito, 2003, p. 64. 
143 Dabiq issue 2, The Flood, 2014, p. 6. 
144 Dabiq issue 2, The Flood, 2014, p. 6. 
145 Dabiq issue 2, The Flood, 2014, p. 9. 
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The uncompromising statements by Nuh present in the article reveal how the propagandist 

has taken specific parts of the story of Nuh to improve the impact of his message that ISIS is 

the sole choice of allegiance. The title Its either the Islamic State of the Flood is arguably a play 

on words of Nuh’s quote “it’s either me or the flood” and a use of historia sacra. The author 

thus argues that the Islamic State is the contemporary ark. Those who do not choose ISIS will 

face death by two ways: drowning in the flood and being condemned to hellfire.   

The propagandist argues that those who study the verses of Nuh in the Quran would see 

that it nullifies the methodology of choice, and that that once the flood came and the ark landed 

on top of Al-Judi in southern Turkey, the ark remained on the mountain top as a sign for 

generations to come: “So the ark became a manifest sign in the eras of all the nations to whom 

messengers were sent after Nuh, serving as a warning to the disbelievers and as clear evidence 

for the believers.”146 The remains of the ark were seen by the first generations of Muslims and 

remained on the mountain as a symbol until the Abbasid caliphate begun to rule.147 

Furthermore, the propagandist argues that those who do not see the remains of the ark are 

instead reminded of the story and its wisdom when they see any other ship.148 This is an 

especially interesting part of the article, since it argues that the ark remained visible as a sort of 

artefact for the generations following Nuh, but also that anyone who is familiar with the story 

is reminded of it every time they see a ship. It has thus been a cultural semantic for an extended 

period of time. It shows how the sacred history continues and that the ark was a continuing 

reminder of the sacred history. As such, it works like a cultural semantic to guide the reader to 

making a choice, and to choose what the propagandist argues is the right choice: ISIS.  

The propagandist writes that the present time is argued to be akin to the time of Nuh and 

the prophets, and that like before, there are few today who understand the teachings of Allah 

because of widespread ignorance: 

Indeed, the people today are like a hundred camels amongst which you almost can’t find 

any that are fit for riding. This makes the situation of the people today similar to the 

situation of the prophets with their people in the past, since those who truly understand the 

da’wah of the prophets today are very few. As a result, we no longer find the state of Islamic 

 
146 Dabiq issue 2, The Flood, 2014, p. 8. 
147 Their rule began in 750 CE.  
148 Dabiq issue 2, The Flood, 2014, p. 8. 
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affairs that existed in the generations of the sahabah, who were taught by the prophet 

Muhammed…149 

According to the propagandist, the state of Islamic affairs persisted until the Islamic expansion. 

He specifies what he argues is the contemporary problem: during the time when the correct 

Islamic affairs existed, there was “…no Baathism, secularism, liberalism and democracy or 

anything else that would contradict the essence of Tawhid”.150 To achieve a return to the correct 

state of the Islamic affairs, the followers of ISIS must work together to remove the idea of free 

choice to make people remain true to Islam, and to confront those who have turned away from 

Islam.151 The article thus entails several messages. It implies that ISIS is the saviour from the 

Flood and the absolute truth. It argues for missionary work, either by the sword or the tongue, 

to return as many as possible to their interpretation of Islam. This leads ISIS to criticise what 

they call the methodology of choice, since it enables people to not choose ISIS. The call for 

missionary work could also be interpreted as a call for more propagandistic efforts from ISIS 

supporters.  

By using the story of Nuh, the propagandist frames the message in a canonized story part 

of the cultural memory of all three Abrahamic religions, framing the message in historia sacra. 

It reveals how the propagandist uses the story of Nuh as a cultural semantic to show how the 

ancestors once acted and that their members should act as such in modern times. As those who 

followed Nuh survived, so will those who follow ISIS. 

3.1.3 Stranger in a strange land with a strange creed 

In part two of the article The Islamic State before Al-Malhamah, entitled Those who break away 

from their tribes, the propagandist argues for the uniqueness of the Islamic State in a historical 

perspective. Those who emigrated with Muhammed to create the Medinan state were a homo-

ethnic entity, consisting mainly of members of the Quraysh tribe, and thereby bonded through 

lineage, marriage, history, acquaintance and geography. However, on the contemporary 

frontlines of the Islamic State, a multi-ethnic group of salafi jihadis is found, consisting of 

members who were strangers to each other before they came to Syria.152 ISIS clearly takes pride 

in this matter, and it is interesting that they in some ways picture the Islamic State as a more 

difficult challenge, since the group that created the so called state was more diverse as compared 

to the times of Muhammed. However, those who migrate share a historical similarity, namely 

 
149 Dabiq issue 2, The Flood, 2014, p. 10. 
150 Dabiq issue 2, The Flood, 2014, p. 10. 
151 Dabiq issue 2, The Flood, 2014, p. 10–11. 
152 A call to Hijrah – Dabiq, issue 3, al-Hayat media centre. Shawwal 1435/10 September 2014, p. 5–6. 
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that both are Muhajirun, those who broke away from the families and tribes to become strangers 

in a strange land.153 He writes: “’Verily, Islam began as something strange, and it will return to 

being something strange as is first began, so glad tidings to the strangers.’ Someone asked, 

‘who are the strangers?’ He said, ‘Those who break off from the tribes’.”154 Those who break 

off from their tribes are described as unique individuals, strangers who put Islam ahead of 

themselves and their families and emigrated to the lands of Islam to establish the religion and 

its traditions. The propagandist writes that “So if the situation becomes such [meaning, the 

religion becomes extremely alien to the people], then the believer amongst those people is like 

the believer in the time of the Prophet”.155 Not only is the believer unique in himself. He is like 

the first generation of Muslims, comparing the modern individual to an individual in the historia 

sacra. The modern-day ISIS travellers to Syria are thus equated with the first followers of 

Muhammed in the Hijrah to Medina from Mecka, making it a clear use of historia sacra from 

the Islamic cultural memory. The comparison with the companions, turns them into role models, 

thus making the story a cultural semantic. As the companions of Muhammed travelled with him 

to Medina, so shall the contemporary supporters of the Islamic State travel to Syria. The 

message is that of recruitment on behalf of the Islamic State, framed in an important event in 

the formation of Islam.   

These individuals are argued to be even more unique as they, like the companions of the 

prophet, believe in the unseen. “The most wondrous people in faith are a people who come after 

me and believe in me without having seen me, and they attest to my truthfulness without having 

seen me. So they are my brothers”.156 The author continues to describe the context in which 

Islam was created. There were idol- and image worshippers, Zoroastrians, Jews, Christians, and 

Mandaeans. As such, Islam was something strange when it appeared, and those who converted 

became strangers in their own lands, tribes and families because of their conversion. But they 

would not remain strangers forever. As the Muslims grew in numbers, they were no longer 

strangers to the rest of the people in the Arabian peninsula. However, the author writes that 

“real Islam is extremely strange, and its adherents are the strangest of strangers amongst the 

people”.157 Furthermore, the author write that:  

 
153 Dabiq issue 3, A Call of Hijrah, 2014, p. 6. 
154 Dabiq issue 3, A Call to Hijrah, 2014, p. 6. 
155 Dabiq issue 3, A call to Hijrah, 2014, p. 7. 
156 Dabiq issue 3, A Call to Hijrah, 2014, p. 7–8. 
157 Dabiq issue 3, A Call to Hijrah, 2014, p. 8. 
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Thus, the strangers are those who left their families and their lands, emigrating for the sake 

of Allah and for the sake of establishing his religion. In the era of ghutha as-sayl (the feeble 

scum), they are the most wondrous of the creation in terms of the faith, and the strangest 

of them all.158 

The article focuses on the creation of the early Muslim congregation, juxtaposed to the creation 

of the Islamic State’s caliphate. Not only does it use the cultural semantic of the story of the 

creation of the first caliphate, it throws the supposed recruit into a context where he or she, 

much like the Muslims during the time of Muhammed, can follow in the ancestor’s footsteps. 

They are situated in the Muslim historia sacra, creating a continuation of sacred history by 

using the comparison of the strangers and make the reader act upon it, break with their family 

and tribe or bring them along, travel to Syria and help establish the Islamic State. The cultural 

semantic that is the strangers thus acts as a blueprint for the reader’s interpretive framework: 

those who migrate to Syria become the companions of the modern era. 

3.1.4 The final crusade 

The article Reflections on the Final Crusade discusses the war against the Islamic State, dubbed 

“The Final Crusade”, and describes the historical and eschatological implications of an 

apocalyptic battle at Dabiq in northern Syria. In the article the propagandist describes the 

implications and prophesises for an apocalyptic battle at Dabiq that prophecies of the coming 

of Malahim (Armageddon),159 that history is repeating itself, and that the end war against the 

Christians that started during the Arab-Byzantine wars draws near.160 The article explains the 

prophecy further and provides references to three chapters from three hadith collections: Sahih 

Muslim, Sunan Ibn Maja and Sunan Abu Dawud. The hadiths are summarized by the 

propagandist as follows:  

These ahadith indicate that the Muslims will be at war with the Roman Christians. Rome 

in the Arabic tongue for the Prophet (sallallahu ‘alayhi was sallam) refers to the Christians 

of Europe and the colonies in Sham prior to the conquering of Sham at the hands of the 

Sahabah. There will be a pause in this war due to a truce or treaty. During this time, the 

Muslims and Romans will fight a common enemy…Then the Romans will commit 

treachery by raising the cross and killing a Muslim. This will lead to the continuation of 

the war between the Muslims and the Romans. They will demand access to those who 

enslaved some of them or the former captives themselves who accepted Islam so as to fight 

 
158 Dabiq issue 3, A Call to Hijrah, 2014, p. 8. 
159 Dabiq issue 1, The Return of Khilafah, 2014, p. 2. 
160 The Failed Crusade - Dabiq, issue 4, al-Hayat media centre. Dhul-Hijjah 1435/11 October 2014, p. 32. 
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them. This enslavement will have taken place either before the signing of the truce or after 

the treachery, and Allah knows best. These events all lead up to the final, greatest, and 

bloodiest battle – al-Malmahah al- Kubra – between the Muslims and the Romans prior to 

the appearance of the Dajjal161 and descent of al-Masih.162 This battle ends the era of the 

Roman Christians, as the Muslims will then advance upon Constantinople and thereafter 

Rome, to conquer the cities and raise the flag of the Khilafah over them.163 

This prophecy is important for ISIS. The magazine owes its name from the location of the final 

battle.164 It is quoted at the end of several issues of Dabiq,165 and in the following quote by Abu 

Musad As-Zarqawi, it is stated at the beginning of each issue: “The spark has been lit here in 

Iraq, and its heat will continue to intensify, by Allah’s permission, until it burns the crusader 

armies in Dabiq”.166 While the prophecy itself is not a use of history in a religious dimension 

as it is not a recorded historical event, but provides an eschatological vision of the future, it 

becomes a use of history as the hadith collections were compiled in the 9th century,167 and 

because they are seen as an omen of the future for ISIS.  

The propagandist mentions a few signs that ISIS founders have interpreted as implications 

that the end of time is near. These are Zarqawi’s quote about the expansion into Syria, the 

Islamic State’s soldiers and army, and the announcement of the new Islamic State.168 The 

propagandist has also included a speech by the Islamic State’s former spokesman Abu 

Muhammed al-Adnani, who states that if the mujahidin stay true to ISIS, then the crusade will 

be the final one and make sure that the treaty in the prophecy becomes reality, followed by the 

treachery by the crusader (Romans) and finally the battle at Dabiq.169 As such, the message of 

the article is that the end times are closing in and that the current war is the last and will lead to 

the final battle between the Muslims and Romans. The Islamic State wants Armageddon to 

occur sooner rather than later, and bring back the sacred history, or to create sacred history. 

The propagandist ends the article by arguing that history repeats itself, quoting George W 

Bush’s reference to the war against terrorism as a crusade,170 and urging for support of the 

 
161 His appearance is a sign of the last days in Islamic eschatology. “Antichrist” in Esposito 2003, p. 25–26. 
162 A reference to Isa, also known as Jesus. Dabiq issue 4, The Final Crusade, p. 33.  
163 Dabiq issue 4, The Final Crusade, 2014, p. 33–34. 
164 Dabiq issue 1, The Return of Khilafah, 2014, p. 4. 
165 Dabiq issue 4, The Final Crusade, 2014, p. 56; From Hypocrisy to Apostacy - Dabiq, issue 7, al-Hayat media 

centre. Rabi’ Al-akhir 1436/12 February 2015, p. 83. 
166 See any issue of Dabiq. 
167 Esposito 2003, p. 128, 273, 294. 
168 Dabiq issue 4, The Final Crusade, 2014, p. 35–37. 
169 Dabiq issue 4, The Final Crusade, 2014, p. 37. 
170 Dabiq issue 4, The Final Crusade, 2014, p. 42. 
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Islamic State and for every Muslim to go out and kill any crusader they can find. Moreover, he 

accredits the deed to the Islamic State so that the media does not think that it is a random killing. 

The final section states that the Islamic State will remain until Rome is conquered. The message 

of the article is the eschatological myth of Dabiq, and its implications for the war. As the 

material is not present in the Qu’ran, it is a use of historia sacra secunda. The Dabiq prophecy 

is a part of hadith literature and therefore a part of the cultural memory.  

The use of the Dabiq prophecy as an overall narrative is interesting. The article is 

informative, and the propagandist would want their readers to be knowledgeable in the 

eschatological scriptures and aim to believe in their cause. The continuous message attempts to 

force the supporters to believe in the ISIS cause and indulge in the organised myth in which the 

propagandist has influenced the propagandees interpretive framework, the ultimate goal of any 

propagandist.171 Yet, the prophecy is not so much a cultural semantic of what to do and to act 

upon, but of what is to come. Instead, it urges for actions that might lead to the outcome 

prophesised in the hadith literature. It is thus a template for the organisation’s recruitment 

efforts and morale.  

3.1.5 Battle of al-Ahzab 2.0 

In the article From the Battle of Al-Ahzab to the War of Coalitions, the Battle of Al-Ahzab 

(627CE/5H), translated by the Islamic State as the Battle of “The Parties”,172 is used to frame 

the message of the article. According to the propagandist, the Jews aligned themselves with the 

Quraysh and other Arab tribes to besiege Medina. This coalition outnumbered the Muslims by 

several thousand during the month-long siege, but the Muslims prevailed. Seeing similarities 

with their contemporary time, the propagandist uses the battle of Al-Ahzab as a special 

technique to maximise the effect of the articles message, and writes under the headline “The 

New Ahzab” that:  

Just as the Companions had to face coalitions of various Jewish, pagan and hypocrite 

parties in the battle of al-Ahzab, the Muslims of the Islamic State face various coalitions of 

kuffar having a common interest in seeing the Khilafah destroyed. And just as the 

Companions’ reaction to the parties was one of faith, {And when the believers saw the 

parties, they saw “This is was Allah and His Messenger had promised us, and Allah and 

His Messenger spoke the truth.” And it increased them only in faith and acceptance} [Al-

 
171 This was discussed in Chapter 1: Propaganda Techniques. See Ellul 1973, p. 11. 
172 From the Battle of Al-Ahzab to the War of Coalitions - Dabiq, issue 11, al-Hayat media centre. Dhul Qa’Dah 

1436/9 September 2015, p. 46. 
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Ahzab:22], so too should the reactions of the Muslims be when seeing these numerous 

gathering and mobilizing.173 

The historical similarity is that of a diverse army joined by a common cause. The propagandist 

finds that both the companions of Muhammed and the Islamic State must fight against a 

coalition of various states and nations. However, the framing with the Battle of al-Ahzab does 

not only show a historical similarity, but a framework of action as seen in the later part of the 

quote “so too should the reaction of the Muslims be..” where, as the Muslims reacted in 

627CE/5H when the battle occurred, should the supporters of ISIS react with resolve and see 

that Allah and Muhammed spoke the truth when they saw their enemies mobilize. The story is 

part of the cultural memory, a use of historia sacra to juxtapose contemporary times to the 

formation of Islam in the 7th century. Likewise, it represents a cultural semantic since it is used 

as a frame of action for the targeted audience to make them act like the companions of 

Muhammed.   

Seemingly naming the war against the Islamic State, the “War of Coalitions”, in the title 

of the article, the propagandist derives the creation of what he calls the “Crusader Coalition” to 

2001 and the invasion of Afghanistan. He lists 77 states and four international organisations174 

that are part of, alternatively allied or affiliated with The Crusader Coalition of which Iran, 

Syria and Russia are the most important USA allies.175 The propagandist argues that the 

coalition posed towards ISIS provides new opportunities for those who cannot perform hijrah 

to the Islamic State. They should instead strike inside any of the 77 states that are part of the 

coalition and emphasizes that those who cannot perform the hijrah are not excluded from 

performing Jihad. As such, the supporters of ISIS are urged to attack members of the new 

coalition and fight like the companions at Al-Ahzab, continuing to use the event as a cultural 

semantic for the targeted audience. Furthermore, the author writes that: 

The patience and perseverance of the Muslims in the Battle of al-Ahzab meant they where 

a force to be reckoned with, and coupled with their numerous military victories, their enemy 

would soon have to admit defeat and concede to a truce, as occurred in al-Hudaybiyah, the 

violation of which the mushrikin of Quraysh led to the eventual Conquest of Makkah.176  

 
173 Dabiq issue 11, From the Battle of Al-Ahzab to the War of Coalitions, 2015, p. 46. 
174 The Arab League, The European Union, The African Union & Nato.  
175 Dabiq issue 11, From the Battle of Al-Ahzab to the War of Coalitions, 2015, p. 47–48. 
176 Dabiq issue 11, From the Battle of Al-Ahzab to the War of Coalitions, 2015, p. 54. 
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The truce at Hudaybiyah was the ten-year truce signed between Muhammed and the Quraysh 

tribe in Mecca and that ceased hostilities and allowed the Muslims to perform pilgrimage to 

Mecca once a year. When this treaty was broken by the Quraysh tribe, Muhammed marched to 

Mecca and the city was conquered. In the propagandist framing, the Battle of al-Ahzab was 

vital for the treaty to be signed and paved the way for the conquest of Mecca. Taking into 

consideration that the Battle of al-Ahzab is juxtaposed to the war against ISIS, the propagandist 

sends a message entailing that the war they are fighting is the next steppingstone in the war. If 

the supporters of ISIS remain patient, believe in their cause and faith, then victory will be won 

as it was in early history of Islam.  

The general message is a call for action, not only to perform hijrah and travel to the Islamic 

State, but also to act at home if the supporter cannot make the travel. The propagandist’s 

framing projects the battle into a symbol for the war worldwide, as seen in the call for attacks 

in all the states part of the war effort against ISIS. With the historia sacra of the formation of 

the Islam standing as the cultural semantic of how to proceed to be victorious, the propagandist 

frames the message to make the targeted audience interpret the war against ISIS in accordance 

with his wishes, in this case the mythical battle at al-Ahzab, and make them act upon the 

message of the propaganda article and join the Islamic State. 

3.1.6 Lessons from the past.  

The article Lessons from the Fitnah of the Mongols focuses on Ibn Taymiyyah’s (1263-

1329CE/661-728H) writings about the Mongol invasion, where he compared events 

contemporary to him to battles during the time of Muhammed. The propagandist argues that 

these lessons are still relevant for the followers of the Islamic State. He quotes Ibn Taymiyyah 

who wrote that “Allah related the stories of the nations before us in order to serve as a lesson 

for us, so that we would compare our situation to their situation and measure the last nations 

according to the first nations”.177 Ibn Taymiyyah specifically wanted the reader to look to 

history for valuable lessons which can be compared to current situation, or in other words, 

cultural semantics. He compared the break in the Muslim ranks during the Battle of Uhud, 

where the archers who left their post and allowed for a Meccan cavalry charge, to the break of 

the Muslim ranks during the Mongol invasion. He argues that the reason was the same: Satan 

caused the soldiers morale to break and flee. Still, the defeat was caused by more than an 

intervention by Satan. It was due to the Muslims’ sins, bad intentions, boastings and 

conceitedness. Thus, it should be understood as a trial sent by Allah to purify the believers so 

 
177 The Murtadd Brotherhood - Dabiq, issue 14, al-Hayat media centre. Rajab 1437/13 April 2016, p. 44. 
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that they could return to Allah in repentance. Taymiyyah describes the victory at Badr as a 

blessing and a mercy. This counted also for the defeat at Uhud, since Allah only does what is 

good to the believers.178 The propagandist finds that Ibn Taymiyyah’s writings are as applicable 

in his time as they were in Taymiyyah’s. He writes:  

And out of Allah’s great mercy towards the Muslims, He has afflicted them with one 

calamity after another in order to awaken them from their slumber, purify their ranks, and 

guide them to repent from any sins and return to him. So if they are patient with any 

calamity that afflicts them, it will be a mercy and blessing, by Allah’s permission.179 

As such, a couple of deaths only purifies and strengthens the Muslim Ummah, something that 

has been seen before in history at the Battle of Badr, Uhud and at the Mongol invasion. The 

propagandist refers to an event qualified as historia sacra secunda, the invasion of the Mongols 

and Ibn Taymiyyah, who in return refers to battles during the formation of Islam that qualify as 

historia sacra. The propagandist wants the reader to learn from history, entailed in the stories 

told by Ibn Taymiyyah and of the histories of the early Islamic faith. 

The lesson from history might also refer to the three groups into which Ibn Taymiyyah 

divided the people during the time of Mohammed. The first was the group of believers, who 

believed in Allah both publicly and privately. The second was the group of disbelievers, who 

denied all belief in Allah, while the third was the munafiq (hypocrites)180 group, who believed 

publicly in Allah, but not privately and therefore were not considered truthfully. The munafiqin 

were inhabitants of Medina who said they were loyal to Muhammed, but secretly plotted against 

him. The propagandist writes that Shia affiliated groups deemed as munafiqin during Ibn 

Tamiyyah time cast their allegiances to the invading Mongols.181 Elaborating on the three 

groups, the propagandist writes: “And likewise today, the people are divided into three groups 

with respect to the establishment of the Islamic State and the return of the Khilafah upon the 

prophetic methodology”.182 Here the propagandist clarifies that the groups put forward by Ibn 

Taymiyyah exist in his contemporary time as well. The group that supports the revival of the 

Khilafah are the supporters of ISIS, the ones seeking war are the actors ISIS is at war with, and 

the third are those claiming to support the idea of a caliphate and implementation of Shari’ah, 

but who argues against ISIS’s method. However, the munafiqin are not doomed because of their 

 
178 Dabiq issue 14, The Murtadd Brotherhood, 2016, p. 45. 
179 Dabiq issue 14, The Murtadd Brotherhood, 2016, p. 45–46. 
180 “Hypocrite”, in Esposito 2003, p. 121. 
181 Dabiq issue 14, The Murtadd Brotherhood, 2016, p. 46. 
182 Dabiq issue 14, The Murtadd Brotherhood, 2016, p. 47. 
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belief and actions. Ibn Taymiyyah said that if they seek forgiveness and repent before it is too 

late, they can be forgiven by Allah.183  

The propagandist blends historia sacra and historia sacra secunda and frames the message 

in a double historical comparison. He refers to Ibn Tamiyyah, who in turn references the 

formation of Islam. The message is that these three groups existing in the time of Muhammad 

and the time of Ibn Taymiyyah, do also exist at the time of the Islamic State. Using history as 

a special technique to maximise the effect of the Islamic State’s ideological message of the 

caliphate and implementation of the Sharia, the propagandist uses events from the cultural 

memory that were also used by Ibn Taymiyyah (ISIS does not mention which writings by Ibn 

Taymiyyah they refer to). By combining historia sacra and historia sacra secunda, the writings 

of Ibn Taymiyyah act as cultural semantic for the reader to interpret people according to 

Taymiyyah’s categorisations. Without doubt, the article reveals a belief that history repeats 

itself, and that ISIS finds that much can be learnt by looking back.  

3.1.7 Conclusion Dabiq  

In conclusion, the use of history with a religious dimension is extensive in ISIS propaganda 

magazines, and it is used to frame their messages to become interpretive frameworks as cultural 

semantic. Historia sacra makes up most references, such as Noah and the ark, and the formation 

of Islam. References to historia sacra secunda include events such as the Arab-Byzantine wars, 

crusades, the Mongols and the Soviet-Afghan war. The formation of Islam is the most common 

example. However, it does not come as a surprise when ISIS tries to mimic the creation of the 

Muslim faith and the first caliphate in their own current campaign. Neither should it be 

considered a coincidence that the late Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi took the name Abu Bakr, the name 

of the first caliph.  

The analysis shows the following: In From Hijrah to Khilafah, history is used as a reference 

tool to visualize how the ISIS caliphate was created by telling the story leading up to its very 

creation, implicating a new foundational history and the recreation of it. In The Islamic State or 

the Flood, history is used to show the issues of the methodology of choice, and that ISIS is the 

only choice. Furthermore, the claim that Nuh’s ark remaining on mount Judi, and the story 

being remembered by any believer who sees a ship, implicates that the story has been a cultural 

semantic for ages. The article The Islamic State before al-Mahmalah is a recruitment article, 

framing the new recruits as akin to the first companions of the prophet Muhammed. In The 

Final Crusade ISIS thoroughly explains the Dabiq prophecy, a large component of their 
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propaganda in the Dabiq magazine as a propaganda message to act towards. The article From 

the Battle of al-Ahzab to the War of Coalitions frames the current war in the story of the battle 

for al-Ahzab, but as a global battle. The final article Lessons from fitnah of the Mongols, argues 

for the wisdom entailed in history, and frames the message in Ibn Taymiyyah’s writings from 

the 14th century where he compared the war with the Mongols to the wars during the formation 

of Islam. In general, the model used has been useful in understanding how the messages are 

framed in history with a religious dimension as cultural semantics to create an interpretive 

framework for the target audience, providing explosive rhetoric in the hands of ISIS.  

3.2 Brenton Tarrant’s The Great Replacement  

3.2.1 Introduction to the manifesto  

In the beginning of his manifesto, Brenton Tarrant discusses how the population of the western 

world is increasing despite low birth-rates among white Europeans. According to Tarrant, the 

answer lies in mass immigration with a high fertility rate and that millions of people are crossing 

their borders legally. These individuals have been invited by the states and corporate entities to 

increase the cheap labour force and tax base.184 As a result, Tarrant writes that “we are 

experiencing an invasion on a level never seen before in history”185, and that the current assault 

will ultimately end in a cultural and racial replacement and destruction of European nations, 

communities, cultures and people. He concludes that a white genocide is ongoing and that it 

can’t be stopped by solely increasing the birth-rates of white Europeans. The “invaders” within 

and those who intend to enter lands of white Europeans must be deported and stopped for the 

sake of survival.186  

Brenton Tarrant defines anyone of European heritage to be part of its culture and 

civilization. Australia is European since it is a former European colony, thereby a part of the 

body that makes up Europe. He states that his language, culture, political beliefs, philosophical 

beliefs, identity and blood is European. In sum, those he considers to be white are those who 

are ethnically and culturally European, whether they live in Australia or Germany.187 Thus, here 

we have the general outline of the manifesto’s first message for its target audience. It addresses 

Europe and white Europeans, and that they are under attack. 

 
184 Tarrant 2019, p. 3. 
185 Tarrant 2019, p. 3. 
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4.2.2 The radicalization process  

In the first part of the manifesto, Tarrant provides answers to various questions asked by 

himself. Under the question “Why did you carry out the attack?”, he writes that he wants: 

To take revenge on the invaders for their hundreds of thousands of deaths caused by foreign 

invaders in European lands throughout history. To take revenge for the enslavement of 

millions of Europeans taken from their lands by Islamic slavers. To take revenge for the 

thousands of Europeans lives lost to terror attacks throughout European lands. To take 

revenge for Ebba Åkerlund.188 

and 

To avenge those European men and women lost in the constant and never ending wars of 

European history who died for their lands, died for their people only to have their lands 

given away to any foreign scum that brother to show up…to add momentum to the 

pendulum swings of history.189 

The motivation is situated in a historical context as he argues the attack to be a revenge against 

foreign invaders throughout history, and for enslavement of Europeans caused by Islamic 

slavers. The second line gives us a hint of who Tarrant thinks the invader is. This is further 

emphasized by the third sentence, saying that he wants to take revenge for the victims of various 

terrorist attacks. Ebba Åkerlund was a young girl killed in Rakhmat Akilov’s attack in 

Stockholm on the 7th of April, 2017. His goal to add momentum to the pendulum swings of 

history is not interpretable as a use of history, but instead possible to interpret as a will to create 

and change history, as well as the near future.   

Another motivation with historical framing is Tarrant’s goal to destabilizing NATO and 

western societies, particularly the United States where he wants a conflict to erupt.190 He argues 

that a civil war will occur over the conflict of the 2nd amendment and gun rights in the USA, 

which will lead to a “Balkanization” of the USA. This would reduce their power and ability to 

intervene in other countries. He writes that he wants to ensure that there won’t be another 

instance similar to Kosovo, where the “US/NATO forces fought beside Muslims and 

slaughtered Christian Europeans, attempting to remove these Islamic occupiers from 

Europe”.191 Regarding his perception of who is European and who is not, this was without doubt 

an unholy union.  
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The first part of his manifesto includes few yet important historical references. The 

message is framed in both a contemporary context, such as the invasion and current attacks by 

Islamist terrorists, and in a historical context with revenge and vengeance for historical wars 

and enslavement of Europeans by Muslims. In a question regarding if the attack had 

Islamophobic motives, he writes that he wanted “…revenge against islam for the 1300 years of 

war and devastation it has brought upon the people of the West and other peoples of the 

world”.192 From this comment, Tarrant argues that there has been a continuous war against 

Islam since the 8th century. Events such as the Battle of Tours 732, Reconquista, crusades and 

wars with the Ottoman Empire would therefore qualify as historia sacra secunda with recorded 

examples from the European cultural memory. If interpreted by the reader as such, they would 

act as cultural semantics for describing how to visualize the conflict and act upon the messages 

put forth in the manifesto. Tarrant does not use an explicit framing, but instead opens up for the 

readers’ interpretation. However, despite any interpretations, it is quite clear that Tarrant refers 

to Muslims as the enemy.  

Tarrant continues by discussing three important events two years prior to his attack that 

drastically changed his view and speed on his radicalization process. The first is again the case 

of Ebba Åkerlund, which was actually one of the main reasons for his attack. He begun to 

interpret that and other attacks by Islamic terrorists as attacks on his culture, faith and soul that 

could no longer be ignored.193 The second event was the French general election of 2017 in 

which Emmanuel Macron won over Marine Le Pen. In Tarrant’s words, the globalist won 

against the civic nationalist and he lost faith in a democratic solution.   

The third and final part of his radicalization process occurred on a holiday in France. He 

had been reading about the invasion of France (immigration to) but believed it to be 

exaggerations meant to push a political narrative. When he arrived in France, he found the 

stories to be understated and saw invaders everywhere. He drove away in anger to the next town 

on his itinerary when he came upon one of the many mass cemeteries from the First and Second 

World War in eastern France. He looked out across the field of white wooden crosses, 

representing the sacrifices and bravery of the forgotten dead. He asks rhetorically: “why were 

we allowing these soldiers deaths to be in vain? Why were we allowing the invaders to conquer 

us? Overcome us? Without a single shot fired in response?”194 He writes that in front of the 

graves of the dead soldiers from forgotten wars, his despair turned to shame, which turned to 
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guilt, then to anger and finally to rage, asking why somebody won’t do something, leading to 

“Why don’t I do something?”195 He writes that the spell broke and that he decided “to take the 

fight to the invader myself”.196  

The first and second event do not entail any encompassing historical framework, except 

that the death of Ebba Åkerlund could be regarded as breaking point in a historical struggle. 

However, the third event combines the memory of history with contemporary times that makes 

him reach the conclusion that he must act. The history used to frame the message is not 

necessarily sacred. What is sacred here is not the war itself, but the actions and memory of those 

who partook in the World Wars. It is thus a use of historia sacra secunda in which the historical 

comparison is used to visualize how Europe has “fallen”. Despite the sacrifices of thousands of 

men and women, Europe is still conquered, and nobody is doing anything. The conclusion of 

his radicalization is thus brought on by the memory of history, which according to Tarrant has 

been forgotten. The cemeteries were a turning point, as he now finds that deeds of the forgotten 

dead were wasted when Europe has been invaded by a new enemy. The Europeans ancestors 

did something, why they and their actions become the cultural semantic used by Brenton 

Tarrant. It also begins to hint the second message of the article: act and honour the memory of 

the forgotten dead by avenging them.  

3.2.3 Representation and organisations 

Brenton Tarrant claims to represent Europeans and ethno-nationalist groups who wish to live 

in their own lands, practice their traditions and decide their own future. However, he is not 

directly affiliated with any organisation, but supports several nationalist movements and has 

interacted with several. Notably, he claims to have been in contact with the Reborn Knights 

Templar, the organisation that Behring Breivik claimed to be a part of,197 and which blessed his 

attack.198. Tarrant also claims that he was in brief contact with Behring Breivik and received a 

blessing for the attack. The concrete existence of a Reborn Knights Templar has not been 

verified,199 but whether they exist or not, the manifesto entails the message of their existence, 

and can be interpreted accordingly by the targeted audience.   

Tarrant supported several other lone wolves who had taken “a stand against ethnic and 

cultural genocide”.200 He mentions, amongst others, Luca Traini, Anders Behring Breivik, 

 
195 Tarrant 2019, p. 9. 
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Dylan Roof, Anton Lundin Petterson and Darren Osbourne. His main inspiration came from 

“Knight Justiciar Breivik.”201 The mentioning of the Knights Templar and their blessing of his 

attack provides another example of history with a religious dimension to Tarrant’s writings. 

The historical implications of a larger movement named after the Knights Templar would befit 

his message framed in the history of the crusades, considering who the historical Knights 

Templar were. Tarrant also discusses if the groups he supports, and with which he has been in 

contact, hold any power. While the groups themselves might not hold any power, the people 

involved in the groups numbers millions and the groups several thousands, implicating that 

there is some larger movement or milieu loyal with similar interests to that of Tarrant. However, 

Tarrant writes that there is no larger successful movement yet. He instead urges the readers to 

begin to organize. Under the headline “What do you encourage us to do”, he answers that they 

should make plans, train, form alliances, gather arms and then act. He encourages his followers 

to take a stand, says that the time of meekness has passed just as the time for political solutions. 

Instead, “men of the West must become men once more”.202  

The level of commitment and action may vary. A supporter could take up arms and be 

organised, but also be passionate and creative to produce propaganda for the potential 

organisation. Tarrant writes that supporters should “paint, write, sing, recite poetry. Hell, even 

meme. Create memes, post memes, and spread memes. Memes have done more for the ethno-

nationalist movement than any manifesto”.203 The use of memes is interesting. For many it is a 

fun entertainment, such as memes of cats. For others, such as white nationalists, they become a 

means of propaganda. Tarrant specifically mentions that they use “edgy humour and memes” 

in the current vanguard state in order to attract a young audience.204  

If there is an embryo of a movement, it is, according do Tarrant, in the vanguard state for 

the moment.205 Much can be done to support it. Tarrant specifically calls for the reader to take 

the lead himself, to show strength and the truth of the situation. He writes that “if you are 

reading this, you are the new leaders that twill push out people to victory, you are the soldiers 

that will fight for the future of your race. The people speaking now, acting now, fighting now, 

are the vanguard of the vanguard of the force of the people”.206 The segment calls for immediate 
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action and leadership, as if the movement was on the brink of a breakthrough. Under the 

headline “support your brother nations”, Tarrant writes that “the movement” may start 

anywhere in the western world. In any case, when the time comes, it must have economic, 

social, political and physical support.207 Tarrant calls for an international movement of white 

Europeans to fight for their ethnic autonomy. The arguments of race and culture, combined with 

Tarrant’s belief that European culture is cross cultural among all European nations, give a 

supranational meaning to an eventual organisation.   

The organisational aspects are further elaborated on under the headline “From where great 

leaders arise”208 where Tarrant writes that leaders arise from societies in crisis when needed 

and that “these leaders will be paragon examples of your people, virtuous, incorruptible, 

speaking truth to power and truth that resonates with your very soul. When you see them; When 

you hear them; You will know them, As they are you, and yours.”209 These are not just any 

leaders. They are the inspiration in the coming struggle, pure beings that can lead the movement 

to victory. The leaders are still unknown, but regarding the line “as they are you, and yours”, 

Tarrant implies that the reader could be the leader, as these kinds of heroes are not necessarily 

born to be heroes, but are created from their environments and temporal context. The reader 

could thereby become a paragon, lead to fame and glory for the honour of the movement. 

In framing his message, Tarrant uses culture instead of religion, and sometimes history. 

Because of the importance, in this case survival, it becomes sacred. The framing is focused on 

the perceived struggle against Islam, and to ensure white European Christian culture survives. 

While the text itself does not offer much framing of history with a religious dimension, it ties 

together with the overarching message of defence for the white European race, which Tarrant 

argues has historical implications from 1300 years of war with Muslims. If they would lose, the 

culture and the cultural memory would be wiped out and lost to history. The perceived coming 

struggle and war is a rite of passage, from a disgraced state, to a new, reborn state in which the 

white European race is “saved”. Consequently, the actions of those who act now are sacred, just 

like the actions of the forgotten dead. But the actions create history, as they are seen by Tarrant 

as the creation of something new. The ones who follow in his footsteps are therefore doing 

sacred actions that are vital to the survival of the white European race, that in Tarrant’s 

perspective adds momentum to the pendulum swing of history.  
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In conclusion, there is no specific historical framing, but a framing that the actions done 

will be historical, giving future actions a likewise historical dimension. By having made the 

actions of the forgotten dead sacred, the people emulating those actions would be the new 

heroes in the already established narrative. The actions of the dead are therefore the cultural 

semantic, found in the stories from the cultural memory, to save the white Europeans. It is 

interesting how Tarrant uses this kind of inexplicit framing, where he frames the message in 

very broad unspecified historical eras. It allows for the reader to interpret the message according 

to his or her own culture and known history.  

3.2.4 To Christians 

In the second chapter, Tarrant moves on to address various groups with specific messages. 

Among them are direct messages to Christians and Turks. The message to the Christians is the 

following text:  

The people worthy of glory, the people blessed by God Our Lord, moan and fall under the 

weight of these outrages and most shameful humiliations. The race of the elect suffers 

outrageous persecutions, and the impious race of the Saracens respects neither the virgins 

of the Lord nor the colleges of priests. They run over the weak and the elderly, they seize 

the children from their mothers so that they might forget, among the barbarians, the name 

of God. That perverse nation profanes the hospices … The temple of the Lord is treated 

like a criminal and the ornaments of the sanctuary are robbed. “What more shall I say to 

you? “We are disgraced, sons and brothers, who live in these days of calamities! Can we 

look at the world in this century reproved by Heaven to witness the desolation of the Holy 

City and remain in peace while it is so oppressed? Is it not preferable to die in war rather 

than suffer any longer so horrible a spectacle? Let us all weep for our faults that raise the 

divine ire, yes, let us weep… But let not our tears be like the seed thrown into the sand. Let 

the fire of our repentance raise up the Holy War and the love of our brethren lead us into 

combat. Let our lives be stronger than death to fight against the enemies of the Christian 

people. ASK YOURSELF, WHAT WOULD POPE URBAN II DO?” 210 

 

While no author is mentioned, the content and the last line in the text implies that Tarrant wants 

to portray it as one of the recorded speeches of Pope Urban II, perhaps at Clermont in 1095. 

The speech frames the established narrative from Tarrant’s manifesto in a context of crusades 

and holy war, history with a religious dimension. There are five important lines that fit Tarrant’s 

message. “The race of the elect suffers outrageous persecutions”, while here referring to the 
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Christians of the 11th century, is along the same lines as Tarrant’s argumentation of the white 

Europeans as a chosen people, suffering at the hands of immigrants, the state and corporations. 

“The impious race of Saracens” is a reference to the Muslims. Saracen became an overall term 

for Muslims during the middle ages by Christians writers.211 “Desolation of the holy city” does 

not specify which city, but historically it was Jerusalem during the crusades. “Is it not preferable 

to die in war rather than suffer any longer so horrible a spectacle” is relatable to Tarrant’s later 

chapters where he argues for the same message: inaction leads to defeat.212 “Let the fire of 

repentance raise up the holy war” calls for action, war and conquest, just what Tarrant 

propagates for throughout the manifesto.213 The final line is a homage to the phrase “what would 

Jesus do?” and finalizes the message where he asked, “what would Pope Urban II do”. What 

did Urban II do? He went to history as the one who launched the crusades.  

Seemingly, Tarrant wants another crusade. However, the speech and framing do not 

necessarily relate to the crusades into the Levant and to the conquering of Jerusalem. The 

crusades to Sicily and the Iberian Peninsula during the Reconquista were reconquests of 

formerly Christian lands. Since Tarrant argues that Europe is invaded, it would be better fitting 

for him to argue for a Reconquista rather than a new crusade to conquer a city outside of the 

European continent. The crusades are part of the cultural memory and an example of historia 

sacra secunda as it was an important moment in history, but not canonized in the Holy 

Scripture. It is used by Tarrant as a cultural semantic to frame the message of his call for action, 

emphasized by the quote of what Urban II would do. Tarrant’s framing opens the message for 

interpretation and assumes a certain knowledge on the subject among his targeted audience, or 

that they can use google.   

The framing in a speech by a Christian pope is most likely not interesting to white 

nationalists believing in Old Norse religion, but speaks to the Christian section of the target 

audience. It is practically a call to arms in a context of religious history. Combined with 

Tarrant’s focus on race, he pictures a racial holy war. As such, the speech fits his manifesto on 

an overarching level.   

3.2.5 To Turks  

In the message to Turks, Tarrant writes: 

You can live in peace in your own lands, and may no harm come to you. On the east side 

of the Bosphorus. But if you attempt to live in European lands, anywhere west of the 
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Bosphorus. We will kill you and drive you roaches from our lands. We are coming for 

Constantinople and we will destroy every mosque and minaret in the city. The Hagia 

Sophia will be free of minarets and Constantinople will be rightfully christian owned once 

more. FLEE TO YOUR OWN LANDS, WHILE YOU STILL HAVE THE CHANCE. 214  

 

Here we might have the answer to the holy city referred to in the speech that Tarrant wants to 

be reconquered: Constantinople, modern Istanbul. This is mentioned again in the third chapter 

where he discusses who is to blame for the current situation. The conclusion is that white 

Europeans ought to blame themselves, and that white Europeans can only regain their manhood 

when all the minarets have been removed from Haga Sophia.215 The city was conquered by the 

Ottoman Empire in 1453 and the church turned into a mosque. This statement further 

emphasises the religious and historical nature of Tarrant’s manifesto. A clear line between 

Christians and Turks, drawn at the Bosporus, must be reconquered and Constantinople be made 

Christian again. It echoes the writings of Behring Breivik in 2083 – A Declaration of 

independence. 2083, which is a reference to the 400th anniversary of the Siege of Vienna, where 

the Ottomans were defeated in 1683, as it refers to Breivik’s ultimate goal: a monocultural, 

patriarchal Christian Europe free from Muslims, Marxists, multiculturalists and feminists.216 

The old war against the Ottoman Empire is again mentioned in a discussion of targeting high 

profile targets. Amongst them he mentions Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and 

entitles him “…the leader of one of the oldest enemies of our people, and the leader of the 

largest Islamic group within Europe”.217 It is also brought up under the subtitle “A soldier 

fights” where Tarrant discusses that no one should expect some heroic wars without loss, and 

mentions the Battle of Vienna 1683 and that fourteen thousand Europeans who lost their lives 

in a battle deemed to be a triumphant victory.218 The message to the Turks does in some ways 

draw the battle lines, and reinforces the framing of Tarrant’s perceived struggle with more 

history with a religious dimension.  

Using these historical events to frame his message, Tarrant uses history as a special 

technique to maximise the propaganda effect. It reinforces Tarrant’s black and white 

perspective on Christian-Muslim relations in the last 1300 years as a war on civilizational scales 

where Christians/Europeans have always fought the Muslims. Considering the argument about 
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the 1300-year war against Islam, the crusades are one of the major instances of war between 

Islam and Christianity, and would include the wars between European states and the Ottoman 

Empire. By calling Erdogan the leader of one of their oldest enemies, he refers to the wars 

between various European states and kingdoms on one side, and the Ottoman Empire on the 

other. Combined with his arguments about remembering what European ancestors fought for, 

it gives the “war” against Islam mythic proportions, as a clash of civilizations that only will end 

with one standing supreme over the other. The focus on Islam has deeper causes than just the 

birth rate. Under the question “why attack Muslims if all high fertility immigrants are the 

issue?”, 219 he answers that the reasons are historical, societal and statistical, and that an attack 

against them gains more support. As before, Tarrant offers no specific framing to his message, 

why it is left to the reader to interpret what historical, societal and statistical reasons to which 

he might refer. Then again, he might have thought that they were implied, and thereby self-

understood.  

The wars against the Ottoman Empire becomes a use of the historia sacra secunda from 

the cultural memory. The meaning of the various crusades and the wars with the Ottoman 

Empire in Tarrant’s context, is a clear cultural semantic: it is stories of conquest, reconquest 

and defence from former invasions. It is again an inexplicit framing, opening for interpretation 

by the reader, letting the reader understand what events he or she wants to perceive when 

reading the manifesto. No matter the interpretation, the message in both texts are sufficiently 

summarised in the question of what pope Urban II would do. In Tarrant’s perspective, he would 

launch a crusade. 

3.2.6 Culture, heritage, and civilization.  

In the beginning of the manifesto, Tarrant describes that he chose to commit his attack in New 

Zeeland to prove that no place in the world is safe and bring light on the truth about the assault 

on the white European civilization.220 Tarrant perceives the western Europeans as one unison 

group of shared values in cultural, religious and historical matters, and visualises Europeans as 

a complete body where everyone is connected. Australia is described as a finger on the body of 

Europe.221  

The historical implications and framing of history with a religious dimension is further 

emphasized under the headline “The present is a gift from those in our past”. Here Tarrant gives 

gratitude to the ancestors of the current white Europeans, arguing that their current prosperity 
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is due to the hard work of their ancestors. In consequence, he wants to continue these actions 

and provide for the children of white Europeans so that their children can live happy and 

plentiful lives. He writes that “we must strive to create a nation worthy of our ancestors, that 

we give our people the very best lives, and nations that are worthy of them. A nation that 

venerates its ancestors, but lives for its offspring”.222 The memory of the past is a part of the 

cultural memory, and the idea of returning or recreating a use of history from the cultural 

memory. While the framing does not have a religious dimension per se, it does include an 

elevated history attributed to nation, culture and civilization, making it a use of historia sacra 

secunda. The acts of the ancestors were not sacred in a religious sense, but sacred in the sense 

of race and nation. Therefore, they shall be venerated, perceived as an important and elevated 

part of the cultural memory. Their actions thus become the cultural semantic. The ancestors 

built homes for their children, nations and better communities, and white Europeans today 

should do the same.  

Discussing the dismantling of local and national identity, Tarrant refers to France and 

argues that it is ludicrous that an individual can be considered French without speaking French, 

share the culture and have the same faith while not being ethnically French. In Tarrant’s 

perspective, this is a strategic attack to destroy French national, cultural and linguistic unity. 

He concludes that “Europe is only Europe because of its combined genetic, cultural and 

linguistic heritage. When non-Europeans are considered Europe, than there is no Europe at 

all”.223 The word heritage is vital in this statement, since it provides the historical implication 

for his argument. What makes one European is not something that is changeable. In Tarrant’s 

view it is perfect, whole and complete, or in other words, sacred. By mentioning heritage, he 

refers to the cultural memory. Who is to be interpreted as European is decided by the 

individual’s heritage, which is found in the same individual’s history. The heritages become a 

cultural semantic, as it should be a source of inspiration. The inexplicit framing gives the 

possibility for individual’s interpretations, decided by each reader’s own heritage. But the 

heritage is something that is threatened by immigrant, state and corporations, the gift from the 

past by the ancestors has been undone. It must therefore be won back to make sure that the 

European civilization returns to a former golden age.   

The concept of the white European civilization runs like a red thread throughout the 

manifesto. In reference to attacks on culture, ethnicity and people, it always refers back to 
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European civilization. Under the headline “Kill high Profile Enemies” he mentions London 

mayor Sadiq Khan, writing “what better sign of white rebirth than the removal of this 

invader?”224 It places the general message in a time of change where Tarrant wants to influence 

the outcome of history. He wants a renaissance, a rebirth for his civilization. 

3.2.7 The writing of history  

Fitting to this study, Tarrant does touch upon the writing of history regarding his call for action 

amongst his followers. Anyone who wishes to join the movement should accept death and 

embrace infamy to achieve victory. To Tarrant, death is a certainty as he writes “…you may 

die in service to some grand crusade or pass away in hospice, either way you will die.”225 Here 

we also have a historical reference with a religious dimension, in the topic of racial 

responsibilities. As such, death should be accepted as much as it is inevitable, and infamy 

should also be accepted and embraced because of how those who commit attacks will be 

portrayed. Tarrant writes that the media and globalist forces will describe those fighting for 

white Europeans as villains and traitors, but that will not last forever. The supporter will be only 

be infamous until victory is achieved.226 This discussion continues later in the manifesto under 

the heading “If you lose history will write you as monsters, regardless of your tactics. Win first, 

write the narrative later”.227 Tarrant writes that history is written by the victorious, who 

subsequently control the contemporary cultural climate. If they lose, you will be described as a 

devil. Therefore, it is of utmost importance to win first, later rewrite history, and that the reader 

who acts will be remembered in the history books. This relates back to the writing of history, 

and how things are remembered in the cultural memory in archival records, books and 

museums. If they win, a new history can be written. The argumentation places the reader and 

supporters in a historical context, just what Brenton Tarrant has done. Thus, what the supporter 

can do is historical. It is an attempt to create a new sacred and foundational history, where 

Europe is reborn according to white nationalists’ ideals, and history is rewritten thereafter, 

including a new foundational history. It is therefore a use of historia sacra secunda and an aim 

to create new memories to be written into the cultural memory, framed in the importance of 

action and the survival of their civilization.  

3.2.8 Conclusion the Great Replacement 

In conclusion, the historical narrative is present, albeit not only with a religious dimension, but 

in a cultural and racial context. The Introduction to the Manifesto argues for a white genocide 
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as a result of the largest invasion of Europe in history. In the first part of the manifesto, Tarrant 

argues that a 1300-year long war has been ongoing with the Islamic faith. He also describes his 

radicalization process where the final part was triggered by the memory of the forgotten dead. 

He decides to act and to change history. Regarding Representation and Organisation, Tarrant 

argues for the creation of a white nationalist organisation, and the embryo of organisation that 

exists is in the vanguard state. The framing is mostly in history and culture rather than religion, 

but the cultures are united in a historical context of common history, such as the 1300-year 

threat from the Muslims. In the addresses to various groups, Tarrant uses history with a religious 

dimension in combination with his racial agenda, picturing a racial holy war with a speech by 

pope Urban II. He addresses the Turks and targets them as a historical enemy, and as to why 

Constantinople must be reconquered. In the second part of the manifesto, regarding Culture, 

civilization and heritage, culture is given a historical dimension since it is described as the 

common heritage of the white European race. Regarding the writing of history, Tarrant argues 

that the supporter should not fear action out of being judged as a monster. History will be 

rewritten when history is won.   

The theoretical model put forth in chapter three is harder to apply to Tarrant’s manifesto 

than to the ISIS propaganda magazine, largely because of the lesser amount of historical 

references used. They are present, but run throughout the manifesto in continued reference to 

the culture and civilization. To understand the use of history in The Great Replacement, we 

must look at the overall narrative, implicit references and inexplicit framing, allowing the target 

reader to interpret according to his own cultural memory within the European cultural memory, 

in order to understand how the different parts of the manifesto are connected.  

3.3 Comparative propaganda analysis 

We have reached the last part of the analysis, which entails the comparative propaganda 

analysis of ISIS’s magazines and Brenton Tarrant’s manifesto. Looks can be deceiving, and 

despite their differences several similarities in the propaganda materials messages and framing 

can be noticed. That they both use history to frame their propaganda is neither something 

surprising nor new, but how is another matter. The messages in the propaganda articles and 

manifesto range from several different ones, but a red thread is that ISIS and Brenton Tarrant 

want their readers to act, as is the goal of effective propaganda. In several cases the goals 

wanted, and the actions meant to achieve the goals, are similar. The study has identified the 

following similarities.  
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3.3.1 Supranational communities 

Throughout the manifesto, Brenton Tarrant refers to his actions as a tribute to the white 

European race. From culture, faith, history and heritage, it all refers to race as the most 

important denominator. To mention a few examples, it is visible in the introduction, where he 

concludes that there is a white genocide; that an attack in New Zeeland would visualize the 

assault on his civilization; in his critique of the US and NATO intervention in the Balkans, 

where they fought alongside a predominantly Muslim faction against Orthodox Christians Serbs 

and Catholic Croatians. It is also seen in how Tarrant describes and defines white Europeans. 

The definition entails those who are ethnically European, who shares a common culture, history 

and religion. While Tarrant mostly refers to cultural identity to frame his message, history and 

religion are combined within. Both as there are many touching points between the three, but 

also that they are all vital parts of the civilization perceived by Tarrant. Tarrant’s white 

European cultural identity becomes the sacred supranational community.  

In ISIS propaganda magazines the civilizational rhetoric is in reference to a religious 

community compared to Tarrant’s cultural. According to ISIS, all things are done in the name 

of the Muslim Ummah, apart from Shia Muslims and new religious movement within Islam. In 

From Hijrah to Khilafah, the propagandist writes that the new caliphate has opened the 

possibility to unite all Muslim under a single authority. In Its either the Islamic State or the 

Flood a certain group within the Ummah awoke and joined Nuh on the ark. In the article Lessons 

from the Fitnah of the Mongols the propagandist writes that a couple of deaths only purifies and 

cleanses the Muslim Ummah, as occurred during the Battle of Badr, Uhud and during the 

Mongol invasion. It strengthens the supranational community. In the Dabiq-myth in Reflection 

on the final crusade, the myth and propagandist’s argumentation entail that all Muslims will be 

at war with the Romans in the final battle at Dabiq, picturing the last war in civilizational terms, 

as is also done in From the Battle of al-Ahzab to the War of Coalitions. Both address a larger 

global community that they claim to represent. What is apparent is that even though both refer 

to very large communities, ISIS refers to a religious community, and Tarrant to a community 

largely combined through culture or civilization. However, there are noticeable differences 

between the cultures within the European civilization. What does unify them, is history. Apart 

from the aspect of race, Tarrant paints with very broad strokes to picture the white European 

race.  

3.3.2 The conquest of Constantinople 

Both ISIS and Brenton Tarrant propagate for a conquest or reconquest, and put particular 

emphasis on Constantinople, modern day Istanbul. In To Christians and To Turks the message 
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regarding the city is framed in a rhetoric of crusades and holy war against invading forces, 

providing a historical interpretive framework for how Europeans have acted earlier in history. 

The reconquest of Constantinople concerns the removal of mosques and minarets from the city, 

and “to free” Haga Sophia. Tarrant argues for a rechristianization of Istanbul into 

Constantinople and that the Turks must return to the other side of the Bosporus. Constantinople 

is thus an important symbol for white Europeans, not only as a historical city, but also since 

Tarrant argues that when they have conquered Constantinople, white European men can 

consider themselves men again.   

In ISIS propaganda, Constantinople holds a very important and symbolic standing as a sign 

of the hour and the end of times. As seen in the article Reflections on the Final Crusade, the 

Dabiq-myth pictures the city in mythical proportions and that when the city is conquered, the 

false messiah will arrive and lure the Muslims back to Syria, where they will face the Romans 

at Dabiq. Constantinople thus holds a historical importance and a futuristic importance for the 

group. The actors might interpret the symbolism or need differently, but both are still highly 

interested in Constantinople, considering the conquest of the city as an important goal.  

3.3.3 Call for organisation 

To achieve the goals of survival and conquest, both actors propagate for the organisation of the 

global community. ISIS is a structured organisation and thus attempts to make more people join 

by travelling to Syria or to support the organisation by other means. It is the core message in 

several propaganda articles. It’s Either the Islamic State or The Flood argues for missionary 

work in order to make as many Muslims as possible turn to their interpretation of the Islamic 

faith. In The Islamic State before Al-Malhamah the focus is on making the reader travel to Syria 

and become a stranger and akin to the companions of Muhammed. From The battle of Al-Ahzab 

to the War of Coalitions calls for a travel to Syria, but also for attacks at home for supporters 

who cannot travel to Syria. The article Its either The Islamic State or the Flood asks all members 

and supporters of ISIS to perform missionary work, which could be interpreted as 

propagandistic action, to bring back the correct state of Islamic affairs. As propagandistic action 

can be of varying degrees, it lowers the level of commitment vastly as the supporter can do 

more things to support ISIS than travel to Syria.  

The case is different with Tarrant, since there is no structured organisation. At least, it has 

yet to materialize. Instead he asks the reader to begin to organise and take the lead, also to 

follow new leaders or support any organisation that might be created, no matter if it forms in 

the Americas or in Europe. For Tarrant, the level of commitment does not necessarily have to 

be to organise and commit new attacks. The reader can support the organisation by other means, 
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such as propagating for the ideology presented in the manifesto. Tarrant also writes about the 

creation and publishing of memes as a way of contributing to the white nationalist movement. 

Whether it is done intentionally or unintentionally, it is a way of contribution without much 

effort, as seen in the missionary work that ISIS asked for. The creation and dissemination of 

memes is widespread among white nationalists, including the alt right-movement.228 The 

Islamic State has also utilized memes as propaganda, including combining cat memes with their 

own content under the hashtag #catsofjihad.229   

We can arguably conclude that according to their propaganda and the message the 

propagandists want to convey, the actors are on different levels of organisation. The topic of 

organisational action is thereby a red thread and the most important job for propaganda. The 

actors require organisation sooner rather than later, no matter if it is difficult matters such as 

performing an attack or supporting, joining or creating an organisation. 

3.3.4 An ancient enemy 

Tarrant pictures all Muslims who have settled on Europeans lands as invaders part of larger 

force, perceived as the same enemy with whom white Europeans have been at war for 1300-

years. This is also the case in the supposed speech by Urban II where the Saracens, i.e. Muslims, 

are portrayed as the enemy. The Turks are given a special focus with an address specified to 

the Turkish peoples, arguing that they must leave Europe and that Constantinople must be 

reconquered.  

ISIS’s argumentation is similar. Even though it primarily refers back to the wars fought 

during the formation of Islam by Muhammed and the companions, the enemies they face today 

are akin to the enemies of old. This is particularly clear in the article From the Battle of al-

Ahzab to the War of Coalitions where the current war is argued to be ISIS’s facing a coalition 

of various enemies, just like Muhammed did at the battle of Al-Ahzab when the Meccans 

gathered various Jewish and Arab tribes to conquer Medina. It is also present in the article 

Lessons from the past where the propagandist argues that there are three categories of people. 

The writings of Ibn Taymiyyah witness that people can be categorised in three groups: the 

faithful, the unfaithful and the hypocrites. They existed in his contemporary time, as they did 

in the prophet Mohammed’s. The propagandist concludes that they exist in ISIS’s contemporary 

time as well. The enemy has not changed.  

 
228 Lisa Kaati, et al. Digitalt slagfält – En studie om radikalnationalistisk digitala miljöer. Totalförsvarets 

forskningsinstitut, 2019, p. 42. 
229 Cohen & Kaati, Digital Jihad, 2018, p. 45, 52. 
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3.3.5 The sacred deeds of the ancestors  

The deeds of the ancestors are also a similar use of history in both actors propaganda. In ISIS 

we can see it clearly in next to all articles because of their common framing in the formation of 

Islam and the first generations of Muslims. The article The Islamic State before Al-Malhamah 

that discusses who the strangers are, positions those who emigrate in contemporary times as 

strangers, just as the companions were when they accompanied the prophet Muhammed on the 

hijrah to Medina. In Lessons from the fitnah of the Mongols, the propagandist states that much 

can be learnt from history, referring to the writings of Ibn Taymiyyah, who in return referred to 

the actions of the first generations of Muslims. The article From Hijrah to Khilafah pictures the 

actions of ISIS’s founder Abu Mus’ab as-Zarqawi as sacred and vital for the creation of 

caliphate, since he begun the process which is supposed to lead to its proclamation. The 

experience gained by the mujahidin from the Soviet-Afghan War is seen as a bridge of 

knowledge to create a caliphate. For instance, Zarqawi was one of them. It provides an aspect 

of the importance of the ancestors and believers.   

In The Great Replacement, the deeds of the ancestors are immortalized in the cemeteries 

in France from the WW1 and WWII, but they have been forgotten over the years, hence named 

the “forgotten dead”. Their ancestry and legacy are blemished, since despite their sacrifice to 

defend European lands, Europe is still under attack. This is also seen in the first pages of the 

manifesto where he discusses his motives for the attack, among them writing about vengeance 

for the men and women lost in wars only to have their lands be given to immigrants. 

Conclusively, Tarrant feels that they have all died in vain. The deeds of the ancestors are also 

responsible for what Tarrant values the most: the civilization and culture of white Europeans is 

a gift from the past, created by the actions of the ancestors. They should be venerated 

accordingly, but more importantly, be an inspiration for contemporary actions to ensure that the 

prosperity the ancestors provided for their children is provided for all new children of the white 

European civilization.   

The actions of the ancestors are different for obvious reasons, but a clear similarity is that 

both ISIS and Tarrant want their target audience to take inspiration from their ancestors to act 

upon. The article The Islamic State before Al-Malhamah positions those who travel as akin to 

the companions. The case is the same in Tarrant’s examples of the forgotten dead from old wars 

and the ancestors who built white European societies: the follower should fight for the white 

European race and ensure its survival and prosperity, as their ancestors did. The Islamic State 

refers to older ancestors, primarily the companions of Muhammed.  
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3.3.6 A new foundational history 

Both groups’ reference to history and the focus on the ancestors and the use of them as an 

interpretive framework for contemporary times provide an interesting aspect to their writing of 

history. Considering that both ISIS and Tarrant argue that the actions of the reader are important 

and will be written in the history books if they are victorious, it gives the hint that the actions 

themselves are sacred, that the readers should feel that they contributing to something larger 

than themselves. It is a new moment in history, where ISIS wants to mimic the deeds of the 

ancestors and bring forth the apocalypse. Tarrant, on his part, argues that those who take action 

will be regarded as monsters until the white Europeans win the war for Europe, upon which 

history will be rewritten and those who died immortalized. Both thus argues for a new 

foundational history. The creation of ISIS’s caliphate began its timeline during the war in 

Afghanistan. According to the article From Hijrah to Khilafah, the propagandist explains how 

a caliphate was and can be created, and that the knowledge from the war in Afghanistan made 

it all possible. History will be rewritten and is an argument for a new foundational history 

among each actor.  

3.3.7 Framing of the message.  

In short, both use history to frame their messages, as has been analysed throughout the previous 

chapters. In this use of history, they refer to the actions of their ancestors as an inspiration and 

cultural semantic. ISIS is explicit and strict in their historical framing. They use historical 

events, tell the story and frame the propagandist message to fit each other, making the history 

into an interpretive framework to better understand the message and make it more impactful as 

a special technique of propaganda. ISIS offers little to no interpretation to which the historical 

events are comparable. Instead, most questions are answered by the history used to frame the 

message. Tarrant, on the other hand, frames his messages in a more vague and inexplicit 

manner. As seen in the framing of the crusades, Tarrant uses it in a macro perspective with pope 

Urban II as a point of departure. A supporter reading the manifesto could interpret holy war as 

the crusades into the Levant, but also the Reconquista in the Iberian peninsula, or the Baltic 

crusades. It opens the possibility for interpretation according to the reader’s own experiences. 

This case is similar regarding the 1300-year war against Muslims. The interpretation of 

Tarrant’s message may thus vary differently depending on which western European (Americans 

and Australians included) who reads his manifesto. This might be a mistake by Tarrant, or a 

conscious choice because of the many cultures present among what he defines as white 

Europeans, that could interpret history differently.  
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An important distinction in the framing of the groups is that ISIS primarily uses a religious 

framing, while Tarrant uses a cultural framing, echoing the supranational communities they 

want to rally to their cause. Furthermore, ISIS predominantly uses historia sacra regarding the 

formation of Islam, and Tarrant uses examples of historia sacra secunda entailing the wars 

fought by white European ancestors. 

3.3.8 Conclusion comparative propaganda analysis 

To understand the use of history in Brenton Tarrant’s manifesto, we have to look at the overall 

narrative, implicit references and inexplicit framing, allowing the target reader to interpret 

according to his own cultural memory within the European cultural memory, compared to ISIS 

where the use of history is transparent and strict to the reader. ISIS magazines can change 

message and theme from article to article within a single magazine. This is, of course, due to 

the differences between the mediums. Although Tarrant discusses many different subjects, 

sometimes without an obvious connection, it is a single manifesto, while this study has analysed 

several articles in ISIS magazines. His focus on culture, religion and history all convey and 

interconnect the idea of the white European race. As such, all things connected to the race is 

part of the narrative. The “Muslim invader” is the threat to European culture, religion and 

existence, and the war has been going on for 1300 years since the creation of Islam. As such, it 

is not mentioned everywhere on every page as in Dabiq, but present in the background and 

between the lines, combined with other aspects deemed as important by Tarrant. The use of 

history positions the threat to culture and race in an historical context, as something that has 

happened before. History is used as a special technique to bolster his claim, but also to provide 

an interpretive framework for the ideology he projects.  

Tarrant leaves the framing open for interpretation as he does not use explicit historical 

reference to a larger degree. The historical framing implicates a timeless struggle that will not 

end unless total victory is achieved. He creates a narrative that follows history, religion and 

culture, combined with race and civilization. Race becomes the sacred which consists of the 

legacy, the collective history, religion and culture, finding the common denominator in race. 

The history uniting the race from the cultural memory is then used as cultural semantics.  

ISIS focuses on history and religion of the first generations of Muslims. The message is 

framed in an interpretive framework in accordance with their history: history is repeated, do as 

the ancestors did. Because they were victorious, so will ISIS be victors. The use the history of 

the formation of Islam creates a common framework. As Muslims were persecuted before and 

have been for too long, now is a chance to begin anew, a fresh start that begins with a hijrah to 

Syria to build and fight for a new future for the Muslim Ummah. 
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4. Conclusion 

We have arrived at the conclusion and discussion section of this thesis. To answer the first of 

my research questions: History is used as a special technique and interpretive framework to 

reinforce the influence of the propagandistic message by both ISIS and Brenton Tarrant. As 

seen by the propaganda analyses of Dabiq and The Great Replacement, the theoretical 

framework presented in chapter two can be used to analyse propaganda and see how history 

might frame propagandistic messages, but also to categorise different types of history used in 

propaganda. The use of historia sacra and historia sacra secunda within the cultural memory 

acts as cultural semantics, as a technique used by propagandist. By framing the message with 

these various stories, the propagandist aims to amplify the message and increase its influence. 

Why not, then, use other techniques for framing, such as atrocities committed by the enemy? 

Because propaganda is more effective when influencing the target audience on several fronts. 

By disseminating several messages in different mediums and with different framings, the more 

likely is it that the propagandist’s message will be among the 0.04% of messages remembered 

by the propagandee. Even if the message can be of varying kind, the main goal that all 

campaigns leads to are the same: the Islamic State wants a new caliphate and rule over all 

Muslims, and Brenton Tarrant wants a monoethnic Europe and kill or deport anyone not fitting 

the classification of “white European”. When the messages are framed in a historical context, 

they receive a deeper meaning, creating a sense of something that is larger than the reader 

himself.  

What is sacred according to religion is not present in The Great Replacement. Instead, it is 

what is sacred in a nationalistic discourse, namely race, culture and civilization. However, this 

does not remove the historical framing as history is part of the race. What combines the 

European culture with a European civilization is their shared history, not necessarily shared 

cultural spheres as the European cultures have large differences. What Tarrant finds as the 

common denominator is the skin colour. 

To answer my second research question, the study has shown several thematic similarities 

in the messages and framing professed in the actors’ respective propaganda, despite their 

civilizational differences. The similarities found between the two actors’ propaganda entail 

references to supranational communities, the conquest of Constantinople, call for organisation, 

an ancient enemy, the sacred deeds of ancestors, a new foundational history and framing of 

messages. Can they be regarded as mirror images of each other, but moulded in different 

cultural and civilizational spheres? Perhaps not entirely, but to some degree. They are not twins 
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of identical form, but where their goal, actions and rhetoric converge, they become two sides 

of the same subversive coin. If these groups would have their goals and dreams realized, we 

could arguably have a clash of civilization. While it is unlikely, it is what ISIS and the 

supporters of Brenton Tarrant could be working towards. Furthermore, ISIS prefers to use 

explicit examples of historia sacra, while Tarrant prefers inexplicit examples of historia sacra 

secunda, leaving the message open for interpretation with the European cultural memory, and 

without biblical references.  

Regarding the field of research, my study has found similar results to Holbrook’s article 

Far right and Islamist Extremist Discourses: Shifting Patterns of Enmity, even though we 

analysed different materials. Holbrook found that the groups had three similarities: they 

converged on several issues, used emotive language and similar strategies. ISIS and Tarrant did 

converge on several issues and use emotive language. I, however, have not compared strategies 

between the two actors. Holbrook also finds that there are more similarities that meet the eyes. 

It strengthens my result as such, even though I have argued for more similarities. I do agree 

with Holbrook that the reciprocal radicalization is a risk, particularly because of the internet 

where salafi jihadists can easily access white nationalist propaganda material and vice versa. 

Regarding Buckingham’s and Alali’s results from Extreme Parallels, I also found that Tarrant’s 

manifesto and actions are not motivated by religion, but by culture, race and civilizational 

arguments. However, the religiosity in both ISIS and Tarrant is up for discussion, and in the 

perspective as propaganda, the messages and framing put forth are mere tools of the 

propagandist intent, not an indication of their piousness. That is why I have abstained from 

studying the credibility of ISIS’s and Tarrant’s religious and historical arguments. The study’s 

focus has been on how and what they attempt to convey to their targeted audiences, not if what 

they argue is to be true or factual. For the propagandist, truth and facts are superfluous in many 

cases. What is important is affecting the targets audience perception, cognition and behaviour. 

Most importantly, my thesis has added another qualitative comparative propaganda 

analysis to the field of research. It provides a qualitative analysis of the use of history in Brenton 

Tarrant’s manifesto. It reveals not only his messages and framing of his worldview, but of his 

own radicalisation process, if the manifesto is to be believed. Yet that matters not for the target 

audience. The boiling of German soldiers into soap was an outright lie, but it was a 

propagandistic success for the Entente during the First World War. No matter what drove 

Tarrant to committing the attack, his followers could view this manifesto as factual. In this 

regard, what matters is not what is true, but what is believed to be true.  
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The study could have been conducted in many ways. There are more manifestos and 

magazines to study, such as al-Qaida’s magazine Inspire or ISIS’s Rumiyah. The recently 

released Voice of Hind would be especially interesting to compare to their older magazines in 

order to find similarities and differences between their propaganda. There is also much material 

from the white nationalist movement, such as groups with a stronger religious devotion or the 

Christian identity groups in USA. Regarding the material I have studied, I could very well have 

chosen different articles, but probably reached a similar result. As stated before, the difficulty 

with a magazine like Dabiq is not to find something to analyse, but the selection of which parts 

to analyse.  

On the topic of further studies, it would be fruitful to produce more comparative 

propaganda studies to find additional similarities, but also differences to discern between the 

organisations. The increased use of internet puts these groups in a new position compared to 

their predecessors with new propagandist possibilities. Today, a magazine or manifesto can 

float around freely on the internet and be shared over the world in seconds. The effect of 

messages in closed groups, such as in forums or Facebook groups, would be interesting to study. 

Furthermore, the dissemination of memes and other forms of material that can be regarded as 

crude and simple, but used in mass, would be particularly fruitful to further understand the ever 

changing field of propaganda. 

 In conclusion, ISIS and Tarrant share similar goals: a return to a golden age and the rebirth 

of their global community, honour and pride restored, plenty and riches for their own. They 

position themselves similarly, a small band of stout and proud defenders against the unrelenting 

hordes of unfaithful enemies (Christians/west, Muslim/invaders) and traitors (hypocrites and 

cultural Marxist) They therefore position their respective struggles in a civilizational 

framework, and use components and memories from the civilizations culture, history and 

religion to frame their propaganda.  

The use of historia sacra and historia sacra secunda in ISIS propaganda did indeed become 

a semantic dynamite, with their number of followers gained worldwide and how they left a 

large footprint in the current salafi jihadi political spectrum. The question now is, can the white 

nationalist manage to do the same? It is quite clear that there is an interest in creating some sort 

of larger organisation. Tarrant wrote specifically that they are in the vanguard state. What comes 

next? Only time will tell how well organised such a movement can be, and if it is able to grow 

in the coming years. However, we can find hints of the intentions of various actors within the 

two ideological milieus within their propaganda. Even if hints and messages are outright lies, 
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the messages aimed toward their targeted audience is what the propagandist wants his followers 

to believe in and work towards. Currently, memes are one of the most profitable propaganda 

forms that the opaque white nationalist movement has. The Unite the Right rally in 

Charlottesville 2017 could be argued to be one example where white nationalist have attempted 

to unite groups from Christian identity to Klu Klux Klan. If the white nationalist will be able to 

utilize similar rhetoric as ISIS to gain more support won’t be possible to answer in this thesis, 

only time will tell. However, what can be concluded from the study is that parts of the salafi 

jihadi and white nationalist milieu uses cultural semantics, historia sacra and historia sacra 

secunda in their propaganda. The semantic dynamite entailed in such histories exploded all over 

the Middle East in the past century. Will it explode equally hard across the western world by 

white nationalists as well? From the argumentation and messages put forth in their propaganda, 

Tarrant and the Islamic State are on a common timeline, but on different steps. ISIS has gone 

further by having a complete organisation and Tarrant’s supposed organisation could arguably 

be in the same spot as the salafi jihadis were during the Soviet-Afghan war. From the outset of 

the material that has been analysed, the groups become two sides of the same coin, a coin that 

wishes to subvert the current rulers, and reshape their civilization according to their own 

ideology. 
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