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Abstract 
 
Brands have become much more than product labels or logos in our modern society. They are no 
longer simply just commercial entities, such as Nike or Coca-Cola, but can instead be anything that 
carries meanings, emotions or stories. A brand can be a country, a person, a non-profit organization 
– or a terrorist group. In this thesis, I argue that the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) is in 
fact a brand that uses branding tools commonly associated with other types of organizations. ISIS 
can be seen as a brand community, a group of individuals who share common values and respect 
each other and the brand. 
 
This thesis sets out to examine the brand community of ISIS by analyzing its storytelling and 
narratives. In recent research, storytelling has been recognized as essential to successful branding. 
In my research, I intend to find out answers to the following questions: What narratives are 
contained in selected issues of ISIS’ online magazine Dabiq that support ISIS’ brand community? 
How are those narratives constructed through the application of strategic use of language? I present 
a textual analysis of the brand narratives evident in ISIS’ communication by building composite 
narratives found in the empirical data. 
 
I use the theory of brand communities by Muniz and O’Guinn (2004) as a framework in my 
qualitative data analysis. According to Muniz and O’Guinn, brand communities have three 
traditional markers: consciousness of kind, rituals and traditions and moral responsibility. My 
analysis detects four composite narratives that describe the way ISIS strengthens its brand 
community via enforcing its elements of consciousness of kind, rituals and traditions or moral 
responsibility. 
 
The four brand narratives found on the pages of Dabiq are the Narrative of Humiliation, the 
Counter-counter-narrative of Two Camps, the Narrative of the Exemplary Brother and the 
Narrative of Love. Based on previous research, these themes are evident in communication of other 
brand communities, too.  
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Tiivistelmä 
 

Nykyajan brändit eivät koostu enää pelkistä logoista ja tuotemerkeistä, vaan Niken ja Coca-Colan 
kaltaisten kaupallisten megabrändien lisäksi brändi voi nyky-yhteiskunnassamme olla mikä vain 
merkityksiä, tunteita ja tarinoita välittävä kokonaisuus. Brändi voi olla maa, henkilö, 
hyväntekeväisyysorganisaatio – tai jopa terroristijärjestö. Tutkielmassani esitän, että jihadistiryhmä 
Isis on brändi, joka käyttää samanlaisia markkinoinnin ja viestinnän strategioita ja taktiikoita kuin 
moni perinteinen organisaatio. Analyysissani perustelen, että Isisin voi määritellä brändiyhteisöksi 
eli ryhmäksi, jonka jäsenillä on samat arvot ja jotka kunnioittavat sekä toisiaan että brändiä. 
 
Tässä tutkielmassa tarkastelen Isisin brändiyhteisöä analysoimalla järjestön tarinankerrontaa ja 
viestinnän sisältämiä narratiiveja. Tarinankerrontaa pidetään akateemisessa tutkimuksessa 
elintärkeänä osana menestyksekästä brändinrakennusta. Tutkielmassani etsin vastauksia seuraaviin 
kysymyksiin: Millaisia brändiyhteisöä vahvistavia narratiiveja Isisin jäsenlehti Dabiqin artikkelit 
sisältävät? Millaisilla strategisilla kielellisillä keinoilla narratiivit on rakennettu? Tutkielmassani 
esittelen neljä mallinarratiivia, jotka olen rakentanut perustuen analyysiini Isisin brändiviestinnästä 
viidessätoista Dabiqin numerossa. 
 
Analyysin viitekehyksenä käytän Munizin ja O’Guinnin (2004) tunnettua teoriaa brändiyhteisöistä. 
Munizin ja O’Guinnin mukaan kaikkia brändiyhteisöjä yhdistää kolme piirrettä: 
yhteenkuuluvuuden tunne, rituaalit ja perinteet sekä moraalinen velvollisuudentunne. 
Analyysissani tunnistan neljä mallinarratiivia, jotka kuvastavat Isisin tapaa vahvistaa näitä kolmea 
brändiyhteisön piirrettä. Neljä tutkielmassa esiteltävää mallinarratiivia ovat nimeltään 
nöyryytyksen narratiivi, kahteen leiriin jakamisen vasta-vasta-narratiivi, esimerkillisen veljen 
narratiivi sekä rakkausnarratiivi. Isisin käyttämissä narratiiveissa toistuvat teemat, joita 
akateeminen tutkimus on tunnistanut monissa muissakin brändiyhteisöissä.  
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1. Introduction 

 

“Brands are no longer simply the result of Madmen trying to plunder your wallet. 

Brands are communities of people driven by a common belief system. This system 

attracts others who share your beliefs, whether it is two brothers building a bomb in 

a Boston basement or two billion people defining a nation.” (Hanlon, 2015)  

 

Brands have become much more than product labels or logos in our modern society. When 

we talk about brands, we don’t refer to just Coca Cola, Apple or Paris anymore. A brand 

can be anything that carries meanings, emotions and stories. It can be a country, a person, a 

non-profit organization – or a terrorist group. (Hanlon, 2015) 

 

In my master’s thesis, I argue that the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) is in fact a 

brand that uses branding tools commonly associated with other types of organizations. 

According to Beifuss (2013), branding tools and tactics have become important aspects of 

terrorist groups’ strategies. Marketing, branding and visual aids are not only used by 

companies and political parties (Beifuss, 2013). Beifuss (2013, p. 10-11) states that those 

tools are needed by “every organization that tries to put a message across, to influence and 

audience and to stand out in a highly competitive sector”.  

 

ISIS should not be seen as just a group of guerrillas or a propaganda machine. Its branding 

strategies and tactics are in fact highly refined and influential – something that we usually 

see when we examine commercial megabrands. According to Grönlund (2015), ISIS is a 

successful brand because it has mastered smart brand positioning. It has for instance seized 

a market opportunity (the hole in the market left by Al-Qaeda), defined a vulnerable yet 

fruitful target audience (young, adventurous and lonely men), differentiated itself from 

other religious groups by conducting such extreme and cruel attacks, used social media in 

an innovative way, and created a brand promise about eternal life.   

 

Berger (2015), the co-author of the book ISIS: The State of Terror, argues that ISIS is 

selling an image – a brand – of strength, power and defiance. The brand persona of ISIS 
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consists of passion, ruthlessness, intense idealism, and willingness to sacrifice all moral 

values in pursuit of big battles (Grönlund, 2015). It also has a very emotionally appealing 

brand promise to its supporters: eternal life. 

 

Branding tactics of ISIS and other terrorist groups is an understudied subject (Beifuss, 

2013). Recent research is limited to seeing terrorist organizations as propaganda machines.  

According to Beifuss, current studies focus mainly on defining the word terror or 

analyzing the nature and capacity of terrorist acts. While this kind of a functional approach 

is necessary to understand the major common elements of terrorism, it leaves little room to 

profoundly understanding identities of terrorist organizations. Current research is carried 

out in a subjective manner, and it defines terrorism solely as a criminal act. According to 

Beifuss, it is equally important to recognize how brands of terrorist organizations carry 

certain emotions, values and meanings. 

 

This thesis intends to research the brand community of ISIS by analyzing its storytelling 

and narratives. Brand community is a group of consumers who share common values and 

respect each other and the brand. These communities are focused on a particular 

consumption object, but they can also revolve around any other brand. What connects 

these people is brand enthusiasm and a shared social identity. The members of a brand 

community engage in collective actions. (Dahlen et al., 2012) 

 

In recent research, storytelling has been recognized as essential to successful branding 

(Herskovitz & Crystal, 2010). According to Fog (2010), storytelling builds a bridge 

between an organization and its stakeholders. Well-told stories can influence consumers’ 

experience with a brand (Lundqvist et al., 2012). The experience consists of all 

perceptions, feelings and other responses evoked by the story.   

 

In my research, I intend to find out answers to the following questions: What narratives are 

contained in selected issues of ISIS’ online magazine Dabiq that support ISIS’ brand 

community? How are those narratives constructed through the application of strategic use 

of language? I present a textual analysis of the brand narratives evident in ISIS’ 
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communication by building composite narratives found in the data. In taking this 

interpretive approach, my goal is to understand rather than make predictions. During my 

research process, I aim to recognize and characterize different narratives ISIS uses in it 

storytelling.  

 

Previous research papers and journalistic publications have been able to recognize that 

ISIS uses narratives in its communication and branding, yet those papers and publications 

have not been able to define and specify the character and qualities of those brand-building 

narratives. From my viewpoint, I believe that narrative analysis can best help understand, 

examine and characterize the storytelling ISIS does. Although ISIS has lost majority of its 

power and land during the past couple of years, it is nonetheless important to understand 

the factors that contributed to the unique rise of this terrorist brand. In order to fight these 

kinds of extremist groups in the future, one has to profoundly understand their 

predecessors and supporters. 

 

For my research, I use ISIS’ online magazine Dabiq as empirical material. According to 

Vergani and Bliuc (2015), Dabiq is one of the few sources of data that directly comes from 

ISIS. I analyze all 15 issues of Dabiq to find out what types of narratives ISIS has used to 

build and strengthen its brand community.  

 

Recent research has analyzed Dabiq from multiple angles. For instance, the narratives of 

Dabiq have been studied as propaganda to radicalize western women (Musial, 2016), and 

the magazine has been examined as the strategic messaging channel of ISIS (Gambhir, 

2014) as well as a 21st century jihadist manifesto (Celso, 2014). However, none of these 

analyses have considered Dabiq and its narratives as brand-building efforts.  

 

I acknowledge that researching and writing about the storytelling methods and branding 

tools of such an extremely violent organization as ISIS can seem irrelevant, petty and even 

morbid. Yet, as Heller (2013, p. 9) writes in his foreword in Beifuss and Bellini’s book 

Branding Terror, “ – – terrorist groups are all brands, and are given certain viability 

through branding methods”. He argues that branding is a tool that doesn’t have conscience 
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or morality. “It can be used for good or bad, and sometimes for both in tandem”, Heller 

writes.  

 

ISIS is not like any other terrorist organization. It has even been argued that it is not a 

terrorist organization at all (Cronin, 2015). It has used a unique mix of violence, 

propaganda, storytelling, social media tactics and Hollywood aesthetics in order to achieve 

its goal, an Islamic state (Petroff, 2015). In order to defeat this unusual terrorist threat – 

and prevent any similar organizations from being formed in the future – it needs to be 

profoundly understood. According to Cronin, using the same methods that have been used 

to fight for instance Al-Qaeda have been insufficient, since ISIS has its own way of 

accomplishing its mission and spreading fear. One of those ways has been branding by 

telling stories, and this thesis intends to shed light on that. 

 

 

2. ISIS and its message 
 
In order to be able to analyze the narratives ISIS uses in its brand communication, one 

must get acquainted with the history as well as the core message and values of the group. 

The narratives identified in the empirical data of this thesis are filled with references to the 

history and beliefs of ISIS. Therefore, this chapter aims to provide a basic understanding of 

ISIS as an organization and present key theories and research related to its narratives and 

communication.  

 

2.1 Development of ISIS  

 

Many factors contributed to the rise of ISIS, and the organization has experienced multiple 

leadership changes and transformations (Hanlon, 2015). Based on relevant literature on 

radicalization and jihadist groups, this chapter introduces the most important stages of ISIS 

and provides a brief presentation of the history and current state of the group. 
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ISIS’s roots lie with al-Qaeda and the invasion of Iraq in 2003. Back then, the early 

version of ISIS was a terrorist network supported by al-Qaeda and led by Abu Musab al-

Zarqawi, a jihadist ruffian more interested in violent tactics than the religious war between 

Sunnis and Shi’ites. (Berger & Stern, 2015) After his passing in 2006, the group rebranded 

itself as the Islamic State of Iraq and named Abu Omar al-Baghdadi as its leader. 

(Fernandez, 2015) 

 

The Islamic State of Iraq (ISI) was announced in October 2006. At that time, it was merely 

an attempted caliphate and a trial run for ISIS. ISI kept a relatively low profile, suffering 

from attacks against its leadership. During those years, ISI slowly shifted from an Iraq-

centric organization to a group calling for Muslims everywhere, taking advantage of the 

conflict in Syria. By that time, ISI had also formally separated itself from al-Qaeda. Year 

2013 was a turning point for the organization: it rebranded itself as ISIS, the Islamic State 

in Iraq and Syria. (Fernandez, 2015)  

 

ISIS began to make significant gains in Iraq and Syria. It controlled and aggressively 

governed large territories, capturing cities such as Fallujah in Iraq. In June 2014, ISIS 

captured Mosul, declaring war against Shi’ites and the West, and declaring the caliphate. 

The declaration was done on camera by the organization’s current leader, Abu Bakr al-

Baghdadi, and has since become one of the most iconic propaganda videos produced by 

the group. (Berger & Stern, 2015) 

  

ISIS did not take long to became the richest terrorist organization in the world. In 2015, 

Berger and Stern estimated that its cash reserves consist of hundreds of millions of dollars. 

Unlike other terrorist organizations, ISIS creates much of its revenue internally. According 

to CNN’s interview with Matthew Levitt, director of the Stein Program on 

Counterterrorism and Intelligence at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, ISIS 

generates revenue from oil smuggling, donations from wealthy sympathizers and through 

organized crime within the territories it controls (Bronstein & Griffin, 2014). 
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It has been virtually impossible to estimate the size of ISIS and the amount of foreign 

fighters it recruits. In 2015, Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, a communications 

organization funded by the U.S. Congress, drew data from multiple sources to come up 

with an estimate of jihadist foreign fighters in Iraq and Syria. The organization found 

between 17 000 – 19 000 fighters, and about 32 percent of them originate from European 

countries such as France (1 600), Germany (600), Belgium (520), and Finland (50 – 70). 

Berger and Stern (2015) estimate that the numbers collected by RFE / RL are likely too 

low. Berger and Stern characterize a typical jihadi foreign fighter as a 18–29-year-old 

male, vulnerable to fundamentalist ideas and “combining wild enthusiasm with a lack of 

religious knowledge”. 

 

ISIS has weakened significantly over the past two years. According to Europol’s EU 

Terrorism Situation and Trend Report 2017, ISIS is under increasing military pressure. The 

group has lost territory it used to control in both Syria and Iraq. ISIS has lost towns with 

major symbolic and strategic value: Ramadi in February 2016, Fallujah in June 2016 and 

Mosul in July 2017. Several high-ranking ISIS leaders and propagandists have also been 

killed in 2016 and 2017. (Europol, 2017) In addition, it has been rumoured that their 

leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, has been killed or at least severely wounded (HS, June 

2017). Although ISIS has weakened significantly, it has managed to expand globally to 

multiple small countries, such as Philippines (HS, May 2017).  

 

2.2 The mission and message of ISIS 

 

A brand-centric organization is highly driven by its mission, vision and values. According 

to Urden (1999), defining ones mission and vision is the starting point to any brand-

oriented organization. One must answer questions such as why the brand exists, what it 

represents and what its objectives are. After outlining the mission and vision, an 

organization needs to define its values. These values are then communicated via the 

products, services or actions of the organization.  
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Unlike commercial organizations, ISIS’s mission, vision and values are closely related to 

religion and war. According to Celso (2014, p. 1), the Islamic State’s ideology “combines 

millennial, takfiri, salafi and sectarian components in a powerful jihadist narrative of 

Islamic regression, exploitation, ultimate redemption, and triumph.” ISIS believes that the 

world is divided between a camp of disbelievers and hypocrites, a camp of the true Muslim 

believers and a camp of “crusaders”, meaning their enemies such as the Western world 

(Dabiq issue 1, p.).  

 

Terrorists need a “legitimate” cause to justify their violent actions to both their supporters 

and opponents (Europol, 2017). Thus, the public mission of ISIS is to erect a functional 

caliphate within the boundaries of the territory it controls. ISIS wants to wage religious 

war between Sunni Muslims and the Western world. The organization aims at destroying 

the borders in Middle East and positioning itself as the sole political, religious and military 

leader. (Cronin, 2015)  

 

The literature on ISIS’s communication has focused on its theatrical, intimidating nature 

(Klausen, 2015). ISIS’s message is a unique mix of violence and ideology. For instance, 

Nazi propaganda did not celebrate the genocide – it kept its brutality and propaganda 

separate from each other. In contrast, ISIS shamelessly uses its atrocities in its 

communication, presenting a utopia of a caliphate in which streets are lined with bodies. 

(Berger & Stern, 2015) 

 

What is also very specific for ISIS’s message is the emphasis on civil order – something 

that contradicts its celebration of ultra-violence. ISIS presents its caliphate as a governed 

society that provides services, such as health care and a police force. ISIS has also 

established a version of justice system in territories it has previously held. It has punished 

people for crimes, such as possession of cigarettes and drugs or stealing, and made sure 

these punishments have been explicitly communicated in its propaganda. (Berger & Stern, 

2015) 
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ISIS’s message has varied over time, depending on the group’s strategic mission and 

situation on the battlefield. After ISIS re-established its caliphate in 2014, ISIS propaganda 

presented the organization as a victorious, invincible group that defended Islam. In 2014 

and 2015, ISIS showcased the policies and structure of the caliphate: its consumer 

protection, healthcare and religious education, for instance. (Europol, 2017) 

 

The focus of ISIS’s message shifted significantly as the organization weakened in 2016 

and as ISIS has tried to compensate reports about its military setbacks. According to 

Europol (2017), ISIS no longer emphasized the rhetoric of vicious Islam. Instead, it called 

for revenge for alleged “attacks” against Islam. ISIS claimed – and still claims – that Sunni 

Muslims are under attack by “an alleged Western-Jewish-Shi’i alliance”. ISIS no longer 

just boasts about its victories and grandeur – instead, it justifies its violent actions by 

portraying itself as a victim.  

 

Julie Shain (2016), Director of Research at The Counter Extremism Project, claims that 

ISIS has shifted from counter-narratives to counter-counter-narratives. ISIS devotes 

significantly more time to undermine international counter-narratives about the terrorist 

group, rather than to celebrate its victories and mission. According to Shain, this indicates 

desperation. 

 

2.3 Communication and channels of ISIS  
 

According to Nacos (2016), terrorists have the following communication-related 

imperatives: public attention and intimidation as well as recognition of grievances and 

demands. The objective of attention and intimidation has been closely related to ISIS’s 

brand communication: the organization wants to be seen as an unpredictable, powerful and 

dramatic actor in the West (Grönlund, 2015). To achieve that goal, ISIS has used various 

communication channels such as social media, the deep web and traditional mass media. 

This chapter sheds light on the different channels ISIS has used to spread its message and 

thus strengthen its brand community.  
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Griffin (2015, p. 101) describes ISIS’s media operations as a “structured campaign of 

psychological operations”. Targeting the right market segments with the right messages 

and using the right channels is done in a highly strategic and skilled manner. Griffin 

believes – and it is evident when skimming through any marketing materials of ISIS – that 

the organization has to have media, branding and visual professionals working with or for 

them. It is not unusual for terrorist brands to distribute expertly produced propaganda, but 

ISIS is the first terrorist organization that has managed to continuously get its messages 

spread all across the Western mainstream media (Berger & Stern, 2015). 

 

Social media plays an important and essential role in the operational strategy of ISIS and 

other jihadists. Jihadist groups in Syria and Iraq use a variety of social media apps and file-

sharing platforms: Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Ask.fm, Telegram, WhatsApp and 

Tumblr. (Klausen, 2014) Various researchers, such as Nacos (2016), Carr (2014) and 

Musial (2016), agree that no other organization has used online media and social platforms 

more skillfully and more successfully than ISIS. Compared to other jihadist groups, ISIS’s 

use of online platforms has been particularly professional and strategic (Steinberg, 2015). 

 

What made Twitter such an important communication channel for ISIS and jihadists in 

general was its looser regulation regarding content posted and shared on the service. Until 

late 2013, Twitter was a privately held company whose founders and executives stood up 

for free speech. Twitter didn’t want to restrict its users any more than what was necessary. 

This provided a highly efficient platform for ISIS to start sharing its propaganda and brand 

message. (Stern & Berger, 2015)  

 

Klausen (2014) researched Twitter behavior of Western ISIS fighters by coding and 

analyzing hundreds of tweets. He found out that the conversation on Twitter focused more 

on religion and the jihadist dogma than on practical communications. Based on Klausen’s 

research, Twitter seems to be a place for ISIS members to share and re-tweet their ideology 

rather than being a messaging board for the fighters.  Klausen created five categories to 

categorize the themes of which the Western foreign ISIS fighters tweeted about the most. 

He came up with the following: religious instruction, reporting from battle, interpersonal 
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communication, everyday life and threats made against the West. These themes frequently 

come up on the pages of Dabiq, the empirical data of this thesis that will be extensively 

discussed later in this paper.  

 

Griffin (2015) notes that Twitter is a place for ISIS fighters to share their ideology in a 

highly personal manner. They post pictures of their everyday life in the middle of 

battlegrounds. They share details of their life reminiscent of the lives of any young adults. 

For instance, a French boy posted a picture of himself in a supermarket with a jar of 

Nutella – the only distinct difference between him and other European youth was a rifle he 

was holding while shopping. In literature on social media, this phenomenon is called user 

generated content (UGC). It is a powerful new tool for organizations to get consumers 

engage with a brand, and although some organizations worry about losing control of their 

brand with users being the brand voices, UGC has been proven to be highly valuable to 

organizations (Malthouse et al., 2016). 

 

It is important to note that in addition to sharing content, Twitter has been a place for ISIS 

leaders to recruit new fighters. According to Stern & Berger (2015, p. 138) the platform 

allows terrorist recruiters to “seek prey” more efficiently than in real life. Recruiting is 

based on building a relationship and rapport – something that can easily be done on Twitter 

away from the potential recruit’s friends and family. Additionally, recruiting was and still 

is done on Facebook, too. 

 

Stern and Berger (2015) as well as Griffin (2015) point out that in 2014, ISIS even had its 

own app to boost its communications. Launched in April 2014, the app called The Dawn of 

Glad Tidings was suspended already in June 2014 by Google and Twitter. The app was 

used to automatically send out tweets and associate ISIS propaganda with popular 

hashtags. According to Stern and Berger, the volume of tweets sent by ISIS plummeted 

almost 50 percent overnight once the app was shut down.   

 

In addition to social media and online communication channels, ISIS has taken great 

advantage of the traditional, journalistic mass media. According to Ali (2015),  they 
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expertly structure their messages to have a wade appeal amongst journalists. When ISIS 

releases brand material such as videos or statements through its own channels, the Western 

media is quick to pick that up (Nacos, 2016). Terrorist groups stage dramatic incidents and 

attack symbolic targets to compel the media to share their message (Klausen, 2014). 

 

For instance, when ISIS released a decapitation video of James Foley, an American 

journalist, the U.S. media immediately distributed the whole video or parts of it on their 

own websites and breaking news broadcasts. Nacos (2016, p. 28) claims that with the mass 

media covering video releases like the one of James Foley, ISIS’s communication experts 

achieve the immediate goals of the organization: “getting the attention of publics and 

political elites around the globe, shocking and threatening their foes and impressing 

supporters and potential recruits”. The decapitation of journalist Foley has been proven to 

have been a successful PR stunt. According to Young (2015, as cited in Nacos, 2016), the 

number of articles mentioning ISIS on New York Times, Newsweek and CNN.com spiked 

drastically during the month following the Foley beheading video. James Foley is also 

widely discussed on the pages of Dabiq, the source of data for this research. 

 

ISIS’s success in getting its messages published in mass media has largely been due to 

them controlling the flow of information (Ali, 2015). The organization has isolated areas 

under its control and prevented journalists from visiting those places and observing the 

situation on ground. Consequently, journalists depend on the information ISIS provides 

itself. According to Ali (2015), the international media still at least partially depends on the 

material provided by ISIS. On the other hand, ISIS is also in a dependent relationship to 

the media – they need journalists in order to reach their intended audience: governments 

and publics near and far (Klausen, 2014). 

 

ISIS also used to communicate through its online magazine Dabiq, which is the source of 

data for this thesis. The first issue of Dabiq was published on July 5, 2014, a month after 

the fall of Mosul. It was initially distributed via TOR networks but has since become 

widely available online through other sources, such as websites of research groups. ISIS 

names one of the official ISIS media institutes, Al Hayat Media Center, as the publisher of 
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Dabiq. The Al-Hayat Media Center has published material targeted especially at Western 

audiences and potential ISIS recruits. 15 issues of Dabiq were published before the media 

center discontinued the magazine in July 2016 and replaced it with a magazine called 

Rumiyah. This paper will later discuss Dabiq and its content in detail.  

 

Similar to many commercial and non-profit organizations, ISIS has used market 

segmentation in its communication (Bhuiyan 2014, as cited in Nacos, 2016). Bhuiyan 

argues that ISIS divides its target audience into subdivisions of “consumers” who share 

common needs and interests. ISIS then develops and executes strategies and tactics to 

target these segments, whether they are Western enemies, foreign fighters or for instance 

wives of ISIS soldiers.   

 

Although ISIS’s communication on social and mass media has been acknowledged as 

influential, the ISIS media operations have weakened as the group has lost significant 

amounts of power and land. Anti-ISIS strikes by for instance the American-led coalition in 

Syria over the past couple of years have negatively affected ISIS, its propaganda and 

communications operations. ISIS websites and online forums have become brought down 

and technology giants such as Facebook and Twitter have removed pro-ISIS social media 

accounts. (Azman, 2016) According to Milton (2016), a recent study shows that visual 

media releases by ISIS declined from 700 products in August 2015 to less than 200 in 

August 2016. Europol’s terrorism report (2017, p. 30) tells a similar story. It states that the 

surge in new ISIS video releases indicate that the group’s propaganda organization has 

been “severely degraded due to the increased pressure on the group in its areas of activity”. 

 

To summarize, ISIS is a modern-day terrorist organization rising from the ashes of al-

Qaida. It promotes a narrative promising eternal life for members of its caliphate. ISIS has 

weakened significantly during the past year, losing power both geographically and online. 

This chapter has demonstrated that ISIS communicates in a way that is very similar to 

companies, non-profits and other organizations: it has used online channels varying from 

Youtube to its own Twitter app, taken advantage of media coverage and even produced its 
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own magazine and distributed it to target audiences. According to scholars cited in this 

chapter, ISIS communicates and advertizes in a highly strategic manner.  

 

Although ISIS and its communication operations have lost significant amounts of power 

during the past two years, it is important to research the methods ISIS used to become such 

a public, appealing brand for radicalized people. That way, future endeavors of similar 

jihadist groups can be prevented or at least confronted with more expertise and knowledge. 

 

3. ISIS as a brand community 

 

In this thesis, I set out to explore and examine ISIS as a brand community. In addition to 

being a terrorist organization, I argue that ISIS can be looked at from a branding 

perspective. In this chapter, I explore the theory of brand communities, followed by an 

introduction to imagined brand communities – something that ISIS bears resemblance to.  

The storytelling methods of building brand communities will also be discussed, since this 

thesis provides a narrative analysis of ISIS’s storytelling. 

 

3.1 Brand communities 
 

Dahlen et al. (2010) provide a comprehensive definition of a brand community: Brand 

community is a group of consumers who share common values and respect each other and 

the brand. These communities are focused on a particular consumption object, but they can 

also revolve around any other brand. What connects these people is brand enthusiasm and 

a shared social identity. The members of a brand community engage in collective actions.  

 

Muniz and O’Guinn introduced the idea of brand community (2001, p. 412) by defining it 

as a “specialized, non-geographically bound community, and based on a structured set of 

social relations among admirers of a brand”. It is a form of social networking, with people 

sharing rituals, traditions, consciousness and a sense of moral responsibility.  Muniz and 

O’Guinn (2001) argue that there are three essential features that all communities and brand 
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communities have: consciousness of kind, rituals and traditions, and moral responsibility. 

These three features will form the basis for my analysis of the narratives ISIS uses to build 

and strengthen its brand community. Therefore, the features will now be looked at in more 

depth. 

 

The most important aspect of a brand community is the creation and sharing of meaning 

(McAlexander et al., 2002). Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) refer to this with the term 

consciousness of kind.  By consciousness of kind, Muniz and O’Guinn mean the 

connection that community members feel toward one another. That connection separates 

the community members from others not in the community, as a way of differentiation. 

Based on analysis of different brand communities, Muniz and O’Guinn argue that 

consciousness of kind helps community members feel like they truly know each other, 

even if they have never met.  

 

There are two social processes closely connected to consciousness of kind: legitimacy and 

oppositional brand loyalty (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Legitimacy means community 

members differentiating between true and fake members. A legitimate user of a brand truly 

knows the brand and uses it for the right reasons. Although brand communities don’t 

usually deny membership, Muniz and O’Guinn point out that they have status hierarchies 

based on legitimacy.  

 

Another social process connected to consciousness of kind is oppositional brand loyalty. 

This means that members of a certain brand community can react negatively to competing 

brands. Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) provide an enlightening example: members of the 

Macintosh brand community oppose PC’s and PC users. It is extremely important for Mac 

community members to differentiate themselves from PC users. Hence, this strengthens the 

consciousness of kind – the connection – between members of the Mac community.  

 

Consciousness of kind felt by members of brand communities has also been linked to the 

concept of sacred consumption, meaning the neo-tribes emerging in relation to a particular 

brand. O’Sullivan et al. (2011) suggest that consciousness of kind is a result of consumers 
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undergoing a form of conversion experience. Conversion experience occurs when there is a 

change in a person’s status, emotions, life situation or money and spending, which then 

sparks an “identity change resulting in an unshakeable conviction” (Belk, 1989).  

O’Sullivan et al. argue that a conversion experience is analogous to a religious conversion. 

It connects consumers to a particular brand that causes devotion. Thus, these devotees to a 

brand become the members of a sacred collective who share a mutual understanding of the 

brand in question.  

 

Rituals and traditions are a way for brand communities to reproduce and transmit meaning. 

According to Muniz and O´Guinn, rituals and traditions can help maintain the culture of a 

brand community, and can involve celebrating the history of the brand or sharing brand 

stories. Remembering, retelling and celebrating one’s history helps brand community 

reproduce its culture. In turn, storytelling is vital to establishing and maintaining brand 

communities.  

 

Another link that connects members of a brand community is moral responsibility. Muniz 

and O’Guinn (2001) describe this as a sense of duty to the community. These 

responsibilities include integrating and retaining members as well assisting in the use of 

the brand. Community members feel the need to help each other and make sure everyone is 

committed to the brand. These actions contribute to group cohesion by producing 

collective action.  

 

What is important to note about Muniz and O’Guinn’s (2001) definition of a brand 

community is how well it fits ISIS. Members of ISIS are not geographically bound yet they 

feel connected, they share rituals and traditions, they indeed feel a moral responsibility 

towards the brand and they have a consciousness of kind stronger than most traditional 

organizations. In the analysis section of this paper, I present several composite narratives 

that either strengthen consciousness of kind of ISIS members, play a part in rituals and 

traditions of ISIS or emphasize the moral responsibility ISIS members feel towards the 

organization.  
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But why and how do these brand communities come into being, then? Cova (1997) argues 

that individual consumers desperately need social links of some sort. They may have 

liberated themselves from restrictions of traditional social connections, but they  still feel 

like they need to compose a new social universe on the basis of an emotional free choice. 

According to O’Sullivan et al. (2011), brand communities can be seen as a method of 

recomposing one’s social universe after going through a conversion experience defined 

earlier in this chapter. Brands such as ISIS, that are rich in symbolic meaning, can serve as 

a focus for such process.  

 

Although brand communities often emerge without input from a company or an 

organization, community growth can be accelerated by encouraging interaction between 

community members and providing them with an outlet for expressing their needs 

(O’Sullivan et al., 2011). Fournier, Sele and Schögel (2005, p. 19) have also recognized 

several marketing methods that can lead to successful, lasting and loyal brand 

communities. They argue that marketers must enable the social life of the brand, facilitate 

socialization of new users or fans in order for the community to grow, accelerate 

acculturation of new members, provide tools for community members to express their 

identity, fuel the brand mystique the community was built on and respect the brand 

heritage. One must also facilitate social networking between brand community members. 

When the brand community grows, marketers need to pay attention to balancing the 

tensions that might rise when new and old members intertwine.  

 

O’Sullivan et al. (2011) also present different methods for organizations to strengthen their 

brand communities, keeping in mind the sacred nature and totemic qualities of those 

communities. Since a brand becomes sacred to a consumer after their conversion 

experience, organizations need to be very sensitive towards those brand communities. 

Organizations should avoid offending community sensibilities in every interaction between 

them and the community. Sullivan et al. also emphasize that consumer should be able to 

make their experience with the brand their own and experience the history of the 

organization, allowing them to inherit the richness and distinction of the brand. 

Organizations should also display a commitment to support brand community rituals. 
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When an organization manages to establish and maintain relationships within brand 

communities, it can lead to intense brand loyalty. This means that members of the 

community find the brand superior to alternatives and reject other brands. (O’Sullivan et 

al., 2011) Brand loyalty can be managed as a social network, since brand loyalty is held 

together by the relationships between customers (Holt, 2004) – the brand community. 

Organizations ought to recognize the relationships customers form with each others and 

the brand and perform myths to strenghten those bonds. According to Holt (2004), this 

only applies to iconic brands that act as vessels of self-expression and identity 

construction. Holt (2004, p. 3-4) describes them as brands that “embody the ideas 

[consumers] admire, brands that help express who they want to be”.  

 

3.2 Imagined brand communities  
 

“Fantasy can dissipate (because its logic is so often autotelic), but the imagination, 

especially when collective, can become the fuel for action. It is the imagination, in 

its collective forms, that creates ideas of neighborhood and nationhood – – The 

imagination is today a staging ground for action, and not only for escape.” 

(Appadurai, 1996, p. 7) 

 

In this thesis, it has been argued that ISIS is a brand community. Moreover, ISIS could be 

defined as an imagined brand community. Anderson (1983) introduced the term imagined 

communities in context of nationalism, but it has been applied to brand communities as 

well. Most big communities, such as nations, are imagined because the members will never 

personally know most of their fellow members, yet they imagine their communion 

(Anderson, 1983) and establish consciousness of kind (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001).   

 

Anderson argues that all communities larger than primordial villages are imagined. What 

then defines the nature of a community is the style in which they are imagined. Islam, for 

instance, is an imagined community (Appadurai, 1996). It has been imagined through the 

medium of a sacred language, classical Arabic, creating a community out of signs. 
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ISIS members never personally meet all their fellow members, yet they feel a strong sense 

of community (Callimachi, 2015). The bonds between members of ISIS’s imagined 

community are exceptionally strong, considering that they are willing to even die for such 

imaginings. Appadurai (1996) argues that it is the fraternity and comradeship that makes it 

possible for members of an imagined community – regardless of injustices that may prevail 

in the community in question – to be willing to die for it. This is something that is evident 

in the research findings of this paper, as well. 

 

Technological changes over the past decades have made the establishment of imagined 

communities easier than ever before. According to Appadurai (1996), imagination has 

become a collective, social fact. Electronic media offers new ways for the construction of 

imagined worlds and communities, transforming preexisting worlds of communication and 

conduct. Today, imagination is no longer just a special space of art, myth and rituals, but a 

part of daily mental work of common people. Everyone can deploy their imagination in 

their everyday lives. (Appadurai, 1996) 

 

Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) also tap into imagined brand communities while defining the 

term brand community. They point out that many contemporary communities must be 

imagined, since most communities are too large to be united geographically. Community 

members may have never met each other, thus they need to imagine each other. Muniz and 

O’Guinn agree with Appadurai (1996) in saying that establishment of imagined 

communities has become easy today with mass media and online communication 

platforms. Community is no longer restricted to physical presence and it can spread and be 

reproduced more efficiently than ever before. 

 

The argument of Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) is based on consciousness of kind that was 

discussed earlier in this paper. By consciousness of kind, Muniz and O’Guinn (2001, p. 

413) mean the “intrinsic connection that community members feel toward one another”. 

Based on their analysis of different brand communities, Muniz and O’Guinn argue that 

consciousness of kind helps community members feel like they know each other, even if 
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they have never met, ergo they have some sort of an imagined connection. According to 

Muniz and O’Guinn, storytelling can reinforce consciousness of kind between brand 

members and thus strengthen the imagined community. 

 

3.3 Building brand communities with narratives 
 

“ISIS is not only a fighting militia, ISIS is an idea and a narrative.” (Jaber, 2017) 

 

The power of branding lies in narratives and storytelling. Dahlen et al. (2010) argue that 

brands today are the chief storytellers who define social values and generate myths. Sherry 

(2005, as cited in Dahlen et al., 2010) even goes as far as to say that the sole purpose of 

marketing communications is to create meanings through narratives. The branding 

literature has long recognized that storytelling can provide meaning to a brand and enhance 

consumers’ connections with brands (Singh & Sonnenburg, 2012). According to Singh and 

Sonnenburg (2012), a story can contain elements such as locations, characters or problems 

that cause empathy and provide a meaning to its reader or listener (Singh & Sonnenburg, 

2012). If the story creates empathy, it will be recalled.  

 

According to Muniz and O’Guinn (2001, p. 432), storytelling is vital when creating, 

maintaining and strengthening a brand community. Sharing brand stories gives the 

community meaning, and links community members to one another. A story can create and 

strengthen consumers’ connections with a brand by generating conversations between 

them (Escalas, 2004). When consumers interact with both the brand and among consumers 

themselves, it allows them to fit in their own experiences into the brand story.  

 

Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) characterize several narratives that are told as brand stories. 

Communities can, for instance, share myths about what happens to people who leave the 

community to explore something else. Usually, according to these stories, the outcome of 

such ventures outside the safety of the community is not a desired one. Brand communities 

can also share “odyssey stories” that involve the protagonist going on a meaningful 

journey that involves the brand. Muniz and O’Guinn also identify a “magic cavern story” 
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told by members of different brand communities. Those stories usually involve an 

unbelievable achievement done with the help of the brand in question. Same types of 

stories are evident in ISIS’s communication, as this paper will later demonstrate. 

 

Dahlen et al. (2010) have also identified multiple brand dimensions that can be turned into 

narratives and thus strengthen the brand community: myths authored by either the 

company, customer or media, brand or customer equity, market position and brand story 

arc potential. When a company is the author of myths, it controls the narrative that is both 

explicitly and implicitly projected in brand communications. When customers author 

myths, they negotiate the image and meaning of a narrative.  

 

Media can also be the author of myths by mediating brand meaning through various 

communication channels. By brand equity, Dahlen et al. (2010) mean all positive and 

negative connotations communicated by and about the brand. Customer equity is related to 

all customer experiences of the brand. Market position is a narrative enhancing the brand’s 

power in market, whereas brand story arc means underlining the longevity of a brand to 

engage audience.  

 

With the rise of social media, the roles of storytelling are shifting. Brands are no longer the 

sole storytellers and community members the listeners. Consumers have become active 

participants in producing and distributing brand stories. Individuals also interact with each 

other – they bond, act to resolve conflicts and evaluate what is valuable for the community. 

(Sing & Sonnenburg, 2012) Various scholars agree. For instance, Schembri and Latimer 

(2016, p. 640), noticed in their research of the Behance brand community that stories told 

by community members collectively generate the culture of the brand community. They 

describe storytelling as ritualistic and strongly “ingrained in the community ethos”. 

Schembri and Latimer found storytelling to be a way to share memories, feel nostalgia and 

connect with the history of the brand, and thereby create meaning. 

 

In conclusion, this literary review has presented the concepts of ISIS, brand communities, 

imagined brand communities and storytelling. ISIS is a jihadist organization and brand 
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community rising from the Middle East and spreading its tentacles all over the world. ISIS 

has established a strong brand community, leaning on a sense of community, duty and 

brotherhood.  

 

There are three three essential features that all communities and brand communities have: 

consciousness of kind, rituals and traditions, and moral responsibility. These features are 

evident in the ISIS brand community. In this thesis, I intend to find out how ISIS uses 

narratives to strengthen these three elements of a brand community. Next, I present the 

data and methods I use to research ISIS’s storytelling. Thereafter, I present my analysis, 

discuss my findings and draw conclusions based on my research. 

 

4. Methods and data 

 

In my empirical study, I set out to address the following questions: What narratives are 

contained in selected issues of ISIS’ online magazine Dabiq that support ISIS’ brand 

community? How are those narratives constructed through the application of strategic use 

of language and imagery?  

 

As has been stated previously in this thesis, narratives and storytelling can work as highly 

influential tools of brand building. The renowned theory of brand communities by Muniz 

and O’Guinn (2004) argues that brand communities can indeed be strengthened by using 

the right narratives. According to Muniz and O’Guinn, brand communities can be 

strengthened by enforcing and emphasizing their elements of consciousness of kind, rituals 

and traditions or moral responsibility.  

 

Therefore, I have conducted a narrative analysis in order to identify the composite 

narratives that ISIS uses to emphasize those elements of brand communities. I analyzed, 

coded and finally composed four composite narratives that will be introduced later in this 

paper.  
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4.1 Narrative analysis 
 

To analyze the data, I conducted a narrative analysis. As has been argued previously in this 

thesis, the power of branding lies in narratives and storytelling. Thus, analyzing narratives 

can provide crucial understanding of brand phenomena such as ISIS. 

 

“Stories do not deny the importance or existence of facts; rather they allow them to 

be re-interpreted and embellished. They therefore become powerful and potentially 

dangerous tools in the hands of certain individuals within social, and more 

specifically, organizational contexts.” Grant et al. (2004, p. 6) 

 

As explained previously in this paper, Dahlen et al. (2010) argue that brands today are the 

chief storytellers who define social values and generate myths. Sherry (2005, as cited in 

Dahlen et al., 2010) even goes as far as to say that the sole purpose of marketing 

communications is to create meanings through narratives. Thus, it is relevant to look at 

ISIS’s brand community and communication from a narrative point-of-view. 

 

A narrative tells a story, a relating series of events, either true or fictional (Polkinghorne, 

1988). Narratives can be verbal or written, anything from newspaper articles and websites 

to conversations and official documentation. According to Grant et al. (2004), narratives 

can function ideologically to represent and advance interests of a particular group or 

instance. Narratives have a unique explanatory power and are used to make sense of the 

world (Polkinghorne, 1988). 

 

When defining the terms, it is important to recognize the difference between a narrative 

and a story. Naturally, the terms have many of the same characteristics, but according to 

Feldman et al. (2004), a story is only a subset of narrative. Narratives are more 

encompassing and can cover several themes and events. Stories can then be parts of larger 

narratives. In this thesis, I discuss several composite narratives ISIS uses. In addition, I 

describe the stories ISIS tells that exemplify these narratives. 
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Grant et al. (2004) name narrative analysis as one of the most important domains of study 

within organizational discourse. According to him, by analyzing narratives, one can 

discover how meaning is socially constructed within organizations. Narratives can be 

approached as rhetorical and symbolic devices. Narrative analysis does not only look at 

narratives as pieces of text – it also takes into account the context in which the narrative is 

being used and created. (Grant et al., 2004) This is particularly important when analyzing 

the narratives found in Dabiq. In order to fully comprehend their meaning and purpose, 

one must understand the context in which they have been constructed.  

 

The analysis in this paper looks at texts in Dabiq as cognitive structures: plots, themes and 

coherence. I place weight on analyzing the narrative means ISIS uses in its 

communication, ergo how the organization makes sense of particular kinds of experiences 

(Bamberg, 2012). In the next section of this chapter, I explain my research process step-by-

step.   

 

4.2 Data 
 

I used Dabiq, the official online magazine of ISIS, as my primary source of data. I 

retrieved 15 issues of Dabiq in pdf form from the website of Clarion Project, a research 

project specialized in anti-radicalization. The issues of Dabiq are widely available online 

and can be found both on ISIS’s communication channels and academic websites.  

 

According to Vergani and Bliuc (2015), Dabiq is one of the few original sources of ISIS 

data that is both widely available and directly comes from the group. It is an exceptionally 

good set of empirical data for this narrative analysis, since it provides a direct look at 

ISIS’s storytelling and the narratives the organization uses. I chose Dabiq as my empirical 

data also because collecting primary data of ISIS would be both risky and extremely 

difficult. Finding an interview source or original documents could take years of 

investigation and require putting myself at risk. 
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Dabiq magazine, named after the area called Dabiq in the northern countryside of Aleppo, 

provides a comprehensive look at the mission, vision and values of ISIS. It illuminates 

how ISIS justifies its authority and violent tactics and how the organization argues against 

opposition groups. It also reveals how ISIS puts its fighters – its “lions” – on a pedestal, 

glorifying the attacks against Western countries. According to Gambhir (2014, p. 2), 

“Dabiq demonstrates that ISIS is not a shadowy terrorist cell; rather, it is a proto-state that 

is testing out the best ways to get the world’s attention, and broader support from the 

Muslim community abroad”. 

 

The first issue of Dabiq was published on July 5, 2014, a month after the fall of Mosul. It 

was initially distributed via TOR networks but has since become widely available online 

through other sources, such as websites of research groups. ISIS names one of the official 

ISIS media institutes, Al Hayat Media Center, as the publisher of Dabiq. The Al-Hayat 

Media Center publishes material targeted especially at Western audiences and potential 

ISIS recruits. 15 issues of Dabiq were published before the media center discontinued the 

magazine in July 2016 and replaced it with a magazine called Rumiyah. In this thesis, I 

analyze all 15 issues of Dabiq to construct composite narratives ISIS uses to build and 

strengthen its brand community.  

 

The intended audiences of Dabiq mainly consist of potential recruits and supporters in the 

Western countries. Dabiq was primarily published in English, but it has been translated 

into other languages, such as French, German, Russian and Arabic. In addition to 

appealing to potential ISIS supporters in the Western world, Dabiq aims to communicate to 

enemies of ISIS (Gambhir, 2014). Several issues of Dabiq feature messages targeted 

specifically at the United States and its former leader, president Barack Obama.  

 

Colas (2017) summarizes the primary audiences of Dabiq as follows: English-speaking, 

second generation Muslims (such as immigrants in the West), Western politicians and 

current ISIS members who are not closely tied to the organization yet.  
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Despite being more of a propaganda tool and an articulation of ISIS’s vision (Gambhir, 

2014), Dabiq picks up several conventions from the field of journalism. The articles in 

Dabiq are definitely not journalistic, impartial or objective, but the way the stories are 

written and laid out have considerable resemblance to journalistic publications. Although 

Dabiq is an online publication distributed in a PDF form, the pages are designed to look 

like a high gloss magazine. The different textual and visual formats of Dabiq articles also 

borrow from journalism: the 15 issues of Dabiq contain, for instance, Q&A interviews, 

feature articles, pictorials, news report, editorials and op-eds. In addition, the magazine 

includes articles targeted at the young supporters of ISIS and the women moving to live in 

the caliphate with their husbands who fight in ISIS.  

 

Dabiq is a highly visual magazine. It contains multiple pictures and graphic elements 

supporting the narratives – some of the visual elements are even narratives as such. Since 

my studies at Aalto University have mainly focused on written and verbal communication, 

in my analysis I focus on the written elements of Dabiq. However, discussing composite 

narratives ISIS uses would not be comprehensive enough without at least touching upon 

some of the visual aids ISIS uses in its storytelling. 

 

Recent research has analyzed Dabiq from multiple angles. For instance, the narratives of 

Dabiq have been studied as propaganda to radicalize western women (Musial, 2016), and 

the magazine has been examined as the strategic messaging channel of ISIS (Gambhir, 

2014) as well as a 21st century jihadist manifesto (Celso, 2014). However, none of these 

analyses have considered Dabiq and its narratives as brand-building efforts. Thus, this 

thesis aspires to provide something new to the theoretical discussion of ISIS’s 

communication. 

 

4.3 Process of analysis 

 

I conducted a narrative analysis by coding my data and building composite narratives 

based on the the coding and conceptualization I had done. According to Polkinghorne 

(1988), narrative analysi is an important element in interpretive, qualitative data analysis, 
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since it emphasizes the importance of language and examines what words are chosen and 

how they are put together. These choices can reveal what matters to the narrator and the 

culture at large (Lawler, 2002), which is why narratives can prove to be useful tools when 

examining a new phenomenon or context – in this case ISIS’s brand community. 

 

In my analysis, I used the theory of brand communities by Muniz and O’Guinn (2004) as a 

framework. According to Muniz and O’Guinn (2004), brand communities – as well as 

almost all other communities – have three traditional markers: consciousness of kind, 

rituals and traditions and moral responsibility. In addition, brand communities have a few 

particularities that construct these markers. Moral responsibility is constructed through 

mechanisms of critical demarcation, legitimacy and oppositional brand loyalty. Rituals and 

traditions can be strengthened by telling brand stories and celebrating the history of the 

brand. Moral responsibility can be strengthened by integrating and retaining members, and 

assisting in the use of the brans. By analyzing all 15 issues of Dabiq by coding and 

categorizing, I identified several narratives that strengthen and emphasize those 

particularities.  

 

For the analysis, I used Harding and Whitehead’s (2012) description of qualitative data 

analysis by coding and categorizing as a general guideline. I also turned to Wertz et al.’s 

(2011) and Todres’s (2007) conceptualizations of  composite narratives  when writing up 

my research findings. 

 

I analyzed the data in four steps. First, I read through every issue of Dabiq to get a first 

look into the data and gain some understanding about how ISIS communicates in its 

magazines. I made some preliminary notes about certain themes, words, phrases and 

stories that I noticed were repeating in several issues of the magazine. Since the language 

of Dabiq is relatively challenging, the first reading of the magazine was also dedicated to 

learning the vocabulary. I translated many of the Arabic words used in the texts and got 

acquainted with the jihadist vocabulary by reading research articles that have analyzed the 

same set of data that I was analyzing.  
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Next, I dived into the theoretical framework I used in my thesis. I read Muniz and 

O’Guinn’s article Brand Community (2001) and listed certain elements that make a brand 

community: consciousness of kind, rituals and traditions and moral. In addition, I listed the 

particularities brand communities have according to Muniz and O’Guinn. I set out to look 

for narratives reinforcing these elements in my research data and categorize my findings 

accordingly.  

 

After familiarizing myself with the framework and concept of brand community, I read 

through the 15 issues of Dabiq again, using a common qualitative data analysis method 

described by Harding and Whitehead (2012) as “fracturing, grouping and gluing” ergo 

coding. The process of coding begins with fracturing the data into abstract bits – in this 

case words, themes and concepts – that are called codes (Harding & Whitehead, 2012). 

These codes were then categorized and the categories further glued together to create a 

conceptualization. 

 

On the pages of Dabiq, I coded stories, themes, concepts and fragments of narratives that 

were repeating over the course of all 15 issues. I came up with approximately ten different 

narrative categories and story types that ISIS repeats throughout its communication. From 

those ten, I picked four definite categories that form narratives that – in addition to being 

propaganda or religious narratives – can be seen as means to strengthen ISIS’s brand 

community. I then further categorized these four findings with help of brand community 

theory framework by Muniz and O’Guinn. According to Grant et al. (2004), narrative 

analysis does not only look at narratives as pieces of text – it also takes into account the 

context in which the narrative is being used and created. This is exactly what I did when 

conducting the analysis with my empirical data. 

 

Finally, it was time to build the composite narratives. According to Wertz et al. (2011), 

writing composite narratives is an illustrative way to describe complex qualitative research 

findings. The method allows researchers to describe a certain phenomena in a 

comprehensive way both in terms of structure and meaning – “to convey the wholeness of 

the experience of any phenomenon under inquiry” (Wertz et al., 2011, p. 1). As Todres 
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(2007) points out, writing composite narratives is not just re-telling stories evident in the 

empirical data. Instead, it is a process of interpretation by the researcher with help of her 

knowledge of academic literature on the phenomenon, through examining the narratives 

and stories in the empirical data and through the researcher’s reflexivity during the 

research process.  

 

At the beginning of my writing process, I wrote down the main elements of each coded and 

conceptualized narrative, taking into account the language and visual elements used in 

these narratives. I collected stories and quotes to illustrate these narratives. The quotes 

presented later in this paper are slightly edited: I have removed the numbers referring to 

certain chapters of the Quran since they might distract the reader. The purpose of the 

quotes in this paper is only to demonstrate the use of ISIS’s brand narratives. 

 

To summarize, I conducted a narrative analysis of 15 issues of ISIS’s Dabiq magazine by 

using coding as my qualitative data analysis tool. I was able to identify four narratives that 

can be seen as ways to strengthen the brand community of ISIS in light of this thesis’s 

theoretical framework by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001). In the next chapter, I present these 

narratives and analyze them in-depth. 

 

5. Findings 

 

After conducting a narrative analysis of the Dabiq magazine I was able to detect four 

composite narratives that describe the way ISIS strengthens its brand community via 

enforcing its elements of consciousness of kind, rituals and traditions or moral 

responsibility. The four brand narratives found on the pages of Dabiq are the Narrative of 

Humiliation, the Counter-counter-narrative of Two Camps, the Narrative of the Exemplary 

Brother and the Narrative of Love. In the following chapters I present these narratives, 

provide examples of them and explain how they contribute to building ISIS’s brand 

community. 
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5.1 The Narrative of Humiliation  
 

First of the four detected brand narratives evident in the issues of Dabiq is The Narrative of 

Humiliation.  Based on my analysis and the theoretical framework, this narrative can 

strengthen consciousness of kind of a brand community by emphasizing critical 

demarcation. In this section, I introduce the composite narrative and provide examples of 

its use on the pages of Dabiq. I also explain how it relates to the brand community theory 

by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001). 

 

As explained previously in this paper, by consciousness of kind, Muniz and O’Guinn 

(2001) mean the connection that community members feel toward one another. That 

connection separates the community members from others not in the community, as a way 

of differentiation. Members of a brand community can strengthen the consciousness of 

kind with critical demarcation. This means emphasizing the features that set the members 

apart from others and make them similar to one another. According to Muniz and 

O’Guinn, critical demarcation usually includes talk about how the brand community 

members are special in comparison to other brands. 

 

I argue that critical demarcation is evident in the Narrative of Humiliation. The narrative 

presents ISIS members as previously humiliated, overlooked underdogs that have gathered 

together as brothers, ready for payback. They intend to humiliate the rest of the world, and 

to embarrass everyone who has mocked them or otherwise underestimated them. The 

experience of humiliation and the will to humiliate others connects the members of ISIS. 

Critical demarcation can also be found in this narrative in emphasis on brotherhood that 

unites ISIS members regardless of their ethnicity, nationality, socio-econimical 

background and so forth.  

 

The story of an ISIS member begins with humiliation. On the pages of Dabiq, the ISIS 

fighters both in the Western counties and in the Middle East are portrayed as overlooked 

underdogs who have been neglected and even ridiculed by the “crusaders”, a term ISIS 

uses to describe people who don’t believe in jihad and are fighting ISIS. Before joining the 



	

	 35	

ranks of ISIS, the members are described as “lone individuals” (Dabiq issue 3, 2014, p. 8). 

The caliphate, a term ISIS uses to call the state it has claimed, is described as “the haven 

for the oppressed people” (Dabiq issue 5, 2015, p. 33). The story of an ISIS member 

begins with being doubted and oppressed as a person and as a Muslim. They may not have 

a family to rely on, or the officials in their home country might have done them wrong. 

Particularly the ISIS members living in the Western countries are described as misfits, and 

indeed humiliated. 

 

“Strangeness is a condition that the muslim living in the West cannot escape as 

long as he remains amongst the crusaders.” (Dabiq issue 12, 2015, p. 29) 

 

After finding the courage to join the fight against the crusaders, an ISIS member finally 

gets the chance at payback, a chance to humiliate others. It is important to note that 

throughout the issues of Dabiq, ISIS rarely uses words such as win, destroy, defeat or 

concur when they talk about their wins in the battlefield. Instead, they use the verb 

humiliate. This is evident in almost every issue of Dabiq. Following is an example from an 

article covering ISIS’s wins against the Turkish PKK: 

 

“May Allah to continue to humiliate the secularist murtaddin in all their colors and 

stripes.” (Dabiq issue 2, 2014, p. 13)  

 

This quote captions the mentality of the Narrative of Humiliation poignantly: 

 

“The time has come for those generations that were drowning in oceans of 

disgrace, being nursed on the milk of humiliation, and being ruled by the vilest of 

all people, after their long slubmer in the darkness of neglect. The time has come 

for them to rise. - - The time has come to - - shake off the dust of humiliation and 

disgrace.” (Dabiq issue 1, 2014, p. 9) 
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The stories of humiliating the enemy often refer to the doubts the enemies of ISIS have had 

towards the members of the group. Proving the enemies wrong and thus embarrassing 

them is essential to the Narrative of Humiliation. 

 

“Suddenly, the mujahidin of the Islamic State weren’t some esoteric concept 

fighting in a land nobody knew or cared about. They were on the doorstep of 

millions of people living in some of the biggest, most modern cities in the Western 

world.” (Dabiq issue 5, 2014, p. 38) 
 

Another essential part of the Narrative of Humiliation is emphasizing the smaller resources 

and manpower ISIS has compared to its enemies. This, too, can be seen as a way to 

embarrass the enemy. 

 

“The Islamic State dispatched its brave knights to wage war in the homelands of 

the wicked crusaders, leaving Paris and its residents ‘shocked and awed’. The eight 

knights brought Paris down on its knees, after years of French conceit in the face of 

islam. A nationwide state of emergency was declared as a result of the actions of 

eight men armed only with assault rifles and explosive belts.” (Dabiq issue 12, 

2015, p. 2) 

 

Another way of building up critical demarcation in this narrative is emphasizing the 

brotherhood between members of ISIS. The humiliated bunch has come together and 

formed something unique, something invincible, as they say. The members of the brand 

community are not connected because of their nationality or ethnicity – they are connected 

because of their loyalty towards the brand. ISIS clearly states that no matter ones 

nationality or backgroung, the members of ISIS are fighting as one: 

 

“- - they came together in spite of the fact that they did not have any common 

nationality, ethnicity, language or worldly interests, nor did they have any prior 

acquaintance! This phenomenon is something that has never occurred in human 

history, except in the case if the Islamic State!” (Dabiq issue 3, 2014, p. 5) 
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To conclude, the Narrative of Humiliation can be seen as a growth story of an ISIS 

member who rises from being a humiliated underdog to embarrassing its enemies and 

anyone who has ever doubted them. This narrative strengthens the critical demarcation 

between ISIS members and the rest of the world. It builds up the brotherhood and 

comradeship between the members as they all have felt underestimated and are now on a 

mission to avenge their bullies. 

 

4.2 The Counter-counter-narrative of Two Camps 

 

Second of the four detected brand narratives found in the data is The Counter-counter-

narrative of Two Camps. This narrative can strengthen consciousness of kind of a brand 

community by emphasizing oppositional brand loyalty. In this section, I introduce the 

composite narrative with examples of its use in the issues of Dabiq. I also explain how it 

relates to brand communities’ oppositional brand loyalty based on Muniz and O’Guinn’s 

(2004) theory. 

 

Oppositional brand loyalty is a social process involved in strengthening the consciousness 

of kind of a brand community. The term stands for opposition to competing brands. For 

instance, when a brand community feels threatened by another brand, they are inclined to 

search for features that differentiate them from the competing brands. They define what the 

brand is not and who the community members are not. It is an important aspect of the 

community experience. (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2004) 

 

Based on analysis of the issues of Dabiq, it can be argued that The Counter-narrative and 

also the Counter-counter-narrative of Two Camps are evidence of oppositional brand 

loyalty. The narrative tells a story of a world divided in “two camps” (see, for instance, 

Dabiq issue 7, 2015, p. 66) – ISIS members and the rest of the world. It is stated that only 

the rightful members of the brand community can survive the apocalypse, the “flood” 

(Dabiq issue 2, 2014, p. 9). The other camp is described as vile, hypocrite, hateful and 

downright stupid. Within this narrative, ISIS counters the counter-narratives of the other 
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camp. They highlight certain arguments made in opposition to ISIS by the other camp and 

counter them with their own arguments.  

 

When referring to the two camps, ergo ISIS and the rest of the world, the rest of the world 

consists of “crusaders” in the West and muslims that don’t practice Islam or follow the 

Sharia law as literally as ISIS would like. Crusader, a term repeating in every single issue 

of Dabiq, refers to individuals, countries and institutions fighting ISIS. The term hypocrite, 

also repeating in all issues of Dabiq, refers to wrong kinds of muslims. The division into 

two camps is largely justified with religious rhetoric:  

 

“This is so that Allah may distinguish the wicked from the good. In doing so, he 

separates sincere from the insincere, the truthful from the liar, the believer from the 

hypocrite, and the ally of Allah from the enemy of Allah.” (Dabiq issue 6, 2014, p. 

31) 

 

The division into two camps is also evident in the imagery of Dabiq. The other camp, the 

enemies, are portrayed as victims of the atrocities of ISIS. The pages are filled with 

pictures of the “hypocrites” who have been hurt or killed in bombings conducted by ISIS. 

There are several pictures of killed “crusaders”, such as decapitated American journalists 

and photographers. The ISIS fighters, on the other hand, are portrayed as mighty war 

heroes, pictured from below, celebrating victories or, for instance, helping children in 

need. 

 

The narrative of two camps is particularly evident in the counter-counter-narrative ISIS 

uses. This is when an enemy, a member of the other camp, has said or done  something to 

belittle or attack ISIS. The organization then counters the enemy’s counter-narrative with 

its own counter-counter-narrative. An example from Dabiq issue 10 (2015, p. 33): 

 

“In Iraq, the peshmegra militia - - are portrayed by the crusader media as a fierce 

group of force that can fend off the Islamic State, saving the crusader forces the 

embarrassement of having to rely exclusively on the Iraqi army.” 
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Another more interesting manifestation of the counter-counter-narrative of two camps in 

Dabiq is a column called In the Enemy’s Words. This is a regular column published in 

every issue of Dabiq. In this section, ISIS takes its enemies’ counter-narratives as such and 

uses them for ISIS’s advantage. When citing the enemies’ counter-narratives, ISIS is 

actually strengthening its legitimacy and might in the eyes of its members. This is because 

the quotes ISIS selects from the enemies’ counter-narratives are usually about the power, 

threat and terror of ISIS – concepts that ISIS wants to be associated with. The following 

are examples of how this tactic is used in Dabiq: 

 

“Michael Morell, former deputy director of the CIA in an issue of TIME Magazine: 

‘ISIS poses a major threat to the U.S. and to U.S. interests abroad, and that threat is 

growing every day. The nature and significance of the threat flow from the fact that 

ISIS is – all at the same time – a terrorist group, a state and a revolutionary political 

movement. We have never faced an adversary like it.’” (Dabiq issue 13, 2016, p. 

46-47) 

 

“Analysts of the think tank RAND Corporation in a panel discussion: ‘I’m afraid 

we may have fallen into ISIS’s trap.’” (Dabiq issue 6) 

 

“American Defence Secretary Chuck Hagel: ‘ISIL has been very adapt at deploying 

technology and social media to increase its global profile and attract tens of 

thousands of fighters. - - ISIL poses a real threat to all countries in the Middle East, 

or European allies and to America..” (Dabiq issue 4, 2014, p. 45-46) 

 

These kinds of quotes give ISIS legitimacy like nothing else. When their enemy declares 

them a state and a threat, it is more valuable than ISIS saying so themselves. These kinds 

of quotes also highlight the concept of two camps, ISIS and the enemy. Based on these 

examples and analysis of the rest of the Enemy’s Words columns, it can be argued that by 

citing the counter-narratives of the other camp, ISIS actually forms its own counter-

counter-narrative. 
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To conclude, the Counter-counter-narrative of Two Camps is about dividing the world in 

two: ISIS and its adversaries. It is used to strengthen the brand community’s consciousness 

of kind by means of oppositional brand loyalty. ISIS emphasizes the immorality and 

hatefulness of the other camp and highlights the virtues of the ISIS members. This 

narrative is used to counter the opponents’ arguments threatening ISIS’s legitimacy. The 

group repeatedly does this by using the opponen’s counter-narratives and turning them into 

their own advantage.  

 

4.3 The Narrative of the Exemplary Brother 
 

Third of the four detected brand narratives found on the pages of Dabiq magazine is The 

Narrative of the Exemplary Brother. This narrative can strengthen the moral responsibility 

of the members of ISIS’s brand community. It can be used to integrate and retain members 

by appealing to the sense of duty and social consciousness of the community members. 

This narrative can also reinforce the community’s rituals and traditions, since the narrative 

involves telling brand stories almost in a ritualistic way. In this section, I describe the 

composite narrative and provide examples of its use in Dabiq. I also connect the narrative 

to the theory of moral responsibility and rutials and traditions of brand communities. 

 

All brand communities have a social consciousness, a sense of what is right and wrong. 

They describe it as a “sense of duty to the community as a whole” (Muniz & O’Guinn, 

2001, p. 424). Moral responsibility can be used in brand communities as a way of 

integrating and retaining memebers. Rituals and traditions are also something that is 

evident in all communities, and brand communities can highlight them by sharing brand 

stories. These stories are usually based on common experience with a brand, and telling of 

these stories has a ritualistic nature. Brand stories typically involve an almost magical 

storyline with a character overcoming obstacles and achieving something great in spite of 

doubters and hardship. (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001) 
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The Narrative of the Exemplary Brother can be seen both as a ritualistic brand story and as 

a way of appealing to an ISIS member’s sense of duty to the community and thus 

reinforcing moral responsibility. The narrative consists of an ISIS member, a brother, who 

has managed to join the caliphate, fight for it and in many cases die for it in spite of 

obstacles, contradicting desires and doubts. In the core of this narrative is giving up 

material and mundane pleasures: the stories in Dabiq often emphasize how the exemplary 

brothers have left behind a wife, a family, a home, a profession, a steady income and 

parents. The choice is justified by the brothers’ sense of duty to the ISIS community and 

Allah, and their objective of taking over the world: 

 

“Beware of letting the affection you have towards a relative or loved one turn you 

away from aiding allahs religion. Indeed, we know this might tear you apart, but 

remember the statement of Allah.” (Dabiq issue 6, 2015, p. 7) 

 

This narrative is evident in many stories published in Dabiq, especially in the column 

called Among the Believers Are Men. The column introduces several ISIS members from 

different background and tells their life stories. For instance, Dabiq issue 7 introduces a 

man who joined the ranks of ISIS just two months before his baby was born. His conduct 

is described as enviable, which can be seen as a way of encouraging other community 

members to do the same: 

 

“So driven was Abu Qudamah to fight for the cause of Allah and to seek the 

greatest of rewards, that he left the UK two months before his baby daughter was 

born. - - His shahadah could not have been more enviable.” (Dabiq issue 7, 2015, p. 

46) 

 

Another article in Dabiq issue 9 (2015, p. 42) tells the story of a “heroic lion” who was 

married and about to have a child. He joined the ranks of ISIS and never met his son. 

Dabiq issue 12 (2015, p. 56) introduces a member who also left for combat despite of 

having a wife and several children. Dabiq issue 10 (2015, p. 40) tells the story of a man 
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who was born into a wealthy family and had a highly valued education and profession. 

Nevertheless, he was willing to leave it all behind and join the caliphate: 

 

“The knight finally dismounted... the knight, the hero Abu Malik al-Tamimi 

dismounted from the horse of jihad... and departed. He had abandoned the world, 

prestige, wealth, and luxury, and left in search of the path for a pristine life and the 

hereafter, migrating thousands of miles in search for jihad- - ” (Dabiq issue 10, 

2015, p. 40) 

 

Another very descriptive story of the Narrative of the Exemplary Brother is the story of the 

“Jihadi John” presented in Dabiq issue 13. The story features several obstacles on the 

brother’s journey towards the caliphate. He is tested and afflicted, yet he remains true to 

jihad and his mission. The end result of his perseverance is described as something very 

desirable: he earned the respect and love of the community: 

 

“It was Aby Muharib’s sincerity, ambition, and enthusiasm to work and tire himself 

for Allah’s sake that granted him prominence, as he grew to be loved and respected 

by many.” (Dabiq issue 13, 2016, p. 22) 

 

In addition to appealing to one’s social consciousness and moral responsibility by sharing 

stories of an exemplary ISIS community member, Dabiq features several extracts that 

appeal to one’s sense of duty through guilt. Brothers who are having doubts or who have 

left the caliphate are shamed – which also supports the Narrative of Humiliation introduced 

previously in this analysis. 

 

“As for my message to my mujahid brothers on all the fronts, what do you desire? 

What do you aspire for? After a state was established for Islam and the Muslims 

and a Khalifah and Amir for the believers was appointed, suddenly you lag behind 

by not supporting it and you forsake it by not standing beneath its banner, at a time 

in which the world has completely gathered against it. What is wrong with you? 

Your unity is strength and division is weakness.” (Dabiq issue 5, 2014, p. 24-25) 
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To conclude, the Narrative of the Exemplary Brother tells a story of a persistent, admirable 

community member who has left everything behind, made significant sacrifices and joined 

the ranks of ISIS to fight and die for the caliphate. This narrative appeals to the social 

consciousness of the community members and thus strengthens moral responsibility. These 

brand stories can also be seen as ways to reinforce rituals and traditions of the ISIS brand 

community. 

 

4.4 The Narrative of Love 

 

The fourth brand narrative found in the data is the Narrative of Love. Based on my 

analysis, this narrative can serve multiple purposes in context of brand communities. It can 

reinforce consciousness of kind by highlighting critical demarcation. It can also  be seen as 

a way to integrate and retain members with moral responsibility. It is also evident in brand 

stories that are being told on the paged of Dabiq, an essential part of reinforcing rituals and 

traditions of a brand community. This section introduces the fourth composite narrative in 

detail and mirrors it with the theory of brand communities. 

 

The Narrative of Love is about ISIS members’ love for jihad and towards one another. It is 

a narrative about the all-encompassing feelings one has towards a special someone or in 

this case something – a feeling that overpowers all other sentiments and makes people do 

unimaginary things and overcome their deepest fears. The word love is repeated 

throughout the issues of Dabiq. One can feel love for jihad and towards ISIS brothers. To 

be loved in the ISIS community is described as one of the biggest, most enviable 

achievements there is. 

 

It is interesting to note that ISIS describes love for jihad the same way one usually 

describes romantic love towards a special someone, or love for family and friends. Love 

for jihad is something one can’t understand without experiencing it themselves. It is a 

mystified feeling, something worth searching for. The vocabulary and rhetoric related to 

love on the pages of Dabiq is very similar to what one might read in romance novels or 
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emotional song lyrics. Jihad is pictured almost as something human, something one can 

love with their whole heart. In Dabiq issue 3 this definition of love is captured very 

poignantly: 

 

“He also said: ‘This love of jihad for those who don’t know it, embitters the life of 

the one who sits back and abandons jihad, and destroys its delights. No one will 

understand my words except for one afflicted with the same condition. - - If the 

love for jihad enters a mans heart, then it will not abandon him, even if he wishes 

do.  If he tries to forget or feign forgetfulness, then the symptoms will be 

aggravated and the condition will be more difficult. He will find himself 

surrounded by everything that reminds him of jihad.“ (Dabiq issue 3, 2014, p. 28) 

 

In addition to loving jihad, a good ISIS community member also loves their brothers. 

Brotherly love is strong, deep and moving. It is surprising how emotionally ISIS writes 

about companionship – it is not just about joining forces for war, it is about finding 

comfort and companionship in others. 

 

“Allah brought their hearts together, and thus, they became brothers by His grace, 

loving each other, and sacrificing themselves for one another.” (Dabiq issue 8, 

2015, p. 4) 

 

Dabiq features multiple stories about ISIS members’ love towards one another. For 

instance, Dabiq issue 7 tells a story about a lifelong companionship between two brothers. 

The story features two British men who left Britain to fight for the Caliphate in Sham. The 

article paints a picture of a bloody fight between ISIS and its enemies, where the ISIS 

brothers all came together to shield a wounded group member. Finally, both men who had 

left Britain together die: 

 

“Abu Qudamah was buried next to his companion Abu Mu’awiyah, as he had 

requested in his will, and their competition in this world had finally come to an end. 

They had both achieved their dreams of shahadah  for the cause of Allah, and they 
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would now continue their lifelong companionship in Paradise, bi idhnillah, after 

being resurrected together.” (Dabiq issue 7, 2015, p. 48) 

 

What makes the narrative of love particularly interesting is that this kind of definition of 

love is only evident in stories about jihad and ISIS brothers. When talking about the wives 

of ISIS members, the discourse is far more practical. The romantic partners of ISIS 

members are rarely mentioned – and when they are, usually from a practical point-of-view. 

For instance, an article in Dabiq issue 12 (p.19) offers advice on how many wives a man 

can have, what one can do with them and how to keep them aligned and well-behaved. 

Wives are seen as supporters, assistants and targets of physical desire, whereas 

companionship and wholehearted love is reserved for ISIS brothers. 

 

The Narrative of Love serves multiple purposes when strengthening ISIS’s brand 

community. It is a way of critical demarcation since brotherly love is something that sets 

ISIS members apart from the rest of the world. It can also be seen as a way to integrate and 

retain members by appealing to sense of moral responsibility towards the group. Love can 

be seen as a way to increase ISIS members’ loyalty towards the group. Love is also evident 

in brand stories that are being told in several issues of Dabiq, as the example introduced 

earlier in this chapter demonstrates. Sharing these kinds of brand stories can be essential in 

establishing rituals and traditions among brand community members (Muniz & O’Guinn, 

2001). 

 

To conclude, the Narrative of Love in ISIS’s communication is dedicated to brotherly love 

and love for jihad.  It is a narrative about the all-encompassing feeling one has towards a 

special someone or in this case something, a feeling that will make the brand community 

members sacrifice all else. This narrative can be used to strengthen all three components of 

a brand community: consciousness of kind, rituals and traditions, and moral responsibility. 
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  Table 1: Key findings: The four brand narratives evident in the data  

Narrative Content Brand community 
marker Particularities 

The Narrative 
of 

Humiliation 

ISIS members are 
humiliated underdogs 
who have now come 

together for payback. The 
purpose of their 

brotherhood is to 
embarrass the enemy. 

Consciousness of 
kind 

Critical 
demarcation 

The Counter-
Counter-

narrative of 
Two Camps 

The world is divided into 
two camps: ISIS and the 

rest of the world that 
consists of crusaders and 

hypocrites. 

Consciousness of 
kind 

Oppositional 
brand loyalty 

The Narrative 
of the 

Exemplary 
Brother 

ISIS member is someone 
who has given up the 

pleasures of a normal life 
to join the caliphate. They 

have a sense of duty to 
the community that 
overpowers all else. 

Moral responsibility, 
rituals and traditions 

Integrating and 
retaining 

members, telling 
brand stories 

The Narrative 
of Love 

ISIS members' love for 
jihad and towards each 
other is greater than any 

other love or 
companionship. It 

overshadows even the 
feeling one has towards 

their partner. 

Moral responsibility, 
rituals and traditions, 

consciousness of 
kind 

Critical 
demarcation, 
telling brand 

stories, 
integrating and 

retaining 
members 

 

 

6. Discussion 
 

The purpose of this thesis was to find out answers to the following questions: What 

narratives are contained in selected issues of ISIS’ online magazine Dabiq that support 
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ISIS’ brand community? How are those narratives constructed through the application of 

strategic use of language? After conducting a narrative analysis I was able to detect four 

composite narratives that describe the way ISIS strengthens its brand community via 

enforcing its elements of consciousness of kind, rituals and traditions or moral 

responsibility. The four brand narratives found on the pages of Dabiq are (1) the Narrative 

of Humiliation, (2) the Counter-counter-narrative of Two Camps, (3) the Narrative of the 

Exemplary Brother and (4) the Narrative of Love.  

 

The Narrative of Humiliation, presenting ISIS members as previously humiliated and 

overlooked underdogs who now get the chance to embarrass their enemy, can strengthen 

consciousness of kind of a brand community by emphasizing critical demarcation. What is 

particularly interesting about the use of this narrative is the choice of words ISIS makes: 

when talking about their wins in the battlefield, ISIS uses the verb humiliate instead of 

words like defeat, destroy or vanquish.  

 

From my viewpoint, this kind of narrative and rhetoric can appeal to young Muslims living 

in the Western countries on the brink of radicalization – they may feel humiliated or 

oppressed in their regular life and are fascinated by the chance to humiliate others. In terms 

of ISIS’s brand community, this narrative can be crucial in bringing the members together, 

since it also emphasizes brotherhood between the members of the group. This narrative 

states that it doesn’t matter where an ISIS member comes from, he is nonetheless part of 

the family. This finding supports the argument that ISIS is in fact an imagined brand 

community, since scholars cited in this thesis define imagined brand communities as 

tightly bound groups without actual geographical limits. 

 

The Counter-counter Narrative of Two Camps, dividing the world in ISIS supporters and 

its opponents by countering ISIS’s enemies’ counter-narratives, can strengthen 

consciousness of kind of a brand community by emphasizing oppositional brand loyalty. A 

particularity in this narrative is the tactical use of the enemies’ words: ISIS takes its 

enemies’ counter-narratives as such and uses them for ISIS’s advantage. When citing the 
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enemies’ counter-narratives, ISIS is actually strengthening its legitimacy and might in the 

eyes of its members.  

 

The narrative’s division of ISIS and its opponents is nothing new – it is not surprising that 

ISIS has enemies that it attacks verbally in addition to fighting them in the battlefield. 

However, what is interesting is that ISIS dedicates so much time and effort to countering 

its opponents’ narratives. According to Muniz and O’Guinn (2001), oppositional brand 

loyalty is usually emphasized when the brand community feels threatened. This could be 

the case with ISIS, since the group has lost most of the land it used to control in the Middle 

East.  

 

The Narrative of the Exemplary Brother, telling the story of an ISIS member who has 

managed to join the caliphate, fight for it and in many cases die for it in spite of obstacles, 

contradicting desires and doubts, can strengthen the moral responsibility of the members of 

ISIS’s brand community. It can also be used to integrate and retain members by appealing 

to the sense of duty and social consciousness of the community members. Based on the 

brand communications literature cited in this thesis, brand communities tend to put 

outstanding community members on a pedestal. This way, they can work as an example for 

others and encourage them to be even better brand community members. 

 

The Narrative of Love, a story of ISIS members’ love for jihad and towards one another, 

can reinforce consciousness of kind by highlighting critical demarcation. It can also be 

seen as a way to integrate and retain members with moral responsibility. It is also evident 

in brand stories that are being told on the pages of Dabiq, an essential part of reinforcing 

rituals and traditions of a brand community. What is interesting in this narrative is that love 

seems to be reserved only for the ISIS brothers and jihad, not for wives or family. The 

stories and rhetoric can appeal to younger ISIS members who may not have experienced 

love towards another human being. As stated previously in this paper, a typical ISIS recruit 

is a teenage boy – the promise of exhilarating love can feel tempting to that target segment.  

 

The narratives found in this study are not particularly surprising: some of these narratives 
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are widely used in propaganda and have been evident in ISIS’s communication on all 

platforms. However, the value of this thesis lies in the perspective from which these 

narratives are looked at. I have recognized that these narratives can be seen as brand-

building efforts instead of just simple propaganda – and have backed that finding with 

relevant theory. The composite narratives found in this qualitative analysis corroborate 

with the narrative types described in Muniz and O’Guinn’s (2001) article on brand 

communities. 

 

ISIS’s brand-like qualities have been recognized in journalistic articles and publications 

but have not been analyzed from an academic perspective. Thus, this thesis works as an 

opening for future research.  ISIS’s brand could prove to be a fruitful subject of research in 

the context of brand communities, brand communication and storytelling. In order to 

defeat this unusual terrorist threat – and most importantly prevent similar organizations 

from rising in the future – it needs to be profoundly understood from different 

perspectives. Examining ISIS’s brand could also be beneficial to other brands who are 

looking to strengthen their community: the appeal of the narratives presented in this study 

is not necessarily limited to the audience of terrorist groups. 

 

Although providing useful insight into the brand building efforts of ISIS, the set of data 

used in this study was relatively limited. A majority of ISIS’s communication happens on 

social media via tweets, instant messages, videos and so forth, and thus it could have been 

fruitful to examine other material as well. The data used in this analysis is also relatively 

old in light of recent developments of ISIS. Even though the issues of Dabiq were 

published only a couple years ago, a lot has happened since. On the other hand, it is still 

important to examine and understand how ISIS gained its power back in 2014 and 2015 to 

prevent these kinds of missions from happening again in the future.  

 

Another limitation of this thesis is the lack of religious knowledge and insight, since the 

narratives ISIS uses are often based on Islam and contain various references to the Quoran. 

By understanding the deeper religious meanings of the narratives evident on the pages of 
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Dabiq, one could gain a more comprehensive understanding of the components that truly 

strengthen ISIS’s brand community.   

 

ISIS’s brand provides multiple opportunities for future research. After conducting 

empirical analysis for this thesis, several questions still remain unanswered. The strategic 

use of language in Dabiq could be examined and elaborated even more, perhaps in the 

form of discourse analysis. Although this analysis briefly discusses the visual aids used in 

Dabiq, they provide a fruitful set of data for further analysis. What narratives do the 

pictures in Dabiq contain? How do they contribute to ISIS’s brand community?  

 

It is also interesting to note  that Dabiq is mainly aimed at audiences in the Western 

countries. One could presume that ISIS’s communication in the Middle East and especially 

in the regions it controls differs from the narratives it uses when interacting with potential 

recruits or “fans” in the West. Thus, it would be interesting to compare ISIS’s narratives 

used with different audience segments. A new question also emerges from my analysis: Do 

traditional organizations use same types of narratives or themes in their brand 

communication? A comparison between ISIS and commercial brands could provide useful 

insight. 

 

7. Conclusions 

 

This thesis has argued that the terrorist group ISIS should not be seen as just a group of 

jihadist or a propaganda machine. It can also be looked at and researched as a brand, 

whose strategies and tactics are highly refined and influential. ISIS is a successful 

international brand because it has mastered smart brand positioning. It has seized a market 

opportunity, defined a vulnerable yet fruitful target audience, differentiated itself from 

other religious groups by conducting such extreme and cruel attacks, used social media in 

an innovative way, and created an appealing brand promise.   

 

By acknowledging that ISIS is a brand, the organization can be more profoundly 

understood and combatted. Examining ISIS’s brand could also be beneficial to other 
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brands who are looking to strengthen their community: the appeal of the narratives 

presented in this study is not necessarily limited to the audience of terrorist groups. The 

narratives ISIS uses in its brand communication are related to concepts of love, 

brotherhood, unity and differentiation from others. Based on previous research, these 

themes are evident in communication of other brand communities, too. Thus, it can be said 

that ISIS fits the description of a brand community in addition to being a terrorist threat. 
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