
The Visual Culture of  
the Islamic State
The following is a document of a conceptual | thematic analysis  
of the self-representational photographs. These photographs2 are 
categorized according to themes and their sub-categories. 

Self-representational photographs are photographs that allow a 
group or an individual to portray themselves. Charles A. Hill (2004) 
states that “[r]epresentational photographs are used to influence 
people’s attitudes, opinions, and beliefs - and sometimes actions of 
those who view them” (25).

2- please note that, in the next pages, the top photos are the photos at focus, and the bottom photos  
are to show the layout and composition in which the photo at focus is set. 



Violent extremist groups use 2 different sets of factors to influence 
people: Push factors and Pull factors. 

Push factors are frustrations such as: government repression,  
government corruption, group marginalization disenfranchisement, 
and unemployment; whereas, pull factors are grievances on a per-
sonal level such as acceptance, sense of identity and belonging, 
search for adventure, and self-worth (Jones 2017; Nemr 2017).

The Islamic State’s self-representational photographs play on the 
notions of the pull factors. 



Conceptual | Thematic Analysis

Theme 1 Heroization of the Fighters

Sub-category 1 Confrontation with the Enemy 

Sub-category 2 Religious Legitimacy & Islamic Identity 

Sub-category 3 Martyrdom 

Sub-category 4 Collective Belonging 

Sub-category 5 The Future of the Caliphate
 

Theme 2 Allegorization of Women

6 

7
 
32 

64
 
101

138

150

The Visual Culture of  
the Islamic State



4

Earthy 
color tones

Tonalities of browns and 
tans as well as orange, 
red, green, yellow, and 
blue. 

General 
Color Palette
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Please note that some portraits contain 
sensitive content which some people may find 
disturbing, therefore, I have covered overly 
disturbing photograph with a black box.
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Theme 1  
Heroization of Men
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Sub-thematic 1
Confrontation with the Enemy
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Title of text

A MUJAHID’S MEMORIES FROM THE BATTLE OF MOSUL

issue 12 | page 10
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Sub-thematic 2 
Religious Legitimacy & Islamic Identity
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Extreme Low-Angle Shot
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Sub-thematic 3
Martyrdom
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Sub-thematic 4
Collective Belonging
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Sub-thematic 5
The Future of the Caliphate
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