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Introduction 

The rapid expansion of ISIS, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, has called into question western 

nations’ conventional ways of fighting terrorism. While ISIS has been labelled a terrorist organization, their 

motives and means differ greatly from groups like al-Qaeda and the Taliban. Al-Qaeda, for example, sees 

western nations like the United States as an enemy against Islam and a source of many of the problems that 

affect al-Qaeda members. Their motives are revenge and retaliation against these enemy nations, and they 

achieve their motives through means of fear and intimidation. By inciting terror upon civilian populations, 

they disrupt people’s lives and encourage nations to create anti-terrorism legislation which can often serve 

the goals of terrorism.1  

In contrast, ISIS has very different motives. ISIS grew out of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s al-Qaeda in 

Iraq. Following differences between him and other al-Qaeda leaders, he ended al-Qaeda in Iraq in order to 

establish a caliphate and the Islamic State.2 After the deaths of Zarqawi’s successors in 2010 as a result of 

United States forces in Iraq, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi became the leader of modern day ISIS. The final 

removal of U.S. troops from Iraq, as well as the Syrian civil war in 2011, catalyzed the creation of 

Baghdadi’s caliphate.3 The difference between terrorist groups like al-Qaeda and ISIS is apparent in their 

creation. Baghdadi’s goal, like Zarqawi before him, is to create an independent Sunni Muslim state across 

much of Iraq and Syria and establish himself as its caliph. First, ISIS’s quest to hold territory and provide 

state services for those that live within its nation fundamentally separates it from groups like al-Qaeda which 

have no interest in serving as a governing body.4 Second, ISIS’s primary enemies are those in the Middle 

East such as Shia Muslims and Christians, and their secondary enemies are foreign nations like the U.S.5 

ISIS’s priority is nation building, an objective often achieved through terrorism. Terrorism is a means not an 

                                                        
1 Edgar Jones and Kamaldeep Bhui, “The New Ethics of Research into Terrorism,” BMJ: British Medical Journal 338, no. 7685 
(2009): 54, accessed November 13, 2016. 
2 Ryan Crocker, “Fighting ISIS, Then and Now,” in Blind Spot: America's Response to Radicalism in the Middle East, ed. Burns 
Nicholas and Price Jonathan. (The Aspen Institute, 2015), 71. 
3 Ibid., 72. 
4 Crocker, “Fighting ISIS,” 73. 
5 Crocker, “Fighting ISIS,” 73. 
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end for ISIS, because in order to build a nation one inherently needs constituents that make up that nation. 

ISIS’s conquest across the Middle East has entailed seizing land and cities, such as the northern Iraqi city of 

Mosul, and establishing an Islamic State government that enforces Sharia rule over its constituents.  

The response to ISIS has been complex and widespread. Hundreds of governments, militias, and 

armed groups in the region have rejected ISIS’s claims to an independent state and are actively fighting 

ISIS. The Iraqi Armed Forces, Kurdish Peshmerga, Syrian Armed Forces, and Syrian opposition forces are 

some of the largest actors in the region fighting ISIS. This situation is made even more complex when 

considering that many of the groups fighting ISIS are also fighting against each other, such as the Syrian 

Armed Forces and Free Syrian Army, the two major opponents in the Syrian Civil War. This further 

exacerbates instability within the region, which is a crucial factor that allows ISIS to take land and 

populations under their control. On an international scale, The Global Coalition to Counter the Islamic State 

of Iraq and the Levant,6 led by the United States, is a group of nations and other non-state actors committed 

to “Providing military support to partners; Impeding the flow of foreign fighters; Stopping [ISIS's] financing 

and funding; Addressing humanitarian crises in the region; and Exposing [ISIS's] true nature.”7 These 

methods were developed for the United States’ war on terrorism, but they can only be so effective against an 

organization that is more like a nation than it is a terrorist group. ISIS is a governing body in the regions it 

controls and exists in and amongst the civilian populations. Thus, the conventional methods of fighting ISIS, 

such as air strikes or sanctions, harm not only ISIS but also civilian lives and infrastructure, which in many 

cases creates even more support for ISIS.8  

An armed response to ISIS certainly has its merits as a means of protecting civilians and preventing 

ISIS’s military advances. However, the current armed response fails to combat ISIS at a fundamental level. 

Military campaigns can be successful at killing ISIS fighters and destroying their infrastructure, but ISIS is 

not simply a militia group. ISIS also exists as a government and nation. As long as ISIS has supporters in 

the region, ISIS will continue to pose a threat to the sovereignty of recognized states in the area, such as Iraq 

and Syria. As such, a greater focus needs to be made on encouraging civilian populations threatened by ISIS 

to reject ISIS rule and ideology in order to combat their efforts to create a caliphate.  

Nations by definition are groups of people in an area united by their shared history and culture. The 

areas where ISIS exerts a large amount of influence contain hundreds of different communities, each with 

their own histories, ideologies, and cultures. Subsequently, in order to establish a caliphate, ISIS is fighting 

to gain territory but also to spread their ideology and culture throughout the communities they control. If the 
                                                        
6 The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) is the name the United States Federal Government uses to refer to the Islamic 
State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). I can’t follow this collection of actors and names. Do you mean the U.S. uses “ISIL” to refer to 
ISIS, the ISI, and Syria? If so is the rest of the sentence a subject or object? Or do you mean that the US uses one term and The 
ISI and Levant use another term? If so, who uses what? 
7 “The Global Coalition to Counter ISIL,” U.S. Department of State, accessed November 13, 2016, https://www.state.gov/s/seci/. 
8 Manjana Pecht, “International responses to ISIS (and why they are failing),” Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 
January 29, 2016, https://www.sipri.org/commentary/essay/2016/international-responses-isis-and-why-they-are-failing.  
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communities choose to reject ISIS ideology, ISIS can control their land but never create a true nation 

without the support of the people. Communities fractured by instability have weakened cultural identities 

that makes them more susceptible to adopting ISIS’s ideology. Thus, more effort needs to be focused on 

strengthening the cultural identities of communities threatened by ISIS, and this can be achieved through 

cultural nationalism.  

Cultural nationalism is the common heritage of a nation consisting of the tangible and intangible 

“manifestations of human life which represent a particular view of life and witness the history and validity 

of that view.”9 Cultural nationalism is not limited to an internationally recognized state but can also be 

examined within individual communities. In the context of ISIS, the cultural nationalism of these 

communities under threat of ISIS goes hand in hand with their sense of cultural identity and ability to reject 

ISIS ideals. Therefore, promoting cultural nationalism within nations and communities threatened by ISIS is 

necessary to destroying the foundation of ISIS.  

 

Cultural conquest of ISIS 

 ISIS is a theocratic state guided by its Salafist interpretation of Islam. Salafism is an ultra-

conservative interpretation within Sunni Islam that takes a “fundamentalist approach to Islam, emulating the 

Prophet Muhammad and his earliest followers. [Salafists] reject religious innovation, or bida, and support 

the implementation of Sharia (Islamic law).”10 In order to recreate an early Islamic caliphate, ISIS needs 

land and followers. The land could be considered the easy part. ISIS forces have already proven their ability 

to capture and control land. The more difficult challenge for ISIS is converting people from more popular 

and moderate forms of Islam to their radical Salafist interpretation. 

 ISIS strategically uses violence as a means to spread their Salafist ideology. Using violence as a 

tool, they have three goals: terrorize, mobilize, and polarize.11 Terrorizing communities forces people to 

make often irrational decisions they would not normally make. Mobilization attracts new members and 

encourages current ones. Last, and most important to the creation of a caliphate, is polarizing communities. 

Polarization is used so that “hate is nourished by mutual fear” and “to open space [ISIS] can exploit.”12 The 

fear, intimidation, and violence all contribute to ISIS’s psychological warfare. After ISIS psychologically 

shatters a population, people begin to feel insecure about their most fundamental values and beliefs that 

define their cultural identity. Once they begin to question their foundations, the aggressor, in this case ISIS, 

                                                        
9 Lyndel V. Prott and Patrick J. O’Keefe, “‘Cultural Heritage’ or ‘Cultural Property’?,” International Journal of Cultural 
Property 1, no. 2 (1992): 307, accessed November 13, 2016, doi:10.1017/S094073919200033X. 
10 Alexandria And Amman, “Politics and the puritanical,” The Economist, June 27, 2015. 
11 Jason Burke, “Islamic State ‘goes global’ with Paris attacks,” The Guardian, November 14, 2015. 
12 Burke, “Islamic State ‘goes global’.” 
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can step in with a solution to this insecurity, and the population will choose to accept ISIS’s “truth” to regain 

some sort of order and foundation in their lives.13  

 ISIS has practiced this psychological warfare on many groups in the region such as the Assyrian 

Christians, Kaka’i, Shabak and Yezidi.14 ISIS forces Yezidi children to convert to Islam and conditions 

them with ISIS ideology. After this, they train the male children to become fighters and have the women 

marry other ISIS fighters.15 ISIS has achieved this through the systematic destruction of their culture which 

has left a “deep psychological impact” on these minorities16 Other larger groups such as the Iraqi Kurds 

have been more resistant to this form of warfare because of their heightened sense of nationalism and the 

strength of their culture. This has allowed the Kurdish Peshmerga to become one of the strongest forces 

fighting ISIS in the region.  

 Many will argue that ISIS is a militant organization and that requires a direct military response. 

However, ISIS is a multi-faceted organization that not only relies on their militants but also their culture to 

achieve their goals. This is why culture is such an important consideration when discussing how to combat 

ISIS; culture poses an equal if not greater threat to stability and security in the region. As long as ISIS can 

polarize communities, ISIS can continue to grow their support while growing their armed forces. Military 

action cannot stop an ideology, and more often than not has actually increased support for ISIS’s radical 

ideologies as a result of civilian casualties. 

 

Cultural Nationalism: An Offensive Strategy 

 The promotion of cultural nationalism offers a more targeted response to this cultural and 

psychological warfare. A strong sense of cultural nationalism and identity within a community has two 

effects. First, strong cultural nationalism removes the insecurities with one’s culture that ISIS exploits and 

makes it easier for people to see the true aggressive and dangerous nature of ISIS’s ideology. Therefore, 

people are far less willing to accept ISIS’s ideology as a moral system of beliefs. Second, cultural 

nationalism can unite individuals within a community to actively work against ISIS. Because of the 

fractured nature of so many communities in the region, there is no leadership or organized resistance 

amongst these smaller groups, a fact ISIS readily exploits. This is why it is very easy for western nations to 

unite against ISIS and form global organizations like the Global Coalition to Counter the Islamic State of 

Iraq and the Levant. Western nations have a strong sense of cultural identity that reflects a common 

understanding of what is right and wrong, and in this case, the West sees ISIS as wrong. In the Middle East 

                                                        
13 Urtak Hamiti, “The War of US against ISIS in Psychological Warfare and Internet as the New Frontline,” European Journal of 
Interdisciplinary Studies 4, no. 2 (2016): 130, accessed November 13, 2016. 
14 Preti Taneja, “Middle East and North Africa,” Minority Rights International, State of the World’s Minorities Report (2011). 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
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the issue is far more complex than that, which makes it difficult for polarized groups to join together against 

ISIS. 

 ISIS relies on weak cultural identities to radicalize populations and promote ISIS ideology. 

Promoting cultural nationalism is a powerful way to decrease the effectiveness of ISIS’s “terrorize, 

mobilize, and polarize” mission. It also can be used to unite communities to reject ISIS influence and 

actively fight back against their growth.  

 

Protection of cultural sites 

 Symbols of cultural nationalism come in many tangible and intangible forms. While ISIS employs 

psychological warfare against the intangible aspects of culture and ideology, ISIS also uses physical 

symbols of culture as tools in their vast arsenal. Following ISIS’s capture of the ancient Syrian city of 

Palmyra in 2015, they released videos and pictures of their deliberate demolition of the ancient 

archeological site.17 Many of the structures destroyed were ancient temples and statues of religions and 

cultures considered to be enemy to ISIS. More important than that, as explained in Palmyra’s UNESCO 

World Heritage Site listing, Palmyra stood “at the crossroads of several civilizations, [and] married Graeco-

Roman techniques with local traditions and Persian influences.”18 This iconoclasm, the destruction of 

religious symbols, served not only to degrade the local cultures of the region and increase polarization but 

also to send a political message denouncing any connections between the west and the east.  

 ISIS’s destruction of cultural heritage is widespread and long lasting. Museums, archaeological 

sites, religious monuments, and even libraries have been used and destroyed by ISIS as a form of “place-

based violence.”19 Dr. Ömür Harmanşah explains how ISIS uses this place-based violence to “annihilate the 

local sense of belonging, and the collective sense of memory among local communities to whom the 

heritage belongs.”20 These sites are so important to the cultural nationalism of their communities that their 

permanent destruction causes permanent damage to the culture. As an attack on the Kaka’i, Shabak and 

Yezidi cultures, ISIS specifically targeted their shrines in the Sinjar and the Ninewa Plains, and the group 

targeted many mosques and churches in Mosul after its capture in 2014.21 ISIS targeted Assyrian Christians 

in February of 2015 by destroying ninety Assyrian artifacts in the Mosul Museum, and then later 

demolishing the ancient city of Hatra and the historical Assyrian capital of Nimrud.22 This systematic 

destruction of religions and historic sites is an attempt by ISIS to “destroy all traces of minority cultural 

                                                        
17 Stuart Jeffries, “Isis’s destruction of Palmyra: ‘The heart has been ripped out of the city,’” The Guardian, September 2, 2015.  
18 “Site of Palmyra,” UNESCO World Heritage Center, accessed November 14, 2016, http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/23.  
19 Ömür Harmanşah, “ISIS, Heritage, and the Spectacles of Destruction in the Global Media,” Near Eastern Archaeology 78, no. 
3 (2015): 170, accessed November 13, 2016, doi:10.5615/neareastarch.78.3.0170. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Taneja, “Middle East and North Africa.” 
22 Ibid. 
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heritage.”23 Iconoclasm has proven to be highly effective throughout history at destroying one’s 

fundamental understanding of who they are and where they come from, and by the end of 2015, ISIS had 

destroyed forty-one of the major UNESCO cultural heritage sites and hundreds of smaller sites in the 

region.24 

 The impact of this iconoclasm is amplified by ISIS’s extensive use of media to draw global 

attention to their actions. The careful documentation and broadcasting of acts such as the destruction of 

Palmyra or beheadings in front of ancient monuments serves to disseminate radical ideology, mobilize new 

recruits, detach populations from their culture and history, and anger western nations.25 ISIS’s place-based 

violence is clearly one of their most powerful tools for achieving their local, national, and international 

goals. The heart of why this is so powerful comes from the destruction of cultural identity through the 

physical destruction of cultural sites, which opens up more opportunities for ISIS to employ their 

psychological warfare. Subsequently, a greater focus needs to be made on protecting the cultural sites from 

exploitations by ISIS.  

 Protecting cultural sites in the region has two goals: preventing the degradation of local cultures and 

removing ISIS’s ability to use the sites as a global stage. Furthermore, the protection of these sites comes in 

two forms: security and conservation. Italy, in conjunction with UNESCO, has already begun to undertake 

these two forms of protection. First, UNESCO has accepted Italy’s plan to create a task force of UN 

peacekeepers with a mission to protect cultural heritage sites around the world from threats like ISIS 

militants.26 Second, Italy has created the UNESCO Emergency Task Force for Culture, intended to conserve 

cultural sites in crisis zones.27 Irina Bokova, UNESCO’s Director-General, stated that this is an “innovative 

step in our effort to gain recognition for the importance of cultural heritage in cementing identity, building 

social cohesion and fostering resilience in times of crisis.”28 Simply put, the cultural sites are an 

irreplaceable component of the cultural nationalism and identity of communities, and more effort needs to 

be devoted to preventing ISIS from using these sites as a tool. More countries need to join Italy’s effort to 

preserve and protect these sites.  

 It is easy to argue that devoting troops and resources to protecting the huge number of cultural sites 

in the region will consume a large amount of the resources available to combat ISIS. In spite of that, it is 

important to remember that protecting the sites is not only a defensive move but also an offensive one. By 

protecting these cultural sites, we can strengthen the cultural identities of these communities affected by 

                                                        
23 Taneja, “Middle East and North Africa.” 
24 Hannah Ghorashi, “A Look at the Full Scope of ISIS’s Destruction of Cultural Heritage Sites,” Art News, October 7, 2015. 
25 Harmanşah, “ISIS, Heritage, and the Spectacles,” 175. 
26 “UN peacekeepers to protect world heritage sites from ISIS attack,” Russia Today, last edited October 20, 2015, 
https://www.rt.com/news/318965-un-protect-heritage-sites/.  
27 “Italy creates a UNESCO Emergency Task Force for Culture,” UNESCO, February 15, 2016, 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/media-services/single-view/news/italy_creates_a_unesco_emergency_task_force_ for_culture/.  
28 “Italy creates a UNESCO Emergency Task Force for Culture.”  
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ISIS. Since many of these places are archeological sites, once they are secured they can be studied and 

excavated extensively resulting in a form of nationalist archaeology. Nationalist archaeology is often funded 

by one’s government and “directed towards strengthening patriotic sentiments.”29 Many countries, such as 

China, incentivize this archaeology to foster dignity and trust in the nation.30 The same effects would be 

seen within these local communities because nationalist archeology promotes pride and confidence within a 

nation or ethnic group and strengthens their sense of cultural identity.31 Furthermore, nationalist archeology 

has the strongest effects when used to unify people who are threatened by larger nations and aggressors.32  

 The protection of cultural sites can significantly aid the fight against ISIS. Defending these sites 

prevents their use for place-based violence and the dissemination of media intended to demean cultures, 

destroy identities, and gain global attention, and the ability for an increased focus on nationalist archeology 

opens up by protecting these sites. This can be instrumental in strengthening a community’s resistance to 

ISIS and its ideologies. 

 

Repatriation of looted artifacts  

 ISIS’s strategy for using culture as a weapon is not limited to cultural sites but also cultural objects. 

Any cultural artifact that ISIS does not destroy to send a message, they loot and sell on the black market. 

From a single site in 2014, ISIS raised $36 million by looting and selling artifacts, and ISIS has done this 

across thousands of sites and cities in the region. It is estimated that their revenue from looting exceeds $100 

million per year.33 Selling antiquities is just as important for ISIS’s funding as their revenue from oil fields. 

The difference though is while countries can sanction their oil and destroy their oil fields, the antiquities 

trade occurs on the black market and thus is difficult to sanction; destroying cultural artifacts to prevent their 

sale is not an option.  

 By protecting cultural sites through programs such as those Italy and UNESCO have created, we 

can prevent further looting of artifacts. There is more that can be done, however. Hundreds of thousands of 

artifacts have been removed from Iraq and Syria by ISIS and now reside in private collections. The act of 

ISIS looting these artifacts degrades cultures, and keeping these artifacts in private collections far from the 

place of their origin can contribute to this problem. Requiring the repatriation of these looted objects can 

serve to rebuild a community’s common cultural identity.  

                                                        
29 Bruce G. Trigger, “Alternative Archaeologies: Nationalist, Colonialist, Imperialist,” Man, New Series 19, no. 3 (1984): 360, 
accessed November 13, 2016, doi:10.2307/2802176. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid.  
33 Taneja, “Middle East and North Africa.” 
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 In March of 2015, over sixty cultural artifacts illegally looted from Iraq and sold in the United 

States were returned to the national museum in Baghdad. Lukman Faily, an Iraqi ambassador, stated this 

“send[s] a strong message to [ISIS] and its destruction that we are committed to defeating the terror, 

rebuilding our country, and preserving its cultural heritage.”34 The importance of cracking down on this 

illicit trade of objects is beginning to become more apparent. The United States has passed laws restricting 

imports from Syria, and the State Department offers rewards for information that can aid in preventing the 

trade of looted artifacts from ISIS.35 Encouraging more nations to enforce the prevention of looting and the 

repatriation of objects is imperative to promote and rebuild the cultural nationalism and identity of 

communities.  

 The question of repatriation for these looted artifacts brings about a greater question of repatriation 

in general. Many argue against repatriation because, in their opinion, the artifacts are better off left in the 

care of private collectors or museums where they are not at risk of being destroyed or looted again.36 This is 

a valid argument given that the objects would be returning to areas currently under militant threat, and ISIS 

has shown their willingness to destroy or steal anything they come across. However, there is an issue with 

keeping these looted artifacts in collections or museums. The action of choosing not to repatriate these 

objects conveys a message to these communities that the physical objects that represent their cultures are 

more important than protecting the culture itself and that the community is unfit to protect its culture. This 

only reaffirms ISIS’s message that the cultures of these communities are weak and wrong. Keeping these 

culturally significant artifacts apart from their communities sustains the idea that these communities are less 

important than the objects taken from them.37 

 Returning looted artifacts can be a powerful weapon against ISIS. Through looting, ISIS makes 

profit and systematically destroys cultures. A global effort to require the repatriation of these items can 

reverse this process by rebuilding the cultural identities of these communities, decreasing the demand for 

illicit artifacts, and reducing a source of ISIS’s revenue.  

 

                                                        
34 Kristin Romey, “Despite ISIS Threat, Looted Antiquities Returning to Iraq,” National Geographic, March 24, 2015, 
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/2015/03/150324-iraq-artifacts-return-isis-baghdad-museum-islamic-state- archaeology/. 
35 Jed Lipinski, “Stolen artifacts, ISIS money and a New Orleanian on the case,” The Times-Picayune, last updated October 28, 
2015, http://www.nola.com/crime/index.ssf/2015/10/stolen_artifacts_isis_money_and_a_new_ orleanian_on_the_case.html. 
36 John Boardman, “Archaeologists, Collectors, and Museums,” in Whose Culture?: The Promise of Museums and the Debate 
over Antiquities, ed. James Cuno. (Princeton University Press, 2012), 107-124. 
37 Elazar Barkan, “Amending Historical Injustices: The Restitution of Cultural Property—An Overview,” in Claiming the 
Stones/Naming the Bones: Cultural Property and the Negotiation of National and Ethnic Identity, ed. Elazar Barkan and Ronald 
Bush, (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2002), 16-46; Alexander A. Bauer, “Editorial: The Destruction of Heritage in Syria 
and Iraq and Its Implications,” International Journal of Cultural Property 22, no. 1 (2015): 1–6, accessed November 13, 2016, 
doi:10.1017/S0940739115000090. 
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Conclusion 

 The current global response to ISIS is focused around containing the spread of ISIS and retaking 

ISIS-controlled lands through military force. ISIS is driven by its fundamental belief in Salafism. Their goal 

is not simply to take land, but to convert those in that land to Salafism by psychologically breaking them 

apart from their cultural identity and then integrating them into ISIS’s new nation. For this reason, the fight 

against ISIS should be fought on both the battlefield and the cultural landscape of the region.  

 By polarizing communities, ISIS exploits weaknesses in people’s sense of belonging and beliefs to 

the point where they are so psychologically broken that they then accept ISIS and what ISIS stands for as 

the truth. The necessary response to this tactic by ISIS is strengthening the cultural nationalism, the common 

heritage of tangible artifacts and intangible ideas, of communities under threat. By nurturing this belonging 

and identity, communities are more capable of uniting together against ISIS, instead of succumbing to them. 

ISIS can only continue to grow their foundations as long as they can exploit weaknesses within 

communities. 

 The destruction of cultural heritage sites is one of the most common vulnerabilities that ISIS abuses. 

This place-based violence destroys a community’s sense of belonging and allows ISIS to globalize their 

actions. Current efforts to protect and conserve these sites needs to be expanded, not only as a defense 

against ISIS, but also to promote nationalist archeology. Nationalist archeology can be used as an offensive 

tool to unify people against ISIS and encourage faith in their own cultures. Furthermore, countries need to 

work at repatriating the artifacts looted and traded from these destroyed cultural sites. While defensive 

military strategies are key in the fight against ISIS, the promotion of cultural nationalism is a powerful 

offensive strategy that attacks ISIS at its core.   
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