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“Stone is obdurate. Video is not. However, in YouTube culture digital art can be 
equally formidable. It spreads laterally and fast — then lingers in the electronic ether, 

available for endless replay.”1  
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 Christopher Knight, “The Mosul Museum Video from Islamic State could be a Staged Drama,” Los 
Angeles Times, published February 28, 2015. http://beta.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/la-et-cm-mosul-
museum-knight-notebook-20150228-column.html. 
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Introduction 

 
 

Figure 1: Scene from the film taken by the Islamic State at the Mosul Museum in Iraq. 
 

 
Over the course of 2015, the same year that Mosul, Iraq was declared the de facto 

capital of the caliphate, the Islamic State (ISIL) attacked more than forty-two cultural 

sites in the city.2  On February 26th of the same year, the group released a film on 

YouTube documenting the destruction of cultural artifacts at the Mosul Museum and the 

archaeological site of Kuyunjuk in Iraqi Kurdistan.3 The film was widely circulated in 

the Western popular press and online despite its removal by the group from YouTube 

the next day.4 The “international” community was eager to interpret and condemn the 

film. In the press, as online, the Mosul Museum iconoclasm was rendered yet another 

                                                
2 Ibid. 
3 Ömur Harmanşah, “Heritage, and the Spectacles of Destruction in the Global Media,” Near Eastern 
Archaeology 78, no. 3 (2015): 171.  
4 Ibid., 172.  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example of the apparent violence, religious intolerance, and cultural ignorance of Islam 

and groups like the Islamic State.  

This thesis analyzes the iconoclasm enacted at the Mosul Museum by the Islamic 

State.  As opposed to the Taliban’s demolition of the Bamyian Buddhas in 2001 and 

Lashkar-e-Taiba’s attack of the Babri Mosque in 1992, the Islamic State’s action was 

uniquely accompanied by a five-minute film. The film features members of the Islamic 

State using their bodies to destroy and deface statues dating back thousands of years. 

The physical presentation and movements of the members appear curated and rhetorical, 

as if the Islamic State had intended to invoke oriental tropes. Even the choice of action, 

iconoclasm, seemed to fulfill a distinct, colonially constructed narrative. While few, 

remarkably few, viewers articulated the concern that Western reactions to film were 

orientalist or Islamophobic, no one considered whether the film was a ruse – that the 

Islamic State may have intentionally performed orientalism. After all, why would the 

Islamic State willingly enlist ostensibly oppressive character traits? Wouldn’t the 

deployment of oriental tropes be detrimental to the post-colonial project? For this reason, 

the film challenges cultural heritage (read: neo-colonial) and critical post-colonial 

approaches of how best to understand the “real” oriental subject.   

To address Western reactions to the film, I draw from post-colonial theory to 

investigate the philosophies of cultural heritage institutions and the epistemology of 

orientalism, two legacies of colonialism. Post-colonial theory informs my critique of 

outrage expressed toward the film, but cannot discern the truth of the representations 

presented by and of the Islamic State in the film. In pursuit of the “real” oriental subject, 

I draw from semiotic and technology and media studies which locate discourses of 
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“reality” and representation in the current, technologically accelerated moment. 

Situating the film in these fields of study is revealing; contemporary conditions of 

simulacra and simulation catalyzed by the colonial enterprise have replaced reality with 

signs and narrative. The five-minute film manipulates this new reality and in doing so 

mocks orientalism and the epistemic and material institutions that have supported and 

accepted it as truth. By highlighting oriental discourse and power dynamics in the film, 

the Islamic State fashioned itself “a ‘partial’ presence”5 that was more than Other. The 

Islamic State asserted its Subjectivity. As an iconoclashistic representation of reality, the 

film provocatively subverts colonial authority on the “real. 

                                                
5 Homi Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” October 28 (1984): 
127. 
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Methodology 

Recognizing the predominant interpretation of the film, that the Islamic State 

proved itself violent, religiously intolerant, and culturally ignorant, I analyze the content 

and forms of representation found within by the aegis of two art historical 

methodologies: Gillian Rose’s compositional interpretation and Ferdinand de 

Saussure’s semiology. The methodologies complement each other. The concrete nature 

of compositional interpretation provides a foundation to pursue a more abstract semiotic 

analysis of the film. Compositional interpretation can also be construed as the level at 

which critiques from the West were directed at the film. Semiology, which I will return 

to as a theory of reality rather than a methodology, affords this thesis’ movement from 

film analysis and an idiosyncratic act of iconoclasm to theories of orientalism, mimicry, 

and hyperreality. In the following two sections, I engage the methodologies as 

descriptive illustration of the film.  

 

Compositional Interpretation 
Compositional interpretation is distinguished from other art historical analysis by 

its recourse to the visual. As a methodology, compositional interpretation does not 

consider a text’s historical, political, or social context. Instead, compositional 

interpretation scrutinizes the arrangement of elements within a text and considers how 

the combined structure impacts the text’s discursive or ecumenical meaning. The fact 

that compositional interpretation does not consider a text’s historical, political or social 

context can be paralleled with the position of those who viewed the film and gave no 

consideration or credence to re-occurring histories of colonialism and iconoclasm in their 
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reception of the film.  This perspective assumes that “reality” is as it appears to be. 

Compositional interpretation is not so much analysis in a vacuum as analysis in the 

vacuum of one’s constructed understanding of the world.  

 Content and Subject Matter: What does the text literally depict? Without 

knowing the context of the film, what narrative, if any, is implied? The film chronicles 

what appears to be Muslim men (deduced from their physical presentation: beards, 

taquiyah caps, and traditional dress) pushing over anthropomorphic statues and using 

jackhammers and sledgehammers to attack and deface artifacts in a museal setting. Other 

scenes document the burning of thousands of books. Outside the museum space, a statue 

of a man’s head atop of a winged bull is besieged. A bearded man assuming the role of 

tour guide, or better museum docent, explains to the viewer that the film is promulgated 

by the Media Office of the Nineveh State, the Islamic State’s title for the greater Mosul 

area. The tour guide discloses that the winged bull once stood guard at the Nergal Gate, 

the entry to the ancient city of Nineveh. The camera zooms in on wall text and with a 

green light points to information that explains that Negal, the mythological hybrid, was 

once “the God of the Plague and the nether world...among the Sumerian Gods who was 

worshipped in Mesopotamia for a long time.”6 Plaques and wall text reveal to the viewer 

that the statues and artifacts destroyed originate from the Assyrian and Hellenistic 

periods dating centuries before Muhammad.  

The men face the camera and justify their actions by explaining that the 

sculptures are idolatrous and therefore inessential to those living in the caliphate.7 The 

                                                
6 Amy Davidson-Sorkin, “Terror in the Mosul Museum,” The New Yorker, published February 27, 2015, 
https://www.newyorker.com/news/amy-davidson/terror-in-the-mosul-museum. 
7 Michael Danti, “Ground-Based Observations of Cultural Heritage Incidents in Syria and Iraq,” Near 
Eastern Archaeology 78, no. 3 (2017): 138.  
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tour guide exclaims, “God created us to worship him, him not stones.” He continues, 

“Our Prophet ordered us to remove these statues as his followers did when they 

conquered nations.” The narrative presented by the tour guide is strictly theological, he 

offers no alternative reason (such as an attempt to disavow the international community 

or colonialism) for the destruction of material culture.   

Color and Light: What does the hue (shade), saturation (purity) and value (light) 

of the text stress? What does the light shadow or emphasize? While there clearly appears 

to be something theatrical or edited about the film, the lighting is unaltered apart from 

the greenlight that briefly highlights the heretical wall text. The diffuse lighting 

represents the low-value standard of a museal space, reflecting the walls and confirming 

the scene of the incident. The lack of light manipulation suggests that the Islamic State 

may have intended for the film to be received as spur-of-the-moment, unplanned and 

spontaneous rather than a carefully curated object of propaganda.8 Spatial Organization: 

How is the viewer arranged in relation to the text? What does the text desire for the 

viewer to see? Geometrical perspective predetermines the experience that a viewer will 

have with the text. For example, certain perspectives may give a viewer a sense of power, 

like a bird’s eye view, or a sense of powerlessness, like a childlike low-frontal angle. In 

this case, the viewer is taken through the scenes by a “tour guide” and brought face to 

face with the destruction on an intimate level, as if the film’s intention was to bring the 

viewer into visceral contact with the action.  

Illusionistic Qualities: Are there aspects of the film that seek to manipulate the 

viewer? In the case of film, is there editing? The film was not taken in one shot. Instead, 

                                                
8 This perspective was evidently not considered by the casual viewer and the press. Rose’s methodology 
maps usefully, but imperfectly to Western responses to the film.   
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the scenes are spliced together and overlaid with an Islamic nasheed (chant). The music 

was added to the film after its filming. Some shots are sped up. A particularly impactful 

scene depicts a man pushing an enormous sculpted face off its hooks, which upon 

reaching the floor explodes into a pile of dust. The descent of the face is sped up to 

maximize the emotional affect of the explosion. Expressive Content: What is the 

viewer’s initial and guttural affect to the film? This certainly depends on the person, but 

based on the reception to the film in the press, feelings of outrage and disbelief were 

most common. The outrage may have been amplified by the human-like appearance and 

scale of the artifacts. The men appear do actual battle with the six-feet tall statues. Amy 

Davidson-Sorkin, art critic for the New York Times, comments that “the video of the 

museum is, in some ways, a proxy.” While “watching it doesn’t feel like pressing play 

on a snuff video, [it] is sickening. It tells you who ISIS is.”9  

Art historian James Janowski offers expressive content as the only viable means 

for understanding acts of cultural destruction. Janowski recommends the lens of the 

sublime, arguing that iconoclasm is “an overwhelming and deeply affective experience 

that cannot be rationally adjudicated.”10 The sublime emerged in art historical and 

literary criticism of the late nineteenth century as antithetical to eighteenth century 

Enlightenment rationality. An encounter with the sublime is one of awe and fear whereas 

the rational is logical and secular. Following a semiotic analysis of the film, I will return 

to Janowski’s contention with the irrationality of iconoclasm and provide context to both 

the Mosul Museum event and the Western valuing of material culture. I argue that 

                                                
9 Davidson-Sorkin, “Terror in the Mosul Museum.” 
10 James Janowki, “Bamiyan, Vandalism, and the Sublime,” Change Over Time 5, no.1 (2015): 37.  
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material culture holds a specific and time contingent place in Western culture that can 

be explained rationally.  

 

Semiotic Interpretation 

Semiology is the systematic study of signs and symbols in pursuit of meaning. 

Unlike compositional interpretation, semiology seeks to mine the historical, political, 

and social context of a text. Semiology goes beyond the casual viewer’s observations 

and calls into question the motives and agenda of visual culture. I adapt semiology from 

the dominant tradition of Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure and am aided by his 

critics and subsequent semioticians.  

What signs are present in the film? According to Saussure, the sign is the most 

basic unit of language comprised of a signifier and signified. Who or what is the 

signifier? The signifier references the form a sign takes. For example, “caliphate” is the 

signifier for a form of governance under the religious leadership of successors of the 

Prophet Muhammed – it is the government’s image or, in this case, sound. What is 

signified? The signified is the concept of the sign. The signified, unlike the sign, is 

unstable and requires social, historical, and political contextualization. Signs signify 

different things to different cultures. With the example of “caliphate,” one appreciates 

that it connotes vastly different things for the United States than it does for the Islamic 

State.  In terms of the film, certain images take on the role of signifier. What does ISIL’s 

actions and appearance signify? To the West, specifically? Violence, religious 

intolerance, and cultural ignorance. What other reason could there be for destroying 

material culture? I continue to explore this question as this thesis unfolds.  
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What is the referent? Is there a referent? The referent is external to the sign, it is 

the concept or object that exists in the concrete world. One might consider the intricacies 

of how the caliphate or any other form of government functions to understand its 

referential existence. E.g., bureaucracy, policies, and so forth. Returning to the film, does 

the depiction of ISIL (which stands in for the oriental subject) exist in the concrete 

world? Does ISIL maintain a referential relationship to reality in the film? These 

questions suggest that the film may not be an accurate representation of “reality.” As 

mentioned earlier regarding editing of the film, there appears to be something manifestly 

theatrical or performative about the film that implies artifice or unreality.  

Performativity, as theorized by linguist John L. Austin, is the notion that 

communication (written word, speech, attire, etc.) can effectuate action and bring to life 

conceptual or materially “real” phenomena. 11 Examples of performative action-cum-

communication include making a promise, betting, or a president taking an oath of office. 

Performative communication is different from constative communication in that it 

cannot fall within the parameters of “reality” and artifice. Constative language is neither 

true nor false. An example of constative communication might be the literal act of a man 

placing his hand on a Bible and declaring himself president. The symbolic performative 

potential of taking an oath of office is endowed in the value placed upon words to 

transform one into a leader of a nation. The difference is subtle, but significant. 

Performative communication is above all symbolic communication.  

                                                
11 John L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), 1-11.  



 
 

10 

Feminist philosopher Judith Butler12 elaborates upon Austin’s notion of 

performativity arguing that through action one creates and maintains an identity that for 

all intents and purposes is “real.” Behavior is the source and discursive means through 

which one’s sense of identity is formed. Behavior therefore constitutes performative 

communication. The act of waking up and donning a dress makes one and maintains one 

as a woman. In the film, the Islamic State members are carefully costumed and their 

beards perfectly coiffed. One might consider Butler’s theories of performativity here. 

Questioning the authenticity of ISIL’s physical presentation in the film, archaeologist 

Ömur Harmanşah asserts that “given the fact that ISIS is an organization composed of 

volunteers from a vast variety of nationalities from countries in Europe, the Middle East, 

and beyond it is not hard to recognize the choreographed nature of the act.”13 While 

Harmanşah judges the film as inauthentic, remembering Austin, performative action can 

never be as judged true or false.  

How does the text operate syntagmatically? How do the signs in the text relate to 

a larger collective narrative? Does the text form a meaningful whole or is the narrative 

fragmented? A syntagmatic analysis is frequently employed with film since film is 

composed of multiple images rather than one. Harmanşah postulates that the Islamic 

State may have intended to elicit the seventh century destruction of idols in Ka’aha, a 

historical moment that the Islamic States has referenced in snuff and propaganda films 

numerous times prior to the Mosul Museum iconoclasm. On a more abstract level the 

Mosul Museum iconoclasm relates to the larger syntagmatic narrative of colonialism, 

                                                
12 Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist 
Theory,” Theatre Journal 40, no.4 (Dec. 1988): 519-531.  
13 Harmanşah, “Heritage, and the Spectacles of Destruction in the Global Media,” 173-74.  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which will be expanded upon throughout this thesis. How does the text operate 

paradigmatically? A sign is also understood through absence. In the film, the viewer 

does not observe the Islamic State destroying cultural artifacts related to the Islamic faith. 

Furthermore, the viewer does not witness ISIL selling artifacts from the Mosul Museum 

to the black-market (as the group has previously been accused of by UNESCO). To 

witness such action would contradict the tour guide’s explanation of the Islamic State’s 

motives. To be clear, there is no evidence that such activity took place with the Mosul 

Museum iconoclasm.  

Is myth present? Myth, unlike signs which require contextualization, are created 

by a specific person or culture for specific reasons. If myth present, who is responsible 

for its articulation?  Is the myth in the film created by the Islamic State or by the viewer 

as they draw upon their respective network of signs? Since my analysis is less about the 

reaction of the Islamic State (or Iraqis) to the film as it is about the West’s reception to 

the film, I believe that it was created to respond to the cultural references and network 

of signs of the West, i.e. orientalism. 14 Myth was created by the viewer but intentionally 

brought out by the producer. Do the signs draw upon or rely on tropes? Tropes, like 

myth, belong to networks of representation that possess their own-life form. Tropes 

initiate novel interactions between signifiers and signifieds. A trope is a sign formed by 

the signifier of one sign and the signified of another. The signifier thus stands in for a 

different signified. Oriental tropes include the lecherous overlord, noble savage, and 

                                                
14 Anthropologist Darryl Li argues that approaching the question of the “real” oriental actor via a jihadist 
group’s media may “lead to some helpful insights” but that “no political movement should ever be 
understood through its own propaganda, especially when the analyst and the movement in question have 
different cultural references.” Li’s critique is duly noted. However, I believe that the film was created to 
respond to the cultural references of the West thereby negating his concerns. (Darryl Li, “A Jihadism 
Anti-Primer,” Middle East Report 45, no. 276 (2015).)  
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exotic harem woman. This can be evinced in paintings, literature, and academic writing 

depicting the East from the colonial period on.  

What is the modality of the text? The text’s modality is evidently global in its 

ability capture the attention of the press and online community. The film spoke to the 

West. How does the text relate to claims of reality or artifice? To whom would this sign 

appear most familiar? To whom might the film appear realistic? Since I am electing to 

interpret the film from a Western perspective, I will later argue that the real/artificial 

relationship in the film is linked to orientalist thought. I believe that the Islamic State 

knowingly sought to engage this particular Western representational code and cultural 

imaginary.
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On Western Valuing of Material Culture  

The values underpinning cultural heritage institutions like the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and Western museums 

explain the emotional affect (outrage, disbelief, disgust) of the West to acts of cultural 

destruction (and Janowki’s recommendation of the sublime). These institutions enjoy 

historic ties to Enlightenment classic philosophy. The Enlightenment articulated 

contemporary Western ideals of modernity and universalism. Indeed, the modern era in 

the West can be characterized as a pursuit of universal ethics in the face of increasingly 

significant cultural differences.15 The belief that there are values that surpass all ethnic, 

economic, and historical diversity is rooted in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. 

Put briefly, Kantian universal reason and Kantian disinterestedness presuppose 

that culture leads man away from nature toward a higher destiny. To engage with 

universal values is to engage in progress, it is to be modern. UNESCO purports to make 

disinterested judgments when selecting World Heritage sites. The chief criteria is 

whether a site has immanent “universal value.”16 UNESCO is singled out here because 

the organization occupies the dominant role of deeming works of culture worthy of 

preservation and memorialization. Furthermore, UNESCO was an outspoken critic of 

the Mosul Museum iconoclasm claiming that the act violated UN Security Council 

Resolution 2199. Director-General Irina Bokova deemed the destruction “an 

                                                
15 Robert Layton, Julian Thomas, and Peter G. Stone, Destruction and Conservation of Cultural 
Property (New York: Routledge, 2001), 15.  
16 “The Criteria for Selection,” World Heritage Convention of UNESCO, accessed April 11, 2018, 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/criteria/.  
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inflammatory incitement to violence and hatred” and argued for “the protection of Iraq’s 

cultural heritage [as] an integral element for the country’s security.”17  

According to art historian Jessica Winegar,18 Kantian universalism posits culture 

as meta-symbolic of cross-cultural understanding. To destroy culture is to be inhumane, 

it is to crush material aspirations of global goodwill.  Tellingly, Thomas Campbell, 

director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, condemned the Mosul Museum act as “…a 

tragic assault not only on the Mosul Museum, but on our universal commitment to use 

art to unite people and promote human understanding.”19 In this regard, the disinterested 

nature of Kantian judgement renders culture neutral and apolitical. But, the appreciation 

of culture is never neutral. The processes employed by institutions like UNESCO are 

always deeply political - at times serving to reproduce rather than reduce cross-cultural 

conflict. Skepticism of cultural heritage institutions is echoed by archaeologist Thomas 

Schmitt who argues that UNESCO’s brand of universalism is best understood as a 

universal appreciation of certain cultures rather than an appreciation of all cultures in the 

universe. 20  This is evinced in UNESCO’s privileging of Europe and America (60% of 

total sites) in the creation of World Heritage monuments. The majority of sites located 

outside of Europe and America are found in formerly colonized countries.21 Schmitt 

                                                
17 “Director-General Requests UN Security Council Meeting on Destruction of Heritage in Mosul,” 
World Heritage Convention of UNESCO, published February 26, 2015, 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/news/1239.  
18 Jessica Winegar, “The Humanity Game: Art, Islam, and the War on Terror,” Anthropological 
Quarterly 81, no. 3 (2008): 651-681.   
19 Eileen Kinsella, “Metropolitan Museum and Others Respond to Destruction of Assyrian Sculptures,” 
ArtNews, published February 26, 2015, https://news.artnet.com/exhibitions/the-metropolitan-museum-
and-others-respond-to-isis-destruction-of-assyrian-sculptures-270465.  
20 Thomas Schmitt, “Global Cultural Governance: Decision-making Concerning World Heritage 
Between Politics and Science, Erdkunde 63, no. 2 (2009): 103-121.  
21 Henry Cleere, “The Uneasy Bedfellows: Universality and Cultural Heritage,” in Destruction and 
Conservation of Cultural Property, ed. Robert Layton, Julian Thomas, and Peter G. Stone (New York: 
Routledge, 2001), 25.  
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draws an explicit connection between the ethos of colonialism and the ethos of cultural 

heritage institutions; UNESCO claims to govern culture but in affect has created a culture 

of governance. Otherwise phrased, cultural heritage institutions assert domination and 

control (over aesthetics). Cultural heritage regimes can be associated with colonial 

regimes in so far as both institutions are or were legitimized by international bodies of 

power and engage in the regulation, construction, and dominance of culture and cultural 

items.  

Art historian Barry Flood22 takes up Winegar’s claim of the meta-symbolic 

function of culture in the West in his discussion of the Taliban’s destruction of the 

Bamiyan Buddhas in 2001. In response to UNESCO’s condemnation of the act, the 

Taliban’s Mullah Omar rhetorically asked whether the West values stones or people 

more. Drawing from the language of the Enlightenment as defense, Omar asserted that 

the Taliban was a religiously tolerant group and that the destruction of the 

anthropomorphic Buddha statues was not a harbinger of future human persecution. In 

doing so, Omar exposed the West’s fetishistic valuing of culture as representative of 

global goodwill. There is, however, an undeniably paradox to the fetishism debate: 

iconoclasm is frequently enacted because the perpetrator believes that the image has a 

capacity for animation.23  

Michael Danti,24 archaeologist and authority on contemporary acts of iconoclasm 

in the Middle East, claims that the destruction of material culture is indicative of the 

health and security of a nation. Danti’s perspective should not be brazenly dismissed. 

                                                
22 Finbarr Barry Flood, “Between Cult and Culture: Bamiyan, Islamic Iconoclasm and the Museum,” The 
Art Bulletin 84, no. 4 (2002): 641-659.  
23 Ibid., 648.  
24 Danti, “Ground-Based Observations of Cultural Heritage Incidents in Syria and Iraq.” 
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The context in which UNESCO and fellow cultural heritage institutions were formed is 

significant. During World War II, as in many subsequent conflicts, cultural cleansing 

occurred in tandem with ethnic cleansing. Preservation and protection (i.e. governance) 

of cultural objects is considered important because objects make tangible thousands of 

years of history and global memory. In opposition to Schmitt’s contention with cultural 

governance, Danti argues that it is groups like the Islamic State and the Taliban rather 

than UNESCO who exert domination and control. Some critics even characterize the 

Islamic State as colonizers. In the Islamic State film, the tour guide exclaimed, “our 

Prophet ordered us to remove these statues as his followers did when they conquered 

nations.” 

Pushing the notion of cultural governance further, one might ask what 

assumptions are made in claims of global cultural heritage. In response to the Mosul 

Museum iconoclasm, the British Museum released a statement deploring “all such acts 

of vandalism and destruction of cultural heritage.”25 Eleanor Robson, professor at the 

University College London, echoed this sentiment stating that the incident was an act of 

“cultural terrorism.”26 Corinne Wegener, Cultural Heritage Officer at the Smithsonian 

Institution, similarly noted that the action was a “wanton and unnecessary destruction of 

cultural heritage.” Wegener offered that “the best we can do as cultural heritage 

professionals is to remind everyone that cultural heritage belongs to us all.”27 These 

comments are unsurprising coming from the museum community. Museums have 

                                                
25 Geraldine Kendall, “Heritage Bodies Condemn Destruction of Mosul Antiquities,” Museum 
Association, published February 27, 2015, https://museumsassociation.org/museums-
journal/news/27052015-destruction-mosul-antiquities-condemned-worldwide.  
26 Davidson-Sorkin.   
27 Maya Rhodan, “Global Art Community Condemns ISIS Destruction of Artifacts at Mosul Museum,” 
Time, last updated February 27, 2015, http://time.com/3725026/isis-destruction-mosul-museum-
artifacts/.  
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historically highlighted the hegemony of “universal” values.28 European archaeologists 

transported statues from the East to Western museums as a display of colonial prowess. 

Much of the material culture that heritage institutions seek to preserve dwells in countries 

far away from the cultures that originally created it.29  

World heritage institutions assume an entitlement to foreign resources and 

cultural property. To claim entitlement, objects and sites of heritage must undergo a 

process of objectification and recognition that to some appears to re-enact the colonial 

manufacturing of the nation state.  Contemporary notions of cultural heritage governance 

were, after all, developed by the European nation state and impressed upon other 

countries through colonialism and its extension, globalization.30 Since world heritage 

institutions assume a singular notion of the past, they are unable to process multiple 

constituencies and experiences of existence. Heritage regimes govern how cultural 

artifacts ought to be perceived and managed,31 i.e. consumed not destroyed.32  

Decrying the Mosul Museum act, Abdullah al-Jumaili, archaeology professor 

and advisor to the Museum, lamented that the Islamic State was “…working to convince 

the world that Arabs are not capable of safekeeping these antiquities and that Westerners 

                                                
28 Flood, 653. 
29 Kwame Anthony Appiah, “Whose Culture is it, Anyway?”, in Destruction and Conservation of Cultural 
Property, ed. Robert Layton, Julian Thomas, and Peter G. Stone (New York: Routledge, 2001), 211. 
30 Geismar, “Anthropology and Heritage Regimes,” 74.  
31 Ibid., 72. 
32 One might further consider Bernadette Buckley’s deft commentary on cultural heritage regimes. The 
title of her critique alone bears much weight: “Mohammed is Absent. I am Performing Contemporary Iraqi 
art and the Destruction of Heritage.” Citing Bertram Jessup, she further offers, “there is no such thing as 
“art” in general, no such thing as an “aesthetic object,” and no such thing as universally applicable aesthetic 
standards and judgements.” Buckley allows for destruction not just consumption. (Bernadette Buckley, 
“Mohamed is..,” in Destruction of Cultural Heritage in Iraq, ed. Peter G. Stone (Woodbridge, England: 
Boydell & Brewer, 2009), 283.) 
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are the right people to do so,"33 thereby communicating the fear that cultural governance 

in the Middle East is bound to be overtaken by foreign bodies and powers

                                                
33 Suadad al-Salhy, “The Full Story Behind ISIL’s Takeover of Mosul Museum, Al Jazeera, published 
March 9, 2015, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/03/full-story-isil-takeover-mosul-museum-
150309053022129.html.  
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On Iconoclasm  

Iconoclasm has a long and contentious history in Islamic societies and 

specifically in Iraq. I point this out not to suggest that the Islamic faith is inherently 

image-hating or that Iraq is a hotspot for artifact destruction in the Middle East (though 

it may be), but rather to note that a multiplicitous narrative exists behind iconoclasm, 

which for the sake of brevity cannot be adequately summarized in a thesis that seeks to 

evaluate one discrete act of iconoclasm. At a minimum, art historian Martin Warnke’s 

claim that “the history of iconoclasm can be considered completed” merits pressure.34  

As a primer, the traditional definition of iconoclasm is the destruction or 

defacement of iconic images for religiously motivated reasons. A more radical definition 

might point to the transformative potential of iconoclasm. Anarchist Mikhail Bakunin, 

for example, expounds “the urge to destroy...is a creative urge.”35 The destruction of 

images creates new images. This proved true with the Mosul Museum iconoclasm. The 

film documenting the event created a plethora of new images with greater modality and 

reach than the original statues ever had. Conversely, one might consider the shared 

relationship between destruction and creation and iconoclasm and iconophily. 

Iconoclasm is perversely integral to the West’s reception of material culture. Dario 

Gamboni, who has written extensively about iconoclasm, postulates that “the history of 

iconoclasm accompanies that of art like a shadow, bearing witness to its substance and 

weight.”36 I define iconoclasm as an ideologically motivated act that involves the 

                                                
34 Dario Gamboni, The Destruction of Art: Iconoclasm and Vandalism Since the French Revolution 
(London: Reaktion Books, 1997), 107. 
35 James Janowki, “Bamiyan, Vandalism, and the Sublime,” 48.  
36 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art: Iconoclasm and Vandalism Since the French Revolution, 88. 
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transformation (whether it be re-imagination or degradation) of cultural items possessing 

iconic features. Furthermore, I assert that iconoclasm is an effective instrument of 

communication that is typically received as an illegitimate way of asserting resistance.37  

Iconoclasm occurs in a myriad of faiths. The iconoclasm that took place during 

the Protestant Reformation in Northern Europe at the height of the late Renaissance is a 

good example of non-Islamic iconoclasm. Islamic opposition to iconic imagery is not 

issued from the Qur’an (as it is explicitly in the Bible), but in the writings of the Hadith. 

One might remember the biblical Second Commandment in which “Abraham said to his 

father Azat ‘do you take idols as gods? Indeed, I see you and your people in manifest 

error’” (6:74).38 Iconoclasm is also performed in non-faith contexts, such as by feminists 

during the British Suffragette movement and Jacobins decrying the imposition of the 

Ancien Régime. More recently, South Korean protestors overturned (quite literally) an 

exhibition of Japanese Arts and Crafts in Seoul.39 

Flood argues that situating contemporary acts of iconoclasm within a larger 

history of Islamic iconoclasm essentializes and refuses Muslim subjects (like those 

depicted in the ISIL film) modernity. Contemporary hostility to anthropomorphic art is 

different from Islamic hostility to art during the Medieval Ages. Collapsing iconoclasm 

from different ages positions the Islamic State as operating under a medieval rather than 

a modern framework. Considering that modernity is intimate to how the West perceives 

itself, such a judgement is significant. Flood further argues that contemporary acts of 

iconoclasm in the Middle East demonstrate engagement with the current political 

                                                
37 Gamboni, 183. 
38 Elias, “(Un)Making Idolatry: From Mecca to Bamiyan,” 14. 
39 Gamboni, “Images to Destroy, Indestructible Image,” 116. 
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moment.40 In this sense, iconoclasm is not so much an illustration of medievalism as 

much as it is an illustration of the consequence of global modernity. In discussing the 

Taliban’s destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas in 2001, Flood references the US war in 

Afghanistan. The Taliban’s iconoclasm constituted a form of protest to their exclusion 

from the international community.41 The Mosul Museum’s corresponding political 

circumstance might be the US war in Iraq War. But more generally, and perhaps more 

accurately, the ongoing tensions in the Middle East between geopolitical poles vying for 

power provide context for the Islamic State’s iconoclasm.  

Flood’s point, much like mine, is that one should hold off the knee-jerk reaction 

that there is something inherently Islamic about iconoclasm and acknowledge that there 

are often well-thought-out agendas behind such action. Iconoclasm is not the wanton 

destruction of cultural property. Vandalism implies that the destruction is irrational or 

inexplicable. Vandalism is Other. This prevailing interpretation of iconoclasm concerns 

me. In short, “the uncritical reception of a rationale that appear[s] to confirm orientalist 

constructions of Islamic iconoclasm as an essential cultural value serves...to obscure a 

number of paradoxes that hint at the broader cultural significance of events.”42 This 

thesis seeks to draw out the broader significance of the Mosul Museum iconoclasm 

                                                
40 Flood., 642.  
41 Ibid., 643.  
42 Ibid., 651.  
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On Orientalism  

Orientalism, which I have referenced up until this point as a trope, is a cultural 

imaginary that was produced by the material conditions of colonial rule and reified by 

Western epistemology. In the seminal post-colonial text Orientalism, Edward Said 

argues that orientalism created and therefore allowed for the domination of the Orient 

(Asia, North Africa, and the Middle East) by the Occident (the West). Orientalism 

operated, and continues to, in both de jure and de facto colonies. As a former protectorate 

of Europe that has maintained economic ties to the West, Iraq is a de facto colony. Said 

explains, “I doubt if it is controversial, for example, to say that an Englishman in India, 

or Egypt, in the later nineteenth century, took an interest in those countries, which was 

never far from their status, in his mind, as British colonies. To say this may seem quite 

different from saying that all academic knowledge about India and Egypt is somehow 

tinged and impressed with, violated by, the gross political fact—and yet, that is what I 

am saying...”43 

Orientalism is rooted in political philosopher Michel Foucault’s understanding 

of the relationship between power and knowledge (“power-knowledge”). Said privileges 

Foucault’s notion of “exteriority” in claiming that through the manufacturing of the 

Orient as Other and the Occident as Subject, orientalism has formed an artificial and 

repressive dichotomy around the Middle East. Orientalism pervades modes of 

understanding through the exercise of a trope-filled imaginary. As a tool of domination, 

orientalism circumscribes representations of the “real.” The real assumes the form of 

                                                
43 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 11.  
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oriental tropes. Said describes orientalism as a “political vision of reality.”44 Foucault’s 

theories further emerge in Said’s insistence that knowledge production is profoundly 

connected to operations of power that serve repressive regimes like colonialism. The 

epistemic backing of orientalism affirms and naturalizes its mythos. In the West, asa 

consequence Enlightenment, epistemology is received as detached and objective. 

Oriental discourse, such as that deployed by critics of the film when they described the 

Islamic State as a “gang of men”45 “rampaging”46 and forth, indicates a way of thinking 

in which epistemic, economic, and political processes converge to perpetuate colonial 

thought.   

Drawing from Antonio Gramsci, founder of the Italian Communist Party, Said 

claims that the oriental imaginary has become “hegemonic.” In Prison Writings, Gramsci 

describes hegemony as the dominant class exercising power through cultural institutions 

and moral leadership. Hegemonic cultures privilege ideology over economic coercion 

and violence and seek to satisfy the minimal desires of subordinate classes. Through such 

concessions, the dominant class naturalizes its beliefs, culture, and mores.47 However, 

Gramsci’s hegemony is never totalizing. There are sources of what cultural theorist 

Stuart Hall deems “counter-hegemonic” culture, which possess the potential to overturn 

the dominant “vision of reality.”  

Hegemonic positions intimate that they are inherent and beneficial to subordinate 

classes rather than constructed and solely for the benefit of the dominant class. One may 

                                                
44 Loomba, Colonialism-Postcolonialism (London: New York: Routledge, 1998), 45-46.  
45 Davidson-Sorkin.   
46 “Ancient Artefacts Destroyed in Iraq,” News, published February 27, 2015,  
http://www.news.com.au/travel/travel-updates/ancient-artefacts-destroyed-in-iraq/news-
story/347cddeabb8d41bc22dc6c887e9dbacb. 
47 Stuart Hall, “Gramsci and Us,” Marxism Today (June 1987), accessed April 11, 2018, 
http://www.hegemonics.co.uk/docs/Gramsci-and-us.pdf. 
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debate whether colonialism fulfills Gramsci’s qualifications of a hegemonic society, 

such as in his emphasis of “consensus” over “coercion.” Regardless, Said’s distilled 

point is that colonialism installs and reproduces its power in more subtle and incendiary 

ways than pure force, e.g. through epistemology.  

Political scientist Robert C. Young48 presents a compelling critique of Said. 

Young points to the concrete impacts of the seemingly non-concrete thing that Said calls 

“orientalism.” What are the political consequences of describing a lived-in reality an 

imaginary? Said’s instrumentalization of Gramsci allows the reader to understand Said’s 

imaginary as a misrepresentation of reality49 rather than a claim to the non-existence of 

reality, thereby possibly negating Young’s concern. To the Marxist tradition, Gramsci 

gave ideology materiality. Gramsci refutes the notion that ideology exists in the ether as 

an illusory fiction. Gramsci describes ideology as the concrete practices and dogmas that 

constitute the individual subject.  

Concern for the lived-in impacts of colonialism is likewise considered by 

political theorist Timothy Mitchell. In Colonising Egypt, Mitchell re-articulates Said’s 

discussion of representation and the “real” through what he calls “enframement.”50 

Mitchell argues that colonization necessitated the formation of legible representations of 

the colonized. The colonizer accomplished this task by enframing the colonial subject. 

Enframing collapsed the distinction between the “real” and the trope, the colonized and 

the oriental subject.  Enframing reduces images and ideas, as in individuals, to a simple 

                                                
48 Robert J.C. Young, White Mythologies: Writing History and the West (New York: Routledge,  
1990.)  
49 In terms of misrepresentations of reality, the post-colonial position affirms that Western reactions to 
the ISIL film were orientalist and therefore misrepresented, but not necessarily that the images 
themselves were an intentional misrepresentation of reality. 
50 Timothy Mitchell, Colonising Egypt (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1988), 34-
63.  
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and manageable form. Enframement is not pure ignorance, but rather a means of 

consciously processing human beings. Enframement like stereotypes “perpetuate an 

artificial sense of difference between Self and Other.”51 As follows, the colonial subject 

was reduced to political and economic calculation for the sake of order and control. 

Mitchell clarifies that enframing was enforced as truth not only through epistemology, 

as Said argues, but through material practices and institutions.  

Mitchell deems representation not an issue of how one culture portrays another, 

as Said does, but instead of modernity. Mitchell defines modernity as linked to the 

development of technology. Mitchell argues that advancements in technology during the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries (e.g. wireless telegraph) allowed for the unrelenting 

penetration of colonial order. Technology amplifies Gramscian hegemony. Technology 

allowed colonial representations of the oriental subject to infiltrate every aspect of 

colonial life. Technology can act as handmaid to the dominant class, but as the ISIL film 

illustrates, may also be a source of counter-hegemonic culture.  

                                                
51 Loomba, Colonialism-Postcolonialism, 59-60.  



 26 

On Mimicry  

At this point, one might surmise that Western interpretations of the film were 

orientalist. But I ask, was that film a ruse? And if so, why would the Islamic State 

intentionally perform orientalism?  Iconoclasm occurs when there is clear intent, be it 

ideological or theological, for the destruction of iconistic images whereas “iconoclash,” 

as theorized by philosopher and anthropologist Bruno Latour, occurs when there is the 

uncertainty about what is being committed or achieved by the destruction. The meaning 

of iconoclash is unclear due to how the representation referent is depicted. The 

illegibility of iconoclash tends to cause hysteria and unease. In the film, the ISIL 

members appear highly curated, as if they were perversely enacting orientalist tropes 

thereby effectuating iconoclash.  

Critical theory scholar52 Homi Bhabha offers an alternative way to think through 

the iconoclash conundrum: “mimicry.” Originating from the field of biology, mimicry 

refers to the transformation of one specifies to resemble another. The evolution occurs 

for largely beneficial reasons and is one-sided. The species are never related 

taxonomically. Mimicry occurs to protect the mimetic species from predators, it is an 

antipredator adaption. In a political and human sense, mimicry occurs when a member 

of a colonized society imitates and takes on the culture of the colonizer.  The imitation 

occurs through direct imitation of the colonizer or, as I argue with the ISIL film, by 

imitating the colonizer’s ideal of the colonized, e.g. enacting oriental tropes. Bhabha 

never discusses indirect imitation as I do here, therefore I adopt his theory in service of 

                                                
52 Bhabha is considered a post-colonial writer. Bhabha’s theory of mimicry straddles the post-colonial 
position and semiology studies within the context of this thesis.  
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my interpretation of the film. This adaption of mimicry is possible because Bhabha 

describes mimeses as issuing from the colonizer’s “desire for a reformed, recognizable 

Other, as a subject of difference that is almost the same, but not quite."53 While oriental 

tropes are certainly not the subject who is different but the same, oriental tropes fulfill 

the colonial desire for Mitchell’s enframed “reformed, recognizable other.”  

Bhabha’s theory of mimicry is derived from and expanded upon by semiologist 

and linguist Jacques Derrida and his interpretation of Austin “performativity.” Examples 

of mimicry, which Butler similarly cites as performatively constituting the self, include 

language, dress, education, politics, and cultural attitudes.  As a process, it suppresses 

the colonized notion of themselves as a Subject with a pre-existing cultural identity into 

an Other associated with the colonizer’s cultural identity and respective representational 

and aesthetic parameters. Recalling biology, it is important to remember that mimesis is 

opportunistic -  it is for the colonized’s benefit and survival. In mimicking the oppressor, 

the colonized gains access to the colonizer’s power and enjoins their gaze. Mimicry is 

an ironic compromise that “appropriates the Other as it visualizes power.”54 Further 

irony can be found in that mimicry manipulates what Said and Gramsci describe as an 

oriental domination and hegemony of representation to dismantle domination and 

hegemony.   

 Bhabha further identifies mimicry as performative in that it undermines 

symbolic expressions of power. Consider the British colonial obsession with the pith hat 

the sola topee. The sola topee served aesthetic rather than utilitarian purposes. An Indian 

who mimics their English colonizer by copying their interest in sporting the sola topee 

                                                
53 Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” 126.  
54 Ibid., 126.  
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reveals the ambivalence of such costume.55 The engagement with “identity effects,” like 

trope and costume, manifests the lack of essence to such representations.56 In the Islamic 

State film, does the traditional garb manifest a lack of essence? Or does it manifest the 

lack of essence prescribed to the garb by Western audiences?  

To be effective, mimiwcry must continually produce slippage, its excess, its 

difference. The colonized acquires power through an incomplete resemblance to their 

oppressor. Like the aesthetic of the sola topee, the ideals and ideology of the colonizer 

are explained to the colonized only partly. As a consequence, they appear to the 

colonized as arbitrary and ambivalent. Mimicry “discloses the ambivalence of colonial 

discourse and in doing so disrupts its ultimate authority.”57 Mimicry thus mocks the 

authority of the West “which supposedly makes it imitable.”58 In the film, the Islamic 

State imperfectly performs orientalism challenging orientalism as an imaginary and the 

colonial authority on representation. In this regard, Bhabha preliminarily offers that there 

is no essence, no “real,” no referent to oriental representation. This position is espoused 

more wholeheartedly by semiologists and technology and media theorists. 

                                                
55 Amardeep Singh, “Mimicry and Hybridity in Plain English,” Lehigh University, published May 8, 
2009, http://www.lehigh.edu/~amsp/2009/05/mimicry-and-hybridity-in-plain-english.html.  
56 Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” 131.  
57 Ibid., 129. 
58 Ibid., 128.  
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On Semiology  

Again, Bhabha’s theory of mimicry is derived from Derrida’s interpretation of 

Austin’s “performativity.” To discuss Derrida requires a return to semiology’s forefather 

Ferdinand de Saussure. While semiotics is customarily used as a means of reading a text, 

as this thesis employed to interpret the film, it is also a theoretical endeavor invested in 

unearthing the role of signs in perceptions of “reality.”   

Saussure reorganized the systematic study of language by emphasizing a formal 

system based on differential elements that rely on the relationship between signifier and 

signified.59 Arguing against the notion of language as nomenclature, Saussure claimed 

that language is arbitrary and inherited contrary to the predominant belief that language 

is constructed of natural labels for objects and ideas. Language creates and forms 

categories within a system of signs.60 Language, like enframing, is conceptual - it is in 

the business of world making. For example, one might consider the French words 

“fleuve” and “rivière.”61 “Rivière” is tantamount to the English word “river.” “Fleuve” 

describes a river that merges with the sea. There is no such word as “fleuve” in English. 

Therefore, English and French maintain different conceptual planes. Those living in the 

respective countries experience different planes of existence.62 By this logic, it is 

possible to argue that language shapes reality rather than names reality.  

Since language is inherited, the only means through which language may change 

is in its arbitrariness. Language is vulnerable because it is does not experience a direct 

                                                
59 The “referent,” as referenced in the semiotic interpretation of the film, was theorized not by Saussure, 
but later by Charles Sanders Pierce. 
60 Jonathan D. Culler, Ferdinand de Saussure (New York: Penguin Books, 1977), 31. 
61 Ibid., 34.  
62 Ibid. 
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association with concrete objects (a referential relationship). The arbitrariness of the sign 

is radical because it proposes the autonomy of language in relation to reality. For 

example, there is nothing specifically “cat” about a cat. One might ask whether there is 

anything specifically “oriental” about the oriental subject. Language, therefore, is a 

system of formal relations distinguished solely by difference. Language is the function 

of one sign’s relation to another sign.63 No text (sound, word, image) contains meaning 

alone. However, the difference a text encounters with other texts is meaningful. Although 

Saussure did not extend his theory of arbitrariness beyond language, he predicted that 

“its consequences [would be] innumerable” and that “after many detours one [...would] 

discover them and with them the fundamental importance of this principal.”64 Semiology 

can be extended to a huge variety of human behaviors. Society routinely employs signs 

that extend beyond verbal language to communicate with others.   

Structuralist Roland Barthes extended Saussure’s proto-structuralist system of 

signs beyond language to images and media.65 By expanding semiology’s purview into 

images and media, Barthes developed a more complex system than Saussure. It is more 

difficult to decode a signified piece of literature or film than it is to decode a red stop 

sign. This is because aesthetic expressions frequently question and parody pre-existing 

signs. One might recall the peculiar character of the Islamic State film. Literary theorist 

Jonathan Culler insists that “much of the interest of works of art lies in the ways in which 

they explore and modify the codes they seem to be using…”66 Barthes’ “myth” 

                                                
63 David Holdcroft, Saussure: Signs, System, and Arbitrariness (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1991, 66.  
64 Culler, Ferdinand de Saussure, 29  
65 Structuralism was formed to counter the notion that the world exists as one perceives it. Structuralism 
asserts that meaning is constructed through shared systems of signification. 
66 Culler, Ferdinand de Saussure, 117. 
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contributed a further level of complexity to Saussure’s system of signs. Again, myth is 

the choate sign that experiences an additional signified applied atop of its pre-existing 

signifier and signified. With myth, Barthes articulated how “natural” connotations of 

concrete referents are constructed. In the film, the Islamic State members enact signs that 

experience the signified of orientalism and thus bring to bear a larger narrative of 

colonialism composed of its respective set of signifiers and signified.  

Following the structuralist movement was the deconstructive movement led by 

linguist Jacques Derrida. Derrida deemed Saussure’s structural understanding of signs 

as insidiously privileging speech over writing. Speech is allegedly privileged over 

writing in Western cultures because speech is issued directly from the subject and 

therefore received as a legitimate source of the truth or “real.”67 In Of Grammatolgy, 

Derrida establishes the materiality of language as an important consideration of 

semiology. Derrida explains, “il n’ya a rien hors du texte.” The most common translation 

of his infamous aphorism is “there is nothing outside of the text,” but is also translated 

to “there is nothing outside of context.” Signs are either meaningless sans context, as 

Saussure argues, or more radically, the text reigns supreme. Signs are either ambivalent 

and inherited or empty and referentless.68 At a minimum, through deliberately 

misspelling the French word “différance” (substituted an “a” for an “e”, the 

pronunciation in French cannot be heard), Derrida demonstrated that signs require 

additional meaning to differ from thereby creating a process of deference and 

establishing the importance of the written word. This process of deference is divergent 
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from Saussure’s belief that language is differentiated by difference in that Derrida’s 

deference catalyzes an endless chain of signifiers.  

Derrida’s challenge of Saussure’s logocentricism is linked to his distaste for 

dichotomies (speech before writing), which he claims are never equal (West before 

East).69  Since reality does not readily conform to dichotomies, there is always 

ambiguity. The “a” in “différance” thus  dismantles the dominance of Subject over Other 

(or colonizer over colonized) by questioning the purpose and origin of language. Derrida 

recognizes that despite his initial impetus behind “différance,” its world play can be 

applied more broadly to the construction of identities that constitutes one’s lived-in 

reality. In the same vein as Derrida (and Said), philosopher Bruno Latour,70 argues that 

dichotomies, particularly that of West and rest and modern and medieval inform 

experiences of the “real.” However, according to Latour, these dichotomies are always 

shifting and unstable. The factish is Latour’s reconciliation of referent, fetish, and 

constructed reality. Latour asserts that life is equally comprised of reality and artifice. 

The Islamic State film, for example, can be read as both. The Islamic film documents an 

event that unquestionably occurred (referent), but also ironically drew from fetish 

(values of cultural heritage) and constructed reality (orientalism).  

                                                
69 Jacques Derrida, “Difference,” in Speech and Phenomena and Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory 
of Signs (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1973), 129-160.  
70 Bruno Latour, On the Modern Cult of Factish Gods (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University 
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On Hyperreality   

The question of the artifice and reality is addressed emphatically by French 

philosopher Jean Baudrillard in his theory of “hyperreality.” Baudrillard’s builds upon 

previous semiotic concepts and enters the foray of discourses of technology and media. 

These fields of study locate the Islamic State film in the contemporary moment. Much 

like Mitchell’s contention that nineteenth and twentieth century technologies 

transformed colonialism and its ability to control the real, modern technology has 

impacted the “reality” of the Islamic State film.  

Hyperreality asserts that society has (finally) replaced concrete reality with 

symbols and signs. The human experience is now entirely composed of references 

without referents. Baudrillard maintains Derrida’s conceptualization of language as an 

endless chain of signifiers, but adds that there is definitively no end to the chain. 

Baudrillard proposes a degenerative evolution of representation in which signs overtime 

are rendered meaningless. For Baudrillard, hyperreality is intimately tied to late 

capitalism – globalization, hegemony, and mass media, incidentally all consequences of 

colonialism. Speaking to this point, Baudrillard offers that perhaps only “the allegory of 

the empire remains” since colonialism is essentially the “same imperialism that present-

day simulators attempt to make the real, all of the real, coincide with their models of 

simulation.”71 Hyperreality, like orientalism and enframing, indicates a detachment and 

simulation of representation. Hyperreality is orientalism and enframing taken to the 

utmost extent. 
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In Baudrillard’s degenerative evolution, an image first reflects a “basic reality,” 

then “masks and perverts a basic reality,” “masks the absence of a basic reality,” and 

conclusively “bears no relation to any reality whatever, it is its own pure simulacrum.”72 

Upon the fourth stage, the “real” both within and beyond the sign cannot be ascertained. 

The fourth stage points to a scenario in which reality has been replaced with simulacra - 

copies of the original referents. Within the context of Baudrillard’s degenerative 

evolution, contemporary society exists in the third phase in which media has masked the 

absence of a basic reality. Media stands in as hermetic truth.  

Importantly, simulacra is not evidence of normative false or fake reality. Instead, 

simulacra indicates a uniquely different understanding of “reality.” Baudrillard derives 

this argument from the biblical book Ecclesiastes in which “the simulacrum is never 

what hides the truth – it is truth that hides the fact that there is none. The simulacrum is 

true.” 73 Applying this framework to the ISIL film and whether the oriental tropes speak 

to reality or artifice is useful. Like Latour’s insistence with the “factish” and Austin’s 

theory of “performativity,” the question of reality or artifice may be impossible to answer 

within the framework of simulacra and simulation.  

Eliciting the vocabulary of semiotics, simulacra illustrates the inverse of the 

natural relationship between the sign and signifier. In other words, simulacra is the sign 

deprived of meaning. “Simulation,” which Baudrillard offers alongside simulacra, is the 

sign’s attempt to invoke meaning. Did the Islamic State engage in simulation when 

mimicking oriental tropes? The Islamic State intended to instigate the sensation of 
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orientalism. Baudrillard is careful to note that simulation is not simple parody. He 

explains, “whereas representation attempts to absorb simulation by interpreting it as a 

false representation, simulation envelops the whole edifice of representation itself as 

simulacrum.”74 Consequently, the Islamic State’s representation of simulation 

(orientalism) in the film comprehends all oriental epistemology and material power 

(colonialism) as pure simulacrum (arbitrary).  

Feminist scholar Donna Haraway75 problematizes Baudrillard’s assertion that the 

entire world has entered the hyperreal moment. Haraway questions whether hyperreality 

is Eurocentric and possibly politically dangerous. What is at stake when everything is 

declared referentless? Haraway’s concern is similar to Young’s contention with Said 

when he asks what is at stake when the Orient is described as a cultural imaginary rather 

than concrete countries experiencing material subjugation.  According to Haraway, the 

belief in simulacra uncritically obfuscates power relations and social dynamics. 

Representation produces specific visions of social difference like pernicious tropes of 

faith and race. Orientalism is a very good example of this phenomenon. In contention 

with this position, I assert that a lack of referents can be construed as a post-colonial 

strategy. Simulacra is not a shallow re-articulation of Western visual cues. Simulacra is 

deeper in the sense that like mimicry it points to the arbitrariness of Western power.  

Conclusively, Baudrillard contends that references which lack referents are 

subject to “implosion.”76  The images featured in the Islamic State film are tenuous, on 

the brink of the miscarriage of their intended meaning thereby causing hysteria and 
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iconoclash. The film is thus an account of implosion. While speech and writing may have 

once identified some sort of meaning or reality, this is no longer the case due to modern 

media. Media has loosened the connection between signifier and signified. Since media 

has increased the production of images and text, there is an overwhelming excess (or 

slippage) of meaning that erodes the relevance and very existence of referents. Put 

plainly, “information devours its own content.”77 Due to the omnipresence of mass 

media, contemporary society has increasingly become based around collective ideas. 

Since media and therefore meaning is in excess, these collective ideas have become 

susceptible to ready shifts and detachments. This has created a free-floating society 

which has superseded concrete reality and its consequences. Like the arbitrariness of 

language, ready shifts provide an opportunity for change and meaning manipulation. 

  

                                                
77 Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, 81.  
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On the Medium of the Message    

Baudrillard’s notion of hyperreality is redoubled by the medium and means of 

the Islamic State’s message. Philosopher Marshall McLuhan opened media studies to 

analyze the effect of technology on “the real.” McLuhan, like Baudrillard, argues that 

the relaying of images through advanced modes of technology, like film and the internet, 

has caused a radical shift in how the “real” is conceived. McLuhan’s argument is similar 

to Baudrillard’s in that media offers opportunities for shifts and manipulations of 

meaning, but focuses on the specific forms in which media manifests itself. Claiming 

that societies are more shaped by the medium of the communication than the content, 

McLuhan provocatively offered the dictum “the medium is the message.” In doing so, 

McLuhan draws attention to not only the naturalization of the sign, but the naturalization 

of the vehicle through which the sign is conveyed.  

Contemporary society is so versed in certain technologies that a given medium’s 

ability to act upon its user often goes unnoticed. This is important because the extent to 

which a text is perceived as “real” depends on the medium employed. In other words, 

mediums articulate meaning differently. McLuhan does not deviate from Derrida 

insistence that signs are immaterial, but argues that signs only gain meaning through 

their projection which involves the use of some physical vehicle.78 The sign cannot exist 

outside of its medium. 

Art critic Boris Groys offers film as a particularly effective medium for creating 

the simulation of “reality.” Writing has a lower modality than film and television. Film 

                                                
78 Derrida was familiar with the work of Marshall McLuhan when writing Of Grammatology, in which 
he explicitly indicated that language is a “medium. 
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fabricates a sensuous reality that wipes away and replaces the human senses.79 Film 

advertises itself, especially documentary film like that of the Mosul Museum, as enjoying 

a closer relationship between signifier and signified than other mediums. Film appears 

to document reality even if it is just a singular reality or an imaginary reality. As film 

theorist David Rodowick puts it, “rather than reproducing the world spontaneously and 

automatically, as the ideology of realism would have the spectator believe, the cinematic 

apparatus always operates selectively, limiting filtering the images that are its raw 

material.”80 Engaging in Latour’s notion of iconoclash, Groys deems the medium of film 

iconoclashistic. Film is iconoclashistic in that it destroys preconceived constructs and 

images but does not necessarily replace them with a coherent narrative. This is witnessed 

in the Islamic State film in which an inverse of preconceived notions is attempted 

through mimicry, but left incoherent due to the apparent emptiness of simulacra.  

                                                
79 Boris Groys, “Iconoclasm as an Artistic Device,” in Iconoclash, ed. by Bruno Latour   
(London: MIT Press, 2002), 285.  
80 David Rodowick, The Crisis of Political Modernism: Criticism and Ideology in Contemporary Film 
Theory (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1994), 77 
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Concluding Remarks  

Recall that the film was taken down by the Islamic State the day after its posting, 

but in subsequent days shared across social media sites and the news with morbid 

fascination. Of the film, Los Angeles Times art critic Christopher Knight remarked, 

“Stone is obdurate. Video is not. However, in YouTube culture digital art can be equally 

formidable. It spreads laterally and fast — then lingers in the electronic ether, available 

for endless replay.”81  The film was consumed and propagated by its intended audience. 

Endless penetration was thus achieved by ISIL. Subsequent critics of the destruction, 

cultural heritage institutions and the press alike, served to increase the modality of the 

film. By repeatedly posting the film, the West endowed the Islamic State’s performative 

piece the “objective status of a news item.”82 News in Western culture, much like Said’s 

epistemology, is accepted as a trusted source of the “real.” News’ complex relationship 

to power and special interests is often ignored or veiled.  Under the guise of this veil, the 

Islamic State engaged in a dissident, colonial assertion of representation.  

Consequently, the Islamic State accomplished a great subversive act by playing 

upon and manipulating trans-historical understandings of representation and orientalism. 

The Islamic State weaponized the same caricatures and technology used by the 

colonialism to assert domination to pursue a post-colonial agenda. Reveling in simulacra 

and simulation, the film reveals the hollowness of external representations of the “real” 

oriental subject.  

                                                
81 Knight.   
82 Harmanşah, 172.  
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