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Introduction

The outbreak of open hostilities between the United States, Israel, and Iran in
late February 2026 has once again placed the Islamic Republic at the center
of regional and global security debates, raising renewed questions about how
jihadist organizations frame Shia actors and Iran within their propaganda. In
a milieu where anti-Shia rhetoric coexists with sustained hostility toward
Western and regional state actors, such developments might be expected to
elevate Iran and Shia-related themes within jihadist messaging. Whether
this expectation holds empirically, however, remains an open question.

While sectarianism has long been recognized as a defining feature of jihadist
ideology—more markedly in the case of ISIS—the extent to which anti-Shia
narratives are consistently prioritized across time, organizations, and contexts
remains far from clear. Existing scholarship has often treated sectarian
hostility as a relatively stable and ever-present component of jihadist rhetoric.
Propaganda, however, is inherently selective. As with other elements of jihadist
strategic communication, the construction of the enemy reflects shifting priorities,
operational constraints, and strategic considerations. What is emphasized—
and what is not—offers critical insight into how these organizations prioritize
enemies, sequence conflict, and define the boundaries of legitimate violence.

This article examines the evolution of Shia narratives in AQ and ISIS
propaganda between 2020 and 2025, with particular attention to how
references to Shia communities and Iran fluctuate over time and differ across
organizations. Drawing on data from the TITAN Project,[1] the study offers a
comparative, discourse-based assessment of three interrelated issues: (1) the
relative visibility of Shia-related themes within each organization’s propaganda
ecosystem, (2) their frequency and distribution across outputs, and (3) the
extent to which AQ and ISIS diverge in the framing and functional role of
sectarian enemies, including the positioning of Iran within these narratives.
By focusing on the five-year period preceding the current regional escalation,
the analysis establishes a baseline against which more recent developments
can be assessed. A separate study will examine how these patterns evolve
in response to the ongoing conflict.



https://extremism.gwu.edu/titan-project
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Sectarianism in Jihadist Thought: A Brief Contextualization

Sectarianism has long occupied a central—albeit uneven—place within the
ideological architecture of Salafi-jihadist movements. While hostility toward
Shia Islam is not exclusive to jihadist actors, its doctrinal codification and
strategic deployment within groups such as al-Qaeda (AQ) and the Islamic
State (ISIS) reflect a particular synthesis of theological exclusivism and
political instrumentalization. At its core, anti-Shia rhetoric in jihadist discourse
is rooted in a broader Salafi critique of what is perceived as religious innovation
and deviation from the practices of the salaf al-salih,[2l a framework that
positions Shia communities outside the boundaries of orthodoxy.3!

This doctrinal hostility, however, has not always translated into uniform or
consistent prioritization. Classical Salafi scholars such as Ibn Taymiyyah
articulated some of the most influential polemics against Shia groups, whom
he accused of heresy and political subversion, framing them as a sect of
deviants undermining the integrity of Islam from within.[4] These ideas were
later systematized and amplified in the eighteenth century by Muhammad
ibn Abd al-Wahhab, whose writings framed Shiism not merely as heterodoxy,
but as an existential threat to the foundations of Sunni Islam.[5]

The modern articulation of sectarianism within jihadist ideology is closely tied
to the geopolitical transformations of the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries. The Iranian Revolution of 1979 and the subsequent expansion
of Iranian regional influence contributed to the securitization of Shia identity
within Sunni militant discourse, reinforcing perceptions of a transnational
Shia threat aligned with state power.[¢] This framing was further amplified in
the aftermath of the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, which created the conditions
for the emergence of explicitly sectarian insurgent strategies.
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It was in this context that Abu Musab al-Zargawi, founder of al-Qaeda in
Iraq (AQI), operationalized anti-Shia ideology as a central pillar of insurgent
strategy, advocating for the systematic targeting of Shia civilians as a means
of provoking sectarian polarization. Viewing Iraqi Shia populations as
collaborators with both the United States and Iran, Zargawi deliberately
targeted Shia civilians and religious figures in an effort to provoke retaliatory
violence and trigger a self-sustaining sectarian conflict.[”]

Zarqawi’'s approach marked a critical inflection point. While al-Qaeda’s
central leadership, including Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri,
shared many of the underlying theological assumptions regarding Shia
deviation, they repeatedly cautioned against the indiscriminate targeting of
Shia populations, emphasizing instead the strategic priority of confronting
the far enemy.8l This divergence reflects an enduring tension within jihadist
thought: whether sectarianism should function as a primary mobilizing axis
or remain subordinate to other strategic objectives.

The Islamic State, particularly during its territorial apex between 2014 and
2019, largely resolved this tension in favor of an expansive and uncompromising
sectarianism. Its propaganda systematically portrayed Shia Muslims not
merely as deviants, but as existential enemies of Sunni Islam, frequently
invoking apocalyptic and historical narratives to legitimize mass violence.[®]
By contrast, al-Qaeda has generally adopted a more calibrated approach,
embedding anti-Shia rhetoric within a broader discourse that prioritizes
political pragmatism and alliance-building within Sunni populations.

Taken together, these dynamics suggest that sectarianism in jihadist thought
is neither static nor monolithic. It operates as a flexible ideological lever that can
be intensified, downplayed, or strategically reframed depending on organizational
priorities and contextual constraints. Understanding this variability is essential
for assessing how contemporary jihadist groups position Shia communities,
and by extension Iran, within their evolving propaganda narratives.



https://extremism.gwu.edu/who-real-enemy-now
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Mapping the Shia in Contemporary Jihadist Propaganda
(2020-2025)

Having established the doctrinal and historical foundations of anti-Shia
sentiment within jihadist thought, the next step is to assess how these ideas
are reflected in contemporary propaganda output. While sectarian hostility
is often treated as a defining and persistent feature of jihadist discourse, its
actual weight within day-to-day propaganda remains an empirical question.

This section addresses this gap by systematically mapping references to
Shia communities and Iran across the central propaganda apparatuses of
al-Qaeda and the Islamic State between 2020 and 2025. Rather than
assuming the centrality of sectarian narratives, the aim is to examine their
relative visibility, frequency, and distribution across outputs.

A first-order observation emerging from the TITAN dataset is the
asymmetrical visibility of Shia-related references across al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State. Contrary to the assumption that sectarian hostility uniformly
permeates jihadist discourse, the data shows a highly uneven distribution.

In AQ’s propaganda corpus,[10 references to Shia communities are negligible,
accounting for just 0.32% of all coded enemy mentions. This marginality is
further confirmed at the lexical level: only 3 occurrences of “Shia”[11 1 of
“rafida”,[12l and no instances of key derogatory markers such as majuas(t3] or
Safavid.[14 Mentions of Iran (7) and “Farsi”[15] (4) remain limited and largely
detached from explicit sectarian framing.
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Tablel: Distribution of “The Enemy” Subcategories in al-Qaeda
Propaganda (2020-2025)

) [16]

Subcategories Share of coded references (%

Local Regimes-Governments
USA

Israel - Jews

Russia

The West (generic)

France

Other Western Countries (specific)

Other Jihadist Organizations 0.90
Shia 0.32
Other Religious Groups 0.11

By contrast, ISIS presents a markedly different profile where Shia-related
references account for 22.55% of all enemy categories,[17] making them the
second most prominent enemy, closely following local regimes (28.44%) and
on par with “the West” (21.77%). This quantitative weight is reinforced
lexically: 20 occurrences of “rafida”, alongside references to majus (3), Safavid
(1), and Iran (16), indicate a dense and ideologically loaded semantic field.

16 Percentages were computed using MAXQDA's “valid percentage” values, which represent the
proportion of coded text segments under each subcategory within The Enemy. Because some passages
are assigned multiple subcodes (e.g. “Shia” and “Local Regimes-Governments” within the same
segment), the cumulative percentage exceeds 100 %. This reflects overlap between categories, not a
computational error.

17 The size of ISIS corpus is currently 32.359 words, covering all official audiovisual materials released
between 2020 and 2025.
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Table 2: Distribution of “The Enemy” Subcategories in Islamic State
Propaganda (2020-2025)

Subcategories Share of coded references (%)

Local Regimes-Governments
Israel - Jews

Shia

The West (generic)

USA

Other Jihadist Organizations

Other Religious Groups 8.31
Russia 1.73
France 0.75
Other Western Countries (specific) 0.00

This divergence becomes even more striking when examining output-level
distribution. ISIS references to Shia/lran appear across virtually all audiovisual
products in the corpus, a level of consistency only matched by “the West”
and “Local Regimes-Governments.” By contrast, AQ deals with Shia actors in
only two propaganda outputs, whereas “America” appears in more than
80% of materials and “Local Regimes-Governments” in over 60%.

Equally significant is the relative positioning of Shia references within each
organization’s broader enemy hierarchy. In AQ, the combined weight of USA,
local regimes, and Western actors overwhelmingly dominates the discursive
field, relegating Shia-related references to statistical noise. In ISIS, by contrast,
Shia actors occupy a central position, competing directly with state and
civilizational enemies, not remaining peripheral to them.

18 Percentages were computed using MAXQDA's “valid percentage” values, which represent the
proportion of coded text segments under each subcategory within The Enemy. Because some passages
are assigned multiple subcodes (e.g. “Shia” and “Local Regimes-Governments” within the same
segment), the cumulative percentage exceeds 100 %. This reflects overlap between categories, not a
computational error.
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Taken together, these figures suggest that sectarianism is not a structural
constant across jihadist propaganda, but rather a selectively activated narrative
axis, central in ISIS and largely peripheral in AQ.

Qualitative Patterns: Language, Framing, and Function

Beyond frequency, the discursive treatment of Shia actors diverges sharply
between both organizations.

In AQ’s output, references to Shia communities are contextual, constrained,
and often conditional. The only explicit use of rafida appears within a
broader doctrinal guideline: “Refraining from fighting deviant groups such as
the rafida unless they fight Ahl al-Sunna.”[19 This formulation reflects a
qualified position, where sectarian confrontation is not categorically rejected,
but subordinated to strategic conditions.

Even where violence is discussed, it is frequently embedded in argumentative
or polemical critique, as in: “How could al-Qaeda... assist in killing members
of the Shia on behalf of a regime it considers treacherous and apostate?”[20]
Here, Shia victims are referenced as part of a broader argument about
inconsistency and strategic deviation.

Overall, AQ’s discourse reflects a pattern of discursive containment: sectarian
hostility is present, yet subordinated to other argumentative priorities.

ISIS, by contrast, deploys a systematically dehumanizing and operationalized
sectarian lexicon. The term rafida appears very frequently, often in direct
proximity to calls for violence, religious delegitimization, and collective
targeting. Phrases such as “Fight the polytheist rafida”[211 or direct insults like
“O filthiest of those who walk the earth,”[22] illustrate both the tone and function
of this language.

Such language performs an enabling function: it collapses doctrinal deviation
into apostasy and therefore legitimate violence. This observation is empirically
supported by the code co-occurrence of data, which shows 10 instances
linking “Shia” references to explicit threats in ISIS propaganda.
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In parallel, ISIS consistently embeds Iran within this sectarian grammar
through historically charged and derogatory markers. The use of terms such
as majus alongside references to “Safavid” figures (e.g., Qassem Soleimani as a
“Safavid apostate”)[23] reframes contemporary geopolitics into a transhistorical
narrative of betrayal and heresy. This layering is analytically significant: it
fuses theology, history, and geopolitics into a single enemy construct, increasing
both its emotional resonance and its mobilizing potential.

Thus, the divergence between the two terrorist organizations is not only one of
intensity, but of function: where AQ contains sectarianism within argumentative
boundaries, ISIS operationalizes it as a primary mechanism of mobilization
and violence.

Diverging Sectarian Logics

The empirical patterns outlined above point to two distinct models of how
sectarianism is operationalized within contemporary jihadist propaganda.
The contrast lies in how this anti-Shia sentiment is translated into practice.

In the case of the Islamic State, sectarianism operates as a structuring
principle of its propaganda ecosystem. Shia actors are consistently framed
as a permanent and non-contingent enemy category—an existential threat
embedded within the very definition of the organization’s ideological project.
This totalizing logic is reflected in three mutually reinforcing dimensions.

First, at the lexical level, ISIS systematically deploys a dense cluster of
derogatory and historically loaded markers, including rafida, majus, and
Safavid. These terms are not interchangeable labels but are components of
a cumulative delegitimization strategy: rafida signals doctrinal deviance, majus
invokes pre-Islamic paganism, and Safavid situates contemporary actors
within a historical narrative of sectarian subversion. The result is a layered
semantic field in which religious, historical, and ethnic registers converge.

Second, at the discursive level, sectarian language is directly tied to violence.
The co-occurrence of Shia references with explicit threats is indicative of a
consistent pattern whereby doctrinal exclusion is immediately translated into
violence justification. In this framework, attacking Shia communities is presented
not as a reaction, but as a core part of jihad.
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Third, at the strategic level, sectarianism functions as a tool of mobilization,
cohesion, and territorial control. By constructing the rafida as an internal
enemy, ISIS is able to justify intra-Muslim violence while simultaneously
reinforcing in-group boundaries. This is particularly evident in its Iraqgi and
Syrian contexts, where sectarian narratives provide a ready-made framework
for identifying enemies, legitimizing attacks, and disciplining local populations.

Together, these three dimensions point to an integrated model in which anti-
Shia discourse is continuously aligned with operational objectives.

Conversely, al-Qaeda presents a markedly different configuration. While
doctrinal hostility toward Shia communities is clearly present, it is neither
central nor consistently activated. Instead, sectarian references are filtered
through a strategic logic that limits their mobilizing function.

At the discursive level, AQ’s references to Shia actors are framed in conditional
terms. The explicit guideline to refrain from fighting the rafida encapsulates a
broader pattern in which sectarian confrontation is treated as a secondary
front, to be activated only under specific circumstances. Even when violence
is discussed, it is frequently embedded within argumentative critique,
suggesting an awareness of the potential strategic costs of indiscriminate
sectarian escalation.

At the strategic level, this restraint reflects prioritization and sequencing.
AQ’s communication consistently foregrounds other enemies, while sectarian
conflict is deferred. This produces a model of controlled activation where
doctrinal hostility and sectarianism remain but are operationally constrained.

Importantly, this does not imply moderation in ideological terms. AQ’s
discourse continues to portray Shia actors as deviant and, at times, aligned
with external enemies. However, it does not consistently translate this framing
into calls for violence or elevate it within its propaganda hierarchy. The
divergence, therefore, is structural: ISIS fuses sectarianism with action, while
AQ regulates its translation into practice.

Iran in the Background: Presence, Absence, and Ambiguity

If sectarian references constitute a key line of divergence between al-Qaeda
and the Islamic State, the role of Iran introduces a further layer of complexity.
Unlike ISIS, which consistently integrates Iran into an explicit sectarian and
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civilizational threat narrative, al-Qaeda’s treatment of Iran is marked by
ambiguity, selective silence, and strategic calibration.

At first glance, the empirical pattern is straightforward. ISIS integrates Iran
seamlessly into its sectarian enemy architecture, presenting it as both the
geopolitical anchor and doctrinal core of an anti-Sunni axis. In this framework,
there is no meaningful distinction between state, sect, and historical lineage:
Iran functions simultaneously as all three.

Al-Qaeda’s treatment, however, diverges in a more analytically significant
way. Although Iran appears in its propaganda, these references are sporadic
and rarely framed through an explicitly violent lens. This divergence should not
be misinterpreted as ideological neutrality, but is deliberate under-articulation.
It reflects a strategy of calibrated ambiguity shaped by operational constraints.

Since the early 2000s, al-Qaeda has maintained a documented, albeit
opaque, presence within Iranian territory. Following the collapse of the
Taliban regime in 2001, a number of senior AQ figures relocated to Iran,
where they lived under varying conditions ranging from restricted residence
to loosely monitored mobility. This presence has persisted in different forms,
with facilitation networks and senior operatives intermittently operating from
or through Iranian territory under conditions of tacit tolerance.l24l Figures
such as Sayf al-Adel, believed to be the current emir of the organization, are
widely assessed to be based inside Iran.[25]

The relationship between the two should be understood not as alliance, but
as a pragmatic modus vivendi shaped by mutual constraint. It has evolved
through cycles of restriction and accommodation,[2¢] including house arrests,
negotiated releases, and indirect exchanges involving Iranian interests,[27]
pointing to pragmatism rather than ideological alignment.

10
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https://extremism.gwu.edu/al-qaeda-de-facto-leader-sayf-al-adl
https://ict.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Barak-Azani_Iran-and-al-Qaeda-Under-Sheikh-Saif-al-Adel-The-Ramifications-for-Israel_2023_02_12.pdf
https://ict.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Barak-Azani_Iran-and-al-Qaeda-Under-Sheikh-Saif-al-Adel-The-Ramifications-for-Israel_2023_02_12.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-al-qaeda-iran-connection/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-al-qaeda-iran-connection/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/iran-through-the-lens-of-al-qaeda/

11 PROGRAM ON EXTREMISM

Crucially, this reality is almost entirely absent from al-Qaeda’s public
propaganda. This omission is not incidental. By avoiding sustained or explicit
denunciations of Iran, al-Qaeda preserves operational flexibility, particularly
in a context where parts of its leadership have depended on Iranian territory
as a fallback safe haven.

This silence, however, comes at a cost. The relationship with Iran has
generated sustained criticism within broader jihadi-Salafi circles. Prominent
critics have questioned the legitimacy of leadership figures operating from
Iranian territory, arguing that such proximity compromises both strategic
autonomy and ideological coherence. These critiques are not peripheral: they
expose an internal credibility constraint that shapes how the organization
can publicly accommodate ambiguity.

The resulting dynamic is one of constrained signaling. Iran is neither fully
incorporated into AQ’s enemy hierarchy nor explicitly excluded from it. Instead,
it is managed through omission, indirect reference, and selective framing.
This stands in sharp contrast to ISIS, where Iran is fully integrated into a
coherent and explicit enemy construct. The divergence, therefore, is not only
ideological but operational: ISIS aligns narrative and targeting, whereas AQ
decouples discourse from aspects of its operational reality.

Conclusion

This article set out to reassess the role of anti-Shia narratives in contemporary
jihadist propaganda by grounding the analysis in empirical evidence from
2020 to 2025. The findings challenge the widespread assumption that anti-
Shia sectarianism operates as a constant and uniformly central feature
across jihadist organizations. Instead, the data shows that its prominence
varies significantly depending on organizational logic, strategic priorities,
and operational constraints.

For the Islamic State, sectarianism functions as an integrated and continuous
axis of mobilization. Shia actors—and by extension Iran—are embedded
within a coherent enemy construct that links doctrine, history, and violence
into a single operational framework. In contrast, al-Qaeda maintains a model
of selective activation, where sectarian hostility is ideologically preserved but
strategically contained. Its treatment of Iran, in particular, reveals a pattern
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of calibrated ambiguity shaped by real-world dependencies that constrain
overt narrative positioning.

By delimiting the analysis to the pre-war period (2020-2025), this study
establishes a baseline against which subsequent developments can be
measured. Whether the recent escalation involving Iran will reinforce, disrupt,
or recalibrate these patterns remains an open empirical question—one that
requires separate and dedicated analysis.



Program on Extremism

THE GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY




