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The underlying account offers a detailed analysis of Da-
esh’s construction of a violent discourse against Turkey 
and its interests. Since its inception as a credible territo-
rial threat in Turkey’s immediate vicinity, Daesh has be-
come a complex security challenge for the Turkish Re-
public. In this respect, Daesh has meticulously “othered” 
Turkey, foremost as a collaborator of the West and later 
as a credible adversary in outright hatred against the 
so-called Caliphate. Daesh’s strategy, enclosed under the 
compass of this report, rests on themes of metaphysical 
pseudo-Islamic prophecy, ethno-sectarian rife, and Tur-
key’s position as a credible Muslim majority adversary 
that has significantly invested into the Syrian quagmi-
re. This study initially maps Daesh’s convulsing rhetoric 
pinpointing its linear development, and later establishes 
the link to its evolving strategy targeting fundamental 
Turkish interests. This report maps out Daesh’s percepti-
on of Turkey and, in doing so, firmly shows that since its 
inception, the armed group has perceived Turkey as a th-
reat and has enacted one of its most enhanced strategic 
modes of combat to counter Turkey’s struggle against 
the so-called Caliphate. 

Abstract 
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The Middle East has undergone fundamental transformation due 
to the staggering effects of the Arab Spring in the past decade. 

The intensified geopolitical fragmentation among intra-regional ac-
tors, the gradual decline of state structure, and the changing nature 
of the conflict across the region paved the way for a new insecurity 
landscape for all the countries and non-state groups in the region. 
Consequently, non-state armed actors have filled the power gap re-
sulting from the weakened state structure and loss of state autho-
rity in Iraq and Syria. As one of these non-state armed actors, ISIS1 
gained power and rose from this environment of conflict. Initially, 
the group was a regional threat but has since evolved into a global 
threat and is in open animosity against Turkey. 

Turkey has been exposed to insurmountable security difficulties to 
an extent hardly matched by any other country due to its proximity 
to the civil war in Syria and its exposure to the intensive conflict in 
Iraq.2 In the early period of the emergence of the so-called Caliphate, 
ISIS posed significant terrorist threats in the region by undermining 
the stability in Syria and Iraq. However, ISIS gradually became a ter-
ritorially oriented security challenge for Turkey and other regional 
countries. ISIS achieved its long-term territorial and political obje-
ctives by gaining a complex military dimension with different tacti-
cs.  In the early stage of its emergence, ISIS perceived Turkey as its 
“Other” against its territorially oriented apocalyptic state vision. As 
ISIS acquired swathes of land in Syria, Turkey became an existential 
threat to its territorial caliphate project. With the materialization of 
ISIS as a substantial territorial entity, it soon targeted Turkey from its 
locations in Syria and Iraq. 

1  This report uses “Daesh” and “ISIS” interchangeably.
2  Murat Yeşiltaş, Rıfat Öncel, (2018). “Turkey’s Counterterrorism Strategy an Assessment of the Fight Against ISIS” SETA Se-
curity Report, 9-10. Retrieved from: https://www.setav.org/en/analysis-turkeys-counterterrorism-strategy-an-assesment-of-the-fight-a-
gainst-ISIS/

https://www.setav.org/en/analysis-turkeys-counterterrorism-strategy-an-assesment-of-the-fight-against-daesh/
https://www.setav.org/en/analysis-turkeys-counterterrorism-strategy-an-assesment-of-the-fight-against-daesh/
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ISIS’s capture of Turkey’s general Consulate in Mosul in 
2014 in Iraq was an essential signal that Turkey had be-
come a prime target for ISIS. As Turkey has adapted to 
these emerging adverse conditions by gradually incre-
asing its aggressive posturing against the terror group, 
ISIS too reformed its political approach and military stra-
tegy vis-à-vis Turkey. 

The country has progressed from the perspective of ISIS 
from being an ambiguous “Other” to an overt enemy. 
Being an inseparable part of its recruitment strategy in 
Turkey, ISIS started to implement the strategy of punis-
hment. Daesh attacks’ sophistication in Turkey peaked 
with the hybrid attack at Atatürk International Airport 
on 28th June 2016 and the bombing of a wedding cere-
mony at Gaziantep on 20th July 2016, where more than 
100 people died nearly 300 were wounded. 

By focusing on ISIS’s discursive construction of Turkey 
as a dangerous “Other,” this report outlines the trans-
formation of the ISIS threat in Turkey. The first section 
delves into how ISIS’s meta-narrative and threat discour-
se against Turkey has transformed since the so-called 
Caliphate’s inception as a political entity. It is eminent 
that, compared to its threat rhetoric against other states 
and actors, ISIS has a particular discursive strategic fra-
mework against Turkey. This section explains how ISIS 
constructs Turkey in its apocalyptic vision. The latter 
portion of this report considers the question of how ISIS 
became a security threat for Turkey. In the early stage of 
the terrorist attacks conducted by ISIS, the target selecti-
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on was not strategic. However, during the second stage, 
ISIS became a strategically motivated entity that calcu-
lated its attacks against Turkey’s interests. ISIS’s target 
selection and the organization of the attacks became 
complex.

Graphic: DAESH ATTACKS IN TURKEY

Source: Terrorism Analysis Platform

Daesh’s Politics of Discourse against Turkey 

One immediately recognizes that Turkey sits at the nexus 
of the group’s political rhetoric and overall combat stra-
tegy in contemplating Daesh’s discourse. This discourse 
has also manifested attacks against Turkey and must 
not consider it as mere talks. Compared to other count-
ries targeted by Daesh, the threat posed to Turkey by this 
specific group is multi-faceted and rather distinct. Fore-
most, Turkey may be considered a critical target due to 
Daesh’s geographic proximity to the country. In its apo-
calyptic geopolitical narrative, Turkey is one of the main 
parts of ISIS’s targets near abroad, constructed as the 
integral place of its core geographical area. Daesh’s prin-
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ted material is a clear illustration of its rationale for the 
obscene image of Turkey.  In this way, Turkey’s reflection 
within the Daesh psyche evolved from being an “ambi-
guous other” to an open enemy. In the following section, 
we look into how Daesh’s politics of discourse and com-
bat strategy evolved within the context of its threatening 
discourse against Turkey. 

Daesh’s Inception: Turkey as an “Other” 

2014, Daesh upped the ante, foremost by declaring a 
so-called caliphate and later by intensifying its propagan-
da war. It is apparent in the “Flames of War” propaganda 
film and the group’s English language online magazine  
Dabiq. Additionally, Daesh reflects its multi-pronged pro-
paganda strategy through publications in other langua-
ges, such as Dar al-Islam in French and Konstantiniyye 
in Turkish. In the onset, Daesh seemed to be highly unin-
terested in Turkey in its propaganda publications. Howe-
ver, in the later period, as Turkey’s support for the Syrian 
opposition groups countering Daesh became far more 
acute, Turkey simultaneously started to be more vocally 
anti-Daesh, which dramatically changed its image in Da-
esh. As a result, Daesh’s attacks against Turkey became 
far more critical, concentrated, and direct.  

In Dabiq, Turkey is portrayed as an enemy, as a suppor-
ter of the “Sahwa3.” Daesh’s construction of Turkey as an 
enemy rests on the maxim of constructing a more pro-
minent antagonist – namely the West – and attaching 
3  Sahwa is a term used to refer to the “Sons of Iraq” a paramilitary group comprised of various Sunni 
militia that aided the United States during the invasion of Iraq. The term is a derogatory one and implies a “cons-
pirer”. 
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Turkey onto this broader categorization. In this manner, 
Turkey became an element within Daesh’s more comp-
rehensive othering strategy. This process gained pace 
after the publication of the Turkish Konstantiniyye ma-
gazine. As part of this publication, Daesh regularly pinpo-
inted state-level actors in Turkey – such as bureaucracy, 
government, and military – as enemies. Daesh’s radical 
social media activism exacerbated the construction of 
such a threatening narrative, which gave Daesh propa-
ganda a platform for mass engagement. This social me-
dia activism was particularly evident on Twitter, which a 
report released by Turkish think tank ORSAM has highli-
ghted4. 

In this early period of Daesh’s discursive strategy against 
Turkey, Turkey’s intelligence and security community 
started to evaluate Daesh as a potential terrorist thre-
at against Turkey. In this context, Turkey has used three 
interrelated risk analyses to shape its threat perception. 
While the first one mentioned Daesh’s possible terrorist 
attack against Turkey, the second one underlined the 
potential risk of its recruitment from Turkey, which later 
became a vital security threat for Turkey. The final eva-
luation made by the intelligence community highlighted 
the emergency for foreign fighters, i.e., groups of people 
who sought to use Turkey as the main transition to join 
their jihadi journey in Syria.5  

4  Yalçınkaya, Haldun, et al. “Türkçe Konuşan Deaş Destekcileri Üzerine Twıtter Sosyal Ağ Analizi.” Or-
sam 1.205 (2016.): 1-34.
5  Interview with officers from intelligence community, Ankara, March 2020
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Dabiq’s Turkey 

Dabiq is a highly sophisticated propaganda tool emp-
loyed by ISIS. Indeed, the publication functions akin to 
the official publication of a nation-state. Dabiq serves 
as a tool of “strategic communication” used by Daesh 
in bringing forward its worldview.6 To understand ISIS’s 
narrative against Turkey, Dabiq must be contemplated 
not simply as “terrorist propaganda” instead of as an ela-
borate mechanism for communicating the so-called Ca-
liphate’s message. The audience of this message is also 
somewhat nuanced and multi-pronged, targeting poten-
tial recruits, enemy entities, and the wider international 
public sphere. Dismissing Dabiq and other Daesh pub-
lications as petty propaganda only provides one with a 
myopic view of Daesh’s overall narrative-building efforts. 
As the case of Turkey illustrates, Daesh’s strategic com-
munication is evident in its publications which draw on 
state-like methods of information dissemination. 

A closer analysis into Dabiq, which ran from July 2014 
to January 2016 in 13 editions, reveals that while the 
Daesh outlet rarely touched on Turkey in its first seven 
installments, the scene changed shortly after publica-
tion eight-volume. The eighth edition of the convulsing 
publication titled “Shari’ah Alone Will Rule Africa” marks 
a milestone of Dabiq’s discursive attacks against Turkey. 
This change in rhetoric may be attributed to Turkey beco-

6   Douglas Wilbur (2017) Propaganda’s Place in Strategic Communication: The Case of ISIL’s Dabiq Ma-
gazine, International Journal of Strategic Communication, 11:3, 209-223,DOI: 10.1080/1553118X.2017.1317636
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ming one of the prime military actors countering Daesh. 
The “Army of Conquest” – Jaish al-Fatah – operating 
under Turkish auspices, liberated much of Idlib province 
from the clutches of the Assad regime in 2015, and in 
doing so, incredibly spooked Daesh as well. 

8th Issue of Dabiq - “Shariah Alone Will Rule Africa.”

The notion of Sunni solidarity pervades Daesh’s strate-
gic equation, and hence the group sought to galvanize 
Sunnis in Syria, much like it did in Iraq. It also coupled 
with a process of rooting out other Sunni groups in said 
territories, either by forcing them to capitulate to Daesh 
or disband. Syrian opposition groups became the most 
apparent risk to Daesh’s quest for power in this regard, 
given their Sunni credentials and military prowess. In 
this context, Dabiq’s focus on Turkey intensified after the 
Army of Conquest (Jaish al-Fatah) made considerable 
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gains on the ground in Idlib province. This strategic pic-
ture warranted enough spite from Daesh to call out Tur-
key as an enemy. Daesh called out all opposing groups 
in Iraq as enemies and applied the same rationale to Sy-
ria, where Turkey too was branded an enemy due to its 
patronage of the Syrian opposition. 

The context here largely rests on the analogy of the bet-
rayal of the “Sahwa Force” in Iraq, which functioned un-
der American auspices in Iraq from 2007, and was com-
prised mainly of Sunni fighters. The notion of “Sahwa” 
serves to connote a “collaborator” of sorts in the Daesh 
psyche, which is built on an understanding of Sunni uni-
versality which Daesh professes to exhibit. Here Turkey, 
alongside Qatar and Saudi Arabia, which have all served 
as wood be patrons of the moderate Syrian opposition, 
have been deemed “collaborators” within the context of 
“Sahwa.” 

In the first edition of Dabiq, titled “The Return of the 
Khilafah,” there is no direct mention of Turkey. Instead, 
the text spirit is on the symbolic understanding of the 
Islamic Day of Judgment via Hadiths (sayings and tea-
chings of the Prophet Muhammad). In this context, one 
must consider the naming of Daesh’s Turkish propagan-
da publication – Konstantiniyye – the former name of 
Istanbul – undoubtedly invoking some connotation with 
a re-conquest of the city. 

Daesh’s initial threatening discourse on Turkey is not mi-
nimally constructed on metaphysical discourse. Still, it 
encapsulates an ethno-sectarian tone that enjoins a cri-
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tique of Turkey’s presence in Northern Syria, elaborated 
on above. 

Daesh’s discourse traces three fundamental patterns. 
The metaphysical tone, as mentioned above, relies on 
Islamic imagery and a pseudo-historical narrative cons-
tructed primarily on the city of Istanbul and Turkey’s im-
perial past. The ethno-sectarian style, on the other hand, 
depends on the intricacies of Kurdish politics in Turkey, 
seeking to sew ethnic tensions amongst the Turkish po-
pulace based on Turkey’s struggle against the PKK. The 
third and final pattern of Daesh’s discourse on Turkey is 
a territorial one, which coincides with Daesh’s attacks on 
Turkish soil and Turkish interests broadly. 

The patterns form a linear growth, where Daesh begins 
with constructing a metaphysical base for its narrative, 
then seeks to web this around an elaborate dissection 
of Turkish politics. Lastly, concurrent with Daesh inten-
sifying attacks and outright targeting Turkey, the linear 
path culminates with the construction of a territorial th-
reat which Daesh employs precise means to counter. 
These patterns should serve as a guide in our discussi-
on below, as the reader will find that as Daesh moves to 
construct its grand narrative on Turkey, all three of these 
aspects take form. 

The PKK, Turkey, and Daesh – Domestic Propaganda 
Endeavors 

In Dabiq’s second edition, titled “The Flood,” an entire se-
ction is devoted to the PKK, under the epithet “The Fight 
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against the PKK.” Daesh reiterates that PKK and YPG are 
one the same and that they are a communist, blasphe-
mous entity fighting Turkey for decades. This edition 
covers visual material of Daesh’s fight against the PKK 
and visuals of PKK casualties. Undoubtedly the rationa-
le behind such a publication was for Daesh to galvanize 
anti-PKK sentiment in Turkey to foster support amongst 
the Turkish masses. Turkey’s ruling party – AK Party – 
is pinpointed as a “secular Islamist” condescending and 
critical tone in the same edition.  In the fourth edition 
of Dabiq – “The Failed Crusade” – Daesh dwells on the 
YPG/PKK, especially concerning the fighting in Ayn al-Is-
lam. Daesh here asserts that the “blasphemous” PKK 
might be labeled a terrorist organization by the US and 
its “puppet” Turkey However, they sought help from both 
Turkey and the US during the fighting in Ayn al-Islam. 

Daesh here seeks to paint an image where Turkey, the 
US, and the PKK are somehow all colluding against their 
so-called Caliphate. The narrative characterizes Turkey 
as a Western accomplice and seeks to debase Turkey’s 
struggle against the PKK. The narrative, relying on Daes-
h’s quintessential characterization of Turkey as an arm 
of the United States, also seeks to sully the picture and 
cause a frenzy of disinformation by mentioning the PKK 
as well. 

In the following fifth edition titled “The Fight for Ayn al-Is-
lam,” Daesh claims that PKK elements in Turkey have 
been targeting Muslims due to the frustration emanating 
from their failures on the battlefield. To achieve legitima-
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cy, Daesh utilizes the 6-8 October Events, also known as 
the Kobane Events7, in Turkey as a pretext to galvanize 
support. 

As the name suggests, the sixth edition – “Al Qa’idah 
of Waziristan: A Testimony from Within” –focuses on 
the competition between Al Qaeda and Daesh in a bro-
ad context. The edition still manages to refer to Turkey, 
albeit in a distinct manner. Here Daesh provides an ac-
count of Muaz al-Kesasibe, the captured Jordanian sol-
dier burned alive by Daesh in a televised stunt8. Daesh 
claims that through an interrogation of al-Kesasibe, they 
discovered that Turkey is complicit in aiding the Interna-
tional Coalition. Daesh claims that The Coalition utilized 
turkey’s bases, and hence that they are “aware that Tur-
key has been lending logistical aid to the coalition and 
such are followers should be made aware too.” Here Da-
esh blatantly targets Turkey and calls on sympathizers 
and followers to attack the country.

Turkey as a “Collaborator” – Shift in Daesh’s Discourse 

From the eighth edition onwards, Daesh’s discourse on 
Turkey takes a sharp turn. At this point, in the context of 
the “Sahwa” analogy elaborated on above, Turkey beco-
mes one of the prime focuses of Daesh’s propaganda 
dissemination via Dabiq. Daesh has two primary motiva-
tions in this context. The first is to delegitimize Turkey’s 
image amongst Islamically motivated young populations 
7  The events from the 6th of October to the 8th in 2014 – popularly called the Kobane Events – refer to 
the public insurrections in various provinces that were ignited by a call from the PKK linked HDP to its supporters. 
The HDP Central Committee had called its supporters – amongst them sympathizers of the PKK and YPG – to 
take to the streets under the pretext of Daesh’s annexation of Kobane and Turkey’s alleged lack of support against 
this incursion. As a result of the insurrections – often leading to street violence – 35 people, amongst them two 
police officers, lost their lives. 
8  In one of Daesh’s most horrific attacks to date a captured Jordanian pilot was burned in a cage with 
the stunt being televised live. The incident marks a turning point especially with regard to 
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as a “blasphemous” NATO member country that sup-
ports the moderate Syrian opposition. Secondly, Daesh 
seeks to gain the upper hand against the Nusra Front (Al 
Qaeda’s wing in Syria). Daesh seeks to falsely categori-
ze Turkish-backed Syrian groups alongside the Nusra in 
one large conglomeration and in doing so attempts to 
delegimitize the group amonst possible recruits. 

Daesh calls out the Damascus Front and other oppo-
sition groups in the region as allies of Al-Qaeda, and in 
a condescending tone, characterizes them as Turkey’s 
“pious brothers.” The same Issue targets both the Free 
Syrian Army and the Syrian National Coalition as sinful 
because they have their headquarters in Turkey. Similar-
ly, the ninth Issue of Dabiq – “They Plot and Allah Plots” 
– contains both contemporary and historical emphasis 
on the matter. Daesh calls out Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and 
Qatar as the “blasphemous trio” who function as a joint 
agent of the United States. 

History plays an integral part in Daesh’s construction of 
anti-Turkey discourse. Dabiq has often remarked on the 
waning days of the Ottoman Empire. As Daesh alleges, 
politicians opted for “Turkish nationalist” policies, hence 
provoking the Arab Revolt that Westerners capitalized 
on.  It provides a sense of continuity and historical jux-
taposition in Daesh’s construction of an anti-Turkey mo-
nologue. 
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Further Escalation in Rhetoric 

Following the visit of the heads of the Islamic Front to 
Istanbul, Daesh solidified branding Turkey as an enemy. 
This group includes Ahrar al-Sham, the Islamic Army, and 
Shukur-e Sham. Daesh called the meeting a gathering of 
the “sahwa” in utilizing their now well-established ana-
logy. Building on a critique of Turkey’s ties to the Islamic 
Front, Daesh expressed that “Turkey’s relationship to the 
Islamic Front is as clear as Sherif Hussein’s relationship 
to the British.” Daesh draws on historical references to 
delegitimize the Turkish position by presenting Turkey 
as a Western collaborator in a large amalgam of groups 
and countries representing the “Crusaders” in Daesh’s 
rhetoric. 

The tenth Issue of Dabiq – “The Law of Allah or The Laws 
of Men” – continues by pressing the “Turkey-Sahwa” 
case and calls for the debasement of Turkish instituti-
ons. In this context, Daesh seems to dwell on several ins-
tances. First, Daesh notes the visit of the Islamic Front 
commander Zahran Alloush to “blasphemous” Turkey 
and his interviews with the Western press. Secondly, Da-
esh remarks on the Army of Conquest’s recent territorial 
acquisitions in Idlib province. Daesh accuses the Turkis-
h-backed forces of failing to implement Shariah and cal-
ling out their anti-religious stance. This Issue’s language 
emphasizes Turkey’s inherent “secular” nature while cal-
ling Turkish backed forces “so-called” Islamists. Turkey’s 
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President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s portrayal alongside 
the Syrian National Coalition, the Qatari Emir, and Saudi 
Arabia as the “blasphemous ones” topped the chart. 

The following Issue takes Turkey to the cover page by 
using a photo of Presidents Erdoğan and Obama. The 
Issue continues to attack Turkish-backed groups in Sy-
ria – such as Ahrar al-Sham – by calling them arms of 
“blasphemous Turkey.” The Issue reiterates the theme 
that Turkey is in concert with the “Crusaders of NATO.” 
The Issue seeks to group Al-Qaeda-linked groups in Sy-
ria, Turkey, and NATO into one large anti-Daesh Coalition, 
unsurprisingly once again under the epithet of “Sahwa.” 

11th Issue of Dabiq - “From the Battles of Al-Ahzāb to the   
    War of Coalitions.” 
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Culmination: From Ambiguous Other to Concrete 
Threat 

The progression of Dabiq’s Turkey rhetoric, which we 
have elaborated on at great length above, shows how 
Turkey evolved from a “passive other” to an “active other” 
within the Daesh psyche. As Turkey appeared to become 
significantly threatening for Daesh’s endeavors in Syria, 
threat perception on both sides intensified. Turkey, in 
this sense, has been grouped by Daesh under a broader 
strategic rationale, where Turkey has become one of the 
group’s prime targets for slander. 

The 12th Issue of Dabiq provides a representative samp-
le of Dabiq’s Turkey discourse in this regard. The Issue 
titled “Just Terror” elaborates at great length on Turkey’s 
ties to the Syrian opposition, calling this troublesome. 
Daesh appears to be classifying Turkey as a problem to 
deal with, primarily via its links to Syrian groups com-
bating Daesh. This illustration is indeed the essence of 
Daesh’s thinking.  

Konstantiniyye: Turkey as a Direct Threat

Since 2015 Daesh’s Turkish-language propaganda publi-
cation “Konstantiniyye” has been published in five issues. 
The publication differs from other Daesh publications on 
several parameters. Foremost, it is directed towards a 
Turkish-speaking audience, hoping to galvanize support 
and foster sympathy. In this sagacity, Konstantiniyye’s 
name even alludes to Daesh’s conception of a “re-conqu-
est” of Istanbul, all the while invoking local connotations. 
Konstantiniyye is the culmination of Daesh’s branding of 
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Turkey as an enemy, as it brings together ideology and 
locality in the form of a publication.

By invoking the image of Istanbul, Konstantiniyye, ser-
ves Daesh’s overall strategic geopolitical expansionist 
goals while retaining some form of historical coherence 
in its narrative. In the publication, these aspects are all 
weaponized against Turkey, with phrases such as “soon 
Constantinople will be conquered.” The first Issue of the 
magazine – “Constantinople’s Conquest” – primarily fo-
cuses on rhetorical devices conveying Daesh’s message 
to the Turkish-speaking audience. The issue talks of a 
“bloodless” conquest where the uproar of the “Takbir will 
conquer the city.” The imagery in this Issue serves as a 
guide for all future dissemination of Daesh propaganda 
concerning Turkey. 

1st Issue of Konstantiniyye - “Constantinople’s Conquest.”



Daesh’s Discourse of Violence against Turkey

23

Domestic Turkish Political Expertise: Daesh’s Strategy 
for Incitement 

The second Issue focuses on domestic politics in Turkey 
and is titled “Why does the Islamic State fight the Kur-
ds?”. This Issue is critical of the HDP – the main Kurdish 
Issue focused political party in Turkey – by calling out its 
“secular” plan and calling its head Selahettin Demirtaş 
as an apostate. Daesh’s discourse on Kurds embodies a 
substantial level of ethnoreligious politics. Daesh, in this 
Issue, argues that blasphemous Kurds have led the Kur-
dish people astray and have been even more brutal on 
the Kurdish people than the Turkish state. 

This Issue portrays an impressive level of expertise by 
Daesh on domestic level Turkish politics, which is one of 
the contrasting parameters of the Turkish language pro-
paganda from Daesh’s other outlets. The Issue remarks 
on President Erdoğan’s former and current politics re-
garding the Kurdish Question in Turkey and the position 
of Kurdish-origin politicians in Turkey. Daesh’s rhetoric 
on Kurds and Turkey is highly elaborate and exhibits a 
strong level of understanding regarding intra-Kurdish 
and Turkish-Kurdish grievances. 

The third edition of Konstantiniyye – İstişhadi Operas-
yonların Caizliği ve Fazileti – attacks Turkey’s then head 
of the Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet İşleri Baş-
kanlığı) by using a photo of him and the pope as propa-
ganda. This edition marks the first instance when Da-
esh’s rhetorical attacks on Turkey’s armed forces and 
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security personnel intensifies, making them an open tar-
get. This Issue, like the former one, expresses opinions 
on Turkish politics. Foremost by attempting to debase 
the Presidency of Religious Affairs, which had published 
a report on Daesh, criticizing its foundation by Atatürk, 
which Daesh calls “infidel” (kafir). Daesh calls mosques 
in Turkey “government offices” rather than the “houses 
of Allah” and once again analogizes the entire instance 
with the “Sahwa” terminology. Daesh accuses Turkey’s 
parliamentarians of “promulgating laws that are not the 
laws of Allah” and boasts of successful attacks against 
Turkish interests by hiring Daesh militants with a Turkish 
background. This edition thus clearly has been crafted 
to lure support, all the while demonstrating a thorough 
understanding of Turkey’s political climate. 

Thus, Daesh’s propaganda is not merely the conveying 
of a discourse. Rather, in the Turkish case, it is careful-
ly crafted to fit a much larger narrative that demonstra-
tes a considerable understanding of political events in 
the country. Daesh carefully exploits societal fault-lines 
around Kurdish issues and secularism in constructing 
their propaganda, explicitly targeting a Turkish-speaking 
audience. The level of strategic thinking here points to 
how Daesh perceived Turkey – as a significant threat to 
deal with elaborately – and hence drew up a strategic 
method of conformation.
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Issues 4 & 5: Turkey Targeted 

The 4th and 5th editions of the publication blatantly attack 
Turkish interests and are presented as inciting material 
for Daesh’s followers in Turkey. In the 4th edition, Daesh 
assumes responsibility for several attacks on Turkish 
soil, parading its ability to attack Turkey. Moreover, Da-
esh continues to press its political opposition to Turkey’s 
“secular” credentials, this time through a critique of the 
country’s educational institutions. The Issue also covers 
the disagreements between Russia and Turkey over Sy-
ria, called a “fight between two infidels.” 

The fifth and last Issue – The Unrighteous Fight with the 
Blasphemous Ones – is significant in that Daesh marks 
out the Turkish Armed Forces (TSK) as a target for the 
first time since the publication’s history.  It reflects the 
changing scene in Northern Syria at the time, where Tur-
kish support for opposition groups has primarily intensi-
fied. Daesh placed The Turkish Armed Forces in its bro-
ad paradigm of “blasphemy” and “secular” credentials in 
Turkey, justified in the Daesh psyche by Turkey’s mem-
bership in NATO and Turkish operations in Afghanistan. 
Turkey’s conscripts are called the “Pharaoh’s Soldiers” as 
Daesh bends and binds the metaphysical – by overt refe-
rence to biblical connotations – and its more expansive 
strategic thinking – which seeks to play on the political 
cleavages of Turkey.   
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5th Issue of Konstantiniyye - “ The Unrighteous Fight with the  

Blasphemous Ones.” 

The Konstantiniyye magazine above reflects Daesh’s an-
ti-Turkey strategy, which embodies elaborate discourse 
of villainization with considerable strategic proficiency 
and nation-state-like thinking. This discourse lacks a 
thorough understanding of the Turkish political system 
and Turkish polity, drawing from contemporary discus-
sions in Turkey and historiographical accounts. The Kur-
dish Issue, secularism, the role of the military in Turkish 
politics, and the figure of President (then prime minister) 
Erdoğan are all figures within Daesh’s nebula of thought 
in constructing its narrative on Turkey.

Further, the Konstantiniyye magazine signifies one of 
the landmarks in Daesh’s construction of its Turkey nar-
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rative. Above, we had already touched on how Daesh’s 
narrative embarks on a linear line. The Konstaniyye ma-
gazine serves as a demarcation point from the metap-
hysical component to the ethno-sectarian one. While the 
publication again utilizes a metaphysical foundation for 
its discourse, drawing on the imagery of Istanbul and Ot-
toman-Turkish history alongside Islamic historiography, 
it ups the ante by bridging this component with a curate 
rendering of Turkish politics. The ethno-sectarian ele-
ment manifests in the publication’s constant emphasis 
on socially and politically polarizing Kurdish politics and 
secularism. These discussions allow Daesh a platform 
to disseminate its worldview on Turkey and more broad-
ly position itself as an interested party within the country. 
This discourse allowed Daesh to sew racial tensions and 
build on existing ethnic strife to further its means. The 
section below will account for Daesh’s strategy’s last 
component– the construction of a territorial threat. 

The Evolving Nature of Daesh Attacks in Turkey 

In addition to Daesh’s publications, which provide a dis-
cursive construction of Turkey in the Daesh mindset as 
the “other,” the terrorist organization targeted Turkey mul-
tiple times from 2014 to 2018. These attacks, much akin 
to the gradual conceptualization of Turkey as a threat 
by Daesh, also portray a gradual expansion. With Daesh 
having firm characterized Turkey within its two lenses – 
the metaphysical and ethno-sectarian – in its final play 
against Turkey, the so-called Caliphate conceptualizes 
Turkey as a territorial threat. This perception is exacer-
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bated by Turkey’s cross-border counterterrorism opera-
tions in Syria, with Daesh moving to counter Turkish inte-
rests on Turkish soil – via attacks targeting civilians and 
security apparatuses – and combating the Turkish pre-
sence in Iraq and Syria. The culmination of the territorial 
threat marks the final point of Daesh’s strategic rationale 
on Turkey and exhibits some of the so-called Caliphate’s 
most gruesome tactics to date. These are elaborated on 
below, set both thematically and chronologically. 

Contemplating the nature of Daesh’s attacks on Turkish 
interests involves the consideration of three aspects 
which are themselves recurrent yet are in a constant 
state of evolving. They include categorization as the tar-
get selection, methods employed, and the sociological 
and demographic profile of the perpetrators. These th-
ree parameters allow us to ascertain an all-encompas-
sing picture of Daesh’s involvement on Turkish soil. Once 
again, enable us to recognize any trends that may have 
emerged as Daesh’s attacks progressed. It is vital to no-
tice that these changes have unfolded in the context of 
the shifting conflict in the region between Daesh and 
the PYD/PKK, not to mention Turkey’s domestic context, 
such as the resurgence of PKK terrorism. 

Daesh had initially targeted specific groups in Turkey 
to inflame the conflict with the PKK to ignite inevitable 
ethnic tensions on Turkish soil. Its accurate illustration 
is viewed within Daesh’s broader strategy of seeking to 
politically destabilize Turkey by capitalizing on ethnic fa-
ult-lines between Turks and Kurds and other ethnic and 
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religious minorities. Moreover, Daesh’s anti-PKK campa-
ign has also been a vital part of its recruitment strategy 
towards conservative Kurds in Turkey, who traditionally 
have had deep displeasure against the terrorist organi-
zation. Daesh had indeed achieved some success with 
this strategy, as reports suggest that many ethnic Kurds 
joined the group. 

Concurrent with DAESH escalating its anti-Turkey rhe-
toric in 2014, subsequent attacks on Turkish interests 
began. These attacks were in Niğde, in the Anatolian 
plateau, which targeted a Turkish gendarmerie unit in a 
military checkpoint. Two members of the gendarmerie 
alongside one civilian in the immediate vicinity died due 
to the attack, marking a bloody turn for DAESH’s conflict 
with Turkey. The attack, akin to most attacks that follow, 
was not planned; instead, it was carried out in a spur-
of-the-moment decision by the perpetrators, all foreign 
nationals. The perpetrators had panicked when their am-
munition had been discovered, hence acting without any 
strategic consideration, under the influence of DAESH’s 
impending rhetoric on Turkey and Turkish interests. 

The Nigde attack was not designed to achieve Daesh’s 
strategic objective. However, its next target was strate-
gically essential to complete one of its objectives in Iraq 
and Syria. The attack on the Turkish Consulate in Mo-
sul and the subsequent abduction of 49 consular staff 
members for 110 days until their release marks a turning 
point in DAESH’s attack rationale against Turkey. It marks 
the prelude to attacks that will follow on Turkish territory. 
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While the Mosul hostage crisis did not happen in Turkey 
per se, it happened on sovereign Turkish territory, with 
DAESH showing how far it was willing to attack Turkish 
interests due to the attack. By attacking the Turkish Con-
sulate and abducting 49 consular staff members during 
110 days, Daesh has gained freedom of maneuver. Me-
anwhile, Turkey had to stay inaction against Daesh in Sy-
ria, which ultimately provided space for Daesh to attack 
other armed groups and consolidate its so-called gover-
nance in the Syrian north.  

The HDP, Suruç and Ankara Train Station Attacks: 
Stirring Internal Strife

DAESH’s second pattern of attacks on Turkish interests 
falls under the broad paradigm of inflaming internal eth-
nic strife between ethnic Turks and ethnic Kurds in Tur-
key. In the first series of such attacks, DAESH targeted 
the offices of the Peoples’ Democratic Party – HDP in 
Turkish – which is a Kurdish issue-focused political party 
with strong links to the PKK. These attacks, set on the 
eve of general elections, culminated with a significant 
attack at the HDP rally in Diyarbakır. DAESH specifical-
ly selected Turkish nationals to carry out the attacks in 
the hope that in the tense climate of the elections, ethnic 
feuds would exacerbate. 

The major attacks in the Suruç district of Şanlıurfa and 
Ankara Train Station also fall within this paradigm. In Su-
ruç, DAESH attacked a group of aid workers coordina-
ting aid to Kobane – Ayn Al-Arab – a city with a sizeable 
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Kurdish population across the Turkish border. The DA-
ESH attack claimed 34 lives in Suruç, with further rami-
fications even more grave. The attack created a pretext 
for the PKK to resume terrorist activities in Turkey, killing 
two police officers claiming that Turkey was complicit in 
DAESH’s attacks. These baseless claims, carefully ma-
naged by DAESH’s overall strategic rationale regarding 
sowing discontent between Turks and Kurds, opened 
the way for more clashes between the PKK and Turkish 
security forces. 

DAESH had indeed, in part, succeeded in creating an at-
mosphere of ethnic strife. The attack in the Ankara Train 
Station, claiming 102 lives in a pro-HDP rally, was carried 
out in very much the same vein. Ethnic tensions incre-
ased, and HDP politicians alongside other PKK-linked 
groups quickly gave into DAESH’s manipulative attack ra-
tionale and became complicit in creating an atmosphere 
of discord amongst Turkey’s heterogonous ethnic cons-
tituents. 

Targets Multiply: International Publicity

From 2016 onwards, DAESH attacks in Turkey once aga-
in experienced a shift in their nature and target, which we 
consider to be the third and last paradigm in the pattern 
of attacks. To recount the others, the first was of an un-
coordinated and spurious nature; the second pattern ex-
hibited DAESH’s agenda of stirring strife amongst ethnic 
Kurds; the third one is far more encompassing than the 
other two. DAESH’s target profile increased considerably 
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within the third group of attacks, in tune with the uptick 
in rhetoric against Turkey in DAESH’s print material. Se-
curity interests of the Turkish Republic and tourists and 
highly visible – internationalized – sites become targets 
for DAESH’s brutality. 

The first instance we may count in this pattern is the 
attack near Sultanahmet Square in Istanbul, a popular 
tourist destination and one of the most visible points of 
the city. Incidentally, 12 German tourists lost their lives in 
this attack, which a Syrian national had carried out. DA-
ESH’s message, as ill as it may be, was clear. They utili-
zed a Syrian national to reprisal against the International 
Coalition’s efforts to counter DAESH in Syria and Iraq. 
They targeted European interests in Turkey, which they 
saw in sync with the Coalition’s efforts. Following this, 
an attack of similar visibility was carried out in Istanbul’s 
iconic Istiklal Avenue, again resulting in the death of se-
veral foreigners and Turkish citizens.  

The most catastrophic and internationally covered of 
these attacks was the one DAESH conducted in Atatürk 
Airport in Istanbul in June 2016. In three separate coor-
dinated attacks in the airport’s international terminal, Da-
esh carried out its most sophisticated attack on Turkey 
to date. Utilizing veteran terrorists, the group reached the 
apex of its attacks on Turkey, culminating in total, un-
compromising conflict. While prior attacks had always 
been single targeted and relatively simple in planning, 
this attack remains a point of divergence. In attacking 
Turkey’s international travel hub, Daesh sought to sow 
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fear in Turkey and those visiting the country. The episode 
marks a significant aspect of DAESH’s overall strategy 
of achieving a public climate of fear in the aftermath of 
highly publicized and visible attacks which cause both 
domestic and international horror. 

The Ataturk airport attack was a milestone for the Daesh 
strategy against Turkey. The target was more strategic, 
the message was more global, the hybrid tactics, and 
the attackers were multinational foreign terrorist figh-
ters. The transformation of tactical planning and perfor-
ming from sole suicide bombing to the “suicide warrior” 
model is evident. This model is based on the creation of 
panic, attacking with assault rifles, and the attacker blew 
himself up with the essential aim of causing as much 
damage as possible. The attackers, in addition, had pos-
sibly experienced the Syrian Civil War as foreign terrorist 
fighters from three different countries. ISIS’s attack sop-
histication level in planning and performance has pea-
ked with the Ataturk attack.

The subsequent attacks in a multi-ethnic wedding in Ga-
ziantep and later Istanbul’s prime night club Reina frequ-
ented by wealthy clientele from the Middle East, are part 
of the same paradigm that encompasses similar high 
visibility traits, attracting large amounts of local and in-
ternational unrest. It is designed to combat Turkey in a 
relentless manner reminiscent of the outbreak of total 
war. 
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Map: DAESH ATTACKS IN TURKEY

Source: Terrorism Analysis Platform

Epilogue: Debunking the Turkey-DAESH Myth  

Since the inception of Daesh as a terrorist entity, a con-
siderable amount of scholarly and media commentary 
has been involved in spinning a narrative on alleged ties 
between the group and Turkey. These allegations range 
from conspiracy to tacit collaboration and outright en-
gagement with the group. Such claims are baseless and 
represent a distorted and often politically motivated view 
of the state of affairs between Daesh and Turkey.

The elaboration above, at great length, has considered 
the nature of the Daesh threat in Turkey. This threat has 
two prongs. One is discursive, with Daesh gradually na-
ming Turkey as an outright enemy under the epithet of 
aiding the “Sahwa” and later as concrete attacks against 
Turkish interests. Much like the progression of the dis-
cursive threat, the real threat of terrorism is gradual yet 
culminates with some of the most sophisticated terro-
rism that Daesh elements have carried out thus far. 
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For Daesh, the villainization of Turkey is a given. The 
so-called Caliphate – from the offset – saw Turkey as a 
credible adversary and hence enacted an elaborate stra-
tegy to destabilize Turkey. Daesh’s strategy embodies 
a close and well-established understanding of Turkey’s 
domestic political system at the discursive and operati-
onal levels. Daesh operatives were quick to sow discord 
between Turkish government authorities and ethnic 
Kurds to further their destabilization agenda. They also 
sought to commercialize and dramatize their attacks 
on Turkish soil, electing internationally relevant targets, 
pinpointing foreign nationals, and ultimately seeking to 
crown their hateful discourse with attacks of equal se-
verity. 

Turkey has thus been the target of an unusually sop-
histicated network of Daesh operations. The nature of 
Daesh’s Turkey discourse and the equally brutal attacks 
against Turkish interests paints a picture of hostility, not 
one of conspiracy as some would suggest. Turkey has 
been a target of Daesh brutality, having weathered the 
storm of the so-called Caliphate’s rise to importance in 
its immediate vicinity.  



“Daesh’s propaganda is thus not merely the conveying of 
discourse, rather in the Turkish case, it is carefully craf-
ting to fit into a much larger narrative which demonstra-
tes a considerable understanding of political events in 
the country. Daesh carefully exploits societal fault-lines 
around Kurdish issues and secularism in constructing 
their propaganda, specifically targeting a Turkish-spea-
king audience. The level of strategic thinking here points 
to how Daesh perceived Turkey as a great threat that ne-
eds to deal with elaborately and hence drew up a strate-
gic method of conformation”. 
This report considers the intricacies of Daesh’s const-
ruction of an anti-Turkey narrative, linking this to the 
so-called Caliphate’s rise as a credible territorial threat in 
Turkey’s immediate vicinity. 


