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Introduction

The idea behind this paper is to analyse shocking images, which have been used by Sunni, led al-Aqhaida insurgents in the Sunni triangle in Iraq. It will explore the construction over time of a national mythology which distributed power along sectarian lines between Sunnis and Shiites, and how the recent invasion of Iraq, and the redistribution of power in the new regime, has allowed the Sunni minority to construct itself as a now oppressed minority whose natural power has been taken from it. It will look at the impact these new power dynamics have on the production of images, as well as analysing the intended audience for these images, asking such questions as what the production of images says about the construction of identity and its relationship to attempts to exert power. I will also look in anthropological terms, at how the local culture and economic conditions that come from it have an influence on the way the images are presented and consumed.  

Most insurgents are Sunni Arab Iraqis, a fact that Sunnis are often loath to acknowledge, saying the fighters are mostly foreigners. Still, the vast majority have little to do with the violence. Sunni insurgents have launched a campaign of guerrilla warfare on the country's interim government and ascendant Shiite majority, about to consolidate its hold on government with a proposed constitution that draws Iraq away from the Sunni Arab world and puts in place a weak central government. Abu Musab Zarqawi, a Jordanian militant who claims to lead Al Qaeda in Iraq, has taken responsibility for some of the worst violence. He declared war on Shiites in retaliation for a joint Iraqi and American offensive on the northern city of Tall Afar. 

Now Sunni insurgents, those whose power has been taken away from them after the removal of Saddam Hussien and brought a sense of frustration, and weakness to the majority of Sunni populations. Sunni tribes were well served by the regime in order to maintain security in shi’tts and Kurdish areas. As the Sunni insurgents turn into kidnapping and beheading their captives and manipulating their shocking images, it has successfully affected public policy in a more efficient way than peaceful methods such as petitions or marches. Images are very effective ways to manipulate the mass public, Western society and put fear in to the Iraqi public prevent them from helping US forces. Terrorism is almost guaranteed to create a mass media mediated debate that influences policymakers, proving that when peaceful methods fail, violence succeeds. Kidnappings in Iraq and recorded images from the kidnappers via Internet or images first have proven to succeed in rallying “public opinion” in countries, also give awareness to young Muslims and way to fight the western powers wherever they are able to.

This has forced decision-makers to react, either by paying a ransom for hostages, withdrawing their troops entirely from Iraq, or refusing to negotiate with the terrorists, an option that has so far resulted in the death of the captives. 
History of the Sunni conflict

 I will begin by introducing the major actors. For most of a century, Sunnis identified themselves with Iraq itself, and unlike the Shiites and the Kurds, are not used to thinking of themselves as a minority. For many, that new experience is a bitter one. Previously, a symbolic connection was drawn between the strength and success of the state and the predominance of Sunni identity itself. Within this system, Shiites were looked down upon as ‘old-fashioned’ and an anti-modern image of them was constructed within the public domain. Sedgwick finds that the use of Internet media in the current global situation should “blur” the way that tradition and modernity are imagined, visually and socially in the diaspora. At the same time, the Sunni insurgents have managed to maintain this image of Shiites as backward. Whatever the contradictions are, Sedgwick also says that: 

As the web matures and as certain technical impediments are removed, the presence and influence of Muslim Traditionalists in cyberspace, and so perhaps their influence on Islam as a whole, is likely to increase The Middle East in a Globalised World (Mark Sedgwick :13).
Saddam Hussein, Sunni himself, is from one of the southern tribes of Iraq which did not approve of Shiites and their practices of Shiitism, and used its position of power to not only suppress Shiite influence but also to present Shiite identity as an undervalued entity within public culture. For example, the Holy month of Ashura and Tasoha was banned by the previous Iraqi regime. For Shiite Muslims Ashura and Tasoha these are the most important religious days, but the ceremony takes whole months of mourning, singing and crying. It is an extremely important event. The Ashura festival for Shiites commemorates the death of Imam Hussen, (the son of Imam Ali, cousin of the Prophet Mohammed); whihc took place in 680A.D. in his fight to get control of the Caliph position against Caliph Yazid. For Shi'is, the Ashura is a day of great mourning, and strong emotions are expressed in the many rituals and activities connected to this day. Saddam Hussien, who personally banned the practise of Ashura, continued to oppress the Shiite majority and their religious leaders through the denigration of religious practices that paralleled political power.
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Ashura’s most visual scene is flagellation by male Shi'is who uses whips, often with sharp ends, or even small knives to make their backs bleed. The reason for this ritual is that only physical pain can truly reflect the pain of the Muslim world when Imam Hussein died, and Ali's family's fight to lead the Muslim world came to an end. This flagellation ritual is, however, just a part of a complex ritual in which the Shi'its commemorates every stage of the preparation for the battle. 

Iraq’s relations with the rest of the Arab world was different at times, Saddam had, for example, always supported the Palestinians in fighting Israel as well as been on close diplomatic terms with most Sunni Arab states until invading Kuwait.  In 2003 while Iraq was not up to complying with UN inspection team, it was warrant by the west to ease down access to their site for an inspection by the IAA, under mounting pressure from the west, the UN again passed a resolution to review Iraq’s sanction which was imposed on Iraq since the Gulf war. The USA and UK started by collecting intelligence and information about Iraq’s capability of building nuclear weapons and decided to disarm Iraq of its weapons. After a successful and quick pre-emptive strike, Iraq’s Saddam Hussein regime was removed in a matter of days and coalition forces temporarily took control of Iraq before handing it over to the interim Government, who have just ratified the constitution in preparation for the December election. Since the fall of Saddam Hussein, and the voting process, the Sunni insurgents have faced US forces and Iraqi Shiite communities with almost daily bombing which mostly killed ordinary civilians on the street of Iraqis, who the insurgents call infidels and accuse of collaborating with the US. The presence of US military is seen as a direct undermining of the Sunni power that is regarded as the legitimate and natural power in the country. The Shiites are immune to any appeal by insurgents. Sunni fundamentalists consider Shiites as apostates, and possibly a more dangerous enemy than even the Americans. (The Americans, they know, will leave. The apostates want to rule.) For the last two years, Sunni Arab insurgents have targeted Shiite mosques, clerics, religious celebrations, and pilgrims with a toll in the thousands. The insurgent goal is to provoke sectarian war, and they seem to be succeeding. In spite of calls for restraint by Shiite leaders, there are growing numbers of retaliatory killings of Sunni Arabs by Shiites. In many ways this is tied to the way that the situation is visually represented, especially with regards to martyrs and their commitment to a cause in this sectarian war. As Fischer says: in some of the images (suicide martyrs) are one of the most omnipresent symbols in the shape of visual arts. (Debating Muslims Fischer, 1990:335) 

While the Kurds are mostly Sunni Muslims, they have a history of repression at the hands of Sunni Arabs. A few dozen Kurds have been involved in terrorist acts, but al-Qaeda and its allies have no support in the Kurdistan population, which is one reason Kurdistan has largely been spared the violence that has wracked Arab Iraq. However it is interesting to note that the mass media and global public identify Kurds only as Kurds, not as Sunnis or as Muslims where they label southern Iraq and it population as Shittes and central Iraq as Sunni areas. It is obvious that the post-Saddam era of mass media has also been influential in reconstructing particular categories of ethnic and/or religious identity which may have been less salient, or present in different forms previously.

For most of his thirty-five-year rule Saddam Hussein faced guerrilla warfare from Kurds or Shiites and sometimes both. Even the most brutal of tactics could not pacify communities that did not accept Sunni Arab rule. Today Sunni Arabs reject rule by Iraq's Shiite majority. It is unrealistic to think the American military operating with a fraction of the intelligence of the Saddam Hussein regime and with much less brutality can quell a Sunni Arab resistance that is no longer solely anti-American but also anti-Shiite.

The Shiites, naturally, want a Shiite military that will be loyal to the new Shiite dominated government. They have encouraged the Shiite militias and notably the Badr Brigade to take over security in the Shiite south, and to integrate themselves into the national military. Neither the Shiites nor the Kurds want the Sunni Arabs to have a significant part in the new Iraqi military or security services. They suspect that the Sunni Arabs in the military are in fact cooperating with the insurgency. No Kurdish minister in the national government uses Iraqi forces for his personal security, nor will any of them inform the Iraqi authorities of their movements. Instead, they entrust their lives to specially trained peshmerga Kurds brought to Baghdad. Many Shiite ministers use the Shiite militias in the same way.

The use of images within the Sunni insurgency 

Banks says that :

The visual has long been posed as the dialectical foil to the linguistic. Where words seem slippery, the visual often seems direct and clear. Yet, at the extreme as in modernist art which attempted to rid itself of narrative, of words, of the material world of reference, and to find through direct perception truth, and spirit, one found that non objective, nonreferential art became a machine for verbalisation. (Visual Methods in social anthropology Year2003:13)

We can relate this statement to the case of the Sunni insurgents who have tried to make a more direct, and therefore more powerful message that does not require verbal expression. In this way, they hope to appeal to a wider audience that can relate on a human or symbolic level, relating to the images in a way that transcends the spoken worked and particularities of place and time. The aim of this section is to analyze the use of Internet war (or war VIA internet) as a tactic by the Iraqi insurgency in its effort to influence Iraqi, Arab, and Muslim public opinion and politics, as well as the international arena. We need to assess how this method has yielded important advantages for the insurgents, despite the horror and opposition this behaviour arouses in the outside world.

As notable as the images were to the way Abu Musab Zarqawi's "information wing" distributed it to the world: 

A specially designed Web page, with dozens of links to the images, so users could choose which version to download. There were large-file editions that consumed 150 megabytes for viewers with high-speed Internet and a scaled-down four-megabyte version for those limited to dial-up access especially countries in Middle east. Viewers could choose Windows Media or RealPlayer. They could even download "All Religion Will Be for Allah" to play on a cell phone (Glasser and Coll, Year2004 :43)
The use of modern technology and capitalist economy is something the insurgents are purporting to disagree with in the promotion of their cause. On the other hand, using today’s high-technology thoughtlessly, or without consideration of how it could be interpreted as a non-indigenous cultural form while today technology is regarded as cultural language both within and outside the middle east, the insurgents were identifying themselves with the true world of Islam. Thus they do not agree with western principles of western life, while also using the western technology in order to broadcast the message to the world, they are coming to the enemy in their own language, in order to send their message across the west and many of their Muslim supporters across the world. Members of the diaspora account for an important facet of not only financial support to the cause, but provide insurgents with another target audience – a sense of brotherhood with a universal world of Islam which stretches beyond the borders of Iraq.
At the same time, the images are intended to bring fear and create sense for the western public to witness such shocking images in order to feel and understand the extent of revenge and anger. They hope this will help the public turn against their governments, also building pressure through human right organisations, countries’ opposition parties, and civil society which will give them voice in the dominant western governments they see as having taken their natural power. In this way, they are using the images of fearful and humiliated western captives to subvert their own feelings of dispossession of political processes in their own government, and turn them back on very invaders they view as usurping their power. Equally, they want to publicise their agenda and their points of view regarding the innate differences between east and west culturally, which is inscribed through the language of a natural order of power and its religiously and politically defined legitimacy. Western interests in Middle East are then portrayed as perverting this natural order.

On the other hand, these images are carefully designed to target global media and provide it with news in order to obtain maximum PR in the world to be heard and listened to. However part of the message is also designed for the Iraqis, those who help and work for the US or the new Iraqi government, seen as ‘traitors’, to be warned and feel the fear of the potential outcome. In one the beheading messages recorded on tape, for example, insurgents justified killing two Iraqi workers as “collaborators with the Crusader American army”. Also, Iraqis who accept jobs in security services and police because of underlying socio-economic factors, such as lack of jobs and employment are warned to leave their posts and “repent to God” for their sin of collaboration with the occupation. In this way also, the insurgents hope to use the visual imagery and the fear that it instils to re-assert their claim to natural superiority and ‘educate’ the misguided Iraqi population. 

Their other audience are business and government workers based in the area, where they have targeted foreign oil companies and their workers, contractors and charity workers. Insurgents are using terror in order to drive foreign companies out of Iraq or to deter future investors from aiding in the U.S.-led reconstruction of the country. Due to this campaign international businesses have been the primary victims of this aspect of the insurgents operations as well as charity workers in the past. Thus, given the joint targeting of charity workers along with foreign business interests, we can see the intersection of economic factors and religious doctrine, where the drive for power is motivated by both desires for material gain and by the opportunity to give voice to the ‘true Islam’. Again, we can see the use of the world capitalist economy to further the goals of insurgents who claim they are enemies of this system. The contradictions however are over-written by the strength and simplicity of the visual imagery and its impact. At the same time, the many different audiences means that visual images are more effective, since they can in some ways “speak” in any language and mean different things to different people while widening the impact of the acts by Sunni insurgents. “The videos are designed both for local Iraqi and international consumption, sending simultaneous messages to two very different audiences” Islam in the Digital Age (Bunt, Year2003p82). 

 Muslim Diaspora and virtual culture

The insurgents have other audiences, most important of who are the Diaspora Muslims; in recent years the Diaspora Muslim communities have been heavily scrutinized and notably excluded from the political and social arena in many western countries. The 9/11 attacks and the subsequent “War on terror” have been used in order to flash out those with extreme views towards the west. Sometimes this has worked in the favour of extremists such as the Sunni insurgents, since the Diaspora Muslims have been alienated from their adopted homes and feel left with no choice but to voice their frustration with situations in Iraq or elsewhere through a return to traditionalist views. But as Sedgwick says: 

The effect of the web on Muslims…makes Western Muslims less of a minority, increasing both the frequency of their contact, the range of their contacts (which might previously have been limited to their local mosque, but may now extend across continents) and the speed with which information is disseminated and - sometimes - acted upon (as we all saw recently in relation to impending events in Iraq). In making Muslims in the West less of a minority, the web increases not only their sense of identity as Muslims, but also their self-confidence. (Marginal Muslims in Cyberspace Sedgwick,:4)
Afghanistan and the Iraq war have created large numbers of organised and radical Muslim groups who found themselves the mouthpieces of Iraqi insurgents while living in the heart of western countries; therefore they have a divided loyalty and the situation of traditionalism and modernity becomes very complex, as Sedgwick says. The groups support of publicising the Sunni insurgents’ cause, and distributing images along with their publication in terms of chat rooms/emails and leaflets has been very open and apparent. In addition to the financial support, Diaspora helps the cause in another important way; by providing specialist manpower and people who can help with computer literacy training and knowledge. There have been many examples of how Diaspora Muslim communities have contributed to insurgency in Iraq and Afghanistan and some other places in the world, while it began in the west where they may have been attracted to the idea of Jihad (holy war) through the mosques and radical groups then are then sent off or choose to go abroad to Muslim countries to attend to Madrasas (religious schools) and then get the necessary training. Even despite the traditional training that comes from this exposure, they are able to use high-technology means to achieve their goals in the Diaspora to have their voices heard within the public and in Iraq or Afghanistan to deter the occupying forces.  

Visual culture in the Middle East

Looking at the trend of high technology and its usage in the Middle East also may link with its cultural reasons; the mass majority of the population in these countries turns to TV and especially satellite channels in order to get news. Imagery becomes a very popular tool of information which cuts across all the segments and divisions of society, because among middle-class and those who are less or almost non-readers equally we can find this consumption popular. The culture of the visual is much stronger and there is more interest from the public to be informed visually rather than through other means, as may be the way in the west. In the Middle East there is less tendency to read literature as a way, which is more unique to the west. At the same time, it holds a great deal of social value to have access to and be consumers of visual culture through technological means, which again raises the contradiction of traditions versus modern western values. For example, owning a satellite TV dish is often part of family prestige; Middle Eastern people are familiar of the concept of prestige and showing off their ownership over goods and items in their household is a popular means of gaining social approval. Most families want and like to display their knowledge and ability of what they own and know.

 As the young Arabs in the Middle East turn to computer technology more and more everyday, the Internet becomes the most valuable tool of recruiting and mobilising resistance against the foreign forces in Iraq and the Middle East. Posting such images and messages on the websites which normally appear and disappear a few days later is a very common practice for the insurgents You may have doubts over their motives as to why age of the web-pages are limited to only few days; in one way it is possible that the US intelligence are actively working to pinpoint the sites and shut them down, and on the other hand the insurgents may well create fake situations to bring down the site after a short while in order to draw interest and need for the public to look for it on the world wide web. 

We also have to look at the security issues around public and open advertising of insurgents’ messages to the Iraqi public. While Iraq is occupied by foreign forces and they aim to hunt down insurgents at all levels, the internet is the best and most secure method of sending the messages, often through internet cafés quite possibly from anywhere in Iraq. The insurgents’ visual messages are more designed as a tool to interfere with western politics in the west and their polices in middle east, to effect government elections, alter the popularity of the government in support of war, and to feed global media with unedited versions of shocking images. At the same time it has been used to recruit the young Iraqis who are computer literate and can participate in this counter against the occupying forces in a different way through their use of media and visual imagery. The impact of the visual media on Iraqi audiences is greater through the culture that emphasises visual media over literature or other means more popular in the west. The other audience is middle class Middle Eastern who have access to black market video and pictures and use it in order to obtain such images.  So we can see there are several potential functions of the shocking images according to the audience who will consume it:

Zarqawi has deployed a whole inventory of Internet operations beyond the shock video. He immortalizes his suicide bombers online, with video clips of the destruction they wreak and Web biographies that attest to their religious zeal. He taunts the U.S. military with an online news service of his exploits, releasing tactical details of operations multiple times a day. He publishes a monthly Internet magazine, Thurwat al-Sinam (literally "The Camel's Hump"), that offers religious justifications for jihad and military advice on how to conduct it.’’ The Web as Weapon (Glasser and Coll, Year2004:37)
The impact of shocking images is to ‘stop time’ in a sense, it is so extreme it forces US to pause and consider the situation, conditions which gave birth to it, and the particular cultural encounter perceived to be taking place. Media rules are greatly different between Europe and most of the Middle East, screening and broadcasting such shocking images on TV without censors is very common and attracts a large number of viewers which is the goal of the broadcasting companies, as competitions between satellites channels is very strong. Obtaining the images and full videos, freely available on the black market, is another option to those who want to get copies of such images by paying a small fee. Finally there is a difference between the affect of shocking images between western society and Middle Eastern society; in most areas of the middle-east observing war and conflicts is becoming daily routine through news; at the same time many have experienced and witnessed war in part of their life, so shocking images sometimes is no stranger to them. There is also less or sometimes no censorship and monitoring in regard to how much and when images are broadcast to people.
Conclusions

We can explain the relationship between the media and Sunni insurgents in Iraq based on three variables. The first one is “the Bomb and the Message,” or in other words, the terrorist act and the media reporting of the incident. The second variable is “public opinion,” which reacts to the terrorist attack, while the third variable is the “decision-makers,” which have to respond to this. 

The visualisation of the terrorist acts, in this case abuse or killing of hostages, should both humiliate the invading powers by showing the ability of the invaded population to have power over them, and shock them, leading to public opinion which places pressure on the invading governments to meet the demands of the terrorist groups.  

Modern visual media such as the internet and TV may mean that the insurgents can take their messages global, both as a means to promote it to potential adherents in an imagined ‘world Muslim community’ and as a tool of engaging international players such as intimidating them and using their imagery as a source of leverage to force interaction. There is also a possibility of using such images and the way they are broadcast to force national governments to interact with terrorist organisations that they would otherwise not interact with in normal circumstances. But while the insurgents cannot win, neither can they be defeated; the impact and visibility of the shocking images continues to shock the viewers.
In some cases the images are directed at specific countries, sometimes using signs, uniforms and through unspoken words. Ken Bengly’s the British hostage last living images, caged in a box and in orange coloured clothes, are identical to those on Cuba base Guantanamo Bay’s US captives uniform; his pleading scenes and his photos put increasing pressure on the British Government through his family and the UK nation acts of lighting candles and praying for his release, though he was subsequently ilgetly111 beheaded by Al-zaqui himself. Nonetheless, these acts of visual violence, when directed at the west, forced audiences, through their shocking nature, to listen to the voices of Iraqi insurgents and give real value to their demands, as well as turning back the feelings of weakness and occupation which the Sunnis themselves felt after having what they thought was their natural power taken from them. The images were designed to subvert these relations of power and say things about east and west and foreign interests in occupied Iraq. At the same time, in anthropology terms, they tell us about the ideas of tradition and modernity and how the lines can blur, especially through the use of visual technology and ever-wider audiences with different interpretations of the events on a global scale.
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