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UNDERSTANDING THE ROLES
OF VIOLENT EXTREMIST DREAM
ACCOUNTS IN RADICALIZATION

AND RECRUITMENT

Noor Agsa Nabila Mat Isa, Nurul Miza Mohd Rashid,
and Ahmad El-Muhammady

Introduction

Dream, or dreaming, is an experience that differs from the waking experience (Foulkes 1993).
Wamsley (2013) refers to it as a conscious experience during sleep. The erratic nature of dreams,
likely due to their content that often betrays human logical construction of reality occurring in
the waking consciousness, may make us feel somewhat in a different place — one that strips us
of the physical world. Despite its nonsensical element, Kuiken and Sikora (1993) propose that
dreams can influence waking moments. In cognitive neuroscience, human dreams serve their func-
tions to consolidate memories, integrate existing and new knowledge, and maintain memories to
assist with future planning (Wamsley 2013; Wilhelm et al. 2011). Kuiken’s research found that
dreams could move dreamers to experience intensive self-reflection, spiritual transformation, and
enhanced creative thinking (Kuiken 2015; Kuiken et al. 2006, 2018).

The influence of dreams is also pervasive in extremist discourse. An instance is the case of
David Koresh, the leader of a religious cult called the Branch Davidians based in Waco, Texas,
who claimed to have had prophetic dreams and was believed to be a messiah figure. Another
instance is an opposition against the Saudi Kingdom in late 1979 that led to an insurgent attack on
the Grand Mosque in Mecca (the holiest place in Islam), which is said to have been partly moti-
vated by the leader, Juhayman bin Seif al-Utaybi’s dream. Along the same vein is the 9/11 attack,
whereby Bin Laden and his followers had prophetic dreams pertaining to the destruction of the
World Trade Center (Devji 2017).

Additionally, dream can also become the ‘source of strategic military action and decision-
making’ (Edgar 2006, p. 268) as it has guided Mullah Omar, a former Taliban leader who claimed
to have been instructed in his dream by the Prophet to liberate Afghanistan from corruption and
foreign invasion. More recently, we were enlightened by a first-person account of a Malaysian
family whose late husband decided to travel to Syria to fight for Daesh (also known as ISIS —
the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria). He claimed to have had a dream in which he heard a Had-
ith (‘a narrative record of the sayings or customs of Prophet Muhammad and his companions’,
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Merriam-Webster, n.d.) telling him to die in Syria as a martyr. These instances are some of the
many dream accounts included as part of extremist recruitment materials that have led to violent
actions in the real world.

A search in the literature on dreams in extremism research reveals predominant works in this as-
pect by lain Edgar. Looking at dreams from an anthropologist’s point of view, his studies involved
examining whether dreams play a role in inspiring and guiding extremist group members such as
those from Al-Qaeda, Taliban, and Daesh (Edgar 2004, 2006, 2007, 2011, 2015). In the Islamic
tradition, lying about dreams is considered sinful and this type of accounts has often been utilized
by fundamentalists to corroborate their worldviews and their pathway to martyrdom (Edgar 2011).
Edgar argued that, while issues on validating dream accounts may arise, researchers could look at
the ‘worldly usage ... and the politically legitimating function of dreams’ (2011, p. 27). He found
that dreams are essential in decision-making in that it is used as a form of justification and a show
of authority. Edgar (2015) also pointed out that violent actions may be informed by the dream
accounts. While Edgar’s works look more broadly at the roles of dream accounts in mobilizing
extremists, our study examines the micro level of these accounts in terms of the construction of
words and ideologies in dreams and the psychological process behind them.

It is also useful to explore how dreams could be strategically used to ensure the success of
radicalization, which involves changing an individual’s mindset to accept radical and extreme
viewpoints, including the use of violence (Bott et al. 2009; McCauley and Moskalenko 2008).
One popular psychological theory of radicalization is from Kruglanski’s line of research on the
quest for significance as a major underlying motivation of violent extremist engagement (Dugas
and Kruglanski 2014; Jasko et al. 2017; Kruglanski et al. 2014a, 2014b, 2017, 2019). The radi-
calization process involves activating the quest through actual or anticipated loss of significance
and perceived opportunity for significance gain (Kruglanski et al. 2019). Therefore, the loss of
significance in life, e.g., losing identity and life purpose due to ethnic marginalization, may cause
an individual to be vulnerable to extremist ideology. The theory explains what makes an individual
vulnerable to extremist ideology and what makes the ideology attractive. We hope to further con-
tribute to the current literature by analyzing how the dream accounts found in the disseminated
work of Daesh could further propel ideological formation and readiness to commit violence.

Data and Framework of Analysis

Daesh has published magazines in various languages, namely English, Bahasa, Bosnian, French,
German, Kurdish, Pashto, Russian, Turkish, and Uyghur (Mahzam 2017), to reach audiences from
different backgrounds. However, we only focus on their English materials and there are three publi-
cations in this language: Islamic State Report (4 issues), Dabiq (15 issues), and Rumiyah (13 issues).
As part of our ethical consideration, the magazines were collected on ‘Jihadology’, a scholarly re-
pository founded by Aaron Zelin. As the focus is on the accounts of dreams being the thoughts and
images perceived during sleep (Wamsley 2013), the search terms we used to gather relevant data
were dream, night, vision, and prophet or prophecy based on our preliminary analyses of several
dream accounts. Texts not related to dreams were excluded, for instance, the use of the word ‘dream’
to refer to a metaphorical indication of future hope, a better situation for oneself or society as a
whole (Mittermaier 2015). Out of the 32 magazines, only 5 contain dream accounts — although the
sample size is small, our aim is not on the representativeness of the data but rather on how we can
offer insights into the ways dream accounts can cause emotional and cognitive change in individu-
als, which may motivate or inspire them to join violent extremist groups and even commit violence.
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There may be concerns over the validity of the data since dream reports may not be as accurate
as waking reports as they are subjected to fabrication due to poor memory and the erratic nature of
dream content (Rosen 2013). Some may even recall dreams that have never occurred due to situ-
ations of misinformation, e.g., suggestive remarks made by others (Beaulieu-Prévost and Zadra
2015). However, we argue that the debate surrounding the accuracy of dream content should not
invalidate the written dream accounts in Daesh magazines for two reasons. Firstly, the inclusion
indicates the importance of the accounts narrated to the target audience — the members of Daesh
and their supporters to legitimize the group and their ideologies even though there is no way of
authenticating the dreams. Secondly, our focus is on the linguistic construction of dreams that play
a role in the psychological and ideological formation of the audience.

In terms of data analysis, the integration of linguistic, psychological, and ideological ap-
proaches may enhance the explanatory power of how dream accounts can be employed as a re-
cruitment tool to garner support for Daesh’s cause. To understand how the dream accounts have
been constructed linguistically, we drew on Reisigl and Wodak’s (2016) discourse historical ap-
proach (DHA) to critical discourse studies to see how the different elements (e.g., objects, actors,
their actions) in the data are positioned and labeled — either negatively or positively (via nomina-
tion and predication strategies), how the treatment of the elements are justified (via argumenta-
tion strategies), from which point of view they are expressed (via perspectivation strategies), and
finally in what manner they are represented (via intensification and mitigation strategies). The
DHA provides the premise to understand the macro-level (i.e., sociocultural, political, historical
contexts) surrounding the dream accounts under study, alongside the micro-textual level, that is,
all the semiotic (mainly verbal) components that are essential to understanding the dream con-
struction extensively.

The linguistic elements identified from the narrated dreams were then evaluated for their po-
tential link to a psychological process related to awe cultivation among the target audience. The
psychological analyses focus on the latent, underlying meaning of the dream and its potential
cognitive and emotional impact on the dreamer and the audience. Seeing dreams that are diffi-
cult to be conceived with a logical mind may make one feel a sense of ecstasy and awe (Kuiken
2015; Kuiken and Sikora 1993; Kuiken et al. 2006). We propose that the changes in motivation
and willingness to commit to the ideologies of Daesh could be attributed to the awe emotive as a
result of the dream experience. Awe is an emotional response involving the process of perceiving
and accommodating into the mind an object, a person, or an event that is much larger than the
ordinary self either in physical size, divinity status, or power (Keltner and Haidt 2003; Shiota et al.
2007; Tyson et al. 2022; Upenieks and Krause 2022). As per our data, for instance, this pertains
to the experience of positive valence and thought about Islam, such as feeling relatively small and
amazed in the presence of greater beings (e.g., connection to God or the divine world), reduction
of a personal sense of self, and enhanced personal purpose constructed by Daesh. We then looked
at how the experience or feeling may move the target audience to commit spiritual or religious
actions endorsed by Daesh (e.g., committing suicide attacks). The experience of awe could in-
crease willingness to commit selfless actions (Piff et al. 2015; Van Kleef and Lelieveld 2022), and
awe-induced dreams could affect spirituality and motivation (Kuiken 2015; Kuiken et al. 2006),
work resilience (Belinda and Christian 2022), feeling of gratefulness, and wishes to be good to
others (Andresen 1999).

Finally, based on the discursive and psychological analyses, we decipher the ideologies em-
bedded in the dream accounts. An ideological approach also reveals how dreams may strengthen
the dreamers’ conviction in the legitimacy of their cause and belief system, which could later
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Figure 17.1 Analytical model used in exploring the dream accounts in Daesh propaganda materials

be translated into actions, such as performing martyrdom operations (amal al-ishtishhadiyyah).
Briefly, our analytical model is summarized in Figure 17.1.

The Discursive Construction of Dreams — A Linguistic Analysis

An overview of the analyses of dream accounts shows that such element has been narrated by
Daesh’s top leader himself, Abu Hamzah al-Mujahir, who was the Prime Minister and the Minister
of War, as well as the media producer (Alhayat Media Center). Dream accounts are also found
in eulogies of their deceased fighter (Abul Muthanna as-Sumali who was based in the so-called
Islamic State) and foreign supporter (Khalid al-Bakrawi, a suicide bomber in Belgium).

Dreams Narrated by Daesh Top Leader and the Media Producer

A section in one of the magazines written by Abu Hamzah al-Mujahir was dedicated to the rest of
the leaders within his government. The section contains advice for them which includes how to be
good leaders, manage war operations, and handle their armies in battles. In getting the leaders to
encourage their armies to remain steadfast and envision victory in the upcoming battles against the
enemies, Abu Hamzah made a reference to the Quranic verse 43 from chapter 8 (Surah Al-Anfal),
which mentions the dream of Prophet Muhammad. According to Schmid (2015), a Quranic verse
is meant to refer to the time when it was revealed to the Prophet to address any issue that arose at
that particular point in time. This specific verse refers to the time when the Prophet experienced
a dream before the Battle of Badr that took place in 624 between his people in Medina and the
people in Mecca (Tucker 2011). In his dream, he saw the enemies being small in number (although
the reality showed otherwise), and, when such a dream was narrated to his people, they became
more encouraged and bolder to face the enemies. Eventually, the Prophet and his people achieved
victory despite battling with limited resources (i.e., army and weapons). Daesh has recontextu-
alized this dream to refer to the modern-day situation involving their own armies, which were
fewer and less powerful in contrast to their enemies (Mat Isa 2020). By narrating the dream, Abu
Hamzah al-Mujahir attempted to get the leaders to belittle their enemies and keep on mobilizing
their armies for war. Also worth noting is the origin of the dream — it was given by Allah to Prophet
Muhammad as narrated in the Quran. Citing holy verses is a practice known to extremist groups
such as Daesh and Al-Qaeda. This citation is a form of argumentative strategy whereby a reference
to authorities (Allah and the Prophet), known as the topos of authority, is made as a way to show
confidence in establishing a claim, and in this case, the message was for the leaders to do what has
been done by the Prophet historically to keep the war spirit high.

In the meantime, the use of dream accounts by the producer of the magazines, Alhayat Media
Center is predominantly to get the target audience to perform hijrah, that is, to migrate to the
so-called Islamic State. Again, the topos of authority is observed here as the dream account came
from Prophet Muhammad’s companion, Jabir who reported about the account of At-Tufayl Ibn
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Amr as-Dawsi and a man from his tribe who migrated to Medina where the Prophet resided. The
man eventually took his own life and later appeared in At-Tufayl’s dream. The dream saw the man
being forgiven by Allah for his act of ending his own life, which in Islam is considered as a forbid-
den, sinful act (Pouradeli et al. 2021). This is due to the account of his migration, which Daesh
has skilfully exploited to get their target audience to do the same by putting forward the idea that
sins can be forgiven as long as hijrah to the so-called Islamic State is performed. In this way, the
mitigation strategy is evident in that Daesh is diminishing the burden of committing sins.

Dreams in Eulogies — The Deceased’s Personal Accounts

Daesh also includes accounts of their deceased fighters’ prophetic and apocalyptic dreams as one
of the motivations for attacks against their enemies. For instance, there are detailed descriptions of
three dream accounts described as ‘vivid’ and ‘life-changing’, experienced by the deceased Khalid
al-Bakrawi who was responsible for the attacks in Paris in 2015 and in Brussels in 2016 where he
blew himself up, causing the deaths of approximately 20 people and injuring more than 100 others.
He was reported to be a known criminal for carjackings, possession of weapons, kidnapping, and
bank robbery (Grierson 2017) and was in prison where he was radicalized and claimed to have
dreams. These were the dreams that ‘motivated him to carry out an istishhadi (‘suicide’) opera-
tion’, which corresponds with what Edgar (2015) describes as ‘[confirming and legitimating] ...
the path of holy jihad’ (p. 80).

In the eulogies, Daesh shows appreciation for their deceased fighters by informing what they
have done for the group and how they died as ‘martyrs’. However, it is not known whether these are
actual or made-up accounts. They provide quoted speeches from the fighters telling the audiences
about the motivations for their actions prior to their death that are written from the first-person per-
spective (e.g., ‘I arose to a high place’, ‘I detonated my belt’, ‘my soul then became full of light”).
These first-hand accounts which demonstrate the perspectivization strategy used by Daesh may en-
hance the audiences’ engagement with the protagonists (i.e., the fighters) — in this case, al-Bakrawi.
There is a possibility that this type of narrative may build trust and empathy toward them.

Additionally, al-Bakrawi’s dreams are both ‘explicit’ and ‘opaque’, as described by Edgar
(2015) — ‘explicit’ in that it is clear what is said or done in a dream (e.g., ‘I saw myself as an
archer shooting arrows at the enemy’), and ‘opaque’ in that it needs further interpretations as it
tends to be metaphorical (e.g., ‘I arose to a high place, as if I was in space, surrounded by stars;
but the sky was like the blue of night’). In the more opaque dream, al-Bakrawi claimed that he
dreamed about being alongside Prophet Muhammad in a battle, fighting their enemies. He made a
reference to chapter 48 (Surah al-Fath) from the Quran, which was ‘recited in a loud voice’. The
significance of this is evident in the title of the chapter itself (al-Fath), which means ‘the victory’,
in which the chapter talks about the achievement obtained by the Prophet and his followers fol-
lowing the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah that led to the conquest of Mecca and eventually the formation
of Islam (Ab Halim 2018). Mentioning this chapter in the dream may mean that al-Bakrawi was
anticipating or signaling a victory for the modern Muslims, and this aligns with Daesh’s aim to
‘revive Islam’ and establish a caliphate. Meanwhile, in the more metaphorical dream, al-Bakrawi
saw himself ascending to the sky, which was described as ‘the blue of night’, and was surrounded
by the stars. In Abrahamic religions, it is believed that heavens are in the sky and beyond, as stated
by van Bladel (2007) that ‘[as] in the received Judaic and Christian traditions, so also in the Quran
God holds rewards for the pure in a place literally located at the top of the sky, that is, in the heav-
ens’ (p. 231). This may be an indication of his journey to heaven, emphasizing the result of mar-
tyrdom as being promoted by Daesh to their potential recruits and existing fighters. This was then
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followed by a voice telling him that the purpose of his existence was solely to worship Allah and
imploring him to fight for Islam (i.e., “fight for His (Allah’s) cause and make His word supreme’).

On the other hand, al-Bakrawi’s dream was also described as a precognition that resembles
the actual suicide operation at the Maelbeek metro station in Brussels which saw him detonating
his explosive belt. Edgar (2015) describes this situation as part of ‘dreams ... (that are) redeemed
in action’ (p. 80). Similar to the dream of fighting alongside Prophet Muhammad, an authorita-
tive figure was mentioned here, as well but in this case it was Abu Mohammad al-Adnani, the
group’s spokesperson and leader in Syria who later was killed during a US airstrike. As discussed
previously, the use of authorities may further legitimize the group’s actions and thus give greater
persuasion power.

Eventually, al-Bakrawi saw himself die in his dream on the battlefield, in which he saw his head
falling on the ground. His head was then picked up by another fighter and shown to al-Adnani who
then asked if he had a smile on his face. This is evidence of the intensification strategy through the
use of hyperbole whereby the decapitated head of al-Bakrawi in the dream is exaggerated as hav-
ing the possibility to smile. According to de la Paz (2019), the smiling faces of deceased fighters
are another story of miracles used in Daesh’s materials, and this may signify a good ending (going
to heaven). Often illustrated visually, Cohen and Kaati (2018) state that ‘[these] images are pre-
sumably staged in order to make the prospect of death on the battlefield more appealing’ (p. 49).
Following the smile at death, al-Bakrawi’s soul and the Daesh flag that appeared from the earth are
described as becoming ‘full of light’ and ‘shining brightly’, respectively. The reference to light is
often associated with what one may perceive as sacred elements, which in this situation refers to
the ‘martyr’s’ soul and the group’s flag. On the contrary, the enemies’ souls have been described
as ‘burned’, or, in other words, in the state of being on fire which is a central imagery of (entering)
hell in the Islamic context (Rustomji 2012).

Another account told in the third-person perspective is of Abul Muthanna as-Sumali who was
imprisoned in Canada for seven years for terrorism-related charges before leaving for Syria in
2012. As-Sumali was described to have received good news in his dream that he would die as a
martyr. What draws our attention is the inclusion of the word Hur in his dream account, described
as ‘the maidens of Paradise’. In Daesh’s narrative, their fighters have been described as those
who look forward to meeting the ‘maidens’ in heaven (deemed as angels) after having achieved
martyrdom (Mat Isa 2020). This can be seen as a mitigation strategy, whereby death as the conse-
quence of war is downplayed by the idea of heaven and living with the angels. According to Perry
and Hasisi (2017), in the Quran it is stated that human beings will exist alongside divine-looking
(male and female) companions, but ‘jihad’ spiritual leaders often imbue this concept with sensual-
ity. They add that the idea of ‘martyrs’ going to heaven and having the opportunity to wed these
maidens has long been ‘ingrained into the minds of these so-called [‘martyrs’] during recruitment
and at the outset of attack’ (p. 60), and that it is seen as a sexual reward for them. By mention-
ing the maidens in as-Sumali’s dream account, it aligns with Daesh’s narrative of such reward in
heaven which may entice the target audience to join the group’s cause.

Table 17.1 summarizes the discursive analysis of the dream accounts as discussed previously,
that is, in the ways these accounts have been described (i.e., the nomination and predication strat-
egies), how Daesh justifies its actions and claims through the accounts (i.e., the argumentation
strategies), the perspectives from which the accounts are told (i.e., the perspectivization strate-
gies), as well as how it exaggerates or downplays specific situations to appeal to its target audience
(i.e., the intensification and mitigation strategies).
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Table 17.1 Discursive analysis of dream accounts in Daesh magazines

Discursive strategies

Purpose

Nomination strategies:

How are persons,
objects, phenomena,
events, processes,
and actions related to
the dream accounts
named and referred to
linguistically?

Predication strategies:

What characteristics,
qualities, and features
are attributed to
social actors, objects,
phenomena/ events,
and processes?

Argumentation
strategies:

What arguments
are employed in
discourses of the
dream accounts?

Perspectivization
strategies:

From what perspective
are these nominations,
attributions, and
arguments expressed?

Intensification/
Mitigation strategies:

Are the respective
utterances articulated
overtly; are they
intensified or
mitigated?

Discursive construction of social actors:

Allah, At-Tufayl, him, the Prophet, the disbelievers, Khalid al-Bakrawi, horse,
archer, enemy, myself, Abu Sulayman, brother, Turkish soldier, hostage, soldiers,
Shaykh al-Adnani, Abul Muthanna as-Sumali, he, Hur, maidens of paradise

Discursive construction of objects/phenomena/events:

dream, last verse of al-Fath, battle, distance, vision, battlefield, arrows, stars,
sky, voice, boat, pistol, belt, head, ground, operation, soul, banner of Islam,
Daesh flag, earth, deliverance, glad tidings, martyrdom

Discursive construction of processes and actions:

saw (in a dream), fight (the enemies/for His cause), shooting (arrows), take
cover, arose (to sky), surrounded (by stars), created to worship (Allah), heard
(voice in dream), make Allah’s word supreme, advanced (with hostage),
close in (on other soldiers), (head) descended (to the ground), (al-Adnani)
took head, check to see if (al-Bakrawi) is smiling, (enemies’ soul) burned
and vanished, (flag) shining, achieved (deliverance), expecting (martyrdom),
narrated (dream)

Discursive characterization/qualification of social actors (positively or
negatively):

alongside the Prophet (fighting the disbelievers), better (having detonating belt)

Discursive characterization/qualification of objects, phenomena, events,
processes, and actions (positively or negatively):

loud (voice reciting a Quranic verse), vivid and life changing (dreams), beyond
(the battlefield), high (place/ sky), like blue of night (sky), (Allah’s word)
supreme, (flag shining) brightly, (soul) full of light

Persuading audience

Topos of authority

¢ Intertextual reference to Quranic verse to get Daesh leaders to emulate
Prophet Muhammad’s leadership skill
Intertextual reference to Hadith to get the target audience to travel to the
so-called Islamic State

Recontextualization of Quranic verse and Hadith as a means to juxtapose the
past with modern-day events

Positioning Daesh’s point of view and expressing involvement or distance:

First-person point of view

* Enhance reader engagement with personal dream accounts
Third-person point of view

* Show relations with deceased fighter/supporter

Intensifying or mitigating utterances

Intensification through hyperbolic descriptions of:

* Al-bakrawi’s decapitated head smiling and soul beaming with light to
amplify the appeal of death on the battlefield

* The enemies’ soul burning to signify them being burned in hell
Mitigation

* Death in war is downplayed by promoting the hereafter (heaven and life with
‘maidens of Paradise’)

* Sin is forgiven when migrating to the so-called Islamic State
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The Latent Meaning of Dreams and Their Impacts — A Psychological Analysis

Following the linguistic analyses, the narrated dreams were examined with the intention of iden-
tifying elements that could induce awe, including describing the events in the dream as bigger
than the perception of oneself, existing in the spiritual realm or elements that are supernatural
and difficult to be conceived in immediate reality. Based on the analyses, we have arrived at four
relevant elements of dreams cultivating awe toward the dreamers, the narrators of the dream, and,
potentially, the readers or supporters of Daesh. In addition, the earlier findings on the linguistic
strategies used in the dream accounts are identified and categorized according to their presence
and relevance in cultivating the experience of awe in the dreamers and their potential to affect the
target audience’s feelings of awe.

Perceived Connection with Spiritually Divine Being

The first key element of awe is perceived vastness, which is central to the connection between
humans and God or a divine being (Keltner and Haidt 2003). Van Cappellen and Saroglou (2012)
outlined that the connection of awe to God involves spiritual and mystical experiences. In the case
of Daesh, the entity that is most superior to men is God (Allah), and, in our analyses, the dream
experienced by the Prophet (narrated by Abu Hamzah al-Mujahir) was conveyed by Him. The
dream elucidates the divine origin of dreams and accentuates the presence of a Greater Being in
providing good news to the fighters of Islam. The experience of vastness illustrates the connectiv-
ity between the dreamer, the Prophet, and the source of the dream, Allah, who is divine in nature.
The next most divine Being to the followers of Islam is Prophet Muhammad. Many followers wish
for a dream of an encounter with the Prophet, perceiving it as the promised reward in the afterlife,
and they perceive that this would be a revelation sent through a dream (Edgar 2015). One narrated
dream in the magazine was experienced by al-Bakrawi, and he perceived it as a life-changing
experience.

The linguistic strategy used in the two dreams narrated under this element is the argumentative
strategy, that is the topos of authority with the purpose of persuading the audience through the men-
tion of the divine Being, Allah and His Messenger, Prophet Muhammad. Their presence in the dream
highlights the divine origin and purpose of the dream. Additionally, as indicated earlier, the strategy
further involved intertextual references to Hadith and Quran to show confidence in establishing a
claim. This strategy may further convince the readers of the divine origin of the dream and cultivate
a sense of awe as they perceive that their overall actions are of divine motives as well.

Personal Elevation

A personal elevation, inspired by Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) work, refers to a perceived experi-
ence of oneself being raised to a higher position, either physically or spiritually. It is an experience
in which one is placed in an alternate reality that ascends one’s physical position or divine status. It
is the account of a temporal change, or quality change from worldly, which is within the immediate
reality of the current world lived in, to beyond in the spiritual realm. From the data, we found that
there is a similar elevated experience in the dreams experienced by deceased members of Daesh.
The elevation of self was found in al-Bakrawi’s dream containing illustrations that are difficult
to be perceived within an immediate reality. In the dream descriptions, the elevation of self is a
shift of self from normality or a normal self toward a higher status in divinity. Al-Bakrawi recalled
being raised to a higher place surrounded by stars, hearing a voice with the speaker nowhere in
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sight, and seeing one’s soul full of light. This almost out-of-world experience transcends the logic
of the current world. The dream indicates a change in al-Bakrawi from being a mere fighter to a
person achieving the most significant status as a Muslim. In his dream, the vastness is conceived
from seeing himself rise to a higher place, in relative comparison to the world or earth, that is,
to space. Additionally, there are two other references to personal elevation to his status. The first
compares the condition of al-Bakrawi’s soul to those of the enemies. While the enemies’ souls
‘burned and vanished’, his ‘became full of light’. The second sees his transformation from being a
regular fighter to a soul beaming with light following the appearance of the Daesh flag. This narra-
tion symbolizes a personal elevation in the dream as he envisioned personal success as a Muslim
and a member of Daesh as he achieved martyrdom. In this case, the details in the dream accounts
could perpetuate feelings of awe in the dreamer, which may be transferrable to the target audience
susceptible to Daesh’s content and manipulation.

Greater Purpose for Self

Past research has indicated that an aspect of awe is about instilling a greater sense of being be-
yond oneself that could lead to the feeling of diminishment of personal self upon realizing that
one could be part of a larger scheme of existence (Chen and Mongrain 2021; Yaden et al. 2019).
Recent research focused on the process of awe causing the shift of focus from oneself to others
as a result of the connection with humanity or a sense of ingroup cohesion (Critcher and Lee
2018; Naclerio and Van Cappellen 2022; Tyson et al. 2022). Being in awe of God’s omnipotence
improves the sense of significance and purpose of life (Upenieks and Krause 2022). Studies on
radicalization have consistently found that members of Daesh have been attracted by the promise
of spiritual and religious prominence and elevation in self-status as humans (Kruglanski et al.
2019; Jasko et al. 2018).

Our analyses reveal that the dream accounts of al-Bakrawi depict his experience of seeing
himself in a third-person perspective, and he saw his dream as foretelling that he was meant for
a greater purpose. This purpose is beyond the immediate reality of the world and rather divine in
nature. The dream informs him of his purpose in this world, which is not only to worship Allah
but also to be a fighter. Another dream experienced by as-Sumali is also related to a greater pur-
pose, that is martyrdom. The utilization of the dream accounts is meant to familiarize the group
members with paramilitary culture and death as a martyr. Seeing themselves in a dream as fighters
who fought in a God-blessed battle may build mental preparation, emotional readiness, ideologi-
cal assurance, and commitment to undertake the challenge of war and impending death. Even the
concept of death is altered as a ‘sweet experience’, not painful or horrible as depicted or imagined
by viewers, as visibly depicted in the intensification strategy we highlighted earlier pertaining to
al-Bakrawi’s decapitated head that was potentially smiling. The framing of death as a positive ex-
perience may emotionally impact followers as they come to the realization that it may be a sweeter
and more meaningful purpose that is meant for them. Instead of seeing death as painful and hor-
rible, it can be perceived as an act of sacrifice. By that virtue, it may also instill positive hope in
the dreamer and the target audience whereby committing martyrdom would be seen as lifting them
to a noble position in the eyes of God, which is their ultimate purpose.

Dream as a Prophecy for Religious Sacrifice

It is assumed that the experience of awe could lead to a willingness to commit religious action.
This is a consistent finding in various research attesting to the induced experience of awe through
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the view of nature toward individuals’ willingness to commit various acts of prosocial behavior
such as sharing, donating, and helping others in need (Guan et al. 2019; Lin et al. 2020; Piff et al.
2015), making ethical decisions (Tyson et al. 2022), tolerating mistakes by others (Sawada and
Nomura 2020), migrating to a spiritual destination (Van Cappellen and Saroglou 2012) or sacrific-
ing oneself for the sake of religion or fellow believers (Naclerio and Van Cappellen 2022).

The willingness to sacrifice oneself for religious groups could be related to feelings of awe due
to the perceived element that is greater than oneself (the experience of vastness) and a deep emo-
tional bond with one’s religion (Naclerio and Van Cappellen 2022). Given the special position of
dream in the Quran as experienced by Prophet Muhammad and Prophet Yusuf and its mention in
the Hadith, a dream is taken as the source of motivation and commitment for the fighters to remain
in the cause of struggles. Our data reveals that the willingness to sacrifice oneself for one’s religion
may have been induced by perceived supernatural experiences occurring through dreams. The ex-
periences include al-Bakrawi hearing a mysterious voice that asked him to worship Allah and fight
for Islam, and as-Sumali seeing the ‘maidens of Paradise’. Other instances are the experiences of
being elevated to the sky and surrounded by the stars and the soul becoming full of light. These
phenomena and events may further signify the symbolic nature of the dreams as a prophecy for
the dreamer. The transcendental and supernatural nature of the dreams could cause feelings of awe
in the dreamers recalling it and the target audience who are immersed in the narrative. They may
cause strong emotional and motivational changes to partake in a battle or engage in martyrdom
operations (istishhadi). In short, dreams should not be seen as a fantasy in the discourse of a jikadi
movement. It is a spiritual, transcendental experience that may propel an individual to engage in
an actual act of violence due to the cultural relevance of dreams in the group.

The Centrality of Dreams in Daesh Discourse — An Ideological Analysis

Following the linguistic and psychological analyses of dream accounts earlier, we will now ex-
plore how they are conceived and employed to strengthen Daesh’s ideologies. In doing so, three
key points will be highlighted. First is the centrality of the dream in Islamic discourse and how it
is exploited by Daesh. Second is the mental, emotional, and spiritual conditioning to familiarize
fighters with the paramilitary culture. Third is how a dream is employed to motivate violence-
oriented actions. It is also important to note that the ideological component related to dreams is
also well-embedded in linguistic and psychological analyses discussed previously.

Dream Account as a Legitimizing Tool

It is evident in our data that dreams have a special role in Daesh discourse, particularly in enhanc-
ing the conviction of the legitimacy of the Daesh struggle. This is demonstrated in Daesh’s ability
to convince its followers to undertake suicide missions (amal al-ishtishhadiyyah), using dreams as
a source of guidance, inspiration, and motivation. In the Islamic tradition, dreams have a special
function in Muslims’ lives as depicted in the Quran, such as the dreams experienced by Prophet
Muhammad and Prophet Yusuf. In the context of our data, it is interesting to observe how Daesh
has exploited the dream accounts by recontextualizing them to speak about the modern-day strug-
gles to defeat the enemies and establish a caliphate. In other words, Daesh has made use of dreams
to verify the veracity of its struggle and ideology, and, in doing so, they employ several Quranic
verses as a legitimizing strategy for its existence and ideology using chapter 8 verse 43 regard-
ing the Battle of Badr, and chapter 48 regarding the victory of Prophet Muhammad following the
Treaty of Hudaybiyyah. This discursive strategy, specifically the argumentation strategy, which
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is evident in the use of Quranic verses, Hadith, and the experience of the companion regarding
dreams, provides compelling narratives to convince followers and fighters alike to support Daesh’s
struggle, ideology, and act of violence.

There are several examples of how dream accounts have been infused with religious elements
to form a belief system in the discourse of extremism, particularly Daesh discourse. Such be-
lief system manifests in the following forms: (1) the conviction that they are the true warriors
(mujahiddin or ‘jihadi fighters”) and liberators who defend the weak, as well as fight and sacrifice
their life for the sake of God and religion; (2) the conviction that they are fighting the true jihad
or armed struggle against the enemies of God; and (3) the ultimate aim of establishing a cali-
phate in modern times to replace democracy, which is regarded as an anti-thesis to monotheism
(tawhid). Having some of these elements in the dream accounts as demonstrated in the analyses
may strengthen the legitimacy of Daesh’s ideologies and inspire the target audience or already
radicalized individuals further by validating their beliefs and strengthening their sense of belong-
ing within extremist circles.

Mental, Emotional, and Spiritual Conditioning Leading
to Actualization and Radicalization

The exposure to Daesh’s dream accounts, especially the ones about meeting or fighting alongside
the Prophet or his companions, is in actuality a form of conditioning. Specifically, it is a cognitive,
emotive, and spiritual conditioning or indoctrination to prepare prospective fighters to engage in
battles and undertake life-threatening missions in real life. This conditioning may reduce the fear
of imminent death as often experienced by Daesh fighters. Additionally, Daesh often cites chapter
3 verses 169 and 170 as a spiritual and religious basis, in which the verses state that those who
have died in a battle (martyrs) are in fact still alive. The use of these verses, which underscore
the promise of continuity beyond death, may bolster the fighters’ dedication to Daesh’s cause and
strengthen their readiness to participate in combat. The target audience of such narrative being
promoted in dream accounts may find the idea of the hereafter particularly appealing, especially in
terms of ascending to heaven as the result of joining a violent cause.

The dream accounts can also be seen as an integral element in the radicalization process, which
sees an individual gradually embracing certain ideas, usually extremist ideas, cognitively and
emotively, and subsequently translating those ideas into a form of action (Edgar 2015). For in-
stance, the experience of al-Bakrawi mentioned earlier demonstrates the transformation of an in-
dividual from a long-time criminal to a suicide bomber after having radicalized while incarcerated
and experiencing dreams of dying as a martyr. In this context, the dreams served to strengthen his
existing belief system and made him more convinced of the truth of his ideology — a finding simi-
larly revealed by Edgar (2011) in his work on dreams serving as inspirations for extremists. In the
studies of radicalization (e.g., EI-Muhammady 2020), relating the theories to al-Bakrawi’s case,
there are two phases involved: (1) the formative phase, in which he went through a learning pro-
cess, inculcating and embracing extreme ideologies at the cognitive, emotive, and faith level; and
(2) the action phase, in which the ideas were then translated into actions, which saw al-Bakrawi
eventually becoming a suicide bomber. Radicalization, however, does not necessarily lead to the
commission of violent acts (Wieviorka and Sageman 2017). In other words, adopting an extreme
ideology doesn’t always imply an inclination toward violence. Yet, the experience of dreams might
motivate individuals to transform the ideology into violent actions.

It is also useful to note that the experience and meaning behind dreams have been understood
as serving social and political functions in a group, and their meanings may be specific to the
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culture and ideology embedded within the group (Dentan and McClusky 1993). Based on our
analyses, we observe that a dream, in Daesh discourse, is considered a God-given privilege seen
as guidance, affirmation of truth, motivation, and encouragement to remain composed in the cause
of struggle for individuals who are sincerely engaged in the battle or jihad against their enemies.
Thus, in this context, a dream is not a mental projection of an unreal situation, nor is it an unrea-
sonable element subjected by the subconscious thoughts during sleep. Instead, it is seen as theo-
logically rooted and is considered a form of spiritual experience given by God for a selected few,
especially those who sincerely seek His rewards.

Briefly, our analyses demonstrate how dream accounts in Daesh propaganda materials have
been creatively exploited to be used as a recruitment and legitimizing tool to garner support for
its religiopolitical cause, i.e., the establishment of a caliphate. We also propose that there may be
a psychological change caused by a dream due to its potential to cultivate awe in the dreamer and
likely the target audience. This process itself could be pertinent to explain the process of radicali-
zation through experiencing a dream or reading about dreams. In the case of the dreamers and
followers of Daesh, they may experience an enhanced moral and spiritual connection to the values
and missions of Daesh.

Concluding Remarks

Our analyses of the dream accounts could be extended for research and prevention practices by
examining the use of linguistic and psychological strategies to engineer an extremist mindset in the
radicalization process. Linguistically, various discursive strategies (i.e., nomination, predication,
argumentation, perspectivization, intensification, and mitigation strategies) have been identified
and explained in terms of how they may be used strategically to manipulate the target audience to
subscribe to extreme ideologies. For instance, the inclusion of historical and contemporary lead-
ers in the dream accounts as part of the nomination and argumentation strategies adds credibility
to the messages delivered through the accounts. An example from the analyses is an account of
fighting alongside Prophet Muhammad (topos of authority). While the era of prophecy ended with
him, divine messages are believed to persist through dreams, as echoed in Bukhari Hadith (Edgar
2007). Therefore, narrating such dream could tap into the target audience’s familiarity with Islamic
history and symbolism, making it relatable and engaging. It is also noteworthy to observe the dis-
cussion about attaining heavenly rewards through martyrdom, as described using the predication
strategy (e.g., ‘arose to a high place’, ‘soul ... became full of light”). This may act as a compel-
ling tool to inspire existing members to achieve martyrdom or draw in new followers who seek a
deeper sense of purpose or spiritual fulfillment.

Psychologically, we propose that the content of dream accounts must be scrutinized for poten-
tial narratives that could induce awe. In our analyses, we have identified four relevant narratives
that could cultivate awe: perceived connection with a divine being, perceived personal elevation,
the greater purpose of self, and the prophecy of future martyrdom or the afterlife rewards. Con-
clusively, we infer that the narrated dreams with content that could induce awe could strengthen
Daesh members’ and supporters’ ideological commitment and enhance their readiness to perform
violent actions. The target audience who read the dream accounts could vicariously experience the
dreams and feelings of awe due to the vivid and evocative narration. Relevant examples include
al-Bakrawi’s dream, in which he heard a mysterious voice that asked him to worship Allah and
fight for Islam, and as-Sumali who saw the ‘maidens of Paradise’ in his dream. The audience may
become immersed in the narrative which could in turn ignite deep emotional and motivational
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changes to commit acts of extremism. Although the behavioral effect of awe is not examined in our
study, it has been consistently recorded in other research exploring awe through viewing videos
of nature or remembrance of God (Guan et al. 2019; Lin et al. 2020; Naclerio and Van Cappellen
2022; Piff et al. 2015; Sawada and Nomura 2020; Tyson et al. 2022; Van Cappellen and Saroglou
2012). We hope that our research findings could supplement the current knowledge of factors con-
tributing to radicalization, such as exposure to news or other materials related to extremism that
may cause a change in mindset (e.g., Rashid and Mat Isa 2022).

As a final point, the linguistic and psychological strategies that we have identified could be
reverse engineered to prevent individuals from being susceptible to the content of Daesh materials
by rectifying the extreme ideologies promoted by the group. Many Quranic verses promote and
encourage spiritual and prosocial activities that are non-violent in nature. The verses may be an in-
genious means to promote goodness and prevent susceptibility to Daesh’s manipulative strategies
among individuals at risk of radicalization. It is recommended that future practices in preventing
radicalization and violent extremism could educate members of the public on how dream accounts
could be a manipulative source to induce individuals into embracing radical extremism.
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