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 In a desert, hundreds of men walk in single file. Bare-chested, some seem to have their 
hands tied behind their necks. Other men, fully clothed and carrying firearms, supervise the 
procession from what appears to be a military truck. They shout at the prisoners. We then hear a 
gunshot and the men start running.  
 
 From the vertical framing of the video, we know it was filmed with a smartphone, 
presumably by one of the torturers. Added to the soundtrack is an a cappella nasheed – the only 
form of music that is tolerated by the fundamentalists of the so-called Islamic State. However, the 
video is not found on any of the social media platforms associated with the Islamic State, but on the 
YouTube channel for the French news outlet Les Observateurs France 241, which asks ‘amateurs’ to 
submit their video reports of news events that are then reviewed for publication on the channel2. 
Was this an instance of ISIS co-opting a Western media platform to disseminate its own content, or 
did the French journalists decide that the informative value of the footage superseded the 
motivations behind its filming?  
 
 We started our research project on ISIS propaganda videos with an aim to understand the 
attraction the organization exerts on its recruits. By immersing ourselves in this audiovisual material 
and analyzing how these videos are narrated, filmed and edited, we became more familiar with the 
disturbing utopia ISIS propaganda media advertises. The videos we all have heard about, showing 
brutal executions and acts of torture, represent only 3% of the overwhelming production the 
different media outlets of ISIS have been releasing in the last three years3. They just happen to be 
the only kind that elicit a widespread response among Western media and its viewers.  
 
 But while trying to understand the attraction mechanisms of ISIS media, we had to admit 
that the community of French-speaking ISIS supporters can hardly account for the 400,000 views 
this specific video (and many others) gathered on YouTube. On the contrary, the vast majority of 
comments on it are violent calls for actions against ISIS – and Muslims in general.  Reflecting upon 
the ways in which a video triggers contrasting responses among different audiences and contexts, 
all of them contributing to giving more visibility to this material, we began to envision a wider 
network of desires through which these videos circulate. Such a network-based view took us away 
from the thoroughly established binary framework of the West vs. ISIS that doesn't take into 
account the fact that both sides of this mediatic war can be fed with the very same images. As 
shown in the above example, Western news outlets regularly use ISIS-produced content, just as 
ISIS propaganda keeps appropriating and hijacking clips from French or British TV channels.  
 

To escape this nightmarish echo chamber, we began to imagine as many possible reasons or 
contexts behind the viewing of ISIS videos: from a raw, cathartic desire to witness people suffering, 
to a sense of alienation and longing to belong to a community; from the desperate need to track 
down a missing relative to a desire to visualize an evil Other as a way to crystalize and direct one's 
dissatisfaction and hatred. These speculations led us to reflect on the nature of our own desire to 
engage in this material. Is it a desire to contribute new insight to a highly visible topic? To confront 
our own fears or sense of ignorance about it? To engage with what is happening on the other side of 
the Earth, with no small dose of dangerous exoticism? Acknowledging and foregrounding the 
                                                             
1    After much deliberation, we decided not to provide a direct link to the video. 
2 On its official website, the channel is said to “cover international events through the direct testimonies of 'observers', 

ie. people who are experiencing the events from within. Videos, texts, photos: all the contents we publish come from 
'amateurs', but they are selected, checked, translated and explained by professional journalists from France 24” (our 
translation, original available here: http://observers.france24.com/fr/static/a-propos). 

3 See Paul Sztulman, “Janus sur le seuil”, in Dork Zabunyan, L'insistance des luttes. Images, soulèvements, contre-
révolutions, Paris, De l'Incidence Editeur, 2016, p.214. 



motivations driving the search for facts and news underscores the extent to which “facts” and 
“news” are conglomerations of individual desires.  
 
 We are in neither a post-truth era nor a post-fact era (these terms are too often used 
interchangeably), but an age of deeply entrenched subjective truths now in constant collision and 
open competition. Personal truths impose their will upon the realm of facts to craft images of 
reality. Returning to this ISIS video we described above: the fact that it was uploaded by a French 
public news channel, without any geographical or critical contextualization, shows that this type of 
material doesn't even need to be modified to be implemented into a wide range of communicational 
strategies in order to reach very different audiences and feed a variety of alternative interpretations 
of the same “fact”.  
 

Knowing this is to know something crucial about the production and circulation of 
contemporary moving images: that we are engaged in the constant projection of fictions posing 
under the guise of facts. This phenomenon becomes increasingly apparent in the age of social 
media, where we are compulsively engaged in the constant production of everyday myths and 
fictions about ourselves and others. This happens with increasing velocity within an industry built 
in just the past few years by today’s most profitable companies, one whose collective economic 
model is to encourage the world population to endlessly craft and circulate virtual versions of 
themselves and their environment. The result is a universal condition to capitalize - emotionally, 
socially, financially - on an appeal to the desires of others.  
 
 It is within this network of intersubjective desires, and the social and economic mechanisms 
by which it operates, that our project is now centered. To lead this investigation, it becomes 
imperative to gain new vantage points in this virtual realm, perhaps by seeking access to the 
desiring subjects who exist in the physical realm of space-time, even as part of who they are is now 
only accessible through the careful study of their self-constructed profiles and the narratives they 
build around their online avatars. Less concerned with the intrinsic aesthetic qualities or rhetorical 
content of ISIS videos, we will document the ways they are accessed by specific individuals – then 
watched, shared, (mis)understood, commented, shared, re-purposed and re-contextualized.  
 
 In a present state where people seem to be increasingly compelled to dig in and double down 
on the absolutism of their own personal subjectivity, it might be worth submitting one’s self to other 
minds and bodies. 
 
 


