
 
 

ABSTRACT  

Analyzing the Islamic State from a Lockean Perspective 
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Director: Dr. Mark Long 
 
 
 

As the threat of religious extremism continues to capture global attention, it is 
necessary to dissect the aims and motives behind an organization’s acts of terror.  At the 
time of this project, the Islamic State established a strong foothold in Iraq and Syria while 
promising those under its occupation a society free of western corruption.  This thesis 
analyzes the structure of the Islamic State’s self-proclaimed society and how it compares 
to the ideal societal structure as prescribed by John Locke.  First, this thesis analyzes the 
integral pieces of Locke’s political philosophy focusing on toleration and the separation 
of the public and private spheres as outlined in A Letter Concerning Toleration and his 
Second Treatise of Government.  Second, this thesis investigates the merging of the 
public and private spheres under the Islamic State’s governance.  Third, it compares the 
two opposing perspectives of a flourishing society and identifies pitfalls in the Islamic 
State’s social construct.  Finally, this analysis prompts further discussion regarding the 
prevention of violent extremism.  
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PREFACE 
 
 

 This thesis is the culmination of the different areas I studied throughout my 

undergraduate journey at Baylor University.  When I began at Baylor in 2014, the fight 

against the Islamic State dominated every news outlet, and the terrorist organization had 

established itself as a global threat.  The growing concern of Islamic extremism was often 

a topic of discussion as I pursued my degree in Arabic and Middle East Studies.  Within 

the Baylor Interdisciplinary Core, I had studied a number of world cultures as well as 

some political philosophy, to include the works of John Locke.  While obtaining my 

degree, I was also cadet in Baylor’s Air Force ROTC program working toward my 

commission as an officer in the US Air Force.  My aerospace studies were often geared 

toward regional affairs which included an analysis of current events sometimes focused 

on terror attacks conducted by the Islamic State.  Writing a thesis for the Honors College 

was the perfect opportunity to bring together each of these aspects of my undergraduate 

experience.   

 The purpose of this thesis is to analyze the Islamic State and the promises it made 

to potential recruits and those living within its self-proclaimed caliphate.  I wanted to 

compare the Islamic State’s form of governance with John Locke’s political philosophy 

concerning the relationship between the government and the governed because he 

believed tolerance was central to establishing a fully flourishing society, whereas the 

Islamic State argued the opposite.  To best understand John Locke’s position on 

toleration and civil government, I read many of his short essays but focused mainly on his
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 widely recognized Second Treatise and A Letter Concerning Toleration.  By comparing 

these polar opposite philosophies, I argue that the Islamic State would not have been able 

to fully thrive because it essentially worked against its goal of creating a global caliphate 

free from apostates and hypocrites.   

 The bulk of the research conducted for this project was done prior to the state’s 

fall in 2017.  Regardless of the state’s physical presence today, the threat of radical 

extremism remains an area of concern for a number of global powers.  This continuous 

threat prompted the final chapter of this project which pulls from my analysis of the 

Islamic State and suggests a change in the way we discuss the Middle East and 

emphasizes the importance of identifying the root causes for individuals to sympathize 

with extremist organizations.  The goal of this project is to articulate the failures of the 

Islamic State’s political philosophy and recognize its weaknesses which can be found in 

other extremist organizations.  This required reading the organization’s self-published 

propaganda magazine, Dabiq.  The magazine would share images of executions, reports 

of victories against apostates, and violent criticism of western political leaders.  By 

analyzing this primary material, with the guidance of my mentors, I was able to gain a 

clearer understanding of the state’s methods of persuasion and appeal.  By targeting the 

weaknesses found in the state’s rhetoric and identifying individuals who may be tempted 

to join such an organization, world powers can continue to tighten their grip on radical 

terrorism.    

 This thesis captures just a handful of the lessons we can take from observing the 

development and ideology of the Islamic State.  The two years of research and writing 

were nothing short of exhausting; however, the practice of collecting information and 
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analysis has provided a strong foundation for my career in the US Air Force.  I am 

thankful for the mentorship and guidance I received from my professors.  I am also 

grateful for the lessons learned throughout this project and look forward to continuing my 

research post-undergrad.   
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 

The Lockean Perspective 
 
 
 

Purpose 

This chapter aims to explore John Locke’s ideas concerning toleration and how it 

is essential to the public good.  Toleration requires the separation of one’s private life and 

one’s public life.  These separate spheres hold different expectations regarding the 

behavior of its citizens in order to maintain either private peace of mind or public peace 

for the community.  This chapter will argue that the separation of these two spheres is 

imperative for the existence of toleration and ultimately for the flourishing of the 

community.  This chapter will focus primarily on Locke’s Second Treatise of 

Government and A Letter Concerning Toleration.  

 
Background 

To more clearly understand the significance of John Locke’s political theory, it is 

important to review his life and the political situation to which he would respond.    

By the time Locke was 10 years old, the English Civil Wars had erupted in retaliation 

against King Charles I’s period of personal rule during the years 1629 to 1640, also 

known as the “Eleven Year Tyranny.”1  During this time King Charles I had dissolved

                                                            
1 “English Civil Wars | Causes, Summary, Facts, & Significance,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed 
October 12, 2017, https://www.britannica.com/event/English-Civil-Wars. 
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Parliament and ruled by decree, which led to imposing new taxes in order to support the 

navy.  Charles also installed ecclesiastical reforms which increased the power of 

Henrietta Maria, his Catholic queen.2  These financial and religious changes worried 

England, Scotland, and Ireland.  Scotland would revolt against the royal tyrant and prove 

victorious over the poorly equipped English army.  A newly instated parliament 

demanded the king resolve many of its grievances, some dating back a decade, before 

financing the war against the Scots.  In retaliation of parliament’s demands, the king once 

again disbanded parliament, thus sparking another revolt.  The king would have no 

choice but to recall parliament for 20 years.  During this time, an Irish insurrection had 

risen in response to the tumultuous political situation and long-term social, religious, and 

economic instability.  Charles refused to address these grievances presented by 

parliament and instead raised his armies to initiate the first English Civil War against 

those who served parliament.  To calm the upset in Scotland during the second and third 

English Civil Wars, the king signed an agreement to establish Presbyterianism in England 

for three years, leading to the Scots joining forces with the English to restore Charles to 

the throne.  In 1649, Charles was executed and in 1650 Oliver Cromwell invaded 

Scotland which provoked a Scottish attempt to capture London.  Cromwell crushed the 

Scots and gained full control of England.3  

Cromwell served as the “Lord Protector” between 1654 and 1658.  His reign 

allowed most Protestant denominations to practice their faith, and the government 

showed a practical tolerance of Catholics.  Cromwell was lenient to Anglicans, mitigated 

                                                            
2 Ibid. 
 
3 Ibid.  
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the persecution of Quakers, was sympathetic to Jews, and favored the readmission of 

Puritans into England.4  Cromwell ignited a new era of religious tolerance that would 

contribute to the rise of tolerationist ideas.  By the time of Cromwell’s death in 1658, 

John Locke welcomed the possibility of Charles II ascending the throne.  Locke 

supported the return of a strong authoritarian government and its power to determine the 

form of religious worship.  This more conservative view can be seen throughout Locke’s 

earlier political work (though never published) Two Tracts on Government, which 

concerned itself with political stability and preventing the rise of anarchy by authoritarian 

rulership.  Locke argued that a society can continue to function as long as the magistrate 

held the final judgement in all that concerns the public good.  However, the magistrate 

can only influence external or behavioral obedience.5  In this case, Locke specified that 

the magistrate only has power over regulating the “things indifferent” (adiaphora) in 

religion which include “rites and ceremonies, ecclesiastical organization, clerical 

vestments, foods and fasts, church ornaments, and other aspects of external worship and 

observance.”6  This would continue to be a problem as the Anglican Church, and 

dissenters disagreed as to what qualified as “indifferent.” During this time, Locke carried 

broadly orthodox opinions and approval for religious uniformity which would drastically 

shift in the years following.   

                                                            
4 Perez Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 2003), 238. 
 
5 Richard Vernon, ed., Locke on Toleration (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), xii. 
 
6 Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, 249. 
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A diplomatic mission outside of England would expose Locke to a community in 

which members of different churches lived together.7  This change of scenery may have 

planted the seed in Locke’s mind that would grow into his position in favor of religious 

toleration expressed in his Letter on Toleration.  After his journey abroad and a couple 

years of study in Oxford, Locke returned to London and within a year he wrote his short 

Essay Concerning Toleration which presented a drastically different take than that 

written in the Two Tracts of 1660-62.8  This drastic shift in thought was most likely 

influenced by Locke’s relationship with Lord Ashley, later the Earl of Shaftesbury.  In 

1660, Charles II restored the monarchy, and Shaftesbury served as one of the king’s 

ministers of state.  Shaftesbury held fairly liberal religious views for his time and favored 

a national state church that allowed certain freedom to dissenters.9  Locke’s Essay on 

Toleration possibly served as a position paper to support Shaftesbury’s intention of 

establishing toleration.  King Charles II offered hope for toleration among dissenters of 

the Restoration.  However, the lack of cooperation between the Anglican Church and 

Presbyterians would prevent any further movement toward this religious tolerance.10  

Locke had welcomed the Restoration until the rise of James II who attempted to 

reestablish Divine Right and Catholicism throughout England, thus igniting the Glorious 

Revolution of 1688.11  The Anglican Church defended the right of the magistrate to 

                                                            
7 Vere Chappell, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Locke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994), 8. 
 
8 Chappell, 10. 
 
9 Zagorin, 251. 
 
10 Zagorin, 241. 
 
11 John Locke and Peter Lasslet, Two Treatises of Government: A Critical Edition of This Famous Work 
Containing Locke’s Own Final Corrections Made on His Copies of Printings Published in His Lifetime 
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regulate religion for the sake of order and uniformity.12  When James II suspended penal 

laws and moved toward absolutism, Shaftesbury fled to Amsterdam, fearing for his life, 

where he would die in 1683.  Locke soon followed in fear for his own safety and would 

not return to England until James II was overthrown five years later.  It is during this 

exile Locke wrote his Letter Concerning Toleration.  Although the Letter and the Two 

Tracts reach radically different conclusions regarding religious toleration, the main 

concern for Locke had always been to maintain social and political order.  Locke was 

thoroughly religious, though not in a traditional sense, and based his framework 

concerning conviction on God’s call for obedience.  He had held a latitudinarian 

Anglican conviction and was a Socinian, or unitarian, in his theological views during the 

last decade and a half of his life.13  He refrained from addressing Christological and 

Trinitarian matters, and his insistence that the Gospels only proclaim Jesus as the 

Messiah sparked suspicion.  This unorthodox view of the Trinity certainly contributed to 

Locke’s interest in toleration as he stood on the side of the minority opinion.     

Scholars now agree that the Two Treatises of Government were written before the 

Revolution of 1688, though some passages were certainly added after 1689.14  Following 

this revolution, the Toleration Act of 1689 eliminated the penal laws that had been passed 

against Protestant dissenters.15  Although it alleviated some of the persecution against 

                                                            
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1963), ix. 
 
12 Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, 242. 
 
13 Vere Chappell, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Locke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994), 185. 
 
14 Chappell, 14. 
 
15 Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, 267. 
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dissenters, this act did not necessitate full toleration.  Only those who believed in the 

Trinity could worship in public, preach, and teach, but they were still excluded from 

holding public office and Catholicism was still prohibited.16  Locke, an Antitrinitarian, 

did not find the Toleration Act to be satisfactory but viewed it as a step in the right 

direction.  In response to criticism, Locke continued to address toleration throughout his 

three letters on Toleration written 1689, 1690, and 1692.17  

 
Locke’s Second Treatise of Government 

 
 The Second Treatise, also known as An Essay Concerning the True Original, 

Extent, and End of Civil Government, outlines Locke’s theory of civil society and the 

basis of political legitimacy.  Locke begins the Second Treatise by describing man’s state 

of nature, which will directly impact the relationship people will have with the 

government.  According to Locke, the state of nature is a state of equality where no 

individual has predetermined power over another, arguing no man has ever been clearly 

appointed by God to rule absolutely.18  Locke lays down the foundation for most Western 

social theory, stating, “I moreover affirm that all men are naturally in that state, and 

remain so, till by their own consent they make themselves members of some politic 

society.”19  Men must give their consent to be members of a society because it requires 

                                                            
16 Zagorin, 267. 
 
17 John Locke and Peter Lasslet, Two Treatises of Government: A Critical Edition of This Famous Work 
Containing Locke’s Own Final Corrections Made on His Copies of Printings Published in His Lifetime 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1963), 51. 
 
18 John Locke, Treatise of Civil Government and A Letter Concerning Toleration, ed.  Charles L.  Sherman 
(New York: Appelton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1937), 5. 
 
19 Locke, 12. 
 



7 
 

them to give up some rights and responsibilities to the government in exchange for 

protection for their physical well-being and property.  Natural liberty then is to be free 

and governed only by the law of nature, but the liberty of man in a society is to be under 

the legislative power established by the consent of all members of the society.  Locke 

describes the difference between natural liberty of man and the liberty of man in society 

in this way, 

The natural liberty of man is to be free from any superior power on earth, and not 
to be under the will or legislative authority of man, but to have only the law of 
nature for his rule.  The liberty of man in society is to be under no other 
legislative power but that established by consent in the commonwealth; nor under 
the dominion of any will or restraint of any law, but what that legislative shall 
enact according to the trust put in it.20 
 
Locke essentially describes the implicit social contract between men and the 

established government.  Individuals consent to be led by the government which can only 

act within a specified framework as agreed to upon by the community.  The government 

may utilize only the authority the people have entrusted with it.  Within the chapter 

regarding paternal law, Locke explains how law does not abolish freedom but rather law 

allows the preserving and enlarging of freedom.21  Liberty in this society ensures freedom 

from violence and restraint which is maintained by the laws established.  Man is free to 

follow his own will so long as his actions fall within the limits mutually established 

within the society.22  

                                                            
20 Ibid, 14. 
 
21 Ibid, 36. 
 
22 Ibid, 36. 
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The Second Treatise is where modern Western social theory pulls many of its 

founding principles, such as the right to life, liberty, and property.  In his chapter 

regarding political society, Locke states  

Man being born, as has been proved, with a title to perfect freedom, and an 
uncontrolled enjoyment of all the rights and privileges of the law of nature 
equally with any other man or number of men in the world, hath by nature a 
power not only to preserve his property – that is, his life, liberty, and estate – 
against the injuries and attempts of other men, but to judge of and punish the 
breaches of that law in others as he is persuaded the offence deserves, even with 
death itself, in crimes where the heinousness of the fact in his opinion requires 
it.23 
 
However, the civil society, or state, must have the power and responsibility to 

protect the welfare and property of its members.  Members of a political society are 

united into one body and must give up this natural power to punish offenses committed 

against them and pass this responsibility to the authority representing the community.  A 

civil society requires commonly established laws and removes the private judgment of 

individuals over public issues.  This turnover of responsibility illustrates the social 

contract between man and civil society as man voluntarily sets aside his state of nature 

for the health and security of the commonwealth.  By agreeing to be members of a civil 

society, participants agree to submit to the decision of the majority.  Should anyone 

decide not to follow the majority rule, they then act under the nature of man as if there 

were no social contract in the first place.  Locke understands that not every member of a 

society explicitly announces his (or her) agreement to the social contract.  He explains 

how consent may be stated explicitly or implied by the use or enjoyment of the land.24  

                                                            
23 Ibid, 56. 
 
24 Ibid, 78. 
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While the individual benefits from the land, he is subject to the government that rules 

over that territory. 

 Locke describes the purposes of political society and government in response to 

man’s state of nature.  He posits three defects in the state of nature, stating that the state 

of nature lacks an established law that defines right from wrong, lacks an impartial judge 

to settle disputes, and lacks the power to enforce sentences or punishment.25  Without 

these three concepts, the state of nature remains unsafe and unsure.  By forming a 

political society and government, individuals agree to a legislative authority that governs 

by established laws and unbiased judges, enforces these laws within the community, and 

protects the community from foreign attack.26  This purpose of this legislative power is 

solely to maintain the public good of the community, or commonwealth.  Locke writes, 

[The legislature’s] power in the utmost bounds of it, is limited to the public good 
of the society.  It is a power that hath no other end but preservation, and therefore 
can never have a right to destroy, enslave, or designedly to impoverish the 
subjects…The rules that they make for other men’s actions must, as well as their 
own, and other men’s actions be conformable to the law of nature, i.e.  to the will 
of God, of which that is a declaration, and the fundamental law of nature being 
the preservation of mankind, no human sanction can be good or valid against it.27 
  
The executive power has a responsibility to protect the good of the society and 

preserve the well-being of all members.  The executive power has some reach to govern 

outside of what is prescribed by law, known as prerogative, so long as it is for the benefit 

of the community.28  Rulers are allowed to exercise prerogative due to the consent of the 

                                                            
25 Ibid, 83. 
 
26 Ibid, 85. 
 
27 Ibid, 89. 
 
28 Ibid, 109. 
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people, “for prerogative is nothing but the power of doing public good without a rule.”29  

Locke continues to emphasize how critical it is for rulers to obtain the consent of the 

people.  Because a new form of commonwealth requires this consent, a government 

established by conquest is illegitimate.30  Without this consent, the conqueror has no right 

to any title or power over his conquest.  By natural right, those who have been conquered 

are free men due to the fact that they did not voluntarily participate in the new social 

contract.  Men are also entitled to their property, no matter how large or small.31  This 

logic also applies to any case of usurpation where a domestic conqueror dethrones the 

current ruler.  Locke compares this situation to anarchy, as the usurper neglects the 

proper method of achieving rulership that has been established by the commonwealth.  

Because the usurper never received consent to rule, he can never wear the title or exert 

any power over the people.32 

Locke transitions from discussing usurpation, which is the exercise of power by 

an unsolicited ruler, to the act of tyranny which is the “exercise of power beyond right.”33  

In this case, the ruler dismisses the needs of the commonwealth and exercises his reign 

through selfish intentions.  Locke confirms his observations with multiple speeches by 

King James I.  James understood that the ruling monarch is bound to a double oath to 

                                                            
29 Ibid, 112. 
 
30 Ibid, 119. 
 
31 Ibid, 130. 
 
32 Ibid, 132. 
 
33 Ibid, 134. 
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protect both the people and the laws established throughout his kingdom.34  Locke 

justifies the resistance against a government that commits illegal acts which prove 

dangerous to the majority of the people, their estates, liberty, life, and even religion.35  If 

members of the commonwealth witness a long line of injustices committed, they have the 

natural inclination to search for ways to save themselves.   

Locke finalized his Second Treatise by describing the means for dissolving the 

government.  If legislation is changed by anyone who has not been appointed by the 

commonwealth, members are justified to disobey any altered laws.36  Should the ruler 

prevent the legislative body from meeting, then he effectively deprives the society of any 

benefit which could result from the exercise of proper legislation.37  The contract between 

the government and the governed is broken if the prince changes the process of elections 

without the consent of the people.38  This allows men to be placed in positions of 

authority without the approval of the commonwealth.  Should power over the people be 

placed into the hands of a foreign power, this then dissolves the government, removing 

any pre-existing laws the commonwealth had established in accordance with the previous 

government.39  The government can also be dissolved if the ruler acts contrary to the trust 

of the subjects such as by invading their property.40  The people have the natural right to 

                                                            
34 Ibid, 134. 
 
35 Ibid, 140. 
 
36 Ibid, 143. 
 
37 Ibid, 144. 
 
38 Ibid, 145. 
 
39 Ibid, 145. 
 
40 Ibid, 147. 
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self-defense against a cruel tyrant and may resist and defend themselves.  However, they 

must not attack the king nor take revenge.41  Locke concludes by saying “the people have 

a right to act as supreme” when the term of their legislature or ruler ends, thus resuming 

power among the people until another magistrate is appointed.42  

 
Locke’s A Letter Concerning Toleration 

 
 Locke wrote A Letter Concerning Toleration in 1685 as a response to the 

revocation of the Edict of Nantes in France, which had granted Protestants a substantial 

level of religious liberty in a predominantly Catholic country, as well as to the Catholic 

reign of King James II in Britain.43  Locke argues for the separation of the public and 

private spheres within society and claims that the government has no rule over the private 

domain.  Toleration draws the line between the interest of men’s souls and the protection 

of the commonwealth.  As a religious man appealing to a religious audience, Locke uses 

scripture to support his argument referring to the lack of force in the actions of Jesus 

Christ and the teachings of the New Testament used to bring people to salvation.44  For 

this reason, Locke objected to the persecution and forced conversion of Native 

Americans and claimed that the persecutors were motivated by the lust for power rather 

than the concern for another man’s salvation.45  While the government has no influence 

                                                            
41 Ibid, 149. 
 
42 Ibid, 163. 
 
43 Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, 280. 
 
44 John Locke, Treatise of Civil Government and A Letter Concerning Toleration, ed.  Charles L.  Sherman 
(New York: Appelton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1937), 172. 
 
45 Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, 260. 
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over the internal realm of an individual, the individual’s actions that may affect the well-

being of the commonwealth are subject to the rulings of the magistrate.  Once a man’s 

religious practices are made public through action, they are subject to public scrutiny if it 

threatens the safety of other members of society.   

 Locke writes, “I esteem it above all things necessary to distinguish exactly the 

business of civil government from that of religion, and to settle the just bounds that lie 

between the one and the other.”46 As dictated in his Second Treatise, Locke declares the 

purpose of government to be restricted to the “procuring, preserving, and advancing” the 

interests of the commonwealth, which include life, liberty, health and property.47 Locke 

warns that should the government infiltrate the private realm of an individual’s mind, it 

pushes him toward hypocrisy, since true religion requires a full persuasion of the mind, 

not just forced practice.48  The civil magistrate’s duty is to protect the public good and the 

natural rights of his citizens.  Locke describes the church as a free and voluntary society, 

arguing that “no man by nature is bound unto any particular church or sect.49  

 Locke explicitly states that “no private person has any right in any manner to 

prejudice another person in his civil enjoyments because he is of another church or 

religion.”50  The magistrate may not persecute men on the basis of religion because the 

care of one’s soul depends solely on the individual.  This position is predicated on the 

                                                            
46 Locke, Treatise of Civil Government and A Letter Concerning Toleration, 171. 
 
47 Ibid, 172. 
 
48 Ibid, 173. 
 
49 Ibid, 175. 
 
50 Ibid, 180. 
 



14 
 

fact that God has not appointed any man the power to compel others to accept his faith.51 

Locke argues that the government is responsible for protecting the commonwealth from 

external forces but bears no responsibility for an individual’s own negligence of his own 

health or salvation.52  

 Locke accepts that there is doubt concerning which path is the right one to eternal 

happiness.  Thus, the government has no right to dictate a certain practice, since the 

magistrate does not know any better than a common man.53  “Faith only, and inward 

sincerity, are the things that procure acceptance with God,” hence men may only be saved 

by the persuasion of their own conscience.54  Locke reiterates his position in his Second 

Treatise concerning the things indifferent.  The magistrate may restrict the outward 

practice of worship only if it proves to be a threat to public safety.55  Once one’s religious 

beliefs or practices begin to intrude upon another individual’s public sphere, the 

government has proper authority to intervene.  Locke also addresses the gathering of 

people of different beliefs.  He discounts the idea that these gatherings are inherently 

dangerous.  They lean toward dissent only when they are oppressed by the magistrate.56  

 Locke concludes his letter stating tyranny will rise should the persecution of 

religion continue.  If the church were to remain dedicated to the salvation of souls and the 

                                                            
51 Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, 261. 
 
52 Locke, Treatise of Civil Government and A Letter Concerning Toleration, 187. 
 
53 Ibid, 188. 
 
54 Ibid, 192. 
 
55 Ibid, 194. 
 
56 Ibid, 215. 
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state remain dedicated to the well-being of the commonwealth, then “it is impossible that 

any discord should ever have happened between them.”57  Magistrates must promote the 

welfare of the civil society, whereas men of the church ought to refrain from interfering 

with government concerns and dedicate their efforts to the salvation of their neighbors.   

 
Criticism of Locke’s View of Toleration 

 
 Although Locke’s position for toleration is considered as one of the most 

influential ideas for modern Western social theory, it remains subject to criticism.  By 

identifying the shortcomings of Locke’s work, modern political discourse can progress 

toward achieving a flourishing of society.  Locke’s own position on toleration is not 

absolute and denies certain groups of people the right to religious freedom or even the 

right not to have a religion.  Locke also places the power of the community in the hands 

of the majority which limits the voice of the minority.  Locke aims to prevent a 

totalitarian government that seeks control of both the individual’s private and public 

spheres.  However, his argument’s shortcomings continue to restrict the religious agency 

of members in the commonwealth.   

 Locke’s later work was written in response to the Catholic rule of King James II, 

which explains his antipathy toward the Catholic Church.  Pagans, Jews, and Muslims 

may be tolerated within the community, but Locke explicitly states that neither Catholics 

nor atheists have a right to toleration within the common wealth.58  Catholics cannot be 

trusted to uphold the established laws within the commonwealth because they have sworn 

allegiance to a foreign authority, the pope.  As mentioned in the Second Treatise, 

                                                            
57 Ibid, 220. 
 
58 Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, 264. 
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members of the commonwealth relinquish certain natural rights to secure the protection 

of the civil government.  The magistrate cannot tolerate Catholics, as they do not fully 

consent to his authority over them, but instead receive mandates from the papacy.  Locke 

also argued that atheists are undeserving of toleration for the opposite reason as 

Catholics.  Locke, being a religious man, understood the important role religion played in 

determining one’s moral compass.  Because atheists have no religion, they essentially 

have no sense of morality and thus cannot be trusted to uphold any oaths or covenants 

established by the commonwealth.  Whereas Catholics render obedience to another 

authority figure, atheists do not place their allegiance anywhere.   

 In his Second Treatise, Locke dictates that the law of society is determined by the 

rule of the majority, and anyone who objects and acts against the majority rule is 

breaking the social contract between the legislature and the commonwealth.  Locke 

neglects to mention the value of the minority opinion, which implies that the voice of the 

minority has no impact in the governmental affairs of the society.  At this time, toleration 

was only considered within societies that shared a similar moral vision and conscience.59 

Rather than investing energy into protecting the minority opinion, individual freedom 

was limited to prevent divisive ideas and the rise of conflict or dispute.  This method 

ultimately runs counter to the idea of toleration, as it prevents the minority from 

exercising their natural rights to liberty.   

 Modern societies can be evaluated by comparing the social contract established 

between the government and the people with the ultimate intention of John Locke’s 

theories regarding civil government and the implementation of toleration.  It is important 

                                                            
59 D.A.  Carson, The Intolerance of Toleration (Grand Rapids: Wm.  B.  Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2012), 
50. 
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to identify the shortcomings of Locke’s arguments because other societies may be 

discretely manipulating the civil community, while claiming to govern in accordance 

with the overarching purpose for the good of the commonwealth.  The concept of 

toleration may be written in a constitution or fiercely defended by authority, but there 

may be failure to uphold this idea in everyday practice.  This understanding and critical 

analysis of Locke’s ideas will aid in comparing Locke’s ideal form of government with 

that of emerging figures of authority.  This comparative analysis will focus on the social 

contract formed between the Islamic State and the civilians under its control.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
 

The Islamic State 
 
 
 

Purpose 
 

This chapter recounts the history of the Islamic State and its overarching goals 

and intent.   It will analyze the sources by which the Islamic State claimed to earn its 

authority and also how this authority is shaped by its ideology.   This chapter will also 

describe the type of behavior the Islamic State required of those it governed to insure the 

Caliphate could thrive. 

 
Background 

 To better comprehend the goals and motivation behind the Islamic State, it is 

important to investigate its origins and the political and religious perspective of its 

leadership.  This Islamic State was earlier known by the “Islamic State of Iraq,” “Islamic 

State of Iraq and Syria (or Levant),” and also as its Arabic acronym name “Daesh” (ad-

Dawlah al-Islamiyah fi al-Iraq wa al-Sham).  These different names trace the territorial 

claims of the organization as it expanded.  The Islamic State was a jihadist militant group 

that belonged to the Salafi tradition (an orthodox Sunni sect).  Its followers committed to 

a fundamentalist, Wahhabi understanding of Sunni Islam.  It was known for taking 

advantage of modern technology, such as different social media platforms and 

broadcasting videos of propaganda, speeches, and executions not only of soldiers but also 

civilians such as journalists.  By utilizing this technology to share public beheadings or 
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punishment, the State was able to adapt its barbaric conception of justice to the modern 

age and spread its ideology across the globe.   

The caliphate was founded in the summer of 2014 and was led by Abu Bakr al-

Baghdadi.  By establishing a caliphate, Baghdadi claimed to exercise religious, political, 

and military control over the entire Muslim world.  This exercise of authority drew 

international criticism and was denounced by numerous prominent Muslim figures, as 

well as much of the international Muslim community.  The Islamic State utilized terror 

tactics not only against different religious groups, but it went so far as to claim that other 

Muslims were in fact apostates and should be executed if they did not pledge allegiance 

to the caliph.  Much of the Islamic State’s practices were influenced by Abu Bakr al-

Baghdadi’s radical nature that blended fundamentalist interpretations of the Quran, 

Saddam’s totalitarianism, and his controlling nature.60  

 
The Evolution of the Caliph 

Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the putative caliph of the Islamic State, began as Ibrahim 

al-Badri.  His sphere of influence was heavily impacted by his higher education.  He 

received his master’s in Quranic recitation, which laid the foundation for his assumed 

legitimacy and helped with his communication and persuasion skills.  His ability to reach 

out to a large audience and captivate them using the Quran as his authority would allow 

his power to grow and further his reach.  In 2004, Baghdadi was arrested and sent to 

Camp Bucca, a US detention facility in Iraq, where he would be greatly influenced by 

                                                            
60 William McCants, “The Believer,” The Brookings Essay, September 1, 2015, 
http://csweb.brookings.edu/content/research/essays/2015/thebeliever.html. 
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other inmates.  It is estimated that he had spent up to five years in the detainment camp.61  

He worked his way through the ranks in the prison where his peers would “teach him, 

indoctrinate him, and give him direction so [that he left] a burning flame.”62  His term in 

Camp Bucca was instrumental to his leadership development and spreading Al Qaeda’s 

message of anti-western occupation and anti-Shi’a resistance.63  It could be argued that 

had Camp Bucca never existed, Baghdadi would never have been surrounded by 

fundamentalist ideas and persuaded to adopt extremist ideology.  There is little doubt 

Baghdadi experienced harsh treatment – torture possibly – and brutality which would 

have further instilled a swelling hatred for the West.64  Had he never been indoctrinated 

in these fundamentalist ideas or experienced harshness at the hands of the US, then the 

Caliphate may have never come to fruition.   

 Baghdadi pledged a private oath of allegiance with Zawahiri, leader of al-Qaeda 

after bin Laden’s death in 2011, but he believed that the Islamic State would need 

physical territory in order to establish true legitimacy.  Having studied the history of 

Islam and paid close attention to other extremist groups, Baghdadi understood the 

political utility of violence and brutality for the sake of spreading Islam.65  This 

underscores Baghdadi’s fundamentalist understanding of Islam.  To justify his authority 

to the Muslim community, he traced his lineage back to the Prophet.  Baghdadi had 

                                                            
61 Phyllis Bennis, Understanding ISIS and the New Global War on Terror (Northamptom, Massachusetts: 
Olive Branch Press, 2015). 
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63 Ibid. 
 
64 Ibid. 
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already possessed important qualities for political and religious leadership, but by tracing 

his lineage to the Prophet Muhammad he was able to further strengthen his legitimacy, 

convince the community of his proper authority, and earn the community’s bay’a (oath of 

allegiance).  Baghdadi would then be recognized as the commander of believers.  By 

tracking his background and external influences, the factors that led to the creation of the 

Islamic State become apparent.  His life serves as an example of the potential harm 

caused by allowing men like him to flourish in a chaotic environment.   

 As Baghdadi rose through the ranks, he developed a following and legitimized his 

authority.  On June 29, 2014, the first day of Ramadan, the Islamic State officially 

announced the caliphate.  Then in his Mosul sermon on July 4th, Baghdadi described the 

importance of the caliphate, an institution that had not existed for nearly 1,000 years.66  

The caliphate would require a communal obligation and stated, “this is a duty upon the 

Muslims – a duty that has been lost for centuries … The Muslims sin by losing it, and 

they must always seek to establish it.”67  His education in Quranic recitation allowed him 

to speak fluently, while alluding to scripture and using classical rhetoric.  He attached 

himself to the same tribe as the Prophet, tracing his lineage to the Qurayshi clan.  Not 

only must the caliph be of Quraysh descent, but he must also exhibit moral correctness, 

mental and physical integrity, and have legitimate authority.   

                                                            
66 Graeme Wood, “What ISIS Really Wants,” The Atlantic, March 2015.  
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/03/what-isis-really-wants/384980/ 
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In order to truly hold the title of caliph though, he must have authority over 

territory to enforce Islamic law.68  Thus, Baghdadi emphasized the religious need to 

establish a physical caliphate, arguing that to refrain would be a sin.  The last caliphate, 

the Ottoman Empire, had been erased by Ataturk when he established the secular Turkish 

republic in 1924.69  This was seen as a step backwards for the Islamic State, so the need 

to re-establish an Islamic caliphate was a top priority.  The caliph holds the responsibility 

of enforcing the Sharia, or Quranic law, throughout the land.  Should he fail to execute 

this duty, then he could potentially be replaced.  Baghdadi said during his Mosul sermon, 

“I have been plagued with this great matter, plagued with this responsibility, and it is a 

heavy responsibility.”70  This comment proves how the law of God supersedes the 

authority of man.  Should the caliph, the leader of the Islamic State (and effectively all 

Muslims), prove to be corrupt, then his replacement is justified.  This especially appealed 

to individuals who lived under repressive and corrupt regimes.   

 
Islamic State Ideology 

The establishment of a new caliphate and the call for all Muslims to turn their 

allegiance to Baghdadi was a challenge to al-Qaeda.71  Al-Qaeda’s emphasis was on 

destroying the far enemy, the West, and working toward a caliphate that would one day 

be built in the future, whereas the Islamic State declared the caliphate abruptly without 

                                                            
68 Ibid. 
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gaining a full consensus of all Muslims.72  Rather, Baghdadi announced that all those 

under his authority were required to obey the caliph, and that everyone who did not 

accept his legitimacy was an apostate, subject to execution.  The Islamic State would 

claim absolute control over society as they knew it.   

Al-Qaeda did not accept the Islamic State’s legitimacy, marked clearly by 

Zawahiri’s disassociation with the group, stating, “ISIS is not a branch of the al-Qaeda 

group, we have no organizational relationship with it, and the group is not responsible for 

its action.”73  The Islamic State failed to bring together Muslim unity as it targeted and 

killed other Muslims, whether Shi’a or those who did not study or practice the faith.  

Zawahiri attempted to reign in the scope of attacks by the Islamic State by publishing 

General Guidelines for Jihad, which specified that the fight ought to be against the 

Crusader-Jewish alliance, whereas any Muslim, Christian, Sikh, and Hindu communities 

that did not oppose al-Qaeda’s ideological agenda ought to be left in peace.74  Zawahiri’s 

Guidelines attempted to limit the Islamic State’s persecution of the near enemy to when it 

was absolutely necessary.  For example, the fight against the Shia was to be only for self-

defense.  Thus, it was the Islamic State’s continued execution of Shia Muslims that led to 

official break from al-Qaeda.  As Princeton scholar Bernard Haykel aptly describes, 

“violence is part of [the Islamic State] ideology.  For al-Qaeda, violence is a means to an 

end; for ISIS, it is an end in itself.”75 

                                                            
72 Bennis, 28. 
 
73 Quoted in Charles Lister, The Islamic State A Brief Introduction (Washington, D.C.: Brookings 
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74 Robert Manne, The Mind of the Islamic State (Amherst, New York: Prometheus Books, 2017), 134. 
 
75 Quoted in Bennis, 30. 
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It is important to understand the evolution of the Islamic State’s extremist 

ideology in order to grasp the motivation behind the brutality of their actions.  While ISIS 

bears the imprint of the eighteenth-century teachings of Muhammad Ibn al-Wahhab, 

specifically the concept of takfir or the practice of identifying other Muslims as 

unbelievers, thus justifying their death, the State’s latest interpretation of radical Islam 

evolved from the writings of Sayyid Qutb in his work Milestones.  The revolutionary 

Egyptian Brotherhood member argued that the entire world had slid into a state of 

ignorance comparable to the world prior to the Prophet Mohammad known as jahiliyya.76  

He focused his attention on enabling the true Muslims to rally together to “restore the 

light of Islam to the world.”77  This was one of the first truly influential works that 

claimed only a certain fragment of Muslims were true believers, whereas the rest of the 

world needed saving by returning to a purer interpretation of Islam.  This Qutbist vision 

had gained traction.  However it would become more fully implemented after the 

Palestinian Islamic Scholar Abdullah Azzam published his works The Defence of the 

Muslim Lands and Join the Caravan, which carried the message for all Muslims to 

defend their faith through jihad.78  He clarified that this jihad was an individual duty for 

all Muslims rather than a collective call.   

The birth of al-Qaeda was the product of Osama bin-Laden bringing together 

Qutb’s concern for ridding the world of jahiliyya and Azzam’s call for jihad.  This new 

organization would essentially be the “first global army of jihadists” specifically tasked 
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to kill Americans and Jews.79  Ayman al-Zawahiri was the leader of Egyptian Islamic 

Jihad which merged with al-Qaeda, placing more emphasis on “martyrdom operations” or 

suicide bombings to further their mission.  This move toward suicide bombings would 

soon prove to be an effective method of terror and would be further supported by Abu 

Musab al-Zarqawi in Iraq.  Al-Zarqawi would build upon this extremist political ideology 

by injecting an apocalyptic vision for the fight against the apostates, as well as fueling a 

vehement hatred toward Shi’a Islam and sectarianism.80  Suicide bombings and the 

killings of Muslim civilians was seen to be justified.  Zarqawi’s mentor, Sheikh Abu 

Abdullah Al-Muhajir, had a deep influence over how Zarqawi would understand and 

encourage the slaughtering of the infidel.  Muhajir’s opinion was that true believers were 

“allowed to desecrate the blood and property of infidels as they please,” including 

martyrdom operations, so long as the true believer’s death furthered the mission of 

expelling nonbelievers from the world.81  Inflicting terror on other Muslims, specifically 

Shi’a, was continued by Zarqawi’s successors, Abu Omar Al-Baghdadi and then Abu 

Bakr al-Baghdadi, the first caliph of the Islamic State.  Abdulelah Haider Shaye, a 

Yemeni journalist and supporter of the Islamic State, summarized the evolution of their 

ideology as “The Islamic State was drafted by Sayyid Qutb, taught by Abdullah Azzam, 

globalized by Osama bin Laden, transferred to reality by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, and 

implemented by al-Baghdadis: Abu Omar and Abu Bakr.”82 
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The final product of these thinkers was Salafi Jihadism that presented a utopian 

goal for all Muslims which would result in a world in which all people submitted to the 

Oneness of God or tawhid.  This complete submission to God would place Islam as the 

ultimate guide for all aspects of society.  Once the transition out of this state of ignorance 

was complete, a single Islamic community, the umma, would emerge above the hand-

drawn borders of world countries, symbolizing how sovereignty would rest solely with 

God.83  Individuals who identified with the Islamic State’s mission and vision committed 

themselves to jihad bil-sayf, “jihad by the sword,” or  the “lesser jihad,” which justifies 

committing violence against those they have labeled apostates.  The majority of Muslims, 

however, upheld a deeper, spiritual jihad known as jihad bil-nafs, meaning jihad of the 

self, or the “greater jihad.”84 

 
Islamic State Militants 

 The Islamic State restored ancient religious traditions, such as slavery, 

crucifixion, and beheadings, and implemented their ideology in the 21st century.85  For 

instance, militants took to the internet to spread their extremist views through social 

media platforms.  During the 2014 World Cup, the Islamic State utilized popular hashtags 

such as #Brazil2014 and #WC2014 to spread their military media messages around the 

globe.86  By infiltrating the domains of Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and other websites, 
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the Islamic State had the ability to touch disenchanted, highly influenced young adults.  

They convinced these individuals that the Islamic State offered refuge from the western, 

corrupt, infidel powers.  This propaganda was not just restricted to young men, but it had 

expanded to include women to encourage building families and creating a more complete 

society.  In fact, the Islamic State encouraged the integration of families into the caliphate 

and provided homes.87  Tens of thousands of foreign Muslims are believed to have 

traveled to the so-called caliphate form France, the United Kingdom, Belgium, Germany, 

Holland, Australia, Indonesia, the United States, and other areas around the globe.88  

These individuals had been contacted, radicalized, and given passage to Syria, which 

highlights the organizational and logistical capability of the Islamic State.  Individuals 

who supported the Islamic State or identified as members were not typically motivated by 

religious doctrine alone.  Often these individuals gravitated to the Islamic State because 

of political or economic stresses which the State claimed to relieve.  Through the use of 

propaganda, the Islamic State was able to identify and strike a nerve with individuals who 

were facing oppressive regimes, western occupation, or feel a sense of 

disenfranchisement.89 

 Islamic State militants were called to conduct violent jihad to free Islam from the 

restraints of secular politics and to shine the light of Islam as a beacon through the current 

world of jahiliyya.  Jihad could take the form of a militant strapping on a suicide bomb 

                                                            
87 “The Flood,” Dabiq #2, July 2014. https://clarionproject.org/docs/isis-isil-islamic-state-magazine-Issue-
2-the-flood.pdf. 
 
88 Wood, “What ISIS Really Wants.” 
 
89 Bennis, Understanding ISIS and the New Global War on Terror, 26. 
 



28 
 

vest and ending his life for the sake of the caliphate.  For ISIS, jihad was just as important 

as one of the five pillars, and it should be the jihadist’s primary duty to restore true Islam, 

even if that meant losing his life in the process, because “of all deaths, the most glorious 

was the death of the martyr.”90  With this logic, nothing should stand in the way between 

a true Muslim and conducting a war against the infidel until the world is illuminated by 

the light of Islam.   

 

Islamic State Propaganda 

 The Islamic State published a glossy, English-language magazine titled “Dabiq,” 

named after the Syrian city near Aleppo.  Each issue of the magazine opened with “The 

spark has been lit here in Iraq, and its heat will continue to intensify – by Allah’s 

permission – until it burns the crusader armies in Dabiq.”91  One hadith represents 

Muhammad as saying that the armies of Rome will set up their camp in Dabiq and the 

armies of Islam will meet them and destroy them in “the great battle of Dabiq.”  While 

the original reference was to the Byzantine Empire, ISIS took “al-rum” to indicate the 

infidel west, headed by the United States.  The Islamic State utilized acts of terror and 

horrific violence in an effort to provoke the West to send its armies to the claimed 

territory.  By prompting a war, the Islamic State came one step closer to fulfilling the 

prophesy of this hadith.  This propaganda was intended to spread ISIS’s version of the 

history and religious doctrine of Islam, while emphasizing the legitimacy of the caliphate. 
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Dabiq included articles written by Islamic scholars who focused mainly on the 

goal to destroy all enemies, to include Shi’a Muslims, Alawites, Yazidis, Druze, the 

Christian West, and the Jews.92  The magazine glorified martyrdom and encouraged 

murder to the point of absolute genocide.  The intention of the magazine was essentially 

to divide faithful Sunni Muslims from the kuffar (disbelieving societies), and to instill an 

“us versus them” mentality by calling them to arms and conducting jihad.  This mentality 

was often referred to as wala and bara which translates to “allegiance and disavowal”, or 

the love of Muslims and abhorrence of non-Muslims.93  This dichotomy was a result of a 

Salafi understanding of certain Qur’anic passages such as 4:89: “They desire that you 

should disbelieve as they have disbelieved, so that you might be (all) alike; therefore take 

not from among them friends until they fly (their homes) in Allah’s way; but if they turn 

back, then seize them and kill them wherever you find them, and take not from among 

them a friend or helper.”94  The Salafi interpretation of this passage instructs Muslims to 

hold a seething hatred for those who do not adhere to the true faith, (that is, the infidels), 

and to associate only with loyal Muslims.  Dabiq clearly draws the line between good 

Muslims and non-Muslims when encouraging supporters to take up arms and slaughter 

all those deemed apostates.  Each issue offered a similar structure, to include passages 

dedicated to newly gained territory, victories, battles, praise for lone wolf attacks 

conducted in the West, graphic images of the latest terror attacks or killings, and criticism 

of speeches of western leaders, such as the US president or military commanders.    
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The first issue of Dabiq states, “ISIS welcomes Arabs, non-Arabs, whites, blacks, 

easterners, and westerners all as brothers.”95  The Islamic State strove to combat the “idol 

of nationalism, destroy the idol of democracy, and uncover its deviant nature.”96 They 

justified the use of terrorism in order to spread true Islam and rid the world of apostates.  

It is understood that everything is divided into the world of Islam and the world of Kufr 

(disbelief).  The caliphate aimed to provide a state open for all Muslims, offering 

protection of rights and property, funding of services, security, food, less crime, and a 

flourishing relationship between the Islamic State and its citizens.  As opposed to western 

society, the Islamic State was against hiding Islam “in the midst of those who oppose 

them, falsely claiming that this was for the sake of global peace which the UN and the 

‘divinely revealed faiths’ called for.”97 

  The second issue of Dabiq emphasizes the loyalty that Muslims must give to one 

another, as well as the necessity of the pledge of allegiance to the caliph himself.  This 

public pledge was intended to “fill the hearts of kuffar with painful agony.”98  To 

illustrate the critical importance of choosing the Islamic State over the illusion of the 

West, the second issue warned that people had to choose either the Islamic State or face a 

flood, described similarly to the story of Noah and his ark.  According to the Quran, 

Noah’s tone toward his people increased in intensity to convince the people of the truth, 

“for the flood was the result and consequence of opposing the truth, and evidence that 
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anyone who rejected the truth would be punished in the dunya (this world) before the 

hereafter and would not have any choice in that regards.”99  Islamic State militants would 

continue to fight until the world of Islam stood triumphant. 

 In the third issue, the Islamic State appeals to Muslims to complete a hijra 

(migration) to the caliphate.  James Foley, an American reporter caught and tortured by 

ISIS, wrote how Americans were killing thousands of Muslim families from the comfort 

of their homes just by pressing missile fire buttons without any concern for [the civilian] 

lives aside from considering their deaths as mere collateral damage.  “They have killed in 

the name of preserving life, tortured and raped for humanity, and destroyed in the name 

of rebuilding.”100  This statement argues that the Americans are hypocritical with no 

actual concern for human life or for upholding the values they say define their country.  

The Islamic State later released a video of the beheading, which indicates that any 

statement he had made against the US was coerced and illegitimate.  The Islamic State 

argued that it carries out jihad to defend Muslims, liberate land, bring an end to the 

tawaghit (tyrants), and guide and nurture all, while meeting their religious and social 

needs.  They argue that Muslims who decline the hijra to the caliphate because of 

worldly needs are hypocrites because they do not place Islam first.   

 The Islamic State’s propaganda also homed in on the skilled and professional 

workforce.  To support the civilian population the group would be governing, the Islamic 
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State recognized a need for health care professionals, teachers, and engineers.101  Money 

would filter to the organization by selling oil on the black market.  This money would be 

used not only to fund the fight, but to keep towns running with water, electricity, and 

basic infrastructure.  Social services were funded to ensure the Islamic State maintained 

strict control over the civilian population.  Services such as roads, postal service, 

healthcare, soup kitchens, loans, Islamic schools for both boys and girls, and even a 

consumer-protection office in Raqqa were put in place for the Islamic State to function as 

effectively as other nation-states.102  By holding public da’wa, or proselytizing events, 

the Islamic State attempted to convince its audience of the benefits of living within the 

so-called caliphate, telling repressed and victimized civilians that the State is better 

compared to their former, godless governments.103 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
 

Comparing Lockean Principles to the Governing Ideals of ISIS 
 
 
 

Purpose 

This chapter evaluates the Islamic State using a Lockean lens by comparing the 

behavior of the public in a Lockean society to those who lived under the Islamic State.  

Under a Lockean society, the separation of the private and public spheres is necessary for 

toleration, which is critical to achieve the public good.  Under the rule of the Islamic 

State, there was no separation of these spheres, which prevented its society from fully 

flourishing.    

 
 

Analyzing ISIS through a Lockean Lens 
 

 Locke re-structured society by compartmentalizing an individual’s behavior into 

that which is fit for the public and that which is reserved for her private life.  This 

division can be visualized as two different spheres with a slight overlap, much like a 

Venn diagram.  Locke’s ideas for religious and political overlap changed as he witnessed 

a shift in the royal regime’s stance on toleration.  Locke’s main concern was to maintain 

order and safeguard the wellbeing of the people.  His initial approach to resolving the 

social turmoil caused by religious differences was by having the political regime 

intervene and determine what religious practices would be accepted in the public sphere.  

This rather authoritarian view is opposite to the ideas the world associates with Locke in 

modern times.  However, this authoritarian approach, while a logical first step for Locke, 
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proved ineffective.  His legacy can be attributed to his reassessment of the social order 

and his realization that perhaps dictating a single common religion was causing more 

harm than good.  Locke’s thought gradually shifted to one supporting toleration and that 

placed less importance on the means of practicing religion.   

 The Islamic State refused to accept the idea that religion could be separated from 

political social order.  The Venn diagram for the Islamic State’s private and public 

spheres would look like a circle: complete overlap.  One sphere cannot exist without the 

other.  The merging of the two spheres was due to the Islamic State’s unwavering 

commitment to sharia law, which derives from the Quran and the hadith.  

Fundamentalism seeks to return to the days of Muhammad and the first caliphs, 

understood as the glory days of Islam.  Fundamentalists take a more literal interpretation 

of the holy text, while cropping out corrupt, often Western, influences of modern politics.  

The Islamic State justified its use of violent jihad and horrific methods of punishment by 

claiming authority through the sharia.   

 The Islamic State’s political approach, however, brought chaos and promoted 

further conflict in society rather than creating order.  The Islamic State’s use of terror and 

military conquest was a violent means toward its utopian end where true Islam dominates 

the earth.  In his work on toleration, Locke explained the dangers of an authoritarian 

approach that can be applied directly to the Islamic State’s ultimatum for the civilians in 

its once-occupied territory.  For a period of time in Raqqa and Mosul, the Islamic State 

had implemented the dhimmi, or protection status, for other monotheistic religions.104 
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This protection was afforded to those who paid jizya, similar to a poll tax, but also placed 

a number of limitations on them, such as not building places of worship, removing all 

religious symbols, giving up any weaponry, and avoiding pork and alcohol.105  

Unfortunately, these individuals, who were supposedly protected under the dhimmi 

status, were forced to live under harsh restrictions, convert to Islam, or flee with little 

hope for survival.  This demand by the Islamic State placed these individuals in a fight 

for survival rather than offering an opportunity to save their souls.  Locke argued that the 

purpose of government was not to intervene in someone’s spiritual journey, but rather to 

focus on the common good and social order.  The Enlightenment thinker presented the 

argument that one’s faith is a deeply internal orientation that cannot be fully persuaded by 

outside forces.  Locke understood knowledge to be derived by the formula “if I see X, 

then I can be certain of X.” Revelation cannot be proven by empirical evidence.  Rather, 

revelation occurs in the mind and cannot be tempered.  Because this religious experience 

happens internally, it falls within the private sphere and therefore cannot be touched by 

governmental dictate.  If the governmental authority were to demand the practice of a 

certain belief, then the state risks falsely converting members of the community.  Their 

hearts and minds would not necessarily believe in what they say or do.  This allows 

hypocrisy to creep into society and effectively thwart all intended aims of the 

government.  This is the issue the Islamic State put in place as it gave civilians within its 

pseudo borders an ultimatum: convert to the true Islam or be expelled or even 

exterminated.  Just as Locke warned, civilians who do not have the means to escape have 

no other option but to submit to this unconventional rule and follow the established 
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orders to avoid cruel punishment or death.  This fear for survival may impact how 

individuals behave.  However, it will not convince their hearts to change or alter the 

beliefs they had held for majority of their lives.   

 The Islamic State intended to create a homogenous caliphate of fundamentalist 

Sunni Muslims despite its claim to be “a state for all Muslims.” The wording of their 

promise was misleading, because the Islamic State’s definition for “all” was not intended 

to be all-inclusive but rather referred to all who fit the narrow definition of a true 

believer.  In traditional Islam, it is forbidden to slay a fellow Muslim.  However, by 

redefining the term “Muslim” to include only a certain population, the Islamic State could 

argue that all others qualify as apostates and could justifiably be killed.  The state’s deep 

hatred toward Shia Muslims was rooted in this desire to purify the faith, return to the age 

of the Prophet, and escape this era of jahiliyya (ignorance).106  

This attack on fellow Muslims was considered too extreme even in the eyes of al-

Qaeda.  Al-Qaeda severed all ties with the Islamic State because of its insistence on 

instigating disunity rather than Muslim unity.  Al-Qaeda was more concerned about 

rallying together all Muslims to one day gather in an established caliphate.  The Islamic 

State established the caliphate prematurely and encouraged the slaughter of Muslims 

under its occupation.  Locke’s view on toleration is an effort to maintain order and 

promote the common good within a society, whereas the caliphate’s intolerance, not only 

of other religions but also of other Muslims, fueled chaos and destruction.   

 The Islamic State failed to achieve Muslim consensus regarding the establishment 

of the caliphate, which also contributed to the separation from al-Qaeda.  The Islamic 
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State announced the caliphate without fully encompassing the entire “Muslim World,” 

according to Usama Hasan, senior fellow at the Quilliam Foundation, part-time imam, 

and expert on Islam.  He explains that the declaration of a caliphate is dependent on the 

united support of the Muslim masses.  Hasan estimates that the Islamic State had control 

over limited territory that contained roughly a few tens of millions of Syrians and Iraqis, 

which pales in comparison to the international figure for Muslims worldwide, estimated 

at 1.2-1.5 billion.107  Consent of the people is an intrinsic part of Locke’s view of an 

established government.  The development of a new commonwealth requires the consent 

of the people and any government declared by conquest is illegitimate.108  The Islamic 

State had essentially taken all of its territory through a military-style conquest by taking 

up arms and overthrowing local authorities.  If the situation in Iraq and Syria were 

modeled on Locke’s requirements for a legitimate government, then all civilians under 

the occupied rule of the Islamic State would remain free due to the lack of consent.  The 

people must voluntarily offer consent in order to establish a new social contract.  The 

military conquest and ultimatums presented by the Islamic State did not allow for 

civilians to voluntarily agree to the new militant regime.  Rather, the conquest struck fear 

into the community and forced all who remained to become subject to the fundamentalist 

extreme interpretation of sharia law.  This exercise of power by Islamic militants 

qualifies as usurpation due to the extremist organization acting as an unsolicited ruler 

without the proper consent of the people.   
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An interesting aspect of the Islamic State’s governance was the promise to uphold 

the Sharia and Quranic doctrine, just as it was expected of its subjects.  Caliph Abu Bakr 

al-Baghdadi announced, “Obey me so long as I obey God touching you.  If I disobey 

Him, no obedience is owed me from you.”109  In his Second Treatise, Locke describes the 

responsibilities of a ruler, the most important of which is to maintain order in society, 

while serving to meet the common good.  Should a government commit acts which 

threaten the community’s estates, liberty, life, or religion, then the people have the right 

to resist this government and protect themselves.  The Islamic State took over vast 

territory, terminating all who did not adhere to or convert to their extremist values.  After 

overthrowing city authorities, the militants imposed their own martial law and enforced 

the sharia in the strictest sense.  At this point, all aspects of a person’s livelihood were in 

danger.  Under these circumstances, the civilian population was principally in the right to 

resist the Islamic State’s authority, according to Locke.   

Due to the enforcement of legislation without consent, members of the occupied 

territory had Lockean clearance to dissolve the government.  Though the Islamic State 

conquered the territory and had a physical presence, there was no contract existing 

between the militant group and the people.  Even if the civilians were convinced that the 

Islamic State provided refuge from corrupt secular governments, the threat of extreme 

punishment and the denial of the dhimmi protection were evidence that the Islamic State 

did not hold true to its promises.  Not only did non-Muslims face challenges under the 

Islamic State, but women generally were treated harshly, as well.  The roles of women 

were limited to maintaining the household, while the men went off to wage war.  The 
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Islamic State placed heavy restrictions on women’s participation in the public realm by 

preventing access to further education, separating women from men, and minimizing the 

number of jobs or positions women were qualified to hold.110  

Despite the lack of opportunity for women, the State still recognized the need for 

families to join the caliphate and establish a new life under the militant rule.  The 

intended goal was for the Islamic State to provide ample opportunities for the Muslim 

community to thrive and fully flourish within its borders, but the restrictions placed on 

non-Muslims and women in families prevented mutual cooperation among the occupied 

civilians.  The restrictions placed on men and women were tied to the Islamic State’s 

strict adherence to the sharia and the hudud which calls for specific, cruel and unusual 

punishment of those who violate laws, such as failing to observe the five pillars of faith, 

not praying five times a day, drinking alcohol or using drugs, mixing with the opposite 

gender, or causing damage to religious shrines.111  Should an individual commit any of 

these crimes, he was subject to predetermined punishments as outlined in the Quran and 

Sunna.  These punishments were recorded and published in Dabiq to serve as examples 

for the rest of the civilians under the rule of the Islamic State.  Crucifixions, stoning, and 

the amputation of limbs are examples of how far the Islamic State had gone to maintain 

religious and social order within its claimed territory.112  These excessive punishments 

were a threat to the physical well-being of the population and, drawing from Locke, were 
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not to be imposed upon individuals who did not consent to the shift in authority.  Because 

the Islamic State had violently inserted itself into cities within Iraq and Syria, their 

governance would have been illegitimate in Locke’s view. 

Locke claimed that “religious sectarian warfare is the fundamental problem of 

politics.”113  During his time, priests served to clarify and regulate the relationship 

between God and the individual.  Locke saw this intervention as an attempt for the 

clerical class to gain more power and authority in order to limit the influence of 

dissenters.  Locke concluded that there was too much overlap between the political realm 

and religion, thus causing friction within society.  He first attempted to resolve this issue 

by promoting further absolutism, but later his thoughts evolved to encourage tolerance 

and to separate religious concerns from secular politics.  Locke had decided that 

attempting to establish a true religion only prompted more conflict, as both sides carry 

some merit and justification for their faith, since there was no factual evidence proving 

one single religion was correct.114  Locke’s argument for toleration seeks to ameliorate 

religious conflict and places religion in the private sphere of life, which requires the 

individual to come to terms with her faith internally.  The Islamic State’s intention was 

not to rally Muslims together, regardless of sect, in order to fight the greater battle against 

the West.  Instead, the Islamic State maintained a narrower perspective by emphasizing 

the destruction of the near enemy by focusing on doctrinal differences.  The Islamic State 

attempted to establish a global Muslim caliphate while killing other Muslims, which led 

other Islamic groups to declare this mass murder as counterproductive and contradictory 
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to the faith.  By keeping the private and public spheres merged as one, the Islamic State 

proved that, although it was concerned about state-building, it was driven by a religious 

war to establish a doctrinally-pure caliphate.  This religious war had prevented their 

nascent society from fully flourishing, because citizens stood in a perpetual dread of 

death and destruction. 

A.J.  Conyers derived a few key principles from Locke’s thoughts on toleration.  

First and foremost, toleration provides a buffer against undue use of force against 

individuals who refuse to outwardly practice a state-enforced religion when his inner 

beliefs do not agree.115  By forcing an individual to practice a faith that he does not 

commit to wholeheartedly, the government is cultivating hypocrisy within that society.  

Locke argued that the use of force to impose a specific religion will only create further 

enemies or hypocrites, while fueling more conflict.116  The Islamic State’s doctrine 

prohibited giving people the right to decide what path is best for them, arguing that 

individuals had been influenced too severely by their corrupt secular governments.  They 

removed the individual’s conscience from the equation and forced him to fall in the ranks 

and march down the path of “true Islam.” Locke declared that individuals who practiced 

a different religion ought to be able to practice their faith, so long as it did not cause 

bodily harm to another individual.  Locke specified only that which causes physical 

injury may be prohibited, but if a practice or belief merely offends another individual, 
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then the magistrate has no power to intervene.117  The government has little control over 

the practice of one’s religion, as its intervention is limited to the defense of public safety.  

He explained that sincerity outweighs any “truth” a government attempts to establish 

regarding one’s beliefs.  Locke states, “True and saving religion consists in the inward 

persuasion of the mind, without which nothing can be acceptable to God.”118  By forcing 

a specific practice or only allowing a specific thread of religion to be discussed, the 

government is pressuring individuals to commit hypocrisy which would ultimately 

compromise his or her soul.119 

Toleration provides a shield against persecution of those who follow different 

faiths.120  The lack of toleration in the Islamic State’s approach to state-building allowed 

the militants to essentially commit atrocities and offer only the option between life or 

death.  This fear tactic ran counter to what the state was attempting to accomplish.  

Though they were fighting to purify the faith and build a caliphate for true believers, 

individuals masked their personal beliefs in order to survive.  Thus, the Islamic State 

encouraged hypocrisy while enraging the rest of the Muslim community around the 

globe.  On the other hand, by incorporating toleration into the social contract between the 

individual and the government, the risk of conflict between religious identities would 

then be minimized.  Personal practices, which had been the issue of previous conflicts, 

would then be reserved for the private sphere.  By establishing the public/private dualism 
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to mirror politics/religion, Locke was able to illustrate the natural distinction between 

what one believes internally and how one behaves externally.121  Western societies have 

adopted this natural dichotomy by severing ties between church and state.  The Islamic 

State, however, refused to restrict religion to simply one’s internal understanding but 

remained steadfast in unifying the two domains as one religiopolitical governance.   

Locke was concerned about religion dominating the public sphere or becoming so 

involved in a person’s social life that his faith would serve as a “singular and powerful 

locus of identity.”122  This is exactly what became of Islamic militants who adopted the 

extremist ideology which eclipsed all other aspects of their humanity.  Their identity was 

shaped by the doctrine wala wa bara which simplified their relationships as either friends 

or enemies, with nothing in between.  When one’s identity is solely tied to religion, 

individuals lose the ability to empathize with others, thus inhibiting their sense of 

understanding.  This dangerous perception of reality isolated the fighters into an “us 

versus them” mindset which dehumanized the “other.” Radical Islam became their 

“powerful locus of identity,” meaning all thought, decisions, and actions were derived 

from this belief and which allowed no room for rational evaluation and any sign of 

disapproval meant apostacy.  According to Conyers, toleration exists to protect an 

individual’s rational search for truth.123  Locke understood truth to be derived through 

reason, conscience, and revelation, which can only occur internally and upheld through 

faith.  The Islamic State suppressed the rational being within its militants and 
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indoctrinated their army with a vicious interpretation of the Quranic revelation.  A narrow 

doctrinal orthodoxy was demanded within the caliphate and individuals were punished if 

they did not fit the mold.  The personal journey for truth was obstructed by the danger 

imposed on one’s life.  For the Islamic State, truth was realized through conformity and 

blind acceptance, fostered by fear.  Conyers furthered his point, stating that human reason 

is subject to human faults “rendered unreliable by sin.”124  Based on this analysis of 

Locke’s toleration, the Islamic State leadership could not demand that inhabitants of its 

occupied territory accept their interpretation of Islam as undeniable truth, because they 

too were subject to human flaws and misunderstanding.  There was no guarantee their 

version of Islam was “true” Islam.  Toleration, according to Conyers, is an “expression of 

humility” as it admits that no religion has been proven to be the one and only true walk of 

faith.  Tolerance allows each person to follow her own inclinations and thus come to 

terms with her own path to salvation.  This understanding of toleration inherently violates 

the Islamic State’s claim to establish a caliphate solely for followers of the “true path” of 

Islam.  

The Islamic State attempted to exterminate the world of non-believers and 

apostates while it built a global caliphate.  This caliphate was controlled by 

religiopolitical governance and denounced all western influence or secularization over the 

Muslim people.  While Locke argued for the separation of the public and private spheres, 

the Islamic State’s source for political and legal matters lay within Islam and therefore 

could not exist in separation.  Without separating these two spheres, the Islamic State 

could not adopt a tolerant attitude toward non-Muslims or those it termed deviant 
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Muslims.  The situation in Iraq and Syria offers an example of the chaos and conflict 

Locke aimed to prevent.  Locke argued that religion falls into the private sphere of an 

individual’s life and cannot be dictated by the government without risking an emerging 

hypocrisy.  The danger behind the Islamic State’s extremist ideology was that it placed 

civilians in a life or death situation dependent on their faith.  The extremist group 

believed Muslims had been corrupted by Western influence and had been steered off the 

path to true Islam.  The State aimed to correct these misguided Muslims or rid the world 

of their apostasy through acts of terror.  Under the Islamic State’s rule, civilians were 

subject to a strict code of Islamic jurisprudence as written in the Quran.  To avoid cruel 

punishment imposed by the hudud, an individual was forced to convert to a 

fundamentalist extremist interpretation of Islam, thus creating a community of people 

who feared for their lives and who committed to the practices demanded of them without 

fully committing to the faith internally.  The Islamic State played a role in creating the 

very hypocrites it had sought to destroy.  These individuals lost all freedom of choice and 

were subject to the will of the state.  Ultimately the Islamic State’s mission suffered as 

their intolerant means jeopardized the creation of a unified Muslim caliphate wholly 

committed to their vision of Islam.     
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
 

Looking Forward 
 
 
 

The Islamic State refused to exercise tolerance within its self-proclaimed borders 

by demanding total commitment to a fundamentalist version of Islam.  This commitment 

caused the Islamic State’s public and private spheres to merge into one.  Strict, literal 

interpretations of the Quran and hadiths touched every aspect of society.  Despite 

claiming to provide refuge from corrupt secular governments, the Islamic State put 

civilians in a life or death situation.  Individuals who fell under the rule of the Islamic 

militants were to think, speak, and practice the radical interpretation of Islam or face 

expulsion or execution.  Using a Lockean lens to analyze the Islamic State’s governance, 

this project concludes that by not utilizing tolerance, the state had contributed to the rise 

of hypocrisy within its claimed territory.  By enabling this hypocrisy, the state worked  

against its ultimate aim, which was to create a global caliphate through ridding the world 

of nonbelievers.  Though the Islamic State no longer has a strong physical presence, the 

threat of terrorism rooted in radicalism is still an area of global concern.  To combat the 

future emergence of radical Islam, the conversation regarding Islam must be 

reconsidered.  According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO), “it is not enough to counter violent extremism – we need to 
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prevent it.”125  Dialogue is necessary in order to alleviate the distortion of other cultures, 

identify sources of hatred, and eradicate ignorant attitudes.   

Dialogue begins by understanding both sides of the conflict, including the Arab 

perspective of the Islamic State.  In 2015, the Pew Research Center conducted a survey to 

gauge the overall attitude toward the Islamic State in the Middle East.  Information was 

compiled from 11 countries with dense Muslim populations and concluded that no more 

than 15% of the population of any country showed favorable attitudes about the extremist 

organization.126  Anxiety about religious extremism had increased throughout most 

Middle Eastern countries, according to this survey, ranging from 62% of Jordanians to 

92% of the Lebanese public expressing concern.127  This poll was conducted prior to the 

Islamic State’s occupation of Mosul in Iraq, which may suggest extremism became more 

alarming as the radical group claimed more territory.  A poll seeking out the main 

concern for countries around the globe deduced that many countries in the Middle East 

ranked the Islamic State as one of their highest concerns.  In 2015, 90% of Sunnis and 

87% of Shia in Lebanon, west of Syria’s border, were very concerned about the militant 

state and shared this perspective with other Middle Eastern populations, such as Jordan  
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(62%) and the Palestinian territories (54%).128  Concern also flowed through America 

(68% of the public concerned about ISIS), Canada (58%), South Korea (75%), Japan 

(72%), Australia (69%), Indonesia (65%), and Tanzania (51%), proving the extremist 

organization’s fear tactics and influence threatened international security.129 

Polls conducted in the Middle East emphasize how Islamic extremism and 

violence in the name of the faith does not accurately represent the entirety of the Muslim 

community.  The Islamic State placed a heavy emphasis on suicide bombings, promising 

fighters the honor of martyrdom and an afterlife in paradise.  In 2014, a survey was 

conducted posing the question whether suicide bombings against civilians were justified 

as long as they were detonated in order to defend Islam against its enemies.  According to 

the survey results, comparatively few Muslims believed suicide bombings were often or 

sometimes justified, with support gradually decreasing over the past decade.  For 

example, 74% of Lebanese Muslims believed suicide bombing could be justified in 2002 

but only 29% held that belief at the time of the poll.130  Support was highest within the 

Palestinian territories, with about 46% of Muslims believing suicide bombings are 

justifiable, whereas in areas which have been plagued by suicide bombings such as 

Indonesia and Pakistan, only one-in-ten Muslims believe killing civilians can be 

justified.131  As more suicide bombings occurred over the last decade, a majority of 

countries responded with less of the population expressing support of the tactic.   
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Although the Islamic State now has less of a physical presence, its extensive 

social media outreach has allowed its extremist ideology to spread throughout the globe, 

planting radical and terroristic ideas into the minds of disaffected youth.  As the military 

campaign against the extremist organization wanes, non-military alternatives must be 

explored in order to prevent the establishment of another extremist society.  The most 

important requires a shift in the understanding and education regarding Islam and the 

Middle East.  This requires proper evaluation of the origins of the Islamic State and its 

predecessors, including the role the United States played in its 2003 invasion and 

occupation in Iraq, the use of torture, and the impact of the US detention of tens of 

thousands of Iraqis.132  By diving into the religious origins of the Islamic State, as 

outlined in this essay, the West can begin to understand the organization’s theological 

framework which allowed the state to justify its violence and brutality.  The Islamic State 

focused its social media campaigns and propaganda toward individuals who felt 

mistreated or alienated by their respective governments, promising a utopian society 

committed to alleviating their frustrations.  As expressed by UNESCO, “No one is born a 

violent extremist – they are made and fueled.”133  

By identifying the reasons individuals supported the aims of the Islamic State, it is 

possible to recognize areas of weakness that extremist organizations can take advantage 

of as they seek to establish a following in another country.  The United Nations General 

Assembly recognized the growing concerns of violent extremism and has encouraged 

member states to review and implement counter-terrorism recommendations posed in the 
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Secretary-General’s Plan of Action to Prevent Violent Extremism.134  This plan identifies 

drivers of violent extremism which include a lack of socio-economic opportunities, 

marginalization and discrimination, poor governance, violation of human rights and rule 

of law, unresolved conflict, and radicalization in prisons.  The plan also describes the 

different processes of radicalization which can also be recognized in the development of 

the Islamic State, to include individual backgrounds and motivations, collective 

grievances and victimization, distortion and misuse of beliefs, political ideologies and 

ethnic and cultural differences, leadership, and social networks.135  

As identified in the UN Plan of Action, the relationship between the government 

and the people impacts the quality of life in the country.  A survey was conducted in 2015 

within 10 countries with significant Muslim populations posing the question of how 

much influence the Quran should have over their respective country’s laws.  4 out of the 

10 countries held a majority opinion for governance strictly tied to the Quran, with 

Pakistan and the Palestinian territories holding approval at 78% and 65% respectively.136  

More secular populations in countries such as Indonesia, Lebanon, Turkey, and Burkina 

Faso leaned toward either allowing the Quran to influence, but not dictate, laws or that 

religion play no part in lawmaking.137  Education seemed to play a key factor in how 
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individuals leaned.  The poll gathered information regarding participants’ educational 

background and concluded that individuals with at least secondary education were more 

likely to say that the Islamic holy text should not hold any influence over their country’s 

laws.  For example, only 29% of Nigerians with less than secondary education believe 

laws should not be influenced by the teachings of the Quran whereas 48% of Nigerians 

with secondary education hold the same position.138  This poll highlights the influence of 

education concerning the public’s understanding of religion and state.  To prevent 

individuals from flocking to radical extremist groups, education must incorporate an 

analysis of the Islamic State’s governing structure which was solely dictated by the 

Quran and hadiths.  By analyzing the Islamic State’s corrupted governance and 

comparing the level of influence of religion within society, individuals will be able to 

obtain a clearer understanding for how to balance one’s private beliefs and their nation’s 

government.   

In 2012, most of the populations in predominantly Muslim nations such as 

Lebanon, Turkey, Egypt, Tunisia, and Jordan, showed preference for democracy by 

favoring democratic concepts such as competitive elections and free speech.139  During 

that time, five of the six countries studied said the role of Islam was fairly involved in its 

politics.  However, despite the influence of Islam, there was still limited support for 

extremist groups such as Hamas, Hezbollah, al-Qaeda, and the Taliban.  Across the six 

nations polled, less than 20% of each population expressed favorable opinions about the 
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Islamic State’s predecessor, al-Qaeda.140  Despite the Islamic influence within the 

countries’ politics, a majority of the populations did not support the extremist position.  

The Pew Global Attitudes Project has found consistent evidence of Arab populations in 

support of democracy, despite whether that form of government will ever truly be 

established in the Middle East.  According to the analysis, “One thing, however, is clear: 

People in Arab nations want democracy, and they don’t just support a vague notion of 

democracy – they want to live in a country that has specific rights and institutions.”141  

Democracy demands the exercise of tolerance among the people to ensure the 

proper legitimacy of elections.  Although a nation may have established a democratic 

form of government, if individuals do not feel free or safe to accurately express their 

concerns or views about a candidate, then the results of the election are skewed.  The 

Islamic State did not respect the concerns of civilians who lived within its borders.  The 

extremist organization claimed its territory through military conquest and essentially gave 

an ultimatum for the civilians caught in the conflict: convert or die.  As mentioned in 

previous chapters, Locke explained that conquests that overthrew established 

governments did not hold any true authority unless granted by the people.  The Arab 

people continue to express desires for democracy and the right to express their personal 

beliefs with freedom of speech.  By analyzing the Islamic State and recognizing the 

complete absence of these democratic traits, other extremist organizations may seem less 

tempting to potential recruits, should they follow the same model as the Islamic State.   
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Without democratic systems in place to allow people to change their political 

situation, individuals who are disaffected by their current circumstances are prone to be 

influenced by extremist temptations.  This is perhaps a direct response to the political 

failures of the current governments in the area.  In order to reduce the number of 

individuals captivated by radical Islam, it is necessary to address the political unrest 

while supporting representative and popular local forces to push back against extremist 

stirrings.142  When describing the role of international politics, Charles R. Lister explains 

that outside influence must serve the “vital role of facilitators, guarantors, and enforcers, 

but it is the local players who will come to define the long-term fate of IS.”143  To serve 

as these “facilitators, guarantors, and enforcers,” the conversation regarding Islam and the 

Middle East must be reconsidered in a way that is not compromised by ethnocentrism or 

stereotypical assumptions.  This shift in conversation demands the incorporation of 

Locke’s lesson on toleration with an interculturalist approach in education.   

According to Liz Jackson, intercultural education “prepares students to make 

decisions in society, with adequate information about sources of controversial difference 

and different perspectives on the various ways to respond to them.”144  Jackson identifies 

the shortcomings of the typical US approach to teaching about Islam and Muslims in 

public schools, especially as most lesson plans are required to focus on contemporary 

issues within the Middle East, specifically military conflict and terrorism.145  In a 2015 

                                                            
142 Lister, The Islamic State A Brief Introduction, 74. 
 
143 Quoted in Lister, 74. 
 
144 Quoted in Liz Jackson, Muslims and Islam in U.S.  Education (New York: Routledge, 2014), 120. 
 
145 Ibid., 76. 
 



54 
 

poll, Shibley Telhami discovered that many Americans see the “Muslim religion” more 

unfavorably than the “Muslim people,” perhaps because showing disdain toward a 

foreign concept such as Islam is more accepted than expressing hate toward other 

individuals.146  61% of the American population viewed Islam unfavorably while 53% of 

Americans saw the Muslim people in a good light, even though around 70% of 

Americans in 2015 identified ISIS as the largest threat facing the US.147  These 

perspectives are often shaped by the public’s reception to the media’s reporting of 

extreme circumstances concerning Islam, which incites fear and rage as many reports 

focus on terror attacks conducted around the globe.  Normal day-to-day interactions with 

non-violent Muslims tends not to make the daily news, thus limiting the perception of the 

Islamic faith to one of terror.  By carrying this narrow view of an entire religion, non-

Muslims further isolate members of this faith contributing to a Muslim’s feeling of 

bitterness and disenchantment.   

One of the most insightful questions Telhami posed in his 2015 poll was whether 

having Muslim acquaintances influenced the American perspective of Muslims and 

Islam.  Telhami gathered that 22% of Republicans who had no Muslim acquaintances 

held favorable views, whereas as 59% of Republicans who knew some Muslims well held 

positive views.148  Based on this polling, it is apparent that there is a strong correlation 

between personal interactions and an individual’s perspective of another faith group.  

                                                            
146 Shibley Telhami, “What Americans Really Think about Muslims and Islam,” Brookings (blog), 
December 9, 2015, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/markaz/2015/12/09/what-americans-really-think-
about-muslims-and-islam/. 
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However, despite holding better views for Muslims after making their acquaintance, 

American views of Islam and the Middle East are relatively unchanged.  In response to 

his findings, Telhami writes, “It’s a reminder that identity is a relationship.  People define 

themselves in part as a function of how others view them; we are what we have to 

defend.”149  Interaction and building relationships is critical in the intercultural approach 

for education because it promotes educated conversation and deeper understanding.   

Approaching a different culture with a preconceived notion or an ethnocentric 

understanding prevents the opportunity for individuals to truly engage with one another.  

As shown in the polls mentioned above, cultures continue to evolve and challenge the 

stereotypes often associated with them.  As more Arabs show favoritism toward 

democratic ideals, such as the freedom of speech and a preference for religion simply to 

influence rather than dictate national laws, the bridge for conversation between the West 

and Middle East expands wider.  Intercultural education encourages students to believe 

that there is right and wrong but emphasizes the value of using reason to reach their 

respective positions.150  To reach a well-reasoned conclusion, students must engage 

actively and critically with the media and call into question stereotypes, negative 

messages, and misinformation.  This critical analysis of the media requires exploring a 

variety of perspectives and properly evaluating sources of information to allow students 

to reach a more independent conclusion.  Constructive dialogue is then necessary in order 

to properly see these different points of view.   
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An important note from Jackson is that “democracy requires toleration of 

diversity for its survival.  Debate and deliberation over social issues and challenges 

depends vitally on the rights and abilities of individuals and groups to communicate 

freely.”151  Because the United States holds a long history of religious toleration, 

pluralism, and liberal democratic freedom, the opportunity to engage in open, respectful 

dialogue concerning Islam and the Middle East should be more extensive and serve as a 

model for other education systems to mimic.152  Interculturalism seeks to promote 

tolerance among students regarding Islam and to combat ignorance often caused by 

blanket assumptions presented by mass media.  By engaging in these conversations with 

individuals of different backgrounds and faiths, communities can come together with 

better understanding and fewer instances of marginalization.  This interculturalist 

approach would be useful for American citizens, diplomats, and military leaders to 

broaden the general understanding of other cultures and the social/political circumstances 

of disaffected individuals who may succumb to radical promises.  By identifying the root 

causes of terrorist recruitment, the US can better educate the public and devise a more 

substantial plan to counter radical extremism.  

Although the Islamic State has drastically shrunk in size and capability, the threat 

of violent extremism will remain an area of concern for many countries around the world, 

not only in the West, but also in the Middle East.  It is necessary to identify the root 

causes for individuals to lean toward extremism, such as poor governance, 

discrimination, or violations of human rights.  By studying the rise and fall of the Islamic 

                                                            
151 Ibid., 167. 
 
152 Ibid., 171. 



57 
 

State in conjunction with the values of toleration and democracy, individuals will be able 

to come to understand that the promises of extremist organizations such as the Islamic 

State will not truly come to fruition without severely impacting an individual’s basic 

rights.  Engaging in thoughtful conversation and reaching a better understanding of other 

religious and cultural backgrounds, some of the drivers of violent extremism can be 

suppressed.  This dialogue will be best started in the realm of education to deter easily 

influenced young adults from being hooked by extremist propaganda.  Students will then 

be able to engage critically with the media and other proposed attitudes, resist false 

promises, and more fully embrace Lockean ideals.
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