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Abstract: This paper articulates theories of infrastructure and affect by way of an 
inquiry into “Islamic State”’s obsession with the satellite dish. IS magazines, 
infographics, and videos, reflect a focus on the dish as an instrument of mental 
corruption and religious dereliction, and incite violent acts of iconoclasm against 
satellite dishes. But unlike previous bans on satellite dishes in the name of 
protecting socio-religious values (Saudi Arabia, Iran etc), IS’s anti-satellite dish 
campaigns come at a time when satellite dishes are an old technology, when Web 
2.0 is at its apex, and when IS itself successfully deployed digital and social media. 
In the group’s propaganda, social media and mobile apps receive minuscule 
attention compared to the dish. 

Hence the question at the heart of this paper: why the obsessive focus on the 
satellite dish at a time and place when social and mobile media take preeminence? 
As several scholars have pointed out, the visibility and materiality of the satellite 
dish as an infrastructural object is part of the explanation—the dish is eminently 
stompable, as many IS videos testify. It is hard to imagine how militants could 
stomp Twitter or Facebook. But a thorough examination of the primary sources 
points in a different direction: the answer harkens back to IS’s statehood claims, 
against the backdrop of the culture wars of the Arab satellite revolution. 

IS’s obsession with the dish is best understood as a performance of national 
sovereignty. This performance is above all affective. Using the work of Sara 
Ahmed, I explore the dish as a master “sticky object” in IS’s imaginary—a trigger, 
magnet and aggregator of affect. My concern is to understand how discourses of 
religious purity and social integrity fuel a kind of infrastructural discernibility that 
severs a specific infrastructural object from its wider circuitry, and endows that 
object with such emotional potency that the object becomes an infrastructural 
vernacular through which narratives of religious belonging and political 
sovereignty are expressed and disseminated. The overdetermination of the satellite 
dish as an object of fear and scorn enables the performance of an aspirational 
sovereignty by digital means. At the heart of IS’ apparently irrational obsession 
with satellite dishes at a time when social media and mobile devices saturate the 
areas under the group’s dominion, is a performative sovereignty that resonates 
powerfully with the group’s Caliphal claims. Building on the works of Ahmed, 
Larkin, Massumi, Parks and Wilson, the paper concludes with a theoretical 
articulation of infrastructure with affect, intimacy and geopolitics. 

 


