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Modern terrorism constantly evolves, from the anarchist wave in the 1880s, through the anti-colonial and 
leftist-anarchist phases which began in the 1920s and 1960s, to the current religious wave since 1979 
[Rapoport:2].   

The self-styled Islamic State (IS) has supplanted Al-Qaeda as the ‘threat of greatest concern’ [Kurth-Cronin 
2015:1] – “richer, bolder and more dangerous” [Phillips 2014:496].  Within a  few years, IS grew from a 
small Iraq-based Al-Qaeda franchise to a proto-state at its 2014 peak with 30,000 combatants [Kurth-Cronin 
2015:1], including over 3,000 Europeans [Hegghammer:1;Laub:6]. 

IS is said to represent “a new step, a new wave, in Jihadism” [Gergez:3-4], in terms of its size, savagery, 
state-building and technological savvy, and “a qualitative evolution of the Al-Qaeda model” [Lister 
2014:16].  It is argued that IS differs in five key respects: (1) its structure; (2) brutality; (3) youth support; (4) 
funding and (5) the fact that IS had not (yet) attacked America [Wong 2014]. IS attacks in San Bernadino 
(2015), Orlando and Ohio State University (2016) invalidate this fifth claim.  

It will be argued that the four remaining differences, rather than demonstrating any innovation which 
generates a new type of terrorist threat, are merely the result of IS exploiting opportunities – pre-existing 
civil conflicts, security vacuums, porous borders and networking opportunities inside US-run prisons (like 
Camp Buca, Iraq) – not available to its predecessors [Clark:1,Lister:30].   It will also be shown that other 
claimed IS innovations, such as its earlier focus on the ‘near enemy’, are not new.   

While IS has achieved greater military success and demonstrated more ambition and haste in pursuing Al-
Qaeda’s goal of an Islamic caliphate (and shifting the goal from Egypt to the Levant) [Kilcullen:598], it has 
rarely innovated.  IS is said to have distinguished itself by holding territory (until 2017) [Kurth-Cronin:2015], 
providing social services and recruiting large numbers of ‘foreign fighters’, but Al-Qaeda affiliates – Al-
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), Al-Nusrah  and Shabaab – control territory in Yemen, Syria and 
Somalia [Roggio:1],  Hamas and Hezbollah provide social services in areas they control [Rabasa 2006:3] and 
Al-Qaeda pioneered internet recruitment.  Divergences between IS and its jihadist predecessors are not 
qualitative distinctions, but differences in scale and time-scale arising from different means and 
opportunities.  The IS terrorist threat is not of a novel type; IS has rarely departed from ‘Al-Qaedism’ or the 
Al-Qaeda playbook.   

1.Structure 

Although IS regarded as a ‘hybrid threat’, able to “field a real army, hold territory ... and confront military 
forces” [Kurth-Cronin 2016:3, Laub:1, Hoffman,B. 2017:38], it is not the first.  The Afghans, Chechens and 
Hezbollah also straddled the boundaries between conventional and irregular (guerrilla) tactics, terrorism 
and criminal behaviour [Hoffman,F. 2009]. 

The fact that IS fights more like a conventional army than Al-Qaeda ever did [Wong 2014], reflects its 
absorption of around 1,000 medium-level and senior field commanders from Iraq’s imprudently disbanded 
military and huge stockpiles of heavy weaponry, while Al-Qaeda only ever mustered a few thousand 
mujahid foot soldiers in the Afghan conflict , armed with AK-47s and a few hundred ‘Stinger’ missile-
launchers.  

This military strength and expertise helped IS launch battalion-sized assaults [Hoffman,B.,2017:38], seize 
materiel and occupy large swathes of territory in what had become virtually ungoverned spaces in war-torn 
states.  This ‘major combat capability’ [Jasper:3] may represent a new military threat level from a sub-state 
(or proto-state) actor, but it does not represent a new type of terrorist threat.  Even with the advantage of 
established training and operating bases from which to coordinate overseas operations, IS-directed attacks 
on Paris and Brussels have not matched the sophistication or audacity of 9/11 and other Al-Qaeda attacks.  
With the recapture of IS-held territory, IS is expected to pivot from military engagements to guerrilla tactics 
[Dempsey] and revert to inspiring small-scale terrorist attacks to bog down Western security services and 
provide a smokescreen for more complex operations, mimicking the operational model outlined in Al-
Qaeda’s 2009 strategy paper, ‘Future Works’ [Barr:2]. 
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2.Barbarity 

IS brutality is said to be unique [Gergez:xv; Ould-Mohamedou:92].  It is both true to say that IS has 
attracted much attention by staging displays of shocking savagery, and that the Al-Qaeda leadership has 
called on IS to tone down its brutality, particularly against Muslims [Wright 2014:1;Jasper:4;Lister:8].  Yet, 
Al-Qaeda and its jihadist precursors have not always shunned extreme brutality, even against Muslims.  
They organised kidnappings, crucifixions and video-streamed beheadings before IS adopted these 
grotesque methods [Gergez:xv].  Zawahiri’s Islamist jihadists killed thousands of Algerian Muslims during 
the 1990s, but were chastened by public revulsion and mass demonstrations against fundamentalism 
[Curtis 2004].   

The innovation of IS is that it employs savagery with more relish than Al-Qaeda, particularly for recruitment 
purposes, and ignores Al-Qaeda’s experience of a Muslim backlash.  This may reflect inexperience, short-
termism or over-confidence on the part of IS, and a greater desire for intra-Muslim sectarianism, but it 
does not represent a qualitative difference in the IS terrorist threat.  Al-Qaeda leaders have predominantly 
been more educated and more ideological, taking the longer view and being more selective in their 
recruitment and affiliations [Kurth-Cronin 2016:1].  IS publicises its extreme violence as a recruiting tool 
and shows less interest in filtering out criminality [Watts:3] or bloodlust through its recruitment processes: 
almost half the Brussels and Paris attackers criminal records prior to joining [Watts:2].   

3.Youth Appeal 

IS has attracted more followers than Al-Qaeda as the flow of foreign fighters depends on the availability 
and accessibility of safe-haven destinations for training, and rallying causes [Hegghammer:2-4]. The allure 
of the Caliphate, easier access to Syria than to the Hindu Kush, and Assad’s civilian massacres triggered a 
recruitment boom [Wong] in a way that the Soviet-Afghan conflict never did for Al-Qaeda, particularly as IS 
has been quick to capitalise on the mass-exposure and stealth capabilities offered by new social media and 
encrypted messaging platforms, to radicalise and rally recruits [Hoffman,B.,2017:66].   

Tech savvy is one reason why IS attracts a larger and younger audience.  Another may be that IS exploits 
the growth in economically-underperforming Muslim youth [Hegghammer:2] by targeting deprived 
diaspora neighbourhoods in countries like Tunisia, Jordan, Egypt and even Belgium with offers of salaries 
up to $800 a month [Luck:1, Watts:2], while Al-Qaeda’s pseudo-scholarly pitch attracted older, 
ideologically-driven recruits willing to adopt an austere lifestyle [Wright].     

IS has also harnessed new media to direct and inspire “lone-wolf” mass-casualty attacks in the West.  
However, this “leaderless resistance” model was developed by right-wing extremists in the US [Burke:2017] 
and Al-Qaeda also made innovative use of the internet to disseminate DIY-terrorism manuals 
[Hoffman,B.2017:8] and to advocate “lone wolf” strikes against the West as far back as 2004 [Burke:2017], 
inciting believers since 2010 to run over infidels with cars and trucks  [Gutman:2016].  A 2011 RAND report 
on “lone-wolves” didn’t even mention IS [Jenkins].   

4.Funding 

Al Qaeda’s core funding has come from donors, often in the guise of charitable donations, while IS was 
initially funded by criminality, including oil smuggling, ransom payments, extortion and bank robberies, 
making it the wealthiest terrorist organization in the world, representing a potentially greater threat, but 
not of a new type.   

5.Other distinctions 

Finally, distinctions commonly drawn between Al-Qaeda’s focus on the so-called ‘far enemy’ (the West) and 
IS’s focus on the ‘near enemy’ (local sectarian wars) [Gergez:6] ignores that Al-Qaeda strategy pivoted from  
local to transnational dimensions after its mass-killing campaigns failed to topple the Egyptian and Algerian 
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regimes [Curtis:2004;Jasper:4].  Al-Qaeda’s longer-term objective remains the toppling of local secular 
regimes; its tactical focus has shifted to pressuring the US to withdraw from the region in order to achieve 
this [Rabasa:xvi].  Furthermore, IS has been increasingly directing and inspiring al-Qaeda-style attacks 
outwards, against the USA and European capitals [Gergez:6].   

Conclusion 

In many respects, IS has benefited from more favourable conditions and greater opportunities to flourish 
than its predecessors and has tended to adopt and adapt Al-Qaeda’s own innovations, rather than to 
depart from them in novel directions.  These have arguably increased its profile and its potential lethality, 
but IS does not represent a new type of terrorist threat.   

Each new terrorist wave has adopted new tactics, targets and rationales, or revived old ones, and each has 
adopted to changing political, military and financial realities and harnessed current technologies to further 
its ideological aims.  While Al Qaeda once posed a new type of terrorist threat; IS represents the latest 
iteration of international jihadism. 
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