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Introduction 

'Europe has recently experienced something of a jihadi terrorism crisis, marked by several mass-casualty 
attacks and a veritable exodus of foreign fighters to Syria. Now that foreign fighter flows are subsiding and 
Islamic State is weakening, many are hoping that the worst is over.  In this speculative article, I argue that it 
is probably not. Things may calm down in the short term, but four macro-trends point to a future with even 
larger radicalization and terrorism challenges.' [Hegghammer 2016:1] 

'Islamic State, which in the course of a few years grew from a small Iraq-based militia to a proto-state with 
tens of thousands of soldiers.' [Hegghammer 2016:5] 

'The self-proclaimed Islamic State is a militant Sunni movement that has conquered territory in western 
Iraq, eastern Syria and Libya, from which it has tried to establish the caliphate, claiming exclusive political 
and theological authority over the world's Muslims.' [Laub 2016:1] 

'The group traces its lineage to the aftermath of the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, when the Jordanian 
militant Abu Musab al-Zarqawi aligned his militant group, Jama'at al-Tawhid w'al-Jihad, with Al-Qaeda, 
making it Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). [...] Zarqawi was killed in a US air strike in 2006. [...] Zarqawi's successors 
rebranded AQI as the Islamic State of Iraq, and later, the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS).  The name 
refers to a territory that roughly corresponds to the Levant, or eastern Mediterranean, reflect the group's 
broadened ambitions with the onset of the 2011 uprising in Syria.' [Laub 2016:2]  

'IS should not be thought of as merely a terrorist group, but in fact a qualitative evolution of the Al Qaeda 
model.  Not only is its military strategy more professionally designed and implemented [because of its high-
level Iraqi military personnel], but it incorporates a practical model for social governance, one which has 
proven surprisingly effective within unstable environments.' [Lister 2014:16] 

http://anthropoetics.ucla.edu/category/ap0801/
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2015/09/debunking-the-myth-that-al-qaeda-doesnt-seek-to-control-territory-like-the-islamic-state.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2015/09/debunking-the-myth-that-al-qaeda-doesnt-seek-to-control-territory-like-the-islamic-state.php
http://thehill.com/policy/defense/218387-five-ways-isis-is-different-than-al-qaeda)
https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/isiss-savage-strategy-in-iraq
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Differences: 

[(1) Structure, (2) Brutality, (3) ISIS is more popular with young people, (4) Al Qaeda has attacked the US, 
ISIS has not, (5) Funding]:  (1) Structure: 'ISIS is fighting more like a conventional army than Al Qaeda ever 
did.  It has seized territory and declared a caliphate in northern Syria and Iraq.  ISIS is also employing more 
conventional military tactics. [...] Al Qaeda also wants to establish an Islamic Caliphate, but it has taken a 
long-term approach, and has discouraged affiliates from going out and doing so.  This is also one of the 
major reasons why Al Qaeda disowned ISIS – it wanted ISIS to wait on establishing a caliphate. (2) Brutality 
... ISIS is even more brutal than Al Qaeda.  [...] ISIS had gained international attention by beheading 
prisoners and enemies, and then posting pictures of the violence on social media.  Al Qaeda, in contrast, 
has shunned that practice because it risks turning off less extreme Sunnis and other Muslims ... "ISIS attacks 
anything at any given level," Watts said [Clint Watts, senior fellow at GWU's Homeland Security Policy 
Institute and senior fellow at the Foreign Policy Research Institute], while "Al Qaeda has shown quite a bit 
of restraint. They are very strategic in the attacks they take."  (3) ISIS is more popular with young people: 
ISIS now has more followers than Al Qaeda because of the recruitment boom to Syria.  [...] ISIS has also 
gained popularity with the young by embracing social media, while Al Qaeda stuck to more traditional 
recruiting methods (they didn't have social media, you muppet!) (4) Al Qaeda has attacked the US; ISIS has 
not – no longer true, (5) Funding:  'Al Qaeda's core has been traditionally reliant on donor funding, whereas 
ISIS is more reliant on illicit activities such as selling oil on the black market.  "ISIS started out with a 
massive set of criminal enterprises," said Watts. However, now ISIS is beginning to draw donations due to 
their success.  [Wong 2014] 

 

Al Qaeda represented a new type of threat 

'Violence is Al Qaeda's raison d'être.  Unlike Hezbollah or Hamas, which have a territorial focus, a mass 
base, and a political platform, and which cultivate support through  the provision of social services, Al 
Qaeda is a purely ideological and terrorist group that attracts adherents by means of its violent anti-
Western agenda and its élite status at the apex of the global jihadist movement.' [Rabasa 2006:3] 

ISIS is perhaps a greater threat – but not qualitatively different 

'But ISIS is not just a terrorist group, so counterterrorism won't be enough.  The group has more than 
30,000 fighters and is able to field a real army, hold territory in Iraq and Syria, and confront military forces.'  
[Kurth Cronin 2016:  

'In a nationally televised speech last September explaining his plan to "degrade and ultimately destroy" ISIS, 
US President Barack Obama drew a straight line between the group and Al Qaeda and claimed that ISIS is "a 
terrorist organization, pure and simple."  This was mistaken; ISIS hardly fits that description, and indeed, 
although it uses terrorism as a tactic, it is not really a terrorist organization at all.  Terrorist networks, such 
as Al Qaeda, generally have only dozens or hundreds of members, attack civilians, do not hold territory and 
cannot directly confront military forces.  ISIS, on the other hand, boasts some 30,000 fighters, holds 
territory in both Iraq and Syria, maintains extensive military capabilities, controls lines of communication, 
commands infrastructure, funds itself, and engages in sophisticated military operations.  If ISIS is purely and 
simply anything, it is a pseudo-state led by a conventional army.  And that is why the counterterrorism and 
counterinsurgency strategies that greatly diminished the threat from Al Qaeda will not work against ISIS.' 
[Kurth Cronin 2015: 1] 

'In fundamentally challenging Al Qaeda's place as the recognized leader of transnational jihadism...' [Lister 
2014:5] 

1. The extent of the "threat" 

'Over the course of 2017, the Islamic State (or ISIS) suffered defeat after devastating defeat at the hands of 
the United States and its allies, culminating in the seizure last October of the group's declared capital of 
Raqqa, Syria.  As of today, the group controls no major population centre in either Iraq or Syria.  Yet this 
does not mean that ISIS no longer poses a significant danger.  With the end of the physical caliphate, ISIS' 
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tactics are evolving.  It is more and more likely to avoid major battlefield engagements and instead resort 
to terrorist attacks in the Middle East, other conflict zones, and the West.' [Dempsey 2018: 1] 

'In order to remain militarily relevant, ISIS increasingly prefers to conduct isolated suicide attacks and hit-
and-run operations.  In early January, the group's official media wing published a list celebrating nearly 800 
such attacks in 2017, including ones against the Iraqi military (nearly 500), Kurdish forces in Syria (136), and 
the Assad regime and its allies (120), as well as a few dozen against moderate opposition groups in Syria.  
Although many of these attacks occurred during operations to liberate Mosul [Iraq's second-largest city] 
and Raqqa, it's clear that ISIS leaders view this type of strike as the group's best battlefield option for the 
foreseeable future.  Indeed, the early January ISIS drone attack on Russian military facilities in Syria is 
another concrete example of the group's desire to inflict as much pain as possible on its enemies while 
avoiding large-scale direct military engagement.  Even ISIS itself recognises that the days of seizing and 
holding cities are behind it.' [Dempsey 2018:1] 

'Overseas, ISIS' eight global branches are embracing similar tactics.' [Dempsey 2018:1] 

'...almost three-quarters of the group's nearly 40 media outlets have been silenced in recent months, and 
"92 per cent of the group's propaganda revolves around war, and war alone." [as opposed to its previous 
narrative centred on the historical significance of the physical caliphate and the religious obligation of 
Muslims to support it] .  In other words, the Islamic State's loss of its territorial safe haven has crippled its 
media arm, and the group is now less focused on recruiting followers for a new life in Iraq and Syria than it 
is on lashing out at perceived enemies.' [Dempsey 2018:1-2-ish] 

'without its operating base in Raqqa from which to plot overseas operations, ISIS is less likely to launch 
centrally directed and coordinated attacks (as was the case in Brussels in 2016 and Paris in 2015), and 
instead will likely focus on encouraging and claiming credit for a series of "inspired" attacks similar to the 
ones in New York City late last year. '  [Dempsey 2018:2] 

'Echoing the concerns of military analysts, former US Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel described IS 'as 
sophisticated and well-funded as any group we have seen.' [Jasper 2014:3-4] 

'The tactical successes of the Islamic State throughout the summer of 2014 can be attributed in part to 
their distressing ability to absorb and integrate fresh forces, funding and captured equipment while on the 
march.  Official intelligence estimates of militant numbers range from a core strength of roughly 10,000 
that is steadily being augmented by forced enlistments, foreign fighters and marginalized Iraqi Arab Sunni 
groups to potentially swell upwards of 50,000.' [Jasper 2014:4] 

'Now, however, a different group, the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS), which also calls itself the 
Islamic State, has supplanted Al Qaeda as the jihadist threat of greatest concern.' [Kurth Cronin 2015:1] 

'This access to independent resources [IS seized oil wells in Syria] has made it richer, bolder and more 
dangerous than any of its jihadist rivals, paving the way for its most recent assault on the Iraqi state.' 
[Phillips 2014:496] 

'Insurgent groups in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines, Saudi 
Arabia and Yemen have sworn allegiance to Baghdadi.' [Laub 2016:5] 

'...through its impressive advances across large swathes of Iraq and Syria in 2013 and 2014, IS has arguably 
proven a more successful organization than Al Qaeda.' [Lister 2014:1] 

'Speaking in July 2014, US State Department Deputy Assistant Secretary for Iraq and Iran Brett McGurk said 
IS is "worse than Al Qaeda" and "is no longer a terrorist organization... it is a full-blown army." [Lister 
2014:30] 

2. Scale (e.g. recruitment and operational capacity) 

' Terrorist networks, such as Al Qaeda, generally have only dozens or hundreds of members [...]ISIS, on the 
other hand, boasts some 30,000 fighters...' [Kurth Cronin 2015: 1] 
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(a) Size 

'ISIS controls a sectarian army numbering more than thirty thousand combatants, in part through an 
amalgamation of local armed insurgencies in Iraq and Syria and foreign recruits.' [Gergez 2016: 1] 

 

Al Qaeda 

'ISIS represents a new step, a new wave, in jihadism.  In contrast to ISIS's stunning rise, Al Qaeda Central, 
the previous group of global jihadism or Salafi-jihadism ... seems small by comparison.  It possessed fewer 
than three thousand fighters and no territories of its own [I'm not sure this is right – it may not have 
established a state but it certainly controlled territory in Yemen and elsewhere], a borderless, stateless, 
transnational social movement during the height of its power in the late 1990s.  Osama Bin Laden, Al 
Qaeda's emir, was under the protection of the Taliban in Afghanistan, wearing fealty to its leader, Mullah 
Omar (pronounced dead of natural causes in 2015).  In sharp contrast, ISIS's chief ... Abu Bakr al Baghdadi, 
anointed himself the new caliph, or supreme ruler of Muslims worldwide, thus challenging Omar's claim to 
the same title.  ISIS's blatant challenge of the Al Qaeda leadership and its imperial ambitions show an 
organization determined to impose its will as a new major player in the region and as a de facto state as 
well.'  [Gergez 2016:3-4] 

ISIS 

'From a military point of view, IS commands as many as 31,000 fighters, approximately 20,000-25,000 of 
which are core, ideologically loyal full-time members.' [Lister 2014:2] 

(a) Foreign Fighters 

'ISIS' greatest advantage in Europe comes from its many years of cultivating foreign fighter networks to 
Syria.  Much has been made of Al Qaeda leader Osama Bin Laden's Arab legion fighting in Afghanistan 
during the 1980s, but that force's number paled in comparison to day's cadres of European ISIS members 
which is likely tenfold larger. [But still small].  Fast communication over social media and easy travel into 
Turkey has facilitated the unprecedented flow.  Al Qaeda's recruitment efforts faced more challenges.  The 
group never enjoyed the level of technological sophistication that is available to ISIS.  It relied more on 
physical facilitation and brought in far fewer newcomers, who were incrementally assessed and slowly 
integrated into Pakistan, Afghanistan, Yemen and the Sahel – all locations that were far more difficult than 
Syria to traverse.' [Watts 2016: 2-ish] 

'Lacking adequate access to recruits with Western passports, Al Qaeda instead settled for Arab men able to  
travel into the West on visas.  External operations cells sought intelligent, disciplined recruits; many of Al 
Qaeda's operatives thus had college degrees, came from well-respected families, and appeared highly 
capable.  Although many of them went through training in Afghanistan, few dispatched to the West had 
significant combat experience.  Their attacks were their initiation into violence. [...] ISIS has turned Al 
Qaeda's recruitment pattern on its head – to spectacular effect.  Its recruits come in packs from European 
diaspora neighbourhoods.  Unlike Al Qaeda, which heavily screened incoming members to weed out 
potential spies or those with criminal pasts [that's a bit tricky surely, since so many Islamic Jihadists were 
turned out of Middle Eastern prisons before turning up in Afghanistan!], ISIS, at least at its height in 2015, 
took in any foreigners who volunteered. [...] Nearly half those identified in connection to the Paris and 
Brussels attacks had criminal records prior to joining, including for such offenses as carjacking and bank 
robbery.  Al Qaeda was correct that a criminal history would be a disadvantage when sending one or two 
infiltrators to the West at a time.   But the wave of returning ISIS fighters [hardly a wave ... a wave of 
displaced refugees] has overwhelmed European screening systems.' [Watts 2016: 2-ish] 

'Al Qaeda never attracted 1,000 foreign fighters a month, including women and children, or forced 
hundreds of thousands of civilians to flee its occupied territory.'  [Kurth Cronin 2016:2-ish] 

'The level of foreign fighter flows, however, depends on the availability of foreign fighter destinations and 
the ease with which these can be reached.' [Hegghammer 2016:2] 
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' By the end of the month [Jan-2014], ISIS had renamed itself the Islamic state and had proclaimed the 
territory under its control to be a new caliphate.  Meanwhile, according to US intelligence estimates, some 
15,000 foreign fighters from 80 countries flocked to the region to join ISIS, at the rate of around 1,000 per 
month.  Although most of these recruits came from Muslim-majority countries, such as Tunisia and Saudi 
Arabia, some also hailed from Australia, China, Russia and western European countries.' [Kurth Cronin 
2015: 2] 

'First, ISIS' European veterans have settled back into the very neighbourhoods and communities 
(sometimes sympathetic to their cause) that they came from, drawing minimal security scrutiny, a luxury Al 
Qaeda never had at such a scale.  Second, ISIS operatives attack towns and targets that they know 
intimately.  Instead of having to conduct extravagant reconnaissance on unfamiliar national monuments or 
government targets, they've gone after local sports venues, transportation hubs and popular public places 
that they might well have frequented.' [Watts 2016: 3-ish] 

'The impact of foreign fighters comes not from their relatively small numbers, but the sense of global reach 
their recruitment implies.' [Jasper 2014:6] 

'US Director of National Intelligence James Clapper estimated in February 2015 that more than 13,000 
foreign fighters joined Sunni Arab anti-government extremist groups, including the Islamic State, in Syria, 
and that more than 3,400 of more than 20,000 foreign Sunni militants hailed from Western countries. 
(Estimates of the group's total forces have ranged from around 30,000 to more than 100,000...).' [Laub 
2016:6] 

(i) 'Clean Skins' 

'And whereas Al Qaeda members mainly carried Middle Eastern passports, many ISIS members travel on 
European documents; the majority of those who attacked Paris in November are thought to have been 
citizens of European Union countries.  The same is likely true of the Brussels bombers.  That gives ISIS an 
advantage as it strikes at harder and harder targets.' [Kurth Cronin 2016:1] 

(ii) Didn't happen for Al Qaeda 

'A decade ago, counterterrorism analysts fretted about the possibility of European jihadists returning from 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and finding safe harbour among embittered diaspora communities across 
Europe.  But the Al Qaeda "bleed out," as it was called in counterterrorism circles, never really happened.  
The group didn't take hold of North African and Middle Eastern communities in Europe.  It failed to attract 
many of what the group called "clean skins" – Western passport holders able to slip through security 
without drawing attention.' [Watts 2016: 1] 

3. Why does ISIS pose the bigger threat 
(a) Because of scale 

'ISIS not only threatens the survival of civil-war-stricken Syria and the Iraqi state that was set up after the 
US-led invasion and occupation in 2003, but also the stability of neighbouring Arab countries.  Its ability to 
do so stems more from the fragility of the Arab state system than its own strength as a strategic actor.' 
[Gergez 2016;4] 

(b) Can directly confront military forces 

' Terrorist networks, such as Al Qaeda ... cannot directly confront military forces.  ISIS, on the other hand, 
boasts some 30,000 fighters, ... maintains extensive military capabilities, ...  engages in sophisticated 
military operations.  If ISIS is purely and simply anything, it is a pseudo-state led by a conventional army.' 
[Kurth Cronin 2015: 1] 

'ISIS is now led by well-trained, capable former Iraqi military leaders who know US techniques and habits 
because Washington helped train them.  And after routing Iraqi army units and taking their US-supplied 
equipment, ISIS is now armed with American tanks, artillery, armoured Humvees and mine-resistant 
vehicles. [...] In their hands, ISIS has developed a sophisticated light-infantry army, brandishing American 
weapons.'  [Kurth Cronin 2015:6] 
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'This Islamic State has [or had] the ability to form, deploy and sustain conventional manoeuvre forces.  They 
augment this major combat capability with cellular and disruptive tactics to fluidly adapt to changing 
battlefield conditions and minimize vulnerability to counter-offensives and air strikes.  In its summer 
manoeuvres, the IS demonstrated a coherent expansionist strategy as it deliberately isolated beleaguered 
Iraqi troops in Anbar province and converged on Baghdad from the north and west.  The initial incursions 
into Iraq were characterised by robust conventional firepower and mobility that allowed the IS to rapidly 
seize and control strategically important urban centres, roads and terrain. [^]  The Islamic State has 
managed to acquire and use shoulder-fired ground to air missiles to discourage coalition airstrikes. [...] The 
IS is known to use unmanned drones for aerial reconnaissance and to commandeer captured weapons 
systems, including US Humvees, artillery and small arms. [...] New evidence indicates that IS militants 
launched chemical attacks in their October offensive against the Iraqi town of Dhuluiya.  Iraqi police claim 
that the IS detonated improvised explosive devices rigged with chlorine gas cylinders to produce chemical 
clouds that sickened about 25 soldiers and civilians.' [Jasper 2014: 3] 

(c) More difficult threat to contain 

(a) ISIS has an administrative hierarchy, so more difficult to decapitate – see military organisation and 
administrative organisation above 

(b) Mainly in urban areas – more difficult to target 

'Consider first the tremendous US military and intelligence campaign to capture or kill Al Qaeda's core 
leadership through drone strikes and Special Forces raids.  Some 75 per cent of the leaders of the core Al 
Qaeda group have been killed by raids and armed drones, a technology well suited to the task of going after 
targets hiding in rural areas, where the risk of accidentally killing civilians is lower.  Such tactics, however, 
don't hold much promise for combating ISIS.  The group's fighters and leaders cluster in urban areas, where 
they are well integrated into civilian populations and usually surrounded by buildings, making drone strikes 
and raids much harder to carry out.' [Kurth Cronin 2015:3] 

4. New Context (permits scale/allows ISIS to flourish) 

'Al Qaeda was once the mightiest radical Islamist group, revolutionising terrorism in the 1990s and 2000s 
and introducing novel patterns of transnational force projection.' [Ould Mohamedou 2018:88] 

'Nobody before 2011 predicted this jihadi resurgence, and its precise causes remain unclear.  In retrospect, 
three factors seem to have played a particularly important role.  The first and most obvious was the 
eruption of the Syrian war in 2011, which provided European Islamists with an unusually visible and 
accessible foreign fighter destination.  The second was the social media revolution of around 2010, which 
facilitated recruiting by allowing for more propaganda distribution and safer communication between 
activists.  The third was the rise of Islamic State in 2013-2014, which provided an appealing new brand of 
jihadism and a territory from which to plot attacks in Europe.'  [Hegghammer 2016:1-2] 

1. Four Macro tends that facilitate the emergence of jihadi activism 

'The four trends are: 1) a growth in the number of economically underperforming Muslim youth, 2) a 
growth in the number of veteran activists, 3) persistent armed conflict in the Muslim world, and 4) 
persistent operational freedom on the internet. [...] The four trends all touch on elements prominent in 
"resource mobilization" approaches to political activism.  Resource mobilization is a perspective from the 
social movements literature that views surges of activism less as a response to broader socio-political 
strains and more as a function of the ability of entrepreneurs to craft activist networks and exploit protest 
technologies.  The first of the four trends concerns the availability of recruits; the second affects the 
number of entrepreneurs available to build networks; the third relates to the availability of political 
grievances and safe havens outside the West, while the fourth affects operational capacity.' [Hegghammer 
2016:2] 

Factor 1 – Availability of recruits – Economically underperforming Muslim youth 

'The first macro trend is that the main demographic pool from which European jihadis have historically 
been recruited, namely economically underperforming Muslim youth, seems to be growing.  We know the 
majority of European jihadis are young Muslim men of immigrant background from the lower half of the 
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socioeconomic ladder.   We do not yet know whether or not their economic underperformance has a causal 
effect on radicalisation, but we know that a majority of them are drawn from this demographic.  Tens of 
large-n studies have found European jihadis, as a group, to score worse than national averages on 
indicators such as education level, employment rate and criminal conviction rate [19].' [Hegghammer 
2016:3] 

Factor 2 – Veterans serve as entrepreneurs and network-builders 

'A second and more important trend is that the number of people who can serve as entrepreneurs and 
local network-builders may be larger in the coming ... years ... this is because the recent jihadi crisis has 
produced an unprecedented number of foreign fighters and other activists who will command authority if 
and when they try to rebuild jihadi networks in the future.  We know recruitment usually happens through 
social networks and that former foreign fighters and other veteran activists often play an important role in 
the formation of new radical communities [27].  This is presumably because their experience and 
reputation afford them authority vis-à-vis younger recruits.  This mechanism has thus far ensured a 
remarkable historical continuity in the networks that have made up European jihadism.  Activists from the 
1980s radicalized a new generation of militants in the 1990s, who in turn built new networks in the 2000s, 
who in turn influenced new recruits in the 2010s [28].  With several of the networks operative today we 
can trace a network genealogy going all the way back to the 1990s [29].  Historically, a proportion of 
European jihadis ... continued with their activism over many years, both during and after serving prison 
time.  Such veterans often stayed clear of direct involvement in attack plots, because they knew they were 
on the radar of the authorities, but they continued to recruit and advise new networks.' [Hegghammer 
2016:3] 

'There are presumably two main types of activists who can obtain veteran status and serve as future 
network-builders, namely foreign fighters and people imprisoned on terrorism-related counts.  The past 
five years have seen both of these groups grow very large.  Between 2011 and 2016 [a 5-year period] 
around 5,000 European Muslims went to Syria, most of them to join radical groups such as Islamic State or 
Jabhat al-Nusra [30].  By contrast, the total number of Islamist foreign fighters from Europe for the entire 
1990-2010 [20-year period] was probably less than 1,000 [31].  [...] According to some reports, between 
20% and 30% (i,e, between 1,000 and 1,500) of the Syria travellers have returned thus far [32]. [...]a recent 
study by German authorities suggested only about 10% of foreign fighters returning from Syria were 
disillusioned with jihadi ideology [33].' [Hegghammer 2016:3] 

'We have to bear in mind that the operational networks we have seen in the past emerged on the back of 
much smaller numbers of veterans.' [Hegghammer 2016:3] 

Factor 3 – Persistent conflict in the Muslim world 

'Historically, terrorist and insurgent groups tend to establish roots in weak states plagued by persistent civil 
conflict, sectarian tension and government inability to maintain a monopoly on the use of force.' [Clark 
2018b:1] 

'IS's expansion in Iraq and Syria has benefited greatly from tremendous regional instability and the 
weakening of nation-state borders.  By exploiting and exacerbating such conditions, IS has been able to 
gain military power, a multiplying international membership, and unprecedented financial resources.' 
[Lister 2014:30] 

'After three years, Iraqi and Kurdish fighters, backed by an 80-country US-led coalition, have reclaimed all 
of the territory ISIS once controlled in Iraq and the key cities it held in Syria.  The Islamic State no longer has 
much of a claim to calling itself a state at all.' [Bahney 2017:1] 

(a) US withdrawal from Iraq 

'The United States' withdrawal from Iraq on 18 December 2011 (the process had started in December 2007) 
opened the way for the local Al Qaeda franchise, AQI – which had already renamed itself Islamic State in 
Iraq (ISI) five years earlier, in October 2006 – to occupy that space by stepping up its insurgency in Iraq, but 
also, in time, growing to harbour wider and more consequential ambitions.' [Ould Mohamedou 2018:89] 
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'While pressure on ISIS continued through 2011, Sahwa efforts were weakened by the initiation of US 
military withdrawal from Iraq from June 2009 to August 2010.  The resulting transfer of security 
responsibilities to Iraqi forces ... boosted ISI's confidence and local recruitment.' [Lister 2014:10] 

(a) Provides safe space for training 

'...the partial disintegration of governmental authority in Syria following the onset of civil war there has 
provided a further filip to jihadism in Iraq and beyond.  The war in Syria has given Iraqi jihadists invaluable 
opportunities to gain battlefield experience and new recruits, while operating in sanctuaries beyond the 
reach of the al-Maliki government.' [Phillips 2014:496] 

(b) Attracts foreign fighters ... who return home 

'The second mechanism by which conflicts in the Muslim world affect European jihadism is by facilitating 
the rise of jihadi organisations that can host European foreign fighters.  Many conflicts that erupted in the 
Muslim world after 1990 saw the involvement of one or more jihadi groups.  Not infrequently, those groups 
proved willing to host foreign fighters from Europe.   [...] Foreign fighting fuels European jihadism by 
transferring military skills to the foreign fighters, by radicalizing some of them and by giving them a social 
status they can exploit for recruitment purposes when they return.  We know that returning foreign 
fighters are overrepresented among plotters of jihadi attacks in Europe, that their attacks are deadlier on 
average than other attacks, and that some of them have become important recruiters and authority figures 
[50]. [*] Conflict zones ... thus function as safe havens and capacity-boosters for European jihadis.  This 
strategic depth is particularly valuable in an era when Western societies are highly regulated and well-
policed and it goes a long way t ward explaining the resilience of European jihadism' [Hegghammer 2015:4-
5]  

(c) Provides political grievances/inspiration that have a strong mobilising effect 

'The third major trend is the apparent persistence of armed conflict in parts of the Middle East, North 
Africa and South Asia,  [...] The region therefore looks set to supply European jihadis with both rallying 
causes and training opportunities for the foreseeable future, as it has in the past.  [...] The evolution of 
jihadism in Europe has always been closely connected with political developments in the Muslim world.  
For a start, jihadism arguably first came to Europe in the last 1980s and early 1990s with Islamist insurgents 
who found in Europe a fundraising ground and a refuge [46].  After Europe developed an indigenous jihadi 
community from the mid-1990s onward, conflicts in the Muslim world continued to affect this community 
in two important ways.  The first was by providing grievances that interested Muslim immigrants in Europe 
and gave resonance to jihadi narratives about an Islam under attack from infidels and apostates.  [...] 
Conflicts such as the Algeria War in the 1990s, the second Palestinian intifada from 2000, and the war in 
Syria after 2011 all featured prominently in ... radicalisation accounts by militants [47].  Conflicts that 
involve Western military intervention, such as Afghanistan after 2001, or Iraq after 2003, have tended to 
have a particularly strong mobilising effect on European jihadism.' [Hegghammer 2016:4] 

(d) ISIS has taken advantage of refugee flows 

'ISIS has been able to use the wave of refugees to overwhelm efforts to track their operatives' movements.  
Bickering between European states about border controls and intelligence sharing has and will only 
continue to help ISIS.' [Kurth Cronin 2016: near end] 

Factor 4 Digital Empowerment 

Of Al Qaeda in 2005:  'The Internet has become a potent tool for groups to share propaganda and 
ideological material across international boundaries, contributing to a shared consciousness among 
dispersed groups within the jihad.' [Kilcullen 2005:601] 

'The fourth macro-trend is greater freedoms for clandestine actors on the internet, which, if these persist, 
will continue to allow European jihadis to spread propaganda, recruit, and plan operation online.' 
[Hegghammer 2016:5]  

'... terrorists' ability to exploit the Internet has varied over time.  [...] In the early 2000s, when the Internet 
was fairly new, jihadi groups were leading the cat-and-mouse game between states and rebels.  In the 
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second half of the 2000s, the tables turned, and jihadis were far more constrained in their Internet use.  
Stable websites were blocked, discussion forums were infiltrated, communications were often intercepted, 
and many people were arrested as a result. [...] Around 2010, however, the situation changed again in what 
I have previously labelled "the jihadi digital empowerment revolution" [66].  It happened gradually as a 
result of several changes. One was the advent of social media, which gave jihadis a wider range of user-
friendly communications platforms.  Paradoxically, social media also offered more security, at least for 
small-fish radicals, because governments could not hack or monitor Twitter and Facebook as easily as they 
had jihadi discussion forums in the 2000s.  Another change was the increased availability of encryption, for 
example, in the form of end-to-end encrypted messaging apps such as WhatsApp and Telegram.  This 
increased the online stealth capability of actors seeking to avoid surveillance.[67]  A third change was the 
sheer increase in the number of jihadi activists after 2011, both inside and outside Europe.  The 
combination of more surveillance targets and a larger variety of communication platforms left security 
services overwhelmed and forced them to reduce digital policing of all but the most serious suspects.  The 
result was a general easing of the constraints which had hampered jihadis in the late 2000s; they simply got 
away with much more than they had just a few years earlier.  From 2010 onwards, jihadi groups were able 
to distribute propaganda on a much larger scale than they had before, and they could post sensitive tactical 
material information on blogs and websites without it being taken down. [68] And, because they could 
communicate more securely one-on-one, they could recruit, fundraise and even coordinate operations 
over the Internet to a larger extent than in the 2000s.' [Hegghammer 2016:5]  

'There have even been cases of IS cadres in Syria grooming IS sympathisers in Europe via the Internet.  This 
type of behaviour was rare in the 2000s and reflects a greater confidence in the security of digital 
communications.' [Hegghammer 2016:6] 

(i) Use of gateway groups isn't new 

'... future jihadi entrepreneurs will follow a strategy similar to that of the so-called "gateway groups" of the 
late 2000s, that is, to establish organizations that operate just within the boundaries of the law, whatever 
national law it is at that point.  The gateway groups, such as Islam4UK, and its spin-offs such as 
Sharia4Belgium, Fursan al-Izza and the Prophet's UMma were probably an adaptation to the anti-Al-Qaeda 
repression in the early and mid-2000s.  Radical Islamists appeared to have learned that organizational 
structures which dabbled with things like training, fundraising or foreign fighter recruitment quickly got 
taken down, while groups that limited themselves to verbal support for jihadi causes were left alone. [...] 
These groups will be careful not to engage in unlawful activity, but they will propagate jihadi ideology and 
quietly encourage the emergence of clandestine operative networks around them.' [Hegghammer 2016:6] 

Al Qaeda 

'...Al Qaeda's propaganda is particularly distinctive in the relentlessly global nature of its dissemination, 
which has been made possible by the relentlessly global nature of its dissemination, which has been made 
possible by the canny use of electronic media, most notably the Internet.  As a result of this media strategy, 
Al Qaeda's messages have penetrated deeply into Muslim communities around the world.  Indeed, only the 
most advanced of modern states equal Al Qaeda's capability to spread sophisticated propaganda quickly 
and globally.' [Rabasa 2006:15] 

'In October 2003, a series of videotapes were released that contained testimonies of the suicide bombers in 
the May 2003 Riyadh terrorist attacks.51 The videos bear the insignia of Sabah Productions (Cloud 
Productions); they include multiple cameras and show signs of considerable editing, suggesting significant 
production capabilities.' [Rabasa 2006:19] 

'Communication, according to Osama bin Laden, is 90 per cent of the struggle.  Given the operational 
requirements of clandestinity, which preclude traditional press conferences, face-to-face interviews, and 
physical broadcasting or printing facilities, and keeping in mind Al Qaeda's youthful audience, it is hardly 
surprising that the Internet has become the primary vehicle for disseminating the organizations 
propaganda and operational guidance, or that it plays a key role in its overall strategy.  According to a 
Middle Eastern security official, Al Qaeda today does 99 per cent of its work on the Internet.  More than 
just a communications tool, technology is shaping the nature of the struggle and creating opportunities, as 
well as dangers, for the terrorist movement.' [Jenkins 2011:15] 
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ISIS 

 

ISIS is NOT a new TYPE of threat 

'It examines ISIS in comparative perspective by contrasting the group with like-minded Salafi-jihadists of 
the Al Qaeda variety.' [Gergez 2016:xvi] 

1. Origins and Expansion 

The differences between Al Qaeda and ISIS are partly rooted in their histories.  Al Qaeda came into being in 
the aftermath of the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.  Its leaders' worldviews and strategic thinking 
were shaped by the ten-year war against Soviet occupation, when thousands of Muslim militants, including 
Osama bin Laden, converged on the country.  As the organization coalesced, it took the form of a global 
network focused on carrying out spectacular attacks against Western or Wester-allied targets, with the goal 
of rallying Muslims to join a global confrontation with secular powers near and far.  [^] Isis came into being 
thanks to the 2003 US invasion of Iraq.  In its earliest incarnation, it was just one of a number of Sunni 
extremist groups fighting US forces and attacking Shiite civilians in an attempt to foment a sectarian civil 
war.  At that time, it was called Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and its leader, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, had pledged 
allegiance to bin Laden.  Zarqawi was killed by a US air strike in 2006, and soon, after AQI was nearly wiped 
out when Sunni tribes decided to partner with the Americans to confront the jihadists.  But the defeat was 
temporary; AQI renewed itself inside US-run prisons in Iraq, where insurgents and terrorist operatives 
connected and formed networks – and where the group's current chief and self-proclaimed caliph, Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi, first distinguished himself as a leader.  In 2011, as a revolt against the Assad regime in 
Syria expanded into a full-blown civil war, the group took advantage of the chaos, seizing territory in Syria's 
northeast, establishing a base of operations, and rebranding itself as ISIS.  In Iraq, the group continued to 
capitalise on the weakness of the central state and to exploit the country's sectarian strife, which 
intensified after US combat forces withdrew.' [Kurth Cronin 2015: 2] 

'Although ISIS is an extension of the global jihadist movement in its ideology and worldview, its social 
origins are rooted in a specific Iraqi context, and, to a lesser extent, the Syrian war that has raged since 
2011.'  [Gergez 2016:6] 

How ISIS came out of Al Qaeda 

'Zarqawi then moved to Afghanistan, arriving in Kandahar province with a letter of tazkiyya (a personal 
recommendation or reference) from then London-based Abu Qatada al-Filistini.  He made contact with Al 
Qaeda's leadership, acquiring permission and a $200,000 loan to establish a training camp.  Zarqawi used 
this camp as a base for building his own newly established jihadi group. [...] Primarily consisting of 
Palestinians and Jordanians ...[...] ... until the US-led invasion of Afghanistan following the 9/11 attacks.  
Zarqawi's JTWJ fought alongside Al Qaeda and Taliban forces before eventually fleeing to Iran in December 
2001. [...] Shortly thereafter, Zarqawi's cadre relocated to northern Iraq ...' [Lister 2014:6] 

'Similarly, as in the second phase of its history, Al Qaeda shifted to taking the form [*] of a decentralised 
entity, giving birth to so-called franchises – one of these offshoots, AQI [Al Qaeda in Iraq], became the 
actual precursor to IS.  Parcelling out its action, Al Qaeda retreated into Afghanistan and Pakistan ('AfPak'), 
opening the door to a successor in Syria and Iraq ('Syraq') which would come from its own womb, AQI.  The 
discussion highlights the fact that IS is the result of a project embarked on long ago by Bin Laden, dry-
docked and soon enough displaced by IS while remaining lastingly coterminous with it in important ways.'  
[Ould Mohamedou 2018:28-29] 

'In the aftermath of the American occupation of Iraq, led in response to the attacks Al Qaeda had 
conducted in the United States in 2001, one of the group's own offshoots, IS, dislodged it between 2011 
and 2014 and went on to acquire greater capability and impact.' [Ould Mohamedou 2018:89] 

'By all accounts, the IS is a brutal organization whose extreme methods are distasteful even to Al Qaeda.' 
[Jasper 2014:4] 
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'Between 2004 and 2011, the AQI group had seesawed between the two dimensions of the local vs 
transnational struggle, as the Iraqi group would experience a difficult relationship with Al Qaeda.  To be 
certain, IS's exceptionalism within Al Qaeda's trajectory had a long history, and it was arguably just a matter 
of time before the derivative group sought its full emancipation from the mother organisation.  In point of 
fact, the entity that would become ISIS, and later IS, predated Al Qaeda's mid-2000s franchising model, 
which it joined in 2004 while constantly chipping away at Al Qaeda's influence...' [Ould Mohamedou 
2018:91] 

ISIS initiated insurgency in Iraq, 2004-04 

'On August 7 [2003] JTWJ detonated a car bomb – the first of the insurgency – outside Jordan's embassy in 
Baghdad, killing 17 people.  Then, on the 19th, a suicide car bombing outside the UN Assistance Mission in 
Iraq killed 22 people ... on August 29 the group targeted the Shi'ite Imam Ali Mosque in Najaf with another 
suicide car bomb, killing 95 people...' [Lister 2014:7] 

'JTWJ of course targeted coalition forces, but these [3 attacks listed above] demonstrated its other principal 
targets: Zarqawi's traditional enemy of Jordan, the international community and the Shia, which Zarqawi 
viewed as the chief threat to Sunni power in Iraq and the wider region.  This three-pronged targeting 
strategy represented Zarqawi's ultimate objective: to undermine occupying forces while simultaneously 
sparking a sectarian conflict.  Zarqawi believed his organization could take advantage of the resulting chaos 
to cast itself as the defender of the Sunni community and to usher in the establishment of an Islamic state.' 
[Lister 2014:7] 

The Al Qaeda/ISIS split 

Alliance 

'In September 2004, after eight months of negotiations, Zarqawi pledged allegiance to AL Qaeda and 
Osama Bin Laden.  From that point onwards, JTWJ was known as ... Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI).' [Lister 2014:8] 

Split 

'However, Zarqawi's relationship with Al Qaeda was fraught with tension, particularly because of AQI's 
brutality and mass targeting of Shia civilians.  [...] While Zarqawi thought society had been corrupted and 
needed cleansing through terrifying violence [much as al-Zawahiri had done], Al Qaeda insisted on 
combating "apostate" regimes and avoiding, where possible, damaging the image of the jihadi project.  This 
was famously revealed within letters from Al Qaeda leaders Ayman al-Zawahiri .... to Zarqawi in 2005.  
While AQI wanted fast results through dramatic and unforgiving brutality, Al Qaeda, at least following the 
US invasions, was adopting a more patient strategy.  Nonetheless, Zawahiri's 2005 letter did encourage AQI 
to prepare to establish an Islamic state in Iraq.' [Lister 2014:8] 

'A more thorough rupture came after the start of Syria's uprising Zawahiri, who succeeded Bin Laden as Al-
Qaeda's chief, privately ruled that the emergent Syrian Al-Qaeda affiliate, Jabhat al-Nusra, remain 
independent from Baghdadi's ISI.  Baghdadi publicly rebuffed the ruling.' [Laub 2016:4] 

'Zarqawi's death .... on June 7 2006...Within five days, AQI appointed Abu Hamza (Abu Ayyub al-Masri) as 
its new leader, and fourth months later the MSM [a merger of AQI and five other groups] announced the 
establishment of the .... Islamic State in Iraq.  Then, on November 10, Masri pledge allegiance to ISI leader 
...Abu Omar al-Baghdadi.' [Lister 2014:8] 

'Although it took years for the significance of these events to become clear, Masri's pledge of allegiance to 
ISI combined with the lack of any formal ISI pledge of allegiance to Al Qaeda catalysed a gradual divorce 
between the two entities.' [Lister 2014:9] 

'ISIS July 2013 killing of a senior Free Syrian Army commander in Latakia was the first sign of the inevitable.  
Six months later, in January 2014, a coalition of moderate groups launched operations against ISIS across 
norther Syria ... ISIS' refusal to submit to ... Al Qaeda appointed mediators had pushed Zawahiri to 
announce in February [2014] that "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 actions." ' [Lister 2014:13] 
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2. Ideology and aims - not new 

'ISIS' ideology, rhetoric and long-term goals are similar to Al Qaeda's, and the two groups were once 
formally allied.  So many assume that the current challenge is simply to refocus Washington's now 
formidable counterterrorism apparatus on a new target.  [^] But ISIS is not Al Qaeda.  It is not an outgrowth 
or a part of the older radical Islamist organization, nor does it represent the next phase in its evolution.  
Although Al Qaeda remains dangerous – especially its affiliates in North Africa and Yemen – ISIS is its 
successor.  ISIS represents the post-Al Qaeda jihadist threat.' [Kurth Cronin 2015:1] 

‘The fourth wave produced an organization with a purpose and recruitment pattern unique in the history of 
terrorism; namely, Al Qaeda ...It seeks to create a single state for all Muslims, a state that once existed, and 
one that would be governed by the Sharia, Islamic law.’ [Rapaport 2002:9] 

Qutb 

'Al Qaeda depicts the world in terms of a stark and ultimately irreconcilable dichotomy... between the 
forces of Islamist belief and non-belief... [...]This notion has clear origins in the writings of Sayyid Qutb 
(1906-1966), whose doctrines have exerted a major influence on Al Qaeda's Egyptian hard core.  Qutb, a 
key intellectual figure in the Muslim Brotherhood who has hanged by ... Nasser in 1966, provided the 
theoretical underpinnings for "violent Muslim resistance to regimes that claim to be Muslim, but whose 
implementation of Islamic precepts is judged to be imperfect". [...] Qutb called for the creation of  a violent 
revolutionary vanguard to wage jihad and bring about Islam's restoration.' [Rabasa 2006:11] 

Al Qaeda 

'Al Qaeda was originally envisioned as a kind of Sunni foreign legion, which would defend Muslim lands 
from Western occupation.  What bin Laden invoked as an inciting incident for his war on the West was the 
First Iraq War, in 1990, when half a million American and coalition troops were garrisoned in Saudi Arabia 
in their successful campaign to repel the forces of Saddam Hussein, who had invaded Kuwait. [...] But 
Zarqawi (ISIS) had a different goal in mind.  He hoped to provoke an Islamic civil war ...' [Wright: 2014] 

'Bin Laden's declaration announced a global war against the US and the broader Western-dominated world 
order. [...] [Ayman al] Zawahiri's statement outlined a two-phase strategy.  In the first phase, the "jihad 
would ... turn things upside down in the region and force the US out of it.  This would be followed by the 
earth-shattering event, which the West trembles at: the establishment of an Islamic caliphate in Egypt"  
The second stage would use this Caliphate as a launch pad to "lead the Islamic world in a jihad against the 
West.' [Kilcullen 2005:598] 

'Among the central strategic priorities of Al Qaeda, mobilizing Muslims for a global jihad against the West 
and toppling "apostate" regimes, particularly in Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Pakistan, remain paramount 
objectives.  Other objectives include creating an Islamic government according to its own ultra-orthodox 
interpretation of Hanbali Sunni Islam and isolating the majority of Sunni Muslims who follow other schools 
of Islam, not to mention Shi'ites.  For Al-Qaeda, and the groups that share its ideology, governments in the 
Middle East primarily exists [*] because of US support; their destruction thus is contingent on removing 
that support.  Al Qaeda has sought to achieve this objective by pressuring the United States to withdraw 
from the Middle East through the perpetration of increasingly costly acts of terror. [Thus, another reason 
why the far enemy is a strategic priority for AQ, but the longer-term aim is to remove the underpinnings of 
the apostate regimes in the Middle East] Al Qaeda anticipated US retaliation and hoped that this retaliation 
could be presented in the Muslim world as a war against Islam that would advance its propaganda and 
recruitment efforts.' [Rabasa 2006:xvi] 

'At its core, Al Qaeda's ideology is profoundly internationalist, attempting to contextualize local conflicts as 
part of a broader global struggle against "apostasy" and "the infidel". In essence, al Aaeda's ideology is a 
version of ..."neo-fundamentalism" or "radical fundamentalism", i.e. an extremist Islamic fundamentalist 
set of beliefs that borrows many of the characteristics of European fascism and Marxism-Leninism, or [*] 
"jihadist-salafism," described by Gilles Kepel as "respect for the sacred texts in their most literal form 
[combined with] an absolute commitment to jihad." [Rabasa 2006:xvii-xviii] 
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'In the fashion of many earlier terrorist organizations, such as the National Liberation Front (FLN), whose 
anti-colonial campaign succeeded in driving the French from Algeria, AL Qaeda has sought to achieve this 
objective by pressuring the United States to withdraw from the Middle East through the perpetration of 
increasingly costly (to the United States) acts of violence. High profile attacks in Kenya and Tanzania (1998), 
the Gulf of Aden (2000) and New York (2001) have all been integral to this endeavour.' [Rabasa 2006:24] 

ISIS 

'The group became an Al Qaeda franchise by 2004, but has since broken with the organization founded by 
Osama Bin Laden (no, it wasn't, it was Ayman al-Zawahiri).  Their split reflects strategic and ideological 
differences.  Al-Qaeda focused on attacking the United States and is Western allies, whom it held 
responsible for bolstering Arab regimes it considered apostate, like those in Saudi Arabia and Egypt, rather 
than capturing territory and establishing a state.' [Laub 2016:4] 

'[ISIS] by merging the original Al Qaeda logic with a centralised statehood aim which Al Qaeda had explicitly 
avoided.' [Ould Mohamedou 2018:89] 

1. Emphasis on Near enemy vs far enemy 

'One of the defining features of ISIS strategy that contrasts with that of Al Qaeda Central is that it, along 
with its predecessor, [*] Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) has so far consistently focused on the Shia and the "near 
enemy" of the Iraqi and Syrian regimes and their Persian ally, rather than the "far enemy" of the United 
States, Israel, or other global actors.' [Gergez 2016:6] 

'...three dimensions, indicative of the nature of the emerging group, manifested themselves.  First, whereas 
Al Qaeda had privileged the export of rebellion, IS engineered a refocusing on the local, specifically in Iraq 
in the wake of the change of political guard from US occupation forces to the Shi'a government of Nuri al 
Maliki.  Second, IS seized on an unexpected opportunity afforded by the Syrian civil war, which started in 
March 2011, to assert itself regionally and pursue a complex Levantine expansion meant to widen its scope, 
power and performativity.  Finally, the displacement of Al Qaeda – which IS would partly achieve violently 
and unstintingly, but also by passively observing Al Qaeda's drift into extraneousness – spelled the 
introduction of a state-building project.  As IS achieved these three aims, it shifted to capture and pursue Al 
Qaeda's transnational dynamic, but doing so in a manner replacing franchises with regions, as part of an 
organic rather than a decentralised entity, with a deft use of information technology.' [Ould Mohamedou 
2018:89] 

'As ISIS has grown, its goals and intentions have become clearer.  Al Qaeda conceived of itself as the 
vanguard of global insurgency mobilizing Muslim communities against secular rule.  ISIS, in contrast, seeks 
to control territory and create a "pure" Sunni Islamist state governed by a brutal interpretation of Sharia; to 
immediately obliterate the political borders of the Middle East that were created by Western powers in the 
twentieth century; and to position itself as the sole political, religious, and military authority over all of the 
world's Muslims. [*] Since ISIS' origins and goals differ markedly from Al Qaeda's, the two groups operate in 
completely different ways.' [Kurth Cronin 2015: 2] 

Al Qaeda 

'... Al Qaeda Central prioritized the far enemy, specifically America and its European allies.  From the mid-
1990s until the present, Al Qaeda Central has waged a transnational jihad against the United States, trying 
to bog it down in a total war against the Islamic World.' [Gergez 2016:6] [*BUT MENTION WHY... from 
Power of Nightmares video 2 – the public turned against them when they conducted terror attacks against 
near enemy so the pivot towards the far enemy was a strategy of desperation].   

'The first step was to kick out all foreign troops from the Arabian Peninsula and the Muslim world; second, 
they wanted to get rid of the corrupt, non-Islamic governments – the 'puppets of the West' as they called 
them – and then apply the Sharia law, and then start to expand, step-by-step, until 2020, hoping to revive 
the Ottoman empire under the leadership of Al Qaeda and Osama Bin Laden.'  [Abdul Brai Atwan, Editor, Al 
Quds at 1:19:00, PBS America at a Crossroads: Jihad: The Men and Ideas behind Al Qaeda] 
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ISIS – wanted to provoke an Islamic civil war 

'Al Qaeda was originally envisioned as a kind of Sunni foreign legion, which would defend Muslim lands 
from Western occupation.. [...] But Zarqawi (ISIS) had a different goal in mind.  He hoped to provoke an 
Islamic civil war ...[...] Guided by certain Islamist thinkers who believed that attacking Shi'ites would draw 
Sunnis to their cause, Zarqawi concentrated his violence on native Iraqi Shiites, not the American military.' 
[Wright: 2014] 

 

'AQI and ISIS view the struggle against America, Europe and even Israel as a distant secondary goal that 
must be deferred until a Sunni Islamic State is built in the heart of Arabia and ISIS consolidates its grip on 
the Iraqi and Syrian territories it occupies.  However, as the group suffered military setbacks in Syria and 
Iraq in 2015, it began to target the far enemy by relying on its far-flung affiliate groups in Egypt, Libya, and 
limited networks of followers and stay-at-home groupies in Europe and North America.  These attacks 
against the far enemy divert attention from ISIS's military losses in Syria and Iraq and also reinforce its 
narrative of invincibility and triumphalism.  Despite this tactical shift in ISIS's modus operandi in attacking 
Western targets, Riyadh, Baghdad and Damascus are ISIS's immediate strategic targets, not Rome, Paris, 
London and Washington [Footnote 9: A M al Maqdisi, interviewed by Al-Quds al –Arabi, 21 October 2014].' 
[Gergez 2016: 6] 

'Regionally, IS has challenged the legitimacy of the prevailing order at two levels.  In attempting to 
consolidate a jihadist statelet spanning parts of Syria and Iraq, IS challenges the territorial dispensation that 
has prevailed since the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement first split the region into British and French spheres of 
influence. [...] Its prominence in IS propaganda reflects al Baghdadi's canny marshalling of pan-Arabist 
sentiment to legitimate his fledgling statelet.  Al-Baghdadi's declaration of a revived caliphate – effectively 
a claim to leadership of the world's Muslim's – meanwhile directly challenges the legitimacy of the Saudi 
monarchy, which grounds its authority in its status as custodian of the holy cities of Mecca and Medina.' 
[Phillips 2014:496] 

'... even if ISIS is overrun militarily in the coming year or so as seems likely, the jihadist group will revert to 
its original type – urban guerrilla warfare and counter-insurgency in the Middle East, and terrorism 
worldwide.' [Gergez 2016:ix] 

2. Takfir (keep linked to Near vs Far Enemy section) 

 [Alain Juillet, Former Head of Intelligence at the DGSE] said of Al Zarqawi: "He's also the one who 
introduced the Takfirist notion that you were allowed to kill Muslims if they were not of the same sect as 
you.  Something Al Qaeda never said.  Zawahiri, who was their theoretician, always said that you don't 
touch Muslims; you attack non-Muslims." [VIDEO: 15 years of terror: Radical Islam from Al Qaeda to ISIS, at 
14:50]  But this isn't true: first, because Takfir is excommunication and, second, because Islamic 
Jihad/Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and Algeria notionally excommunicated fellow Muslims to justify killing 
them in terror attacks (e.g. Luxor) in the hope of sparking the overthrow of ME governments 

3. Objective of terrorist attacks 

Al Qaeda and ISIS similarities 

'One objective of smaller attacks, according to Future Works [Al Qaeda strategy paper, mentioned below] 
was to foment chaos in Western countries and to force governments to adopt increasingly stringent 
security measures, which, Al Qaeda reasoned, would alienate Muslims living in the West and push them 
towards Al Qaeda.  ISIS articulated a similar rationale for its operations in Europe in Dabiq, its now defunct 
English-language online magazine, arguing in February 2015 that government-directed crackdowns, coming 
after terrorist attacks, would "eliminate the gray zone" and force Muslims living in the West to choose 
between ISIS and secular society.'  [Barr 2017:2] 

'Although there is no publicly available evidence that ISIS ever obtained Future Works, the tactics outlined 
in the document are strikingly similar to ISIS' strategies in the West.'  [Barr 2017:2] 

'But perhaps the most revealing and worrying parallel between Future Works and ISIS' strategy concerns 
the jihadist group's use of small-scale attacks as a smoke screen, a distraction from its more complex 
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operations.  Beginning in September 2014, ISIS propagandists issued a series of calls for individuals to carry 
out attacks in the group's name.  At the same time, ISIS operatives based in Syria directed jihadists living in 
Europe to carry out attacks at home.  The proliferation of low-tech attacks in 2014 and 2015 consumed the 
resources of European security services, leading many analysts to conclude at the time that ISIS' strategy 
was limited to inspiring lone wolves.  That is one reason why security services were caught off-guard in 
2015, when a budding jihadist network ... launched an unprecedented multiplicity plot, first in Paris in 
November and then in Brussels several months later. [...] As officials try to make sense of the Barcelona 
massacre, the two-pronged model outlined in Future Works is as relevant as ever.' [Barr 2017:2] 

4. Caliphate - Holding territory/State-building – not a sub-state actor 

'By the end of 2014, ISIS had captured approximately a third of Syrian and Iraqi territories.' [Gergez 2016:2] 

'...IS declared the establishment of a caliphate stretching across 423 miles of Iraq and Syria on June 29, 
2014.' [Lister 2014: 1] 

'...its impressive advances across large swathes of Iraq and Syria in 2013 and 2014...' [Lister 2014:1] 

Precedents 

‘For example, guerrilla organisations, such as the FARC in Colombia, also engage in terrorist tactics; and 
terrorist groups such as the Lebanese Hizballah and the Sri Lankan LTTE also consider themselves guerrilla 
forces that control territory.’ [Sinai 2008:10] 

Al Qaeda 

'If we look at the two short-term goals, which are removing the Americans and establishing an Islamic 
amirate in Iraq, or a caliphate if possible ...' [Letter from Ayman al Zawahiri to Al Zarqawi in 2005] 

[This is about ISIS declaring a caliphate, illustrating why Al Qaeda may have been reluctant to do so in the 
short term] '... the declaration of a caliphate was an extremely bold move, particularly considering its lack 
of Islamic legal legitimacy ..."An Islamist caliphate, by definition, covers the entire 'Muslim World'.... They 
hypothetical return of a Caliph in Islamic jurisprudence implies a large degree of Muslim unity, with these 
united Muslim masses willingly pledging allegiance to him.  This is the fundamental mistake of [IS], a fatal 
flaw for their theological credentials.  They may have been entitled to declare an 'Islamic emirate' (as the 
Taliban did in Afghanistan) or even an 'Islamic state,' Just as Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan .... are 'Islamic 
republics'.  But to declare a caliphate for all Muslims when they rule over, at best, a few tens of millions of 
Syrians and Iraqis out of a worldwide Muslim population of 1.2-1.5 billion, is to destroy any notion of 
representation or unity.' [Also, they wanted to kill Yazidis and Shia, so they can't claim to represent World 
Muslims] [Lister 2014:14] 

' Terrorist networks, such as Al Qaeda [...] do not hold territory... ISIS, on the other hand ... holds territory 
in both Iraq and Syria, maintains extensive military capabilities, controls lines of communication, 
commands infrastructure, funds itself, and engages in sophisticated military operations.' [Kurth Cronin 
2015: 1] 

'A simple look at the history of al Qaeda and its regional branches and their efforts and success with taking 
and holding ground shows that al Qaeda is not “more interested in using affiliates around the globe to kill 
large numbers of westerners,” as Foreign Policy wrongly claimed. [^] A major difference between al Qaeda 
and the Islamic State is that the former believes the caliphate should not be established until the conditions 
are right and there is a consensus among Muslims for the establishment of said caliphate. The Islamic State, 
on the other hand, believes the caliphate must be declared now and anyone who stands in its way is its 
enemy.'  [Roggio 2015:1] 

'...what this line of analysis fails to understand is that Al Qaeda and its branches and allies have in the past 
controlled territory, and continue to do so to this day.  A simple look at Al Qaeda's position in terrorism's 
hot spots throughout the world disproves the idea that the jihadist group does not wish to hold ground.' 
[Roggio 2015:1] 

'In Syria, al Qaeda's branch, the Al Nusrah Front, in conjunction with its jihadist and rebel allies, controls a 
significant amount of land in the north.  A key difference between Al Nusrah and the Islamic State is not 
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territorial ambition; rather, Al Qaeda's official branch is just more clever than its rival, which refuses to 
cooperate with other jihadist groups.  [...] In Yemen, Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) controlled 
large areas of Abyan and Shabwa provinces for more than a year between 2011 and 2012.  And, with the 
current chaos there after the advance of Iranian-supported Houthi rebels and the collapse of President 
Hadi's government, AQAP again controls areas in Abyan, Shabwa, and Hadramout provinces. P[...]  In 
Somalia, the Islamic Courts Union, which was infused with Al Qaeda operatives, controlled much of 
southern and central Somalia from the summer of 2006 until Ethiopian troops invaded in December 2006.  
Shabaab, which emerged from the ICU and is now Al Qaeda's official branch in East Africa, still controlled 
vast areas of the south and retook the capital of Mogadishu and other major cities and towns by 2009.  An 
offensive by African Union and Somali forces beginning in 2011 again drove Shabaab from most of its major 
strongholds, but the jihadist groups still controls rural areas and some towns to this day.  In Mali, Al Qaeda 
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) ... took control of northern portion of the country in early 2012 and held it 
until French forces intervened in early 2013.  In Afghanistan and Pakistan, Al Qaeda has supported both 
Taliban branches to take and hold territory. [...] In Libya, Al Qaeda and Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
(AQIM) are following the same strategy as the Al Nusrah front and embedding itself within other local 
jihadist groups, such as the Mujahideen Shura Council (MSC).  The MSC controls the city of Derna. [Roggio 
2015:1] 

Of Al Qaeda, 2005: 'A global insurgency has limited vulnerability to many of these measures because of the 
phenomenon of failed and failing states, and under-administered areas between states (such as the tribal 
areas on the Pakistan/Afghan border).  This allows geographical sanctuary for insurgents, while 
international flows of information and finances provide 'cyber-sanctuaries; (like the Al Qaeda internet 
presence, described above) for insurgents.' [Kilcullen 2005:608] 

'Al Qaeda never ... forced hundreds of thousands of civilians to flee its occupied territory.'  [Kurth Cronin 
2016:2-ish] 

'... the jihad jet-set organised around de-territorialised networks ...' [Phillips 2014:498] 

ISIS 

'ISIS issued a series of coordinated media releases marking the start of Ramadan.  The most significant of 
these was an audio recording, released on June 29 in five languages, that announced the establishment of 
the caliphate.  On the same day the group published videos titled ... "The End of Sykes-Picot" that showed 
the physical destruction of a land barrier demarcating the Syria-Iraq border [...] A July 1 audio statement in 
which Baghdadi celebrated the caliphate's creation was followed by a July 5 video of his first public 
appearance as "Caliph".' [Lister 2014:14] 

'Despite the fact that both groups seek to govern, the Islamic State has been successful in selling itself as a 
radically different organization.  This perception is partially fuelled by its rapid takeover of territory in Iraq 
and Syria between 2013 and 2014 and the group's slick and aggressive media campaign.  But the real irony 
in all of this is that the Islamic State was actually part of Al Qaeda's global network when it seized control of 
vast areas of Syria and in Western Anbar province in Iraq.  The Islamic State wasn't truly independent of Al 
Qaeda until Ayman Al Zawahiri ejected the group in February 2014.'  [Roggio 2015:2] 

'The group's territorial conquest in Iraq came as a shock.  When ISIS captured Fallujah and Ramadi in 
January 2014, most analysts predicted that the US-trained Iraqi security forces would contain the threat.  
But in June, amid mass desertions from the Iraqi army, ISIS moved toward Baghdad, capturing Mosul, Tikrit, 
al-Qaim and numerous other Iraqi towns.'  [Kurth Cronin 2015: 2] 

'Within Iraq itself, IS is now well advanced in building a jihadist proto-state across swathes of the Sunni 
Triangle, formerly the cradle of the anti-Coalition insurgency during the Iraq War.  Building on its successes 
in Syria, IS has committed not merely to outgunning Baghdad, but also out-governing it, at least in the 
Sunni-majority areas it now holds.  This constitutes a radical evolution from the strategies of its more 
protean predecessors (such as Al Qaeda in Iraq), and reflects the immense self-confidence of the IS 
leadership.' [Phillips 2014:496] 

'Since the early days of modern terrorism, we have been accustomed to thinking about the phenomenon in 
terms of sub-state agents.  Today, the commodification of the means of syncopated warfare by privatised 
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actors on to a global scene and for local purposes, constitutes the projection of a new entrepreneurship of 
independent politics and violence.' [Ould Mohamedou 2018:23] 

'...another important change of perspective introduced by IS, namely the pursuit of state-building and 
involvement in regions beyond the Levant.' [OUld Mohamedou 2018:29] 

3. Organisation 

'...IS came to surpass its begetter, Al Qaeda, in ambition and in practice.' [Ould Mohamedou 2018:29] 

‘The structure of any organisation is equivalent to the formal pattern of social relations that are established 
among their members depending on certain roles and norms.  There are two main structures of terrorist 
organisations (De la Corte, 2006).  The first type is a more or less hierarchical one, as in the case of terrorist 
groups such as the IRA or Italian Red Brigades.  The second structure is much less hierarchical and much 
more flexible and decentralised.  It corresponds to terrorist groups composed by multiple cells which 
usually operate almost autonomously.  The small jihadist networks which today operate in various parts of 
the world offer the most obvious examples of this second type.  The hierarchical structure involves stronger 
leadership and control over the organisation and ensures a greater compliance to the operational 
guidelines and order which emanate from the highest positions in the organisation.  In turn, the less 
hierarchical structures are more difficult to dismantle because the neutralisation of some cells or networks 
does not necessarily result in irreparable harm.  According to Arquilla and Ronfeldt (2003), many 
contemporary terrorists have adopted more flexible organisational models which also are better adopted 
to the strategic and tactical demands of transnational terrorism campaigns.’ [De la Corte, 2007:7] 

(a) Military and administrative organisation 

ISIS 

'And simply killing ISIS' leaders would not cripple the organization.  They govern a functioning pseudo-state 
with a complex administrative structure.  At the top of the military command is the emirate, which consists 
of Baghdadi and two deputies, both of whom formerly served as generals in the Saddam-era Iraqi army: 
Abu Ali al-Anbari, who controls ISIS' operations in Syria and Abu Muslim al-Turkmani, who controls 
operations in Iraq.  ISIS' civilian bureaucracy is supervised by 12 administrators who govern territories in 
Iraq and Syria, overseeing councils that handle matters such as finances, media and religious affairs.  
Although it is hardly the model government depicted in ISIS propaganda videos, this pseudo-state would 
carry on quite ably without Baghdadi or his closest lieutenants.' [Kurth Cronin 2015:3] 

'Leaders of hybrid threat organizations like IS include not only charismatic ideologues but also pragmatic 
military officers from deposed regimes or seconded from sympathetic nation-state armies.  This 
combination of charisma and expertise provides the zeal for successful military engagements that appeal to 
their recruiting base of passionate and disaffected young men and women.' [Jasper 2014: 4] 

'The move to Mosul [after the US withdrawal from Iraq] facilitated ISI's re-centralization of leadership, with 
power focused around Baghdadi and two deputies.[...] This bureaucratic structure required tight 
discipline...' [Lister 2014:10] 

'More significant, however, is the military and intelligence experience held by many of Baghdadi's deputies, 
which has brought a level of professionalism to IS's ability to operate as an efficient and capable 
organization.  For example, both of Baghdadi's deputies were former ranking officers in the Iraqi military. 
[...] the group maintained roughly 1,000 "medium and top level field co/mmanders, who all have technical, 
military and security experience.' [Lister 2014:21] 

'While its fundamental structure will always be that of a terrorist organization, its expansion and objectives 
are more advanced than that, with an effective proto-state being built and defended across Syria and Iraq.  
From a military point of view, it has proven capable of fighting as a light infantry force backed by heavy 
weapons and as a Maoist-style guerrilla organization that melts into local populations.' [Lister 2014:30] 

(b) Administrative organisation 

'The Islamic State has also established a sustainable operational space.  As their military leaders seize 
territory, the IS simultaneously developed an effective martial governance structure that provides 
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permanence to military operations.  Former Iraqi military officers and Hussein-era government officials 
oversee departments of finance, local governance, public relations and recruiting designed to consolidate 
gains and coordinate operations across large areas.  By connecting and uniting regional strongholds from 
the city of Raqqa in northern Syria to key Iraqi cities such as Mosul and Tikrit, the Islamic State is effectively 
erasing current national boundaries and establishing a functional state.' [Jasper 2014: 4] 

'Internally, IS has evolved into a highly  bureaucratic organization focused on earning a sufficient income to 
finance widespread governance initiatives.' [Lister 2014:2] 

(c) Terrorist organisation – Franchising 

'Clearly, therefore, there is a global jihadist movement, but it comprises a loosely aligned confederation of 
independent networks and movements, not a single unified organization.' [Kilcullen 2005:602] 

'... a model of traditional patron-client authority relationships is applicable to Islamic insurgent movements. 
[...] In fact, the jihad appears to function more like a tribal group, organized crime syndicate or extended 
family than like a military organization.' [Kilcullen 2005:603] 

Al Qaeda 

'The franchising model of terrorism is rare, and more a feature relevant to the global jihadist movement. To 
discern how ISIS might continue to expand in this way, it makes sense to trace Al Qaeda's trajectory, which 
followed a similar pattern of expansion throughout the 2000s. [^] Al Qaeda sought to expand its 
organization into new geographic locations following the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in late 2001, which 
was followed by a decade-long American counterterrorism offensive relying on drone strikes and special 
operations forces. Al Qaeda's first franchise group was established in Saudi Arabia in 2003, followed by 
affiliates in Iraq (2004), Algeria (2006), Yemen (2007), Somalia (2010) and Syria (2012). As Al Qaeda expert 
Barak Mendelsohn details, the group expanded in two ways—establishing its own branch via “in-house” 
expansion, as it did in Saudi Arabia and Yemen, or merging with existing terrorist groups, as it did in Iraq, 
Algeria and Somalia.'  [Clarke 2018:1] 

'The suicide bombers had been recruited by Bin Laden from the Islamist training camps in Afghanistan.  But 
his and Zawahiri's operation was very much on the fringes of the Islamist movement.  The overwhelming 
majority of the fighters in these camps had nothing at all to do with Bin Laden or international terrorism.  
They were training to fight regimes in their own countries, such as Uzbekistan, Kashmir and Chechnya.  
Their aim was to establish Islamist societies in the Muslim world and they had no interest in attacking 
America.  [6:40]  Bin Laden helped fund some of the camps and, in return, was allowed to look for 
volunteers for his operations.  But a number of senior Islamists were against this strategy, including 
members of Zawahiri's own group, Islamic Jihad.  ... [9:40] The picture al-Fadl drew for the Americans of Bin 
Laden was of an all-powerful figure at the head of a large terrorist network that had an organised hierarchy 
of control.  He also said that Bin Laden had given this network a name: Al Qaeda.  It was a dramatic and 
powerful picture of Bin Laden, but it bore little relationship to the truth.  The reality was that Bin Laden and 
Ayman Zawahiri had become the focus of a loose association of disillusioned Islamist militants who were 
attracted by the new strategy [i.e. fighting the 'far enemy' – the US – instead of the 'near enemy' – 
autocratic regimes in Islamic countries], but there was no organisation.  These were militants who mostly 
planned their own operations and looked to Bin Laden for funding and assistance.  He was not their 
commander.  There is also no evidence that Bin Laden used the term 'Al Qaeda' to refer to the name of a 
group until after September 11th, when he realised that this was the term the Americans had given them.' 
[Power of Nightmares: Part 3, The Shadows in the Cave (2004), at about 6:00 onwards] 

'[12;00]  The idea which is critical to the FBI's prosecution, that Bin Laden ran a coherent organisation with 
operatives and cells all around the world of which you could be a member, is a myth.  There is no Al Qaeda 
organisation.  There is no international network with a leader, with cadres who will unquestioningly obey 
orders, with tentacles that stretch out to sleeper cells in America, in Africa, in Europe.  That idea of a 
coherent, structured terrorist network with an organised capability simply does not exist.'  [Power of 
Nightmares: Part 3, The Shadows in the Cave (2004), at about 12:00 onwards] 

'[13:45] Neither he, nor Bin Laden, were the originators of what was called 'The Planes Operation'.  It was 
the brainchild of an Islamist militant called Khalid Sheikh Mohammed who came to Bin Laden for funding 
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and help in finding volunteers.' [Power of Nightmares: Part 3, The Shadows in the Cave (2004), at about 
13:45 onwards] 

[24:00] The terrible truth is that there was nothing there [in the caves of Afghanistan] because Al Qaeda as 
an organisation did not exist. The attacks on America had been planned by a small group that had come 
together around Bin Laden in the late '90s.  What had united them was an idea, an extreme interpretation 
of Islamism developed by Ayman Zawahiri.  With the American invasion, that group has been destroyed – 
killed or scattered.  What was left was the idea, and the real danger was the way this idea could inspire 
groups and individuals around the world who had no relationship to each other.  In looking for an 
organisation, the Americans and the British were chasing a phantom enemy and missing the real threat.'  
[Power of Nightmares: Part 3, The Shadows in the Cave (2004), at about 24:00 onwards] 

'What there is, is an idea prevalent among young, angry Muslim males throughout the Islamic world.  That 
idea is what poses a threat.' [Power of Nightmares: Part 3, The Shadows in the Cave (2004), at about 24:30 
onwards] 

'The evidence is that Al Qaeda is not a central headquarters or 'high command' for the global jihad.  Bin 
Laden does not issue directives for insurgent or terrorist action to 'subordinate groups'.  Rather, planning 
and operational tasking seems to occur through a sponsorship system, with Al Qaeda providing funding, 
advice and specialist expertise to allied groups.  Meanwhile, local groups gather intelligence and targeting 
[*] data and share it across theatres in the jihad.' [Kilcullen 2005:600-601] 

'Evidence suggests Islamist groups within theatres follow general ideological or strategic approaches 
aligned with Al Qaeda pronouncements and share a common tactical style and operational lexicon.  But 
there is no clear evidence that Al Qaeda directly controls jihad in each theatre.  Indeed, rather than a 
monolithic organisation, the global jihad is a much more complex phenomenon.' [Kilcullen 2005:598] 

'This among these groups [in the Al Qaeda "nebula"] run the gamut from logistical and financial support to 
combined operations and joint strategy meetings.  Frequently, these relationships are the product of 
contacts that were established in the crucible of the anti-Soviet war in Afghanistan and later consolidated 
in training camps set up in territories under the control of the Taliban. [^] Some of these organizations have 
been fully integrated into Al Qaeda (for example, the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, or EIJ) or appear to be moving 
in that direction. [...] A few organizations have clearly fallen into the category of "active and wiling 
supporters", ready to act at Al Qaeda's behest when asked to do so.  This has been particularly evident in 
.... and arguably in the Al-Zarqawi network in Iraq.  Most groups, however, seem to give precedence to local 
agendas.' [Rabasa 2006:xxi] 

ISIS 

'The Islamic State's caliphate has collapsed, although leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi is still at large, and the 
group still claims as many as ten thousand loyalists in Iraq and Syria. And yet even as the core group, once 
headquartered in Raqqa, Syria, continues its demise, the Islamic State seeks to expand elsewhere, 
boasting active affiliates or franchise organizations in Egypt's Sinai Peninsula, Libya, Yemen, Afghanistan, 
Nigeria, Saudi Arabia and Russia. ISIS has also made inroads into southeast Asia, particularly the 
Philippines.' [Clarke 2018a:1] 

'Given where ISIS already maintains franchises and affiliates, there are several potential candidates for the 
next ISIS headquarters, including Libya, the Sinai Peninsula, Afghanistan, Yemen, the Philippines and several 
regions across Africa.' [Clarke 2018b:1] 

4. Strategy/Operations/Tactics 

'Al Qaeda's strategy flows logically from its ideology.' [Rabasa 2006:xvi] 

'The diversity of these [ISIS] attacks [Barcelona 2017, Manchester, London Bridge, Christmas Market in 
Berlin] makes it difficult to discern the logic behind the jihadist group's strikes in Europe.  Beyond a general 
desire to intimidate and divide European countries, is there a strategy that guides ISIS' external operations?  
One insight into this question comes from an unlikely source: a set of documents produced almost a 
decade ago by Al Qaeda, ISIS' enemy and rival.  Written in or around 2009, at a time when Al Qaeda was 
struggling to strike the West, one of the documents, titled Future Works, proposed a new operational 
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model under which Al Qaeda would increase the pace of its attacks through a campaign of small-scale, 
unsophisticated plots.  The attacks, Future Works suggested, would allow Al Qaeda to apply constant 
pressure on the West while shifting the attention of security services away from the complex, spectacular 
operations that the terrorist group was planning simultaneously.' [Barr 2017:1] 

'IS has expanded considerably in recent years through a deliberate and methodical strategy consisting of 
stoking sectarian conflict, exploiting political weakness, and exerting efficient and brutal military power.' 
[Lister 2014:30] 

(a) Evolution/Adaptation 

Al Qaeda 

'For some analysts, the group {AQ] is more a worldview or ideology than an organization.  To the US Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI), for instance, Al Qaeda is a terrorist organization with a clear-cut structure [*], 
hierarchy and command-and-control mechanisms.  By contrast, other observers highlight the organizations 
transformation over time, stressing how it morphed from a centralized entity in Afghanistan in the 1990s to 
a scattered global network in the aftermath of 'Operation Enduring Freedom'. [Rabasa 2006:26-27] 

'Al Qaeda's structure only cohered after Bin Laden's return to Afghanistan in 1996, following his 
deportation from Sudan.  Under the rule of the Taliban, this desolate country offered the first real 
opportunity to build a solid terrorist enterprise with a strong degree of organizational coherence.  In 
Afghanistan, bin Laden found the right combination of anarchy, instability and antipathy toward the West 
and its values to construct a network that ..."comprised a core base or bases in Afghanistan, satellite 
terrorist cells worldwide, a conglomerate of Islamist political parties, and other largely independent 
terrorist groups that it draws on for offensive actions and other responsibilities." ' [Rabasa 2006] 

Pre-9/11 Structure: 

'Central to Al Qaeda's pre-2/11 structure was the so-called hard core – a dozen or so inner members 
surrounded by an outer circle of roughly 100 highly motivated loyalists drawn from around the Muslim [*] 
world and committed to jihadist agenda.  Directing this hard core was a complex leadership structure 
comprising four layers.  At the top was bin Laden, who appointed an "immediate deputy" or "emir", Abu 
Ayoub al-Iraqi.  Below this was the shura majlis, or consultative committee, made up of veterans from the 
Soviet-Afghan war who had sworn a pledge of allegiance, or bayat, to bin Laden in 1989.  These loyalists 
included al-Zawahiri and the operations  specialist Mohammed Atef.  Below the Shura Majlis were four 
operational committees, according to Gunaratna: "military, finance and business, fatwas and Islamic study, 
and media and publicity." ' [Rabasa 2006:28-29] 

Post-9/11 structure 

'The global war on terrorism began with a military operation against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan that 
aimed to destroy its authority and the sanctuary it had provided to Al Qaeda.  Operation Enduring Freedom 
(OEF) achieved both these objectives. [...]  Terrorism analysts are in general agreement that OEF was 
instrumental in severely weakening Al Qaeda's command and control structure.  Some observers, however, 
go further, arguing the campaign actually destroyed the organization's structural coherence.' [Rabasa 
2006:29] 

'The significance of bin Laden's and al-Zawahiri's continued presence in Al Qaeda has been an issue of 
debate. [...] For these commentators, the primary role of bin Laden and al-Zawahiri after the onset of the 
global war on terrorism has been that of a source of inspiration through their statements to the press and 
via their propagandizing on the Internet.' [Rabasa 2006:31] 

'As Burke notes, while they have [*] served as the ideology and motivation for jihadist terrorism, they have 
exerted only marginal direct influence in the actual mechanics of subsequent attacks.' [Rabasa 2006:32] 

'Since 9/11, Al Qaeda's inner circle appears to have been playing a steadily diminishing role in planning, 
financing and supporting terrorist strikes.' [Rabasa 2006:32] 

'... in Madrid ... this process reached its logical conclusion.  The attack the most murderous so far, was the 
work of local militants who had been influenced by the ideas of the global strand of Islamist militancy but 
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had no contact with men like bin Laden at all.  The July 2005 attacks in London would appear to fall within 
this pattern.  Although the suicide bombers may have received, or attempted to receive, training from Al 
Qaeda-affiliated groups in Pakistan, these individuals had no apparent connections with Al Qaeda's inner 
circle, financial or otherwise.' [Rabasa 2006:33] 

'Al Qaeda's frequent use of sophisticated suicide attacks ... By contrast, the Abu Sayyaf Group [*] (ASG) in 
the Philippines, a group established with bin Laden's support, has specialized in the use of kidnapping, 
extortion, assassination and small-scale urban bomings which, although justified in the name of the 
international jihadist movement, essentially reflect the group's own operational capabilities and choices.' 
[Rabasa 2006:34-35] 

ISIS 

'Its organization [ISIS] has been changing according to need ever since: from nascent underground jihadist 
movement to guerrilla insurgency to proto-state to state-like caliphate whose territorial expansion 
sprawled across much of Iraq and Syria.  But this change has not been linear.  ISIS has expanded and 
contracted as circumstances dictated while pursuing an end-state goal of restoring a Muslim caliphate 
...[...] After losing its twin capitals, Mosul and Raqqa, ISIS is contracting once again.  But its strategic aims 
have not changed. [...] ISIS seems to have perfected this strategy, supporting crude attacks at the same 
time that it has continued to plan major operations, with devastating consequences for Europe.' [Bahney 
2017:1] 

(a) Hybrid (military/terrorist) threat 

'The Islamic State's transnational aspirations, blended tactics, structured formations and cruel use of 
terror[ism] as part of their arsenal can be described as a hybrid threat.  In September of this year, US 
President Barack Obama supported this terminology when he warned that the Islamic State represented a 
new sort of challenge: a "sort of hybrid of not just the terrorist network, but one with territorial ambitions, 
and some of the strategy and tactics of an army.  Although there is not a universal definition for a hybrid 
threat, NATO uses the term to describe "adversaries with the ability to simultaneously employ conventional 
and non-conventional means adaptively in pursuit of their objectives."' [Jasper 2014:1]  

'IS has become an impressively versatile organization, operating simultaneously as a terrorist, insurgent and 
light infantry force.' [Lister 2014:2] 

But this isn't a new phenomenon 

'Detractors [of a hybrid threat concept] argue that it is simply the latest term for irregular or asymmetric 
methods used to counter a conventionally superior foe.  Indeed, throughout history insurgents and even 
nation-states have deployed creative mixes of conventional and irregular capabilities to achieve their end 
states. [...] Supporters of a hybrid threat concept counter that contemporary threat actors are creating a 
new type of warfare through the employment of 21st century technologies and communication networks, 
unrestricted operational art, and novel combinations of conventional and non-conventional capabilities 
that are distinct from traditional irregular warfare methods.'  [Jasper 2014:1] 

'Like Hezbollah, al Shabab and other like-minded contemporaries, the Islamic state exhibits the above 
characteristics ...The hybrid threat concept precedes the Islamic State's emergence by several years ... [^] 
Hezbollah, the Lebanon-based Islamic political and militant entity, is perhaps the seminal example of a 
hybrid threat.  Hezbollah emerged in the early 1980s in response to Israeli occupation of Lebanon.  From 
modest beginnings as a paramilitary resistance movement, Hezbollah has evolved to become and sizeable 
and powerful organisation with a large military wing.  Hezbollah was among the first modern so-called 
'terrorist' organizations to recognise the utility of blended tactics. [...] During the second Lebanon war of 
2006, Hezbollah's distributed cells were often able to repel sophisticated Israeli Army forces by using a 
mixture of guerrilla tactics and modern weaponry. [...] Hezbollah's 2006 campaign benefited greatly from 
state-sponsored training and provision of advanced weaponry.  Access to medium-range missiles and 
modern anti-tank weapons sharply upgraded Hezbollah's ability to counter one of the world's most capable 
armies.  External sponsors and a well-established criminal fundraising network helped sustain Hezbollah's 
operations.  Counterfeiting, smuggling and credit-card fraud are estimated to generate tens of millions in 
reliable profits annually as external sponsor funding fluctuates with oil revenues. ' [Jasper 2014:2] 
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Al Qaeda: 'Jihadist groups in this category [ like-minded local organizations .... [in the] "Al Qaeda nebula"] 
exhibit a dual nature: They are preoccupied with both local and regional jihads.  ...The hybrid ideological 
and operational nature of these organizations stems [*] from their interaction with their interaction with 
the international jihadist movement as currently constituted under the existing umbrella of Al Qaeda's 
global network.' [Rabasa 2006:xx-xxi] 

(b) International operations 

'The international nature of Al Qaeda is both a strength and a potential weakness. Al Qaeda's ability to 
persuade local groups to link their struggles with a broader, pan-Islamist campaign is arguably the 
organization's signal achievement.  Thus, unlike the terrorist groups of the 1970s, Al Qaeda has not been 
hindered by geographical constraints that limit the scope of its operations.' [Rabasa 2006:xxv]0-9 

(c) Military ops/tactics 

 

ISIS 

'This central facet of IS's military strategy aims to spark or sustain sectarian conflict – to "provoke [the Shia] 
to radicalize, join Iranian-sponsored militias and commit similar atrocities against Sunnis."' [Lister 2014:18] 

'ISIS faces severe challenges in Iraq and Syria.  It lacks meaningful conventional military capacity and 
manpower.  Its military units have been largely destroyed or have simply fallen apart due to infighting and 
waves of surrenders. [...] Despite having lost nearly all of its territory, it still has a highly committed cadre at 
its core, ... including ... experienced administrative officials ... And it has wasted no time implementing a 
shift from a territorial "caliphate" to terrorism and insurgency.' [Bahney 2017:2] 

(c) Terrorist ops/tactics 

(a) Level of Violence and the Management of Savagery 

'ISIS does not differ from either its predecessors or its current jihadist rivals except by its extreme violence, 
a spectacle staged to deter enemies and inspire young recruits.  It is worth mentioning that ISIS's 
progenitor, AQI, pioneered the practice of staging displays of flamboyant violence, including beheadings.' 
[Gergez 2016:xv] 

Al Qaeda 

'In 2005, bin Laden deputy Ayman al-Zawahiri castigated AQI's Zarqawi for indiscriminately attacking 
civilians, particularly Shias.  Zawahiri believed [from experience in Egypt, etc.] that such violence would 
alienate Sunnis from their project.  That was indeed the case, as many Sunnis allied with the [Iraqi] 
government during the Awakening movement.' [Laub 2016:4] 

'Future Works, [a] strategy paper ...[discovered after German authorities searched the memory card of an 
Austrian citizen who trained with Al Qaeda in Afghanistan] ...another document stored in [his] memory 
card noted that operatives in Europe should behead their victims and send videos of their executions to Al 
Qaeda's propaganda wing so that they could be distributed globally.' [Barr 2017:2] 

'Zawahiri (Al Qaeda) also counselled (Zarqawi, AQI and ISIS) against cutting off the heads of captives; a 
bullet would suffice, without the damaging publicity.' [Wright 2014:1] 

ISIS 

'Bin Laden and Zawahiri were certainly familiar with the use of violence against civilians, but ... for Zarqawi 
and his network, savagery – particularly when directed at other Muslims – was the whole point.  The ideal 
of this movement, as its theorists  saw it, was the establishment of a caliphate that would lead to the 
purification of the Muslim world.  The Islamist strategist Abu Bakr Naji offered a revealing outline of 
Zarqawi's method in his 2004 book, "The Management of Savagery".  Naji proposed a campaign of constant 
harassment of Muslim states that exhausted the states' will to resist.  He suggested concentrating on 
tourist sites and economic centers.  Violent attacks would create a network of "regions of savagery" which 
would multiply as the forces of the state wither away, and cause people to submit to the will of the 
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invading Islamist force.  Naji believed that a broad civil war within Islam would lead to a fundamentalist 
Sunni caliphate.' [Wright 2014:1] 

'...Al Zarqawi had moved late to Afghanistan.  Setting up his own small-scale group in the Western province 
of Herat where he led and trained around a hundred Jordanians and Palestinians, away from Bin Laden's 
camps in Kandahar, he was already making a power statement about independence ... For all intents and 
purposes, al Zarqawi was in effect the first brand of 'street Al Qaeda'.  Less disciplined, more violent and 
often terroristically more efficient.  [...] His high-profile operations (notably the attacks on the Jordanian 
embassy and on the UN office) enabled his rapid, spectacular and ultimately ill-fated rise.' [Ould 
Mohamedou 2018:92] 

'Al Zarqawi also distinguished himself from Al Qaeda by introducing two key elements which remained 
important in this context in the following years, namely his intra-Islam factionalist attacks on the Shi'a and 
his brutality - encapsulated in the videotaped beheading of US citizen Nicholas Berg on 7 May 2004...' [Ould 
Mohamedou 2018:92] 

'People had heard of the militants' brutality – of the crucifixions, the beheadings, the mass killings.' [McCoy 
2014:1] 

(b) Sectarian attacks and TAKFIR 

'Al Zarqawi also distinguished himself from Al Qaeda by introducing two key elements which remained 
important in this context in the following years, namely his intra-Islam factionalist attacks on the Shi'a and 
his brutality - encapsulated in the videotaped beheading of US citizen Nicholas Berg on 7 May 2004...' [Ould 
Mohamedou 2018:92] 

'Characteristically, ISIS engaged in shocking brutality, even against rival Islamist groups.' [Wright 2014] 

(c) Lone-Wolfiness/small-scale attacks 

'...top-level law enforcement officials and experts on terrorism say what has emerged is a new style of 
"leaderless resistance" – long urged by white supremacist leaders – of very small cells, pairs or individuals, 
called lone wolves, acting independently.  Hate groups, often using the internet, provide the philosophical 
framework.  Individuals with few or no tangible connections to these groups do the killing.' [Thomas 1999] 

"We've moved into the era of the solo act," said Mike Reynolds, an analyst at the Southern Poverty Law 
Center, a private non-profit group based in Montgomery, Ala., that tracks the activities of hate groups 
around the country.' [Thomas 1999] 

'The idea that men who feel they are called by God should commit independent acts of terrorism was put 
forward by Richard Kelly Hoskins, a former member of the American Nazi Party, in a 1990 book, "Vigilantes 
of Christendom," which argues that god forbids any mixing of the races. [...] Terrorism experts point out 
that advances in technology, particularly the Internet, have fuelled the activities of loners, making it easy 
for them to communicate and gain access to extremist philosophers.  "It puts them in the loop", said Rabbi 
Marvin Hier, dean and founder of the Simon Wiesenthal Center in Los Angeles, which monitors 2,100 hate 
sites on the Web.  "They feel linked up.  They're not alone.  It makes them part of a greater thing." [Thomas 
1999] 

'Terrorism expert Brian Michael Jenkins of the RAND Corporation prefers the term stray dog to lone wolf.  
[Wikipedia: Lone Wolf Terrorism] 

'The modern concept of lone-wolf terrorism was developed by rightwing extremists in the US.  In 1983, at a 
time when far-right organisations were coming under immense pressure from the FBI, a white nationalist 
named Louis Beam published a manifesto that called for "leaderless resistance" to the US government.  
Beam, who was a member of both the Ku Klux Klan and the Aryan Nations group, was not the first 
extremist to elaborate the strategy, but he is one of the best known.  He told his followers that only a 
movement based on "very small or even one-man cells of resistance ... could combat the most powerful 
government on earth." [...] One far-right figure who made explicit use of the term lone wolf was Tom 
Metzger, the leader of White Aryan Resistance, a group based in Indiana.  Metzger is thought to have 
authored, or at least published on his website, a call to arms entitled "Laws for the Lone Wolf". [...] From 
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the mid-1990s onwards, as Metzger's ideas began to spread, the number of hate crimes committed by self-
styled "leaderless" right-wing extremists rose.  In 1998, the FBI launched Operation Lone Wolf against a 
small group of white supremacists on the US west coast.  [...] The same year [1998], the New York Times 
published a long article on the new threat headlined "New Face of Terror Crimes: 'Lone Wolf' weaned on 
Hate".  This seems to have been the moment when the idea of terrorist "lone wolves" began to migrate 
from right-wing extremist circles, and the law enforcement officials monitoring them, to the mainstream. 
[...] ... but the 2004 attack on trains in Madrid had been executed by a small network only tenuously 
connected to the Al Qaeda senior leadership 4,000 miles away.   For every operation like the 2005 
bombings in London – which was close to the model established by the 9/11 attacks – there were more 
attacks that didn't seem to have any direct link to Bin Laden, even if they might have been inspired by his 
ideology.  There was growing evidence that the threat from Islamic militancy was evolving into something 
different, something closer to the "leaderless resistance" promoted by white supremacists two decades 
earlier.  [^] As the 2000s drew to a close, attacks perpetrated by people who seemed to be acting alone 
began to outnumber all others.  These events were less deadly than the spectacular strikes of a few years 
earlier, but the trend was alarming.  [...] In an attempt to understand how this new threat had developed, 
analysts raked through the growing body of texts posted online by jihadi thinkers.  It seemed that one 
strategist had been particularly influential: a Syrian called Musfafa Setmariam Nasar, better known as Abu 
Musab al-Suri.  In 2004, in a sprawling set of writings posted on an extremist website, Nasar had laid out a 
new strategy that was remarkably similar to "leaderless resistance", although there is no evidence that he 
knew of the thinking of men such as Beam or Metzger. [...] He envisaged individual attackers and cells, 
guided by texts published online, striking targets across the world. [...] By around 2006, a small number of 
analysts began to refer to lone-wolf attacks in the context of Islamic militancy ... Yet these were outliers.  
[...] As successive jihadi plots were uncovered that did not appear to be linked to Al Qaeda or other such 
groups, the term became more common.  [...] Since then, the term has become ubiquitous.' [Burke 2017] 

'Second, beyond ISIS' core Western network are scores of unaffiliated or loosely affiliated jihadists.  In fact, 
many of the so-called ISIS attacks have no direct logistical links to the group and are mainly inspired by 
propaganda and online resources.  All of the ISIS-related attacks in Australia, Canada and the United States 
thus far fit into this mould, including the December 2015 San Bernardino assault that killed 14 people and 
injured 21 others.  Al Qaeda kept tighter control of those it allowed to claim its brand.  In short, the ISIS 
threat is more akin to the state-sponsored terrorism emanating from Iran, Iraq, Libya, the Soviet Union and 
Syria during the 1970s and 1980s.  Groups with the known backing of states (such as Hezbollah and many 
of the Palestinian groups) had access to greater resources, more logistical support, better intelligence, 
better weapons and wider networks than those that operated on their own... State-backed groups were 
always more dangerous.  The parallels today should come as no surprise, thanks to ISIS' provenance in Syria 
and the participation of Saddam Hussein-era Iraqi Baathist military officers in the group's operations.  But 
this time, the strategy is on steroids, driven by a sharp social media campaign for recruitment and logistical 
connections.' [Kurth Cronin 2016: 1]  

Michael Jenkins 57-page report for RAND on stray dogs/lone wolves, written in 2011, doesn't mention ISIS 
once. 

Al Qaeda 

'Islamic extremists have advocated using vehicles to attack unbelievers since summer 2010, when Inspire, a 
magazine published by Al Qaeda, first proposed the tactic, according to Guidere. [^] In an interview 
published in Inspire, Shaykh Abu Basr, identified as the head of Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, called on 
Muslims to "rise up in defense of your messenger."  "A man with his knife, a man with his gun, a man with 
his rifle, a man with his bomb, by learning how to design explosive devices, by burning down forests and 
buildings, or by running over them with your cars and trucks."'  [Gutman 2016:1] 

'Al Qaeda and associated groups are likely to mount smaller-scale attacks against soft targets.  The network 
may, in fact, be forced to give precedence to this strategic tenet (as opposed to high-impact Western 
targets) given the operational constraints of the post-September 11 environment.' [Rabasa 2006:25] 

'The evidence suggests that Al Qaeda, although weakened, remains as intent as ever on its worldwide 
terrorist campaign.  But it faces a more difficult and dangerous operating environment than it did 10 years 
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ago and has necessarily changed its approach.  Instead of conducting large-scale attacks, which are difficult 
to plan and implement in the glare of improved US intelligence, Al Qaeda seeks American home-grown 
recruits to implement a campaign of individual jihad and do-it-yourself terrorism.' [Jenkins 2011:vii]  

ISIS 

'In 2014 [four years after Al Qaeda], ISIL spokesman Abu Mohammed al -Adnani called on supporters to kill 
an "American or European, especially the spiteful and filthy French, or an Australian, or a Canadian, or any 
other unbeliever from the unbelievers waging war, including the citizens of the countries that entered into 
a coalition against the Islamic State."  He urged killing disbelievers "in any way and however it may be," 
including the use of a vehicle.  "Smash his head with a rock, or slaughter him with a knife, or run him over 
with your car, or throw him down from a high place, or choke him, or poison him," he said.' [Gutman 
2016;1] 

'Over the course of 2017, the Islamic State (or ISIS) suffered defeat after devastating defeat at the hands of 
the United States and its allies, culminating in the seizure last October of the group's declared capital of 
Raqqa, Syria.  As of today, the group controls no major population center in either Iraq or Syria.  [...] With 
the end of the physical caliphate, ISIS' tactics are evolving.  It is more and more likely to avoid major 
battlefield engagements and instead resort to terrorist attacks in the Middle East, other conflict zones and 
the West. [...] In Egypt last month [Dec 2017], a small group of two dozen militants waving ISIS flags 
conducted a hit-and-run style attack against a Sufi mosque on the Sinai Peninsula.  It's believe to be the 
single deadliest such attack in modern Egyptian history, claiming the lives of more than 300 people.  In 
these types of assaults, the groups overarching objectives have been constant – to highlight ISIS' continuing 
operational prowess and to target other religious groups while positioning itself as the true defender of the 
faith.' [Dempsey 2018:1] 

'Without its operating base in Raqqa from which to plot overseas operations, ISIS is less likely to launch 
centrally directed and coordinated attacks (as was the case in Brussels in 2016 and Paris in 2015), and 
instead will likely focus on encouraging and claiming credit for a series of "inspired" attacks similar to the 
ones in New York City late last year.' [Dempsey 2018:1] 

(d) Recruitment in diaspora communities in the West 

'In the context of a war on terrorism ... recruiting in diaspora communities is hardly a new phenomenon in 
America.  Much of the terrorist activity in America from the late 1960s to the late 1980s derived from 
foreign quarrels.  Newly arrived Cuban refugees continued a low-level terrorist campaign against Fidel 
Castro's regime.  Inspired by war stories told by their fathers and uncles, young Cuban-Americans carried 
on the struggle well into the 1970s.  In the 1970s and 1980s, young Armenian-Americans were inspired to 
attack representatives of turkey's government in an effort to force Turkey to admit its culpability for the 
1915 massacre of Armenians.  The Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA) neither trusted nor welcomed 
American volunteers, but Irish-American supporters provided ample financial support to the IRA cause.  
This support was outlawed by the United States and eventually reduced.  [...]  Though by no means 
comparable to today's terrorists, earlier generations of Americans in far greater numbers, for reasons of 
ideology, faith, or individual conscience, volunteered to participate in foreign wars, sometimes in defiance 
of American law.  [...] The 1930s saw thousands of Americans joining the International Brigade to fight in 
Spain's Civil War [including Rupert's great-grandfather.  Around 35,000 foreign volunteers fought in the 
Spanish civil war ].  In the Spanish case, ideology, not national or religious affinity, motivated the 
volunteers.' [Jenkins 2011:14] 

5. Finance 

'External sponsors and a well-established criminal fundraising network helped sustain Hezbollah's 
operations.  Counterfeiting, smuggling and credit-card fraud are estimated to generate tens of millions in 
reliable profits annually as external sponsor funding fluctuates with oil revenues. ' [Jasper 2014:2] 

Al Qaeda 

'[ISIS'] focus on maintaining financial independence – in comparison to the traditional Al Qaeda model of 
relying on external donors and financiers – has induced the group to develop multiple sources of income, 
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including oil, gas, agriculture, taxation, extortion, kidnapping for ransom, black market antique selling and 
other illicit trades.  By September 2014, IS was earning approximately $2 million per day, making it the 
wealthiest terror organization in the world.' [Lister 2014:2] 

ISIS 

'By September [2014?] IS represents a formidable militant organization likely worth close to $2 blillion.' 
[Lister 2014:5] 

ISIS also poses a daunting challenge to traditional US counterterrorism tactics that take aim at jihadist 
financing, propaganda and recruitment.  Cutting off Al Qaeda's funding has been one of US 
counterterrorism's most impressive success stories.  Soon after the 9/11 attacks, the FBI and CIA began to 
coordinate closely on financial intelligence, and they were soon joined by the Department of Defense.  [...] 
In 2004, the US Treasury Department established the Office of Terrorism and Financial Intelligence, which 
has cut deeply into Al Qaeda's ability to profit from money laundering and receive funds under the cover of 
charitable giving.  A global network for countering terrorist financing has also emerged, backed by the UN, 
the EU and hundreds of cooperating governments.  The result has been a serious squeeze on Al Qaeda's 
financing; by 2011, the Treasury Department reported that Al Qaeda was "struggling to secure steady 
financing to plan and execute terrorist attacks." [^] But such tools contribute little the fight against ISIS, 
because ISIS does not need outside funding.  Holding territory has allowed the group to build a self-
sustaining financial model unthinkable for most terrorist groups. Beginning in 2012, ISIS gradually gook over 
key oil assets in eastern Syria; it now controls an estimated 60 per cent of the country's oil production [*] 
capacity.  Meanwhile, during its push into Iraq last summer, ISIS also seized seven oil-producing operations 
in that country.  The group manages to sell some of this oil on the black market in Iraq and Syria – 
including, according to some reports, to the Assad regime itself.  ISIS also smuggles oil out of Iraq and Syria 
into Jordan and Turkey, where it finds plenty of buyers happy to pay below-market prices for illicit crude.  
All told, ISIS' revenue from oil is estimated to be between $1 million and $3 million per day. And oil is only 
one element in the group's financial portfolio.  Last June, when ISIS seized control of the northern Iraqi city 
of Mosul, it looted the provincial central bank and other smaller banks and plundered antiquities to sell on 
the black market.  It steals jewellery, cars, machinery and livestock from conquered residents.  The group 
also controls major transportation arteries in western Iraq, allowing it to tax the movement of goods and 
charge tolls.  It even earns revenue from cotton and wheat grown in Raqqa, the breadbasket of Syria.  Of 
course, like terrorist groups, ISIS also takes hostages, demanding tens of millions of dollars in ransom 
payments.  But more important to the group's finances is a wide-ranging extortion racket that targets 
owners and producers in ISIS territory, taxing everything from small family farms to large enterprises such 
as cell-phone service providers, water delivery companies and electric utilities.  The enterprise is so 
complex that the US Treasury has declined to estimate ISIS' total assets and revenues, but ISIS is clearly a 
highly diversified enterprise whose wealth dwarfs that of any terrorist organization.  And there is little 
evidence that Washington has succeeded in reducing the group's coffers.'  [Kurth Cronin 2015:3-4] 

'The Islamic State has become one of the world's most wealthy terror groups by cultivating a self-sufficient 
shadow economy based on extortion, organised crime, and illicit oil sales.  [...] The IS likewise controls the 
sale of commodities such as oil, wheat and purloined artefacts within its territories. [...] The IS produces an 
estimated 50,000 barrels a day from oil fields it controls ... Even at a discounted black market rates of $20 
to $30 a barrel, IS can clear over $1 million a day from selling oil to its enemies. [...] Donations further 
bolster the IS shadow economy, although Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates have initiated 
aggressive crackdowns on terrorist financing.  The United States is attempting to influence national policies 
in Qatar and Kuwait that create 'permissive environments' for financing terrorists.' [Jasper 2014:7] 

' Turkey is attempting to block the movement of illicit oil, but concedes that their long and porous border is 
"difficult to police".' [Jasper 2014:7] 

'Ransom payments provided the Islamic State upwards of $20 million in 2014, including large sums for 
kidnapped European journalists and other captives, according to the US Treasury.' [Laub 2016:5] 
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6. Recruitment Rhetoric/Appeal –  

‘In the past, every terrorist organisation recruited from a single national base or people.  Al Qaeda seeks 
members from all parts of the vast Sunni world, including those who have gone to live in the West, though 
Arabas, especially from Egypt and Saudi Arabia, supply most recruits.’ [double-check this] [Rapaport 2002:9] 

(a) Recruiting pitch is less pious than Al Qaeda 

'ISIS attacks in the West appear empowered rather than hindered by the less pious and more brazen 
criminal recruits the group has attracted.' [Watts 2016: 3-ish] 

'ISIS foreign recruits' past criminality demonstrates a predisposition for nefarious activity and violent 
conduct prior to heading out for jihad in Syria and Iraq.  They are likely more comfortable with killing than 
Al Qaeda recruits, and as a result, are more confident and committed to their attacks when they return.' 
[Watts 2016: 3-ish] 

'...it has proved difficult for the United States and its partners to combat the recruitment efforts that have 
attracted so many young Muslims to ISIS' ranks.  The core Al Qaeda group attracted followers with religious 
arguments and a pseudo-scholarly message of altruism for the sake of the ummah, the global Muslim 
community.  Bin Laden and his long-time second-in-command and successor, Ayman al-Zawahiri, carefully 
constructed an image of religious legitimacy and piety.  In their propaganda videos, the men appeared as 
ascetic warriors, sitting on the ground in caves, studying in libraries or taking refuge in remote camps. [*] In 
Al Qaeda, there is no place for alcohol or women.  In this sense, Al Qaeda's image is deeply unsexy; indeed, 
for the young Al Qaeda recruit, sex itself comes only after marriage – or martyrdom.  Even for the angriest 
young Muslim man, this might be a bit of a hard sell.  Al Qaeda's leaders' attempts to depict themselves as 
moral – even moralistic – figures have limited their appeal.  [...] ISIS, in contrast, offers a very different 
message for young men, and sometimes women.  The group attracts followers yearning not only for 
religious righteousness but also adventure, personal power, and a sense of self and community.  And, of 
course, some people just want to kill – and ISIS welcomes them too.  The group's brutal violence attracts 
attention, demonstrates dominance and draws people to the action. [...]  The group also procures sexual 
partners for its male recruits; some of these women volunteer for this role, but most of them are coerced 
or even enslaved.  The group barely bothers to justify this behaviour in religious terms; its sales pitch is 
conquest in all its forms, including the sexual kind.  And it has already established a self-styled caliphate, 
with Baghdadi as the caliph, thus making present (if only in a limited way, for now) what Al Qaeda generally 
held out as something more akin to a utopian future. [^] In short, ISIS offers short-term, primitive 
gratification.  It does not radicalize people in ways that can be countered by appeals to logic.  [...] 
Compared with fighting Al Qaeda's relatively austere message, Washington has found it much harder to 
counter ISIS' more visceral appeal.' ['  [Kurth Cronin 2015:4-5] 

'In one tragic example, after the Islamic State captured the city of Sinjar in northern Iraq, they massacred 
up to 500 Yazidi civilians and enslaved some 3000 Yazidi women.  Non-Muslim women and girls are 
brutalized under the IS-sanctioned practice of jihad-al nikah, or "sex in the name of the struggle".  They are 
raped, enslaved and soled into forced pairings with militants.' [Jasper 2014:7]Sc 

(b) difficult to stoke a backlash against their violence 

'Another aspect of US counterterrorism that has worked well against Al Qaeda is the effort to delegitimize 
the group by publicising its targeting errors and violent excesses ... Al Qaeda's attacks frequently kill 
Muslims and the group's leaders are highly sensitive to the risk this poses to their image as the vanguard of 
a mass Muslim movement.  Attacks in Morocco, Saudi Arabia and Turkey in 2003, Spain in 2004 and Jordan 
and the UK in 2005 all resulted in Muslim casualties that outraged members of Islamic communities 
everywhere and reduced support for Al Qaeda across the Muslim world. [...] ISIS, however, seems 
impervious to the risk of a backlash.  [...] ISIS' core message is about raw power and revenge, not 
legitimacy.  It's brutality – videotaped beheadings, mass executions – is designed to intimidate foes and 
suppress dissent.  Revulsion among Muslims at such cruelty might eventually undermine ISIS.  But, for the 
time being, Washington's focus on ISIS' savagery only helps the group augment its aura of strength.'   [Kurth 
Cronin 2015:4] 
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Conclusion 

'Although some of these tools overlap with counterterrorism, they should be put in the service of a strategy 
for fighting an enemy more akin to a state actor: ISIS is not a nuclear power, but the group represents a 
threat to international stability equivalent to that posed by North Korea. It should be treated no less 
seriously.' '  [Kurth Cronin 2015:7] 

Future threat 

'Another policy option is to step up US humanitarian assistance to ease the glaring education deficit that is 
plaguing at-risk youth populations in refugee camps across the Middle East.  The latest data indicates that 
the average refugee displacement is now ten years, and the access to education in these camps is quite 
limited.  Any progress Washington can make in tackling this issue now will help prevent the creation of a 
lost generation of children in the Middle East, many of whom when faced with little education and poor job 
prospects may eventually prove susceptible to terrorist recruitment. [...] Indeed, the UN is already working 
aggressively to partner with other governments and international organisations to ensure quality education 
for the millions of refugee children globally who are between five and 17 years old.' [Dempsey 2018:2] 

Differences are largely quantitative, not qualitative – more to do with scale because of opportunities, perhaps 

making ISIS more of a threat than Al Qaeda, at least today, but not really a new TYPE of threat 

Facts 
Deaths 
Europe 

'Between 2014 and 2016, jihadi attacks killed 273 people, more than in all previous years combined (267).' 
[Hegghammer 2016:1] 

Attacks 

Isis conducted or inspired more than 90 attacks around the world and have more than 40 affiliated terror 
groups in 16 countries.   

Al Qaeda 

USS Cole, October 2000 

World Trade Center, 11 September 2001 

Madrid Railway Bombing, March 2004 

Sinai resort bombings, October 2004 

London Bombings, July 2005 

ISIS 

Europe 

'In 2015 and 2016, there were 14 jihadi attacks, about 3.5 times more than the biannual average (6) for the 
preceding fifteen years.' [Hegghammer 2016:1] 

UK 

Westminster, 22 March 2017 

Six people were killed, including the attacker – radicalized British citizen Khalid Masood – after he ploughed 
a rented car into a crowd of pedestrians on ... Westminster Bridge ... He then crashed into the railings at 
the perimeter of Westminster Palace, got out of the car, and proceeded to stab police officer Keith Palmer 
to death before being shot dead by armed officers outside Parliament. [...] Around 50 people were injured.'  
Later, security services uncovered the final message he sent in WhatsApp, reportedly saying he was waging 
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jihad in revenge for Western military action in the Middle East.  The slaughter came on the anniversary of a 
jihadist attack on the Belgian capital in 2016.' [rt.com] 

Manchester Arena Bombing, 22 May 2017 

Twenty-two people were killed and 116 injured in a suicide bombing carried out by Salman Abedi, a 22-
year-old British national of Libyan origin.  [the London bombings in 2005 killed 52 people] 

London Bridge Attack, 3 June 2017 

'... eight people were killed and 48 others were injured.  Three assailants veered a rented van off the road 
at London Bridge, mowing down pedestrians at high speed.  The group, wearing fake suicide belts, then 
turned to nearby Borough Market, abandoned the vehicle, and went on to stab people at random in pubs 
and restaurants before being shot dead by armed officers eight minutes after receiving an emergency call.' 
[rt.com] 

Parsons Green Bombing, 15 September, 2017 

A crudely-constructed improvised explosive device (IED) failed to fully detonate on a crowded passenger 
train during rush hour in London, killing no one, though 29 people were injured.  IS claimed responsibility 
for the attack.  [rt.com] 

'Ahmed Hassan Mohammed Ali, 18 of Sunbury, Surrey is a 

France 

Paris (Nov 2015) 

'[ISIS] also carried out a massive operation in Paris with seven suicide bombers that killed and injured 
hundreds of civilians on November 13, 2015.' [Gergez 2016:3] 

'There have also been ominous qualitative changes to jihadi operations.  The November 2015 Paris attack, 
which involved nine operators, all equipped with functioning suicide vests, who struck near-simultaneously 
in three separate locations, was one of the most complex terrorist operations ever carried out in Europe.' 
[Hegghammer 2016:1] 

Brussels, 22 March, 2016 

Three coordinated suicide bombings – two at Brussels Airport and one at Maalbeek metro station in central 
brussels.  32 civilians and 3 perps were killed and more than 300 people injured.  Another bomb was found 
during a search of the airport.   

'Moreover, the Paris and Brussels attacks ... were probably the first case since 1995 of the same jihadi cell 
being able to strike hard twice (most previous cells were dismantled after their first major attack).' 
[Hegghammer 2016:1] 

Germany 

Berlin Christmas Market attack, December 2016 

US 

San Bernardino, 2 Dec 2015 

'Syed Rizwan Farook and his wife Tashfeen Malik carried out a mass shooting and an attempted bombing in 
Inland Regional Center in San Bernardino, California.  The incident left 14 people dead and injured 22 
others.  Farook and Malik had pledged allegiance to an ISIS leader on Facebook hours before the shooting.  
However, authorities do not have any evidence that the two were directly linked to the extremist group.' 
[International Business Times online] 

Orlando, 12 June 2016 

'Omar Mateen, 29, carried out a mass shooting inside Pulse, a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida.  The 
shooting claimed lives of 49 people and injured 53 others.  Mateen was shot dead by Orlando Police .... 
Mateen had pledge allegiance to the Sunni hardline group.' [International Business Times] 
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'...the likes of Omar Mateen claiming affiliation with it after his shooting of club-goers in Orlando in June 
2015.' [Ould Mohamedou 2018:30] 

'Following an attack on an LGBT nightclub in Florida in June 2016.' [Laub 2016:6] 

Ohio State University, 28 Nov 2016 

Abdul Razak Ali Artan, a Somalia-born US citizen, drove his car into pedestrians and attacked people with a 
butcher's knife.  The incident injured 11 people and Artan was killed by authorities.  While ISIS called him its 
'soldier' there is no evidence yet that the attack was directly related to the group.' [International Business 
Times] 

Russia (although not in Russia) 

'... in November 2015 ISIS allegedly exploited a security loophole at Sharm al-Sheikh Airport in Egypt and 
smuggled a homemade bomb on board a Russian jet, which killed 224 passengers.' [Gergez 2016:3] 

Elsewhere 

'[Turkey] too has been exposed to the conflict as major attacks in Ankara and Istanbul were attributed to 
the Islamic State.' [Laub 2016:6] 

Lebanon, Nov 2015 

'A day earlier [than the Paris attack of Nov 2015] ISIS struck a crowded neighbourhood in Beirut, Lebanon, 
with two suicide bombers leaving a trail of blood and destruction.' [Gergez 2016:3] 

Ankara Peace Rally, October 2016 

95 civilians killed 

Turkey, 28? June, 2016 

Suicide bombings left at least 43 people dead – the attackers travelled from Raqqa, Syria (ISIS' de facto 
capital) 

Characters 

'Al Zarqawi was killed by a US air raid on 7 June 2006... [...] Four months later, on 15 October, ISI was 
created, overtaking AQI.' [Ould Mohamedou 2018:93] 

'Finally, on 29 June 2014, Abu Bakr al Baghdadi, who had remained at the helm of the different incarnations 
of the group since May 2010, announced the creation of IS, as the re-establishment of the Islamic Caliphate 
with himself as the new 'Caliph' ...' [Ould Mohamedou 2018:93] 

'[Omar] al-Baghdadi was killed along with AQI leader Abu Ayyub al-Masri on April 18, 2010, his replacement 
as ISI leader, Abu Bakr al-Bahgdadi ...' [Lister 2014:11] 

'Baghdadi brings a crucial image of Islamic legitimacy, justified by his apparent PhD in Islamic Studies from 
the Islamic University of Baghdad and his history as an imam and preacher...this clerical background puts 
Baghdadi on a qualitatively higher religious level than Osama bin Laden or Ayman al-Zawahiri.'  [Lister 
2014:21]  

Size and Reach 
Al Qaeda 

'Al Qaeda has cells in at least 40 countries.' [Kilcullen 2005:598] 

ISIS 

'For many of the ISIS's surviving fighters, a number estimated to be between 6,000 and 11,000, the loss of 
Iraq and Syria may merely signal a temporary pause in the fight.' [Clarke 2018b:1] 

'In Libya, where ISIS boasts approximately 6,500 fighters, the group has carved out space roughly 160 
kilometres southeast of its former stronghold in Sirte. ISIS maintains training and operational bases 
throughout the central and southern parts of the country.' [Clarke 2018b:1] 
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Foreign Fighters (muhajirun) 
Europe 

'Between 2011 and 2016 over 5,000 European Muslims went to fight in Syria; about five times more than 
the number that went to all previous destinations combined.' [Hegghammer 2016:1] 

'In January, Brett McGurk, the U.S. special envoy for the global coalition to counter ISIS, echoed the belief 
among top U.S. officials that foreigners are starting to flee the extremist movement. He said ISIS' ranks of 
foreign fighters have dropped to about 25,000 from a peak of 35,000.'  [CBS News 2016] 

 

Timeline 
2003 

May 

US invasion of Iraq 

August 

Zarqawi (pre-AQI)  car-bomb attack on the Imam Ali [Shia] Mosque in Najaf, killing 125 Shiite Muslims 

2004 

Month? 

Zarqawi pledged allegiance to Al Qaeda.  Called his organization Al Qaeda in Iraq. 

2006 

Month? 

Zarqawi killed by an American bomb 

2013 

Month?  

ISIS captured Raqqah in northern Syria 

ISIS captured Fallujah in Iraq 

Feb 

Zawahiri booted ISIS out of the Al Qaeda consortium 
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