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Armand Matini 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

Throughout history, radical individuals have caused violence and tarnished the reputation 

of many communities and beliefs. Following 9/11, Islamic Terrorism put fear into many 

individuals. New fronts of the War on Terror began to open as militaries began to engage 

terrorist groups who sought to take action through radical beliefs. Al Qaeda had opened 

up a new front and joined the ranks of the Sunni Insurgency to confront the armed forces 

of the United States as the Invasion of Iraq began to unfold. This new group had radical 

leaders who were able to incite a stiff and violent campaign against their enemies. The 

U.S. was able to slow down the group, but not the ideology, tactics, and leadership once 

it withdrew from the conflict zone. As leaders in the area began to divide their societies 

by violence and marginalization, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria were able to come 

into power and create small, quasi-legitimate caliphate. Although the group may be 

somewhat defeated in the region, the ideology will carry on. By using organizational 

theory, we can better compare both groups and learn from their strengths and 

weaknesses. Through analyzing this parallel case study, new doors may be opened up for 

research to be able to slow down radical ideologies and thwart violent actions.
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and Syria 

 

Armand Matini 

 

GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT 

 

 

Following 9/11, we begin to see the United States devote countless amounts of resources 

and energy to combat radical Islamic ideologies. In this, we study Al Qaeda and its Iraq 

branch, AQI, and how its remnants were able to create one of the most successful and 

notorious Islamic terror organizations. This thesis allows growth to the study of terrorism, 

primarily by comparing two terror groups and understanding their rise to success and 

failures. This thesis also helps study how groups can split apart and form new offshoot 

organizations. Looking into groups' ideologies allows for the researchers to also how they 

may affect success. As groups rise and fall, there may a continuation of an ideology. New 

platforms can assist in this, and play large parts of a groups success. Leadership can be a 

large factor, guiding a group to success or hurting its image. To combat terror 

organizations, the military can affect how they grow, thus showing the power of settings 

and where terror organizations can thrive. By comparing and contrasting organizations, it 

allows for a different approach of research that can help in preventing violent actors to 

continue on a similar path.
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Armand Matini 

Literature Review 
 

Question: In comparing Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and the Islamic of State of Iraq and the Levant 

(ISIS), how was the latter able to create a quasi-independent Islamic State while the former 

did not? 

I. Intro 

 

    Following the 9/11 attacks, the US launched the War on Terror against Al Qaeda and its 

affiliates. As a result, two of the ensuing conflicts were in Iraq and Afghanistan. Following the 

Invasion of Iraq, the leader of a radical Islamic terror group in Northern Iraq, Abu Musab Al 

Zarqawi took advantage of the ongoing violence and domestic disorder in Iraq to lead Al Qaeda 

in Iraq, or AQI. Zarqawi had previously been the leader of Jama’at al-Tawhid wa’al-Jihad, which 

as its leader, had ties to Al Qaeda.1 In October 2004, as Zarqawi unleashed a campaign of 

violence, he pledged his allegiance to Osama Bin Laden.2 He was killed later in June 2006.3 

    Following the Arab Spring, which resulted in mass protest and government alterations across 

the Middle East beginning in late 2010, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria took advantage of the 

civil unrest to expand. The group was able to attain portions of both countries by storm and gain 

a following from Sunni Muslims all over the world. The group reached “its peak in late 

2014”…as “it controlled more than 100,000 km2 of territory more than 11 million people, 

mostly in Iraq and Syria”4, until they were militarily defeated in 2019.5 

    AQI is viewed as the antecedent of ISIS.6 The groups had similar practices and ideologies, but 

in as many ways that they were similar, they were very different in their outcomes. Al Qaeda in 

Iraq may have been temporarily defeated, but the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria was able to 

achieve what its predecessors couldn’t. 
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Successes in terrorism is a difficult concept to define. Yet when one examines the efforts of both 

Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and the Islamic State (ISIS) it is hard not to come away wondering why 

the former was unable to secure and sustain territorial possession for any meaningful amount of 

time while the later was able to create a de-facto state. This thesis will explores the differences of 

the groups by process tracing, and examines how ISIS was able to succeed in creating a quasi-de 

facto Islamic State while AQI could not. To examine the different outcomes for the two groups I 

compare them by examining their leadership, ideology/ goals, communication, and geopolitical 

settings. These four macro-variables are used to compare and contrast how ISIS could attain 

what its predecessor could not. In essence these four variables explain will act as the causal 

mechanisms of one group’s success and one group’s demise. 

II. Literature Review 

 

Understanding how terrorist movements succeed or fail is a common subfield of academic 

inquiry. To establish the novelty and gap for my own findings, below I examine the existing state 

of research. In this paper, the terms: radicalism, extremism, radical Islam, and terrorism will be 

used frequently. Below I define these terms in the contexts of a comparison between AQI and 

ISIS. ISIS’ variant of Radical Islam as defined through its goals is a unique interpretation of 

jihad. In this thesis, ‘jihad’ in the form of radical Islam will be defined as “not include[ing] the 

idea of borders and limitations: the enemy, in the Jihad, it is not conceived in territorial terms, 

but only in religious and moral terms.”7 The Islamic State in the terms of a state will be defined 

as: 

“the more the State expands, the nearer is the perfect realization of God’s will. He works for this 

realization in the condition of Islam, i.e. in the active submission to God…In this sense, the IS’ 

action appears to be literally faithful to this conception considered in extreme and military 

items”.8  
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     A state will be defined as “a form of political association or polity that is distinguished by the 

fact that it is not itself incorporated into any other political associations, though it may 

incorporate other such associations”.9 It can be seen as a political association. This is defined as 

“a collectivity of persons joined for the purpose for carrying out some action or actions.10 The 

Islamic State began during the times of Muhammad when his followers “formed their own 

political community”  that lasted for 1300 years, where states were governed by Islamic Law.11 

Within an Islamic State or within Islam is where we also see Jihad, the “Quran’s command to 

struggle”.12 

   Jihad can be both violent and non-violent. It can be both defensive, or an inner Jihad, which is 

someone’s inner struggle to focus directly on God.13 Jihadi Salafism will be defined as a radical 

belief within Islam that swiftly became a movement turned to a belief system for groups such as 

AQI and ISIS, all members of the Sunni Sect. Those who believe in Jihadi Salafism adhere to 

Sunni Islam. Those who believe and follow this movement want to implement a Muslim State by 

taking up arms and using force.14 This is done through Jihad, and spreading the religion. There 

must also be an obligation to a set of acts to those who follow. Although this belief system can 

be traced back to the 13th century, it started to take a more modern shape during the Soviet-

Afghan War in the 1980s, as Muslims around the globe came to wage Jihad on the Soviets .15 

     National security is defined by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) as “the security 

and defense of a nation state, including its citizens, economy, and institutions, which is regarded 

as a duty of the government”.16 This can be to protect and provide security from many things, 

including terrorism, economic, and environmental.17 S.H. Jore further examines security 

concepts such as Human and International Security.18 These features of Human Security are 
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along the lines of human rights, where International Security is “International organizations’ 

efforts to achieve stability and peace”.19 

For the purposes of this paper I will leverage the official US Department of State definition for 

terrorism as activities that “(1) involve(s) a violent act or an act dangerous to human life, 

property, or infrastructure; and (2) appears to be intended to intimidate or coerce a civilian 

population; to influence the policy of a government by intimidation or coercion; or to affect the 

conduct of a government by mass destruction, assassination, kidnapping, or hostage-taking.”20 

 

  Terrorism can take on multiple forms in different groups with divergent motivations. Some 

examples of divergent motivations include ideological, dissident, and religious motivations.21 

When examining Al Qaeda and ISIS, the principal motivations are religious, dissident, and 

ideological in nature. Religious terrorism is defined as “faith-motivated violence.”22 What 

differentiates religiously motivated terrorism from other forms of terrorism is the concept of the 

“fulfillment of faith.”23 Religious terrorism is “faith inspired, even if this is a narrow 

interpretation of the broader scholarly understanding of that faith.” 24  

Over the last several decades both Al Qaeda and more recently ISIS have sought to achieve 

influence through international terrorist activities. International acts of terrorism serve as a tactic 

to attract attention and achieve influence in areas where they both organizations are 

organizationally operating form a position of asymmetry.25 International activities help the 

groups to expand beyond domestic constituencies to draw in new recruits.26 These acts combined 

with religiously imbued messaging have helped to expand their ideology and practices to various 

parts to multiple other countries. 
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    Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) constitutes a group known to have pledged allegiance to Osama Bin 

Laden’s Al Qaeda Central in 2004.27 The full translation of the group’s name is “Tanzim Qaedat 

al Jihad fi Bilad al Rafidayn,” or Al Qaeda in the Land of the Two Rivers.28 In 2006, the group 

joined the Mujahideen Shura Council and became the Islamic State of Iraq, or ISI.29 ISI had 

similar ideologies and practices of Zarqawi, with some of his goals that he had gotten from Al 

Qaeda.30 ISI is essentially what the group had become following the merge to create an Islamic 

State in Iraq31, where ISIS is when the groups split from the Nusra Front.32 ISI was what it 

became after October 2006.33 The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) known for its pledged 

creation of a Caliphate In 2013.34  

   Al Qaeda’s roots can be traced back to the Soviet War in Afghanistan to the development of 

the organization by Osama Bin Laden following the conflict.35 Osama Bin Laden issued a fatwa 

following his time in Afghanistan and using the presence of US troops in the Middle East as a 

reason for Jihad.36 Specifically, Bin Laden defined the goals of Al Qaeda as engaging in a 

defensive Jihad.37 He called for Muslims and those in Muslim nations to unite and take action 

against America and its allies, and for Muslims to come together in the form of a caliphate.38 It 

wasn’t until the late 1990’s that Bin Laden launched the notorious attacks on the USS Cole and 

the embassies in Kenya and Tanzania39, In addition to the attacks on the World Trade Center in 

1993. 

    On September 11th, 2001, Bin Laden’s Al Qaeda launched an attack that brought his group 

into the spotlight and resulted in the US  War on Terror. In response to the 9/11 attacks, the US 

invaded Afghanistan in 2001 to oust the ruling Taliban out of power, because they provided safe 

harbor to Osama Bin Laden and Al Qaeda. In contrast to the US invasion of Afghanistan, Iraq 

was invaded in 2003 for numerous reasons including allegations of possessing Weapons of Mass 
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Destruction, unspecified links to the 9/11 attacks, and links to Ansar al-Islam.40 Following the 

invasion of Iraq and the subsequent occupation, Iraq fell into a sectarian war with US forces 

fighting to secure the country.   

      The Iraq War is particularly significant, as it is one of two principal events that led to the 

subsequent formation of AQI and ISIS.  The initial invasion of Iraq was on March 21, 200341 and 

the last remaining troops left December 18, 2011.42 The 2003 invasion of Iraq as a key point of 

interest in the formulation of both groups should not to be confused with US operations in Iraq 

that began in 2013 against ISIS.43 The second event that led to the creation of ISIS, was the 

Syrian Civil War which initially began as protests in March 2011 and continues to the present.  

 

    One of the most criticized events during the early stages of the Iraq War was the disbanding of 

the Baath Party. Prior to the US invasion, Saddam Hussein ruled Iraq with his Baath Party. On 

May 16, 2003, the De-Baathification of Iraq began under Paul Bremer, who was in charge of the 

Coalition Provisional Authority.44 This put many Iraqis out of work, both security forces and 

others in civil servant positions.45 After the invasion, the resistance began to take arms against 

the coalition. What started out as forces which were loyal to Saddam 46, would spark resistance 

from Islamic groups as well.47 These groups were both Salafi groups, and Islamist Baathist 

groups.48 There were some cases of Islamist members of the Baath Party being removed or 

leaving prior to the invasion.49 There was not a large history between the former Ba’ath Party 

and AQI, as there were only alleged meetings between the previous Iraqi Vice President and 

marriages between AQI members and families of the Baath Part.50 Later on, former Ba’ath Party 

members would play a large role in the leadership of ISIS.51 
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III. Theory 

  

  The theory that will be used for this thesis, alongside the methodology of process tracing will 

be organizational theory. Organizational Theory is  defined by Business Jargons as: 

“…the set of interrelated concepts, definitions that explain the behavior of individuals or groups 

or subgroups, who interacts with each other to perform the activities intended towards the 

accomplishment of a common goal.”52 

 

Terrorist groups can be looked at as organizations, similar to political entities.53 When looking 

internally, “Terrorist behavior represents the outcome of the internal dynamics of the 

organization rather than strategic action”.54 These groups provide incentives to those who follow 

them, as well as present a political purpose.55 When it comes to the beginning of terror groups, 

organizational theory can help explain: “the objective conditions likely to inspire grievances and 

hence incite violence are permanent, whereas violence is not continuous or universal. The 

formation of organizations, not environmental conditions, is the critical variable.”56 Terror 

groups are similar to firms in the fact that they both want to continue operations, and those who 

want to leave join rival groups or make a new one.57  

    In this thesis, I demonstrate how the organizational structure formation and values are both 

similar and different between the two groups as the developed. Both groups had common goals 

and wanted to foster strong resilient organizations. ISIS and AQI can both be constitutive of 

redemptive organizations, as they use religion to incite violence and push into other people’s 

beliefs.58 In their organizations, they want to change the members within the organizations.59  

The groups have many similarities and by examining both organizations leadership and 

ideologies, communication abilities, and environments, I demonstrate how they were able to 

succeed and fail during their respective time periods.  
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IV. Methodology & Structure 

Studying the rise and eventual fall of AQI and ISIS is best undertaken via process tracing. Of the 

three variants of process tracing, I will use explain outcomes process tracing. Explaining 

outcome relies on unwinding causal mechanisms, primarily the inductive path, for “working 

backwards from the outcome by sifting through the evidence in an attempt to uncover a plausible 

sufficient causal mechanisms that produced the outcome.”60 Here I am examining two different 

groups with many similarities, but with different pre-collapse outcomes. Beach and Pedersen 

write that when using explained outcomes, it is best to examine  the causal mechanisms to a 

specific historical outcome.61 By comparing ISIS and AQI, I use the inductive path to work 

backwards to see why ISIS was able to create an Islamic State by 2014 and AQI failed in similar 

aspirations. 

   I use Intrac’s definition of process tracing as: “to attempt to establish whether, and how, a 

potential cause or causes influenced a specified change or set of changes. This is done by 

applying a set of formal tests to examine the strength of evidence linking the activities carried 

out within a project or programme to the change(s)”.62 Another definition for process tracing is 

“inherently analyzing trajectories of change and causation, but the analysis fails if the 

phenomena observed at each step in this trajectory are not adequately described.”63 

    Because I am looking at two distinct organization I am primarily researching through 

qualitative data I will use a similar systems design model. Under this model as both groups 

progress they share many of the same characteristics and goals. Although both similar, they 

result in divergent outcomes. This thesis fills a gap in our understanding  of the impacts of social 

mechanisms to the success or failure of different terrorist groups.  
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  This thesis will be broken up into 6 chapters with an introduction and concluding discussion 

sections. The first section will comprise of the literature review and act as the Introduction 

chapter, providing respective background information and research into AQI and ISIS. Each 

chapter will be 15-20 pages with additional pages for citations.  

    To further examine both of the terrorist groups, there will be case analysis done on both. The 

first set of these will begin with Al Qaeda in Iraq with the set variables to compare and contrast 

between the two. 

III. Case Analysis 

Case 1: Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) 

Al Qaeda in Iraq’s roots trace back to Abu Musab Al Zarqawi’s role in Ansar al-Islam prior to 

the US invasion in 2003.64 For Al Zarqawi, “the invasion of Iraq gave him purpose”.65 Following 

one of the first suicide bombings in August 2003 by Zarqawi, his group became Tanzit Qaedat al 

Jihad fi Bilad al Rafidayn, or Al Qaeda in Iraq, by pledging allegiance to Osama Bin Laden a 

year later.66  

 

AQI Leadership 

Hypothesis: Weak leadership and decapitation of leadership made it less likely for AQI to 

achieve and sustain state-like qualities 

Abu Musab al Zarqawi was the first leader of Al Qaeda in Iraq and by 2004, Zarqawi had 

merged with Al Qaeda.67 Zarqawi was known for his violent tactics, especially against minorities 

in Iraq, as well as broadcasting various forms of violence such as kidnappings and suicide 

attacks.68 Violence against Shiites led Al Qaeda [central] to “depart” from in its support for 

Zarqawi.69 Zarqawi was previously imprisoned in Jordan and spent time in a camp in 
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Afghanistan.70 He met Bin Laden in Afghanistan, but they disagreed on their beliefs and Zarqawi 

did not initially pledge bay’ah to him.71 Ultimately, they were able to reconcile Zarqawi pledged 

bay’ah to Bin Laden and Al Qaeda in 2004, however it was speculated that this was largely done 

out of convenience. 72  Zarqawi and his leaders were not as educated as Al-Qaeda’s central 

leadership and that many of them came from widely divergent economic and education 

backgrounds.73 Many of the AQI leaders were foreign born as well 74, and to quote a US Army 

leader after the capture of an AQI leader, “that the organization is simply a front for foreign 

influence into al Qaeda in Iraq” when the group renamed itself into the Islamic State of Iraq in 

2006.75 

    Following Zarqawi’s death in June 2006, new leaders had begun to rise to the opportunity. 

Although Zarqawi’s death may have been a blow to the groups leadership, there was very little 

indication that group’s violent tendencies would slow down. One month after Zarqawi’s death, 

numbers in regards to the violence had still not ceased, where in June-July 2006, there were still 

an estimated 1006 Iraqis killed, with more wounded in June than May.76 AQI’s senior minister of 

information, Muharib Abdul Latif al-Jubouri was killed about a year later in Iraq.77 New Leaders 

such as Abu Ayyub Al-Masri and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi took up the violent mantel left behind 

by Zarqawi.78 Upon assuming power, little was known about Baghdadi and Al Qaeda’s leaders 

outside of Iraq criticized Al-Masri’s leadership. 79 Both Baghdadi and Al-Masri would end up 

being killed in 2010.80 Other leaders would slowly be killed or captured, such as al-Nasser 

Lideen Allah Abu Suleiman, the groups war minister who was killed in February 2011.81 

 

AQI Ideology/Goals/Strategy 
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Hypothesis: AQI’s larger goals of removing troops, establishing an Islamic State, and 

persecuting non-Sunnis made it so that the group could not complete its original plans..  

Jamaat al-Tawhid wa-l-Jihad founded by Zarqawi, who with a “criminal past and extreme views 

on takfir…created major friction and distrust with bin Laden when the two first met in 

Afghanistan in 1999.82 It was in Afghanistan that Zarqawi learned under Sheikh Abu 

Muhammed al Maqdisi, who taught Salafism specifically that “any government that does not rule 

through a strict interpretation of Shariah is an infidel regime that must be violently opposed..”.83 

Zarqawi transferred this strict religious interpretation with him when he transitioned to Iraq. 

AQI’s initial four key goals were to: “1) expel the Americans; 2) establish an Islamic emirate 

[…] to fill the void stemming from the Americans’ departure, 3) extend the jihad to secular 

countries neighboring Iraq; and 4) …the clash with Israel”.84 Zarqawi established the initial 

groups goals as targeting American and coalition partners to “deter Iraqi transition with the 

transition process” such as the police, “target the rebuilding process” such as contractors and aid 

workers, and “ensnare US troops in a Sunni-Shiite civil war by attacking Shiite targets and 

provoking a retaliatory response against Sunni communities”.85 

   In addition to these goals, there are five terms associated Jihadist Salafists, which are: Tawhid, 

Aqidah, Takfir, Al-Wala wal-Bara, and Jihad.86 Sean McClure expands on these key points in 

Jihadi beliefs. Tawhid is upholding one God and having no false idols, and not have anything 

superior.87 Aquidah is solidifying Islamic beliefs, and “bringing him in alignment with the 

teachings of God, moving closer to perfection”.88 Takfir is the separating of those who do not 

believe, and this is similar to excommunication in the church.89 Those who do not abide are 

apostates and this can be turned against more than just one person.90 Al-Wala wal-Bara is 
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primarily against non-Muslim rulers, divides the believers and non-believers.91 Jihad in this 

regard is to fight, to fight and attempt to convert the non-believers. 92  

    In comparison the Al Qaeda’s belief system, AQI’s activities and beliefs were more centered 

around what can be called Zarqawism, the rather strict interpretation of Salafi-Jihadism brought 

by Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi.93 One of the primary belief systems was the emphasis on Takfir.94 

This was largely rooted in the belief of sectarian violence to the Shia.95 Becoming allied with Al 

Qaeda did not change the group’s strategy.96 The three elements in this “Zarqawism” are: 

violence against the Shia, horrific violence against the groups enemies for the world to see, and 

the roots of creating an Islamic State for “final triumph of the historic Sunni Caliphate”.97  

     Overall, this radical ideology could not fully prevail within Iraq. AQI attacked minorities 

within Iraq, such as Christians and the Kurds. Assassinations, enforcing Sharia, the groups 

“efforts to supplant their political and economic authority created violent resistance”.98 Zarqawi 

and AQI had attempted to also plunge Iraq into a Civil War, which had ultimately did not 

succeeded. Support for AQI has dropped due to increased violence and Sunnis began to grow 

weary of victory if such a civil war began to escalate.99 

     

 

AQI Communication 

Hypothesis: AQI’s  limited ways of communication compared to the groups predecessors made 

it less likely for them to achieve legitimacy and successes in following. 

  It is widely known that Zarqawi and his group utilized the internet and other means to 

communicate their beliefs and actions committed.100 One of Zarqawi’s tools was being able to 

send things through the internet, such as the beheading of Nicholas Berg in 2004.101 By using the 
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internet, the group was able to show the world “footage of executions, combat engagements, the 

emplacement and detonation of (IEDs), political rants, religious sermons and daily operational 

updates”.102 The use of the internet and broadcasting the violence to possible followers and 

generate possible internet fans.103 Conway also notes that Zarqawi was one of the first to utilize 

the internet and put a face on such attacks.104 The video of Nicholas Berg was “downloaded 

millions of times”.105 Zarqawi’s ability to use media such as videos further strengthened his 

position.106   In regards to the media created by the group, “AQI flooded Internet chat rooms and 

jihadi forums” with various media of the group’s activities.107 Furthermore, the group was able to 

utilize smuggling, recruiting, suicide bombers, and fighters.108 In addition to this, AQI claimed to 

have hundreds of foreign fighters, with most of the fighters coming from neighboring Arab 

countries and as far from Europe to fight.109 

    During the beginning and middle phases during the Iraq War, the internet had not grown as 

much, as it jumped from almost 9.7% of the world population to 20% from March 2003 to 

December 2007 .110 Sites such as Twitter and Facebook had not come into play until 2006 and 

2004, but had not reach popularity until years to come. The group continued to utilize the 

internet by creating a media company called MSC Media Company, which allowed for blogs, 

videos, and other various information to be posted.111 Another media wing was established as 

well called Al-Furquan.112 Although in comparison to the internet abilities almost a decade later, 

Zarqawi’s organization “media campaign was generally perceived as a success within the global 

jihadist movement. One particular reason for this was the attention it received in the West”.113  

AQI Geopolitical Settings 

Hypothesis: Large numbers of US troops and the Anbar Awakening group made it less likely 

for the group to implement and establish a state. 
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   AQI arose as a result of the Iraq War that began in 2003. Following the invasion, the 

occupation lasted until 2011. One of the larger issues that had been present for the group was US 

and its coalition and the Iraqi government as adversaries, in addition to other Iraqis as the 

conflict ensued.114 From 2004-2007, the US troop levels on the ground were increased 130,600 

to 172,000 in 2007.115 The capital of operations for AQI was Fallujah, which was recaptured by 

US forces in 2004 .116 In addition to Fallujah, Ramadi also become an insurgent stronghold, and 

by 2006, the city was slowly taken by AQI.117 Both these battles show the limits of AQI’s 

military power. Following the battles in 2004 and 2006, respectively, the US military embarked 

on a new strategy to counter groups such as AQI. In January of 2007, the US announced that it 

would send an additional 20,000 troops to Iraq and extend tours for the rest there.118 Following 

the Surge in 2007, violence dropped and the insurgency began retreat.119 However, US 

counterinsurgency did not rid the country of the extremists. 

    One challenge  AQI faced was that it alienated itself from most of the insurgency because its 

methods were intensely violent and interrupted Iraqi life.120 There were differences between AQI 

and the Iraqi Nationalist Insurgents, and by 2006, the Mujahideen Shura Council was formed and 

brought many Sunni Insurgent groups together.121 The Nationalist insurgent groups did not want 

this due to existing tensions with AQI.122 AQI had killed tribal leaders, enforced their strict 

religious views on those under their control, and AQI’s foreign fighters also began to bother 

civilians.123 AQI’s activities caused many tribesmen to take arms against AQI in their tribal 

areas.124 As tribesmen and insurgents not belonging to AQI began to take up arms, the size of the 

police forces began to increase.125 In tandem with the counterinsurgency efforts by coalition 

forces and the increased control of the Shura council, progressed places such Anbar Province, 

Babil Province, Bagdad began to see a marked shift in activities by AQI. 126 By late 2007, 
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General Petraeus, Commander of US Forces, said that AQI had lost some of its members and 

capabilities to a statement in front of Foreign Relations and Armed Services committees.127 This 

combined with the Sunni awakening facilitated an eventual decline of AQI.128 

 

Case 2: Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 

The roots of ISIS are intrinsically linked to AQI and other factions of the Iraqi Insurgency. ISI 

was formed after Insurgents in Iraq formed the Mujahideen Shura Council after the death of 

Zarqawi, and prior to the Surge which was in 2007.129 ISI’s extreme ideology led to activities 

targeting civilians with extremely violent tactics. In particular. ISI focused much of its violence 

on Shia populations. 130 By 2010 the group was under the control of  Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi and 

had lost much of its leadership and strength.131 In Iraq, Nouri Maliki, the new leader of Iraq, was 

a Shiite and following the withdrawal of American forces, his government heavily persecuted 

Iraqi Sunnis.132 The actions of Maliki’s government led to increased Sunni protest and 

government instability.133 Following the “Arab Spring” in Syria, and both the US withdrawal and 

Shiite dominated government in Iraq shifting priorities away from the needs of certain groups of 

citizens, ISIS was able to seize control of “the Aleppo Region of Syria to the Salah ad din 

province in Iraq.”134 ISIS’s rise constitutes a major reversal of fortune at a fortuitus intersection 

of political and social upheaval.  

 

ISIS Leadership 

Hypothesis: ISIS’s experienced  leaders both militarily and spiritually allowed them to  have 

successes on the battlefield and in gaining support. 
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ISIS’s leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi took over ISI in 2010.135 He was a well-educated in Islamic 

Studies and had been imprisoned in Camp Bucca during the Iraq War.136 Camp Bucca and other 

camps and prisons in the country became breeding grounds for terrorists, “with an estimated 

1,350 dedicated members of AQI conscripting new members in Camp Bucca daily”.137 The top 

leaders of ISIS had been previously been imprisoned and some had been part of Saddam’s Iraqi 

Army.138 When looking at ISIS’s leaders, “17 of the 25 most important Islamic State leaders 

running the war in Iraq and Syria spent time in US prisons between 2004 and 2011”.139 In the 

prisons, the Baathists brought military and strategic knowledge to the group.140 Hajji Bakr, 

another Baathist turned Jihadist worked his way up the ranks as well.141 The ability to have 

military leadership in prominent roles resulted in military successes by new leadership 

approaches, as it “not only translates into successful performance on the battlefield, but also 

leads to the overall “celebrity” of ISIL leader structure”.142 

 

    Following the start of the  Syrian Civil War which erupted in 2011, Al Qaeda became 

involved with rebel factions, and formed a group called Jabhat Al-Nusra.143 In 2013, Al-

Baghdadi claimed Jabhat al-Nusra “as an extension of his network” which “generated conflicting 

signals from JN’s (Jabhat al-Nusra) leadership, which after some hesitation rejected the 

incorporation”.144 This led to fighting between rebel groups along the moderate and extremist 

spectrum.145 Finalizing the break, ISIS launched a suicide bombing on Khalid al-Suri who was 

believed to be a negotiator between the various factions.146 Al-Suri’s death became a final straw 

and led ISIS to formally break from Al-Qaeda and become its own organization.147  
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   ISIS’s Leadership appeared to be predominantly Syrian and Iraq, especially coming from the 

former Ba’ath Party.148 By putting former Iraqi military leaders and those who fought in the US 

occupation, it allowed vast amounts of military knowledge and experience to be put into the 

hands of the Islamic State. This can contribute to the groups successes in the area, by having 

these military mindsets available in leadership roles.149  

 

ISIS Ideology/Goals/Strategy 

Hypothesis: ISIS’s successes in implementing its strategy of expanding territory and enforcing 

its strict form of Islam allowed  the group was  to gain legitimacy by supporters and the world. 

   Many of the beliefs of ISIS are similar to that of AQI. They adhere to Jihadi-Salafism. 150 ISIS 

in contrast to AQI wanted to expand and establish broader territorial control in the form of a 

caliphate.151 ISIS adhered to strict interpretations of Islamic law and engaged in violence, and 

takfirs those who did not adhere to its ideology.152 On June 29, 2014, ISIS declared its Caliphate, 

and expressed aspirations to “extend across the entire world, not just Iraq and Syria”.153 

Baghdadi called upon all Muslims to pledge and come to the Islamic State.154 This declaration 

and demand of bay’ah fostered an ideological rift that undermined Al-Qaeda’s legitimacy.155 

Baghdadi claimed to be a member of Mohammed tribe of Quarysh” and a direct descendent of 

the Prophet Mohammed.156 This worked in ISIS’s favor, as “30,000 fighters from at least 85 

countries” joined the Islamic State by December 2015.157 

  One of the aspirations is to attack the “near enemy”, the neighboring regimes in comparison to 

just the west.158 The group wants to create a state for themselves to live under Islamic Law and 

calls for Muslims to join.159 Under areas of ISIS control, the public are to adhere to the strict 
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interpretations of Islam by enforcement of violence, and minorities were typically persecuted, 

such as the Yazidis.160  

   There are four ways the can be seen by which ISIS was different ideologically from Al Qaeda, 

which are: 

(1) the imminence of the End Times (apocalypticism and eschatology), (2) the immediate demand to re-establish the 

Islamic Caliphate, (3) the takfir and policy of extermination of all Shia; and (4) an absolute priority of jihad against 

the nearest enemies.”161 

 

  ISIS used the End Times setting and the establishment of the so called Caliphate as a means to 

legitimize their fight, their setting, and their enemies.162 The establishment of a Caliphate further 

falls into the belief of the End Times being near and all the events falling into place, as well as it 

“being treated far more as a practical fact, i.e., legitimized as delivering security, services, and 

enforcing the Sharia of a state to which it now time to declare allegiance”.163 Lastly, near 

enemies represent more than just the US now, with enemies now being apostates and those who 

do not abide or agree.164 One of the primary reasons that ultimately led to ISIS to succeed was 

the events physically surrounding the group to validate their cause, and being able to also fully 

practice their beliefs within the area and the population. 

ISIS Communication 

Hypothesis:  ISIS being able to communicate its radical message and magnify its message to 

Muslims allowed the group to gain a large number of proponents and broadcast their 

capabilities. 

  ISIS primarily used social media as a means of recruitment and broadcasting to the world their 

abilities as their time frame saw growth of the internet. Some of the earlier videos from IS in 

2012 and 2013 were primarily showing the Sunni grievances of the Shiites, in addition to footage 

of US and Iraqi Security Forces.165 It begins to change to higher quality material in 2013, as well 
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making episodes, and showing how life in the Islamic State in addition to more personable 

videos of people and fighting.166 Some of these videos also began to show the foreigners from 

around the world who came to the Islamic State.167 They also created the  Al-Hayat Media 

Center to target a primarily Western audience.168 The material was also disseminated in new 

languages, such as German and English.169 Fernandez further summarizes the four themes of the 

propaganda which were: urgency, agency, authenticity,  and victory.170 There was also an 

English Magazine called the Dabiq ISIS that was duplicated in multiple languages.171 In places 

newly controlled by ISIS and “outreach event”  would be held where they would “distribute[e] 

reading material to introduce civilians to its religious interpretations and organization 

structure.”172 

   The group made extensive use of social media especially Twitter.173 Twitter bots were also 

created to tweet the same thing from multiple accounts.174 Due to the use of hashtags and being 

able to retweet tweets on twitter, the amount of people exposed to ISIS propaganda 

skyrocketed.175 Additionally, foreign fighters would also post online to bolster recruitment.176 

ISIS had “operatives”, whose job was to seek people online to coerce them to join, both online 

and in communities.177 In addition to individuals or groups of people, ISIS had 34 affiliate 

militant groups pledge bay’ah to them.178 ISIS’s global outreach efforts led multiple individuals 

to conduct lone wolf attacks after becoming radicalized via the internet. Beyond operations in 

Syria and Iraq, lone wolves conducted operations in the United States, France, United Kingdom, 

Belgium, Germany and elsewhere.179 Among the perpetrators in the Paris attacks was 

Abdelhamid Abaaoud had recently returned from frighting with ISIS in Syria.180  

   ISIS was able to also take advantage of individuals during this time in many ways to join their 

side and pledge allegiance. This can be seen in many ways, one of which being the End Times 
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approach.181 ISIS has used the Hadith and used it in their favor to sway people to join by painting 

the political climate and conflict as the end times Battle of Islam.182 The use of the term “Day of 

Judgement” and the black banners are often correlated to the ancient interpretations.183 The 

larger anti-Islamic sentiment that has been resonated following 9/11 has become an issue as 

well.184 As many Muslims in addition to the generations of immigrants from the west began to 

feel alienated, ISIS was also able to distribute effective propaganda. These who sympathized or 

became radicalized wanted to defend a “ ‘pure’ Islam” and escape the evil “Western liberal 

values”.185 Discrimination played a large role in some who decided to make the voyage to the 

Caliphate.186 In an interview of former members, discrimination also came in the form of not 

being able to get employed due to “being Muslim and/or from an immigrant background”.187 The 

internet also played a large role in swaying new members. Many who came from abroad wanted 

to help the Syrian people during their brutal conflict with Syria’s President Assad.188 

     

ISIS Geopolitical Settings 

Hypothesis: The Civil War in Syria and Sectarianism in Iraq allowed ISIS to create a 

power vacuum to further expand in both countries and gain followers. 

   The Islamic State of Iraq began when six insurgent groups came together under the banner of 

ISI under Zarqawi’s radical ideology.189 The group had been forced to retreat, but was not 

gone.190 When US troops left Iraq in 2011 a power vacuum emerged providing space for the 

emergence of what would become ISIS.191 The Arab Spring in the Middle East, primarily in Iraq 

and Syria further opened the power vacuum available for the group to fill.192 As the Arab Spring 

swept the Middle East, Assad had responded violently to protests, committing heinous acts of 

violence against the populace, including chemical weapons attacks.193 In addition to what was 
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happening in Syria, as Assad and his government persecuted his own civilians in the uprising, it 

gave “ISIS an opportunity to spread into Syria where it could exploit a natural cleavage that 

existed between Syria’s Sunni majority and the Shia Alawite-led minorities that had ruled the 

country since the 1970s under the al-Assad family”.194 

   In addition to what was occurring in Syria, Iraq was having its own domestic issues. The Iraqi 

Shia dominated Government had been persecuting the Sunnis. President Maliki had imprisoned 

10,000 Sunnis without charge.195 He also had former members of the Awakening killed, and as 

ISIS entered some towns, they were welcomed.196 Sterling and Berger write that in addition, 

Maliki removed Sunni Iraqi Army Generals and did not allow members who took part in the 

awakening to work in the police or military.197 Eighty different Sunni tribes joined with and 

fought alongside ISIS.198 As ISIS’s forces grew they were able to take Fallujah, Ramadi, and 

Mosul all in a few months in 2014.199 The group “held about a third of Syria and 40 percent of 

Iraq”.200  

 

 

V. Chapter Outline 

Chapter 1 Introduction – Research Question and Problem. 

This chapter will go over what the thesis will be discussing, as well as defining terrorism, and the 

roots of the AQI and ISIS. This chapter will also provide an examination of the underlying 

organization theories of terrorism and explain the methods that will be used to examine the 

success or failure of terrorist organizations.  

 

Chapter 2 Organization and Ideology  
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Chapter 2 will process trace and compare leaderships of AQI and ISIS, as they came from the 

same beginnings in the context of organizational theory and examine how their respective rises 

led to the achievement of organizational goals and objectives. Within this I will also examine the 

role of ideology in organizational formation and leadership and decision styles.  

 

Chapter 3 Communications 

Chapter 3 examines the communication capabilities of each group, and how they were able to 

gain power in Iraq and even abroad through comparative process tracing within the context of 

organizational theory. Both groups utilized different messaging strategies to gain followers.  

 

Chapter 4 Geopolitical pressures (External Pressures) 

Chapter 4 examines within through comparative process tracing the evolution of the 

environments in which each group developed.  Both groups were able to thrive off instability. 

AQI had the US occupation and ISIS was able to succeed during the Syrian Civil War. It will 

also contain information on the opponents both groups faced and the settings of the conflicts that 

created them. 

 

Chapter 5 Discussion and Answer the research question.   

This will conclude and discuss the information presented in the thesis. This discussion will 

layout the points presented, and how my presented causal mechanisms may have led to the 

success of ISIS and the downfall of AQI.  
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Armand Matini 

Thesis 

Chapter 1 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction to Organizational Theory 

 

   For this thesis, I will be doing a  is a comparison between Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) (which 

became the Islamic State of Iraq following the merger of the Mujahideen Shura Council in 2006) 

and the formation of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) (2014). The question this thesis 

seeks to answer is how different organizational attributes impact the success of terrorist 

organizations.  This will be done by using organizational theory to examine both AQI and ISIS 

holistically through process tracing conducted through parallel case studies. The principal 

independent variables used in this examination are external/geographical pressures, 

ideology/goals, leadership, and communication abilities.   

     Both AQI and ISIS have commonalities and differences. By utilizing organizational theory, 

this thesis will analyze the chosen variables as to why ISIS was able to create a qausi-leigitmate 

Islamic State. Organizational theory helps us to understand these groups and their successes and 

failures more accurately. By using explained outcomes, a form of process tracing, I unwind and 

test causal mechanisms of the four key variables identified above. Studying these groups and 

their organizational dynamics provides insights into terrorism and counterterrorism. In addition 

to terrorism studies, this work also adds to a broader international relations literature on the 

creation of such non-state religiously inspired extremist groups and they might be combated.1 

Jackson et al observe how “The study of organizational learning provides a window onto how 
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terrorist groups change and adapt and can contribute to planning and operations for combating 

terrorism across three phases of activity,” which allows time for detection, anticipation, and 

action.2 

     Other benefits can be derived through learning about the behaviors of terrorist organizations. 

For instance, intelligence capabilities including collection and analysis can be strengthened.3 By 

studying terrorism through organizational models of learning, analysts can better piece together 

information and avoid oversights or biases as they develop intelligence reports.4 As a result, 

intelligence organizations are better positioned to incorporate  “an alternative framework for 

understanding the meaning and implications of its [terrorist organization] activities “and 

retrospectively “to interpret a terrorist group’s current learning activities in the context of its 

learning history.”5 

    Intelligence collection and analysis are strengthened through an improved understanding of 

terrorism.  Jackson et al further expands on this. Both strategic intelligence [long-term 

intelligence] and tactical [short-term intelligence] are derived through multiple collection types 

or INTs and are more effective if the target of collection and analysis is better understood.6 In 

particular terrorism studies provide that intelligence community with greater insights through 

improved tasking, collection, processing, exploitation, and dissemination.7 Foreign Islamic 

Terrorism is likely to continue to be a threat in the years to come. Examining the development 

and change within terrorist organizations enables intelligence agencies to find better ways to 

combat such groups as they adapt to new conditions.8 Among the characteristics that require 

constant study are group culture, membership, environment, resources, communication, and 

knowledge.9 Research allows intelligence agencies to better anticipate future learning processes 

and counter terrorist activities more successfully.10 Beyond simply anticipating terrorist 
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activities, research on terrorism enables more effective counterterrorism. Counterterrorism 

activities include identifying resources, developing counter measures, and understanding group 

change.11 

    Counterterrorism is imperative “to reduce the vulnerability of forces, individuals and property 

to terrorist attacks”.12 Terror groups often do not disappear, their capabilities as an organization 

decline and their goals or belief continues.13 Splintering, the breaking into multiple subgroups, 

may occur and result in cleavages for some groups, either ideologically or over objectives.14 

Organizational change can be seen in both AQI and ISIS. For instance, AQI merged with various 

Sunni [When] groups to implement a widespread Al Qaeda approach to the insurgency and 

“accept AQI as the leader of the resistance.”15 AQI failed when its violent tactics alienated the 

recruiting efforts and support for the cause.16 

      The War on Terror is believed by some to have started when the Marine Barracks were 

bombed in Beirut in 198317, and evolved in scale and expanded in scope with the 9/11 attacks 

and the rise of ISIS. U.S. forces have been deployed throughout the Middle East and South-East 

Asia to combat terrorism. Cordesman identifies that a majority of violent terror incidents 

occurred in predominately Muslim countries in the  Middle East, North Africa, Sub Saharan 

Africa, and South Asia.18 There are 43 times more deaths as a result of terrorism in these regions 

than in Europe and the Americas.19 The majority of Muslims, as well as Arab youth, disapprove 

of radical Islamic ideology and practices.20 Larger groups like ISIS or the Taliban are still a 

threat, and operations to combat these larger groups are necessary. However, this will not 

eradicate fears associated with these groups.  

   Understanding these groups requires theoretical leverage. To gain leverage this work uses 

organization theory. Organization theory is a broad theory that can be generally defined by 
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William Starbuck as “a collection of general propositions about organizations.”21 To further 

better understand this theory, we must unwind the definition in terms of an organization, as this 

is how terrorist groups, like AQI and ISIS, function and operate for success. To do this, the best 

way to observe is through an organizational mindset of a business or in management theory. 

    To begin to unravel organization theory would be to understand organizations in general. 

Organizations can be defined as “entities that enable society to pursue accomplishments that 

can’t be achieved by individuals acting alone” and “a coordinated unit consisting of at least two 

people who function to achieve a common goal or set of goals.”22  

     Four general organizational forms are: flat, functional, divisional, and matrix. Flat 

Organizations typically have little-to-no hierarchy among the organization.23 This sort of 

organization is best for small or medium sized organizations, as equality among the people is 

emphasized.24 Functional Organizations are more hierarchy based and have a more “bureaucratic 

structure” compared to Flat Organizations, where there is equality among the ranks.25 There is a 

more chain of command approach with people in charge of certain tasks or departments. A 

Divisional Organization “structures its activities around a market, product, or specific group of 

people.”26 Corporate Finance Institute used General Electric as a prime example, with different 

entities within the organization to all fall under the organization as a whole.27 Lastly, there are 

Matrix Organizations, which are for organizations with large-scale projects, with more than one 

leader and two chains of command.28  

   Organizational Theory has different definitions that imply similar meaning. Lumen Learning 

defines Organization Theory in this way: 

     “Organizational theory studies organizations to identify the patterns and structures they use to solve problems, 

maximize efficiency and productivity, and meet the expectations of stakeholders. Organizational theory then uses 

these patterns to formulate normative theories of how organizations function best. Therefore, organizational theory 

can be used in order to learn the best ways to run an organization or identify organizations that are managed in such 

a way that they are likely to be successful.”29 
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Organizations are complex creations.30 When examining it, it is a social science theory.31 Inside 

these organizations is proper management who provide valuable influence to subordinates and a 

“competitive advantage” for the organization.32 It is important to examine because organizations 

are all around us, as they have been omnipresent and will continue to exist in various forms.33 

We must first understand organizations as a whole through a management lens to better 

understand how organizational theory works. 

    Organization behavior then comes into play within the organization’s goals and operations. 

Organizational behavior can be defined as: 

 The field of study that draws on theory, methods, and principles to learn about individuals’ perceptions, values, 

learning capacities, and actions while working in groups and within the organization and to analyze the external 

environment’s effect on the organization and its human resources, missions, objectives, and strategies.” 34 

 

Organizational behavior is a multidisciplinary study.35 It relies primarily on the behavior within 

such organizations of those inside of it and their performance.36 External factors and 

environments play a large factor.37  

    Human behavior is important as well within organizations.38 Those within an organization can 

be an asset as they have different mindsets and goals, as well as come from different 

backgrounds to further provide the organization the ability to excel.39 Due to the amount of 

people with different tasks, power, and roles, they can also be viewed as social systems with 

different people in different positions.40 Behavior within these systems can rely on everyone’s 

behavior and influence. It all starts at the individual level, where it “is the foundation of 

organizational performance.”41 They each have different characteristics and traits to that allow 

them to contribute to success, as well as motivations and rewards.42 

   Gibson et al further write that beyond the individual is the group and interpersonal influence. 

There is group behavior and intergroup behavior and conflict.43 Groups within the organization 
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can create conflict or cooperate at certain tasks.44 There is also power and politics for managers 

to create and exert.45 Lastly, there is leadership, and without good leadership at the top of the 

organization or group, it will be difficult for the group to succeed or function.46 

   Lastly, organizations need to have quality and effective structures and processes.47  Processes 

that are needed for organizational survival are communication and decision making.48 

Information needs to be spread among the organization.49 There are three levels of effectiveness 

within decision making: individual, group, and organization effectiveness.50 Effectiveness in an 

organization needs to be planned, organized, lead, and controlled.51  

   This theory has been used in a number of contexts other than managerial studies. For instance, 

Edward Walker uses it as a means to examine the contribution and opportunities organizational 

theory approaches have for political sociology. Three different approaches of organizational 

theory used are neo-institutionalism, ecology, and resources dependency theories.52 Walker 

further highlights how organizational theory approach can further enhance the study and 

understanding of political sociology.53 Walker adds that this approach can help in understanding 

states and their functions.54 Ecology approach can also help in understanding political entities.55 

It can also help in learning about political influence and its impacts by understanding firms 

through social movements.56 

   Organizational theory can also work in a scientific setting. William Becker, Russell 

Cropanzano, and Alan Sanfey use organizational theory and intertwine it with the study of 

neuroscience, and use it for future research. They are able identify the three paradigms that use 

roots of organizational theory, which are evolutionary psychology, behavioral genetics, and 

physiological changes/systems.57 By implementing an organizational approach, it allows for a 

new way to examine neuroscience from a top-down approach by breaking down different 
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hierarchies and open for a level of analysis.58 Becker et al conclude that there were three impacts 

of organizational theory in neuroscience. First, it can add into and expand into theories like 

hierarchal reductionism and behavior and influence.59 Second, it can help in research exploration 

by leading into decision making and attitudes.60 Third, it can help in the resolution of 

disagreements with concepts, specifically in differentiating, processing, and studying morality.61  

    As presented, organizational theory can be wrapped around and used in many concepts and 

fields. Here we see it in settings such as managerial, social science, and in neuroscience. In this 

thesis, we will use organizational theory to further study terrorist organizations, specifically AQI 

and ISIS, which came from the same which had similar origins. In an analysis from Martha 

Crenshaw, they break down theories of terrorism into instrumental and organizational 

approaches to study. Terrorist groups are organizations.62 The groups have leaders and 

individuals in them who aim the achieve a common goal.63 By using the organizational approach, 

Crenshaw can use organizational approach to look inward at terrorist organizations to answer 

questions on group cohesion and success.  

    In this analysis, the internal organization of terrorist groups dictate their ability to succeed in 

achieving their goals or not.64 The leaders “wish to enhance and promote the organization.”65 

Those within the ranks of the organization are given certain incentives which keep them within 

it.66 The formation of the group is crucial, as leaders gain legitimacy and a following.67 They can 

get assistance and try to paint their cause and goals as the appropriate one.68 

      Terror groups are also very similar to corporations.69 Here, some members may want to leave 

their organization in a business or terrorist setting.70 If a member doesn’t want to stay, some may 

leave or defect.71 They also have a competitive nature in certain situations like corporations as 

well.72 In a certain conflict, they may compete for power against other groups with similar 
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strategies. There must be a proper balance in a terrorist organization of incentives and being able 

to appeal to members for the group not to decline.73 Too much or too little pressure on members 

to not be able to voice their opinion or leave for instance may cause splintering or ruin internal 

dynamics at which they can successfully operate.74 Overall, an organizational approach can study 

groups on a more internal level. It focuses more on the group’s membership, leadership, and 

ability to continue surviving depending on their setting. 

     Rand Corporation uses Organizational Theory in terrorism studies in an article titled 

Organization Learning in Terrorist Groups and Its Implications for Combating Terrorism. 

Jackson et al uses organizational learning in their study to primarily examine terror groups 

abilities to learn and adapt.75 They use case studies from various terror groups as examples. As 

terror groups operate as organizations, they need to adapt and find new ways to conduct 

operations in their environments to survive and succeed.76 They can acquire information and 

tactics both internally and externally, distribute it within, and allow tactics to stay amid the 

organization.77 Three phases identified to assist in learning are: detection, anticipation, and 

action.78 An organizational approach helps intelligence analysis thwart future plans and better 

understand them.79 There is some limitation that arise. Overall, problems arise in the lack of 

information and the ability to not be able to fully predict or understand every decision groups 

may make.80  

    Another example of the use of organizational theory was by Michael Logan in From Simple to 

Sophisticated: The Organization of Terrorist Groups where Logan uses organizational theory to 

understand tendencies of terror groups as a whole in their violent abilities on their levels of 

organization, and part of the hypothesis is whether groups with higher levels of organization do 

in fact do this and with hard targets.81 Logan identifies three points to support this. First, groups 
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with strong hierarchy, centralization, and formalization create an environment for members to act 

accordingly and rely on leadership for decisions and conducting operations on behalf of the 

group, instead of working individually, as it keeps them in line.82 Second, groups who have 

strong leadership and organization have “greater agenda setting capacity.”83 Strong leadership 

with group oriented goals allow for stronger cohesion and communication so members of the 

group do not lead astray from the organization. Third, more organized groups have “greater 

expertise” in that they can spread knowledge, develop training, and plan better.84  

   Logan uses some quantitative data to create findings. In the key summary of findings, there 

were five terrorist organizational structural types, which were: informal-diffused, simple 

structure, divisional structure, formal-professional, and instrumental-rational.85 Instrumental-

rational was “on the end of the organization continuum.”86 Logan emphasizes that this typology 

has better capabilities from decision making to communications.87  In examining organization 

and violence, strong concentrations of authority correlated with “higher number of attacks on 

hard targets and a higher number of success on hard targets” and “strong agenda-setting 

capacity.”88 Other findings of organizations were that anti-system goals oriented groups proved 

more successful than those within-system goals. Also, the terrorist groups had more successes in 

attacks when working with non-state actors, as the communication and creating of alliances and 

gaining resources to attack. Better organization and authority has led to greater levels of 

violence.89   

    To use this theory this analysis uses process tracing through parallel case analysis. Process 

tracing is defined as:  

“..the systematic examination of diagnostic evidence selected and analyzed in light research questions and 

hypothesis posed by the investigator. Process tracing can contribute decisively both to describing political and social 

phenomena and to evaluating causal claims.” 90 
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Process tracing uses hypotheses to test results, which can be used to analyze causation and create 

explanations for outcomes.91 With these hypotheses, you must provide evidence to test them.92 It 

is a qualitative analysis for research.93  

   A use of Process Tracing “can be used for the systematic comparison between two or more 

historical cases”.94 To create a comparison, it is imperative to find causal mechanism to test and 

explain the outcomes of cases.95 Causal mechanisms allow us to unwind causation and how 

events impact outcomes. There are three variants of process tracing: Theory-testing, theory-

building, and explained outcomes .96 This thesis will use the explained outcomes variant in 

comparing two similar terror groups and their respective outcomes. As AQI acted as a 

predecessor for what became ISIS, the declaration of the Islamic State launched ISIS into 

another, more successful creation. To do this, we must also analyze both groups’ path 

dependence. Path dependence relies on examining the history and events when comparing cases 

and their respected outcomes and directions. 97 

     When examining the organizations, this work emphasizes three independent variables that it 

defines as important to organizational development, stability, and success. These variables as 

identified above are ideology and organization, communication and organization, and 

geopolitical concerns and organization.  

    This work hypothesizes that strong ideology increases the likelihood of organizational 

development, stability and success. In addition to ideology, it will also examine the goals and 

strategy for each organizations. As both groups had utilized Salafi Jihadism, AQI began to utilize 

a radical version of it, which ISIS had used to its advantage to gain a following and create a 

justification for their violence. Their actions that followed their ideologies would set their 

organizations for decline or longevity. This will be examined in depth in chapter 2.  
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     This work hypothesizes that certain forms of communication and practices of communication 

increase the likelihood of organizational development, stability and success by looking internally 

at communication methods and their ability to expand outwards. With the development of 

communication as a tool, it ultimately would benefit both organizations in their respective time 

frames. Communication is a valuable tool for organizational success. It can not only be valuable 

for internal dynamics, but successful outputs can help create legitimacy and notoriety. For 

example, for a firm to succeed, leadership must be strong and be able to communicate among its 

members. Chapter 3 will expand on this tool terror groups can use for their success.  

    Chapter 4 will hypothesize that geopolitical constraints can impact organizational strength and 

evolution by comparing the settings within Iraq and Syria. An organizations environment can 

have a large impact on the organizations rise or decline. The setting an organization is born into 

or functioning in can create various constraints. These constraints can make or break the 

organization.  In comparing two different time frames, various factors and events can put each 

organization in a different path trajectory.  

     Following process tracing through parallel case analysis, the final chapter synthesizes the 

findings and draws out the lessons learned. AQI and ISIS will be compared side-by-side as 

organizations with their respective differences. It will further examine the hypotheses presented 

and tested for each chapter. Following the presentation of findings, it will further analyze the 

impact on terrorism studies and how organizational theory can be used in further research. This 

will conclude the research. 

   Organizational Theory, although broad in its basic meaning, can help in research and 

analyzation. As it can be seen, it opens many doors in interpreting information, such as within 

many disciplines ranging from neuroscience, social science, and terrorism studies. By using an 
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organizational approach, we are able to look within social constructs as organizational firms that 

can either prove to be successful or have a sharp decline varying its internal abilities and 

cooperation between its members, regardless of position. This will be useful in dissecting 

terrorist organizations, and further enhancing the researchers ability to test hypotheses and study 

causal mechanism in groups overall abilities and successes. It also opens room for researchers to 

expand their studies by asking new questions and to study organizations internally. 
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Armand Matini 

Chapter 2 

Chapter 2: Organization and Ideology 

 

   The second chapter of this thesis will compare and contrast the organizational leadership and 

ideologies of the AQI and ISIS. Both AQI and ISIS had similarities in their beliefs and 

leadership, as well as differences. Their respective leadership models also had the same 

characteristics. Jihadi Salafism is the belief within Sunni Islam to which the groups adhere. 

Following 9/11, we began to see the Al Qaeda organization unfold as the US launched The War 

on Terror and the media world saw who Al Qaeda was. Osama Bin Laden’s radical ideology 

began to sprout up across the Middle East, and in some cases around the world. As the two fronts 

of the War on were confronted, Iraq slowly began to establish itself as the next setting theatre of 

operations for Al Qaeda in the Middle East. As the 2003 U.S. invasion and subsequent resistance 

began to take on occupying forces in Iraq, Abu Musab Al Zarqawi led his forces against U.S. and 

International Forces in Iraq. This led to the creation of ISIS, and organization that would 

ultimately mirror their methods and goals.  

  Both AQI and ISIS adhere to Salafi-Jihadism. Both consider Jihad as part of the Sixth Pillar of 

Islam, which translates to struggle.1  Although originally intended to be the struggle between 

good and evil within man, it has taken on a new meaning in recent decades.2 Aside from its 

meaning of “struggle”, there is also the use of it in the context of “defensive Jihad”3. Muslims 

had questioned how they were to fight in times of war as they fled to Medina.4 In times of war, 

Muslims were to conduct themselves in specific ways, primarily to fight in a defensive manner, 
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incite peace when they could, and be peaceful to noncombatants.5  Osama Bin Laden had used 

and twisted this belief to more violent and radical one: 

“Al Qaeda’s ideology has been consistent since the group’s inception. The ideology drives them 

to unite and purify the Umma by serving as the vanguard for the global jihadist movement 

against a perceived assault on Islam. Al Qaeda considers Muslims to be under attack from the 

United States and its allies. They view defensive jihad as an obligatory act for every member of 

the religion.”6 

 

     Bin Laden followed the scholar Abdullah Azzam, who adhered to radical Islamic Ideologies.7 

When Bin Laden had traveled to Pakistan to contribute to the fighting, he found himself helping 

to fund the resistance.8 In addition to funding, he began to help foreign fighters also called the 

“Afghan Arabs”.9 Ultimately, he created Al Qaeda in 1988 following the Soviet Withdrawal.10 

When he returned to Saudi Arabia his radical beliefs and practices led to his expulsion.11 Bin 

Laden was extremely upset by his perceived persecution by the Saudi government and their 

unwillingness to allow him to participate in the first Gulf War.12As the US began to present itself 

as an ally to Saudi Arabia and sent troops in support of Desert Storm, Bin Laden had declared 

Jihad against the US.13  

   Salafism is the belief that the Islamic community needs to abide and return to the more ancient 

teachings in the Quran and hadith.14 There is a different between Salafism in Islam, as Salafi 

Jihadists resorted to violence and the taking up of arms.15 They wanted to take up arms to create 

an Islamic State and using Sharia, the strict interpretation of Islamic law, to govern it.16 Although 

Salafism is a belief within Sunni Islam, only a small minority use Jihad as a means of violence 

within it.17 This began to come into modern practice during the conflict with the Soviets in 

Afghanistan. Osama bin Laden looked to Afghanistan as a good place of Islamic Rule.18 

Abdullah Azzam was one of the more recent people who had begun to use this ideology from 

Sayyid Qutb.19 He had sought to twist the belief that they must defend Islam from the aggressors 
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and “to defend those lands from unbelievers.20 As many of the Mujahideen fighters returned 

from Afghanistan, they established and were able to operate groups with the same ideology.21 

   As Al Qaeda was created by Bin Laden and the Declaration of Jihad was made, Al Qaeda had a 

set of goals within their Salafi-Jihadist mindset. Bin Laden funded these smaller groups, 

orchestrated the 1993 World Trade Center attacks, and the attack on the USS Cole in Yemen.22 

Also, there were the attacks in Tanzania and Kenya.23 These attacks were followed by the 9/11 

attacks in 2001. The goals that he had for Al Qaeda were for Islam to be looked at as a nation, 

with the US and allies looked at as the enemy.24 The goal was to establish a Caliphate but only 

when the time is right as well as to fight a defensive Jihad.25 

    As the War in Iraq raged on, Abu Musab Al Zarqawi had already established himself as a 

prominent Jihadist. As the conflict unfolded, he established himself as head of Al Qaeda in Iraq. 

There were differences between their beliefs and organizations AQI and the root Al Qaeda’s 

Central Leadership. Although AQI had adhered to Salafi-Jihad, there were differences in their 

long-term and how they were to achieve such goals. Jihadi-Salafism would lay the framework 

for how each respective group would operate and what they aimed to achieve. 

    As the Invasion of Iraq began, Zarqawi had already been in Northern Iraq with his terror group 

Ansar al-Islam in prior.26 He had fled Afghanistan during the fighting and escaped to Iran.27 As 

the occupation began, he begun operations. In 2004, he pledged allegiance to Bin Laden and 

began to manage Iraq’s branch of Al Qaeda, while also clinging to these radical beliefs.28 

Zarqawi’s goals for AQI were: 

“First, he intended to isolate American forces by targeting their international and coalition 

partners…Second, he aimed to deter Iraqi cooperation with the transition process by targeting 

police stations, recruitment centers, and Iraqi politicians. Third, he targeted the rebuilding 

processes through high profile attacks against civilian contractors and humanitarian 

workers…Finally, he sought to ensnare the U.S. troops in a Sunni-Shiite civil war by attacking 

Shiite targets and provoking retaliatory responses against Sunni communities.29 
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Now that Iraq had started a resistance, Zarqawi was hoping for those followers come into Iraq to 

fight for Jihad.30  

Although Zarqawi pledged Ba’yah to Bin Laden and Al Qaeda, it was “neither a doctrinal nor a 

strategic change”.31 In comparison to the other groups, AQI differed vastly. There were Sunni 

and Shia groups who began resistance, but it was AQI who incited heavy violence with an Al 

Qaeda influence. The Shia government had slowly begun to dominate Iraqi politics, when the 

Ba’ath Party had been ousted.32 The Sunni Insurgency wanted the occupiers gone, they also 

wanted to retain some level of power as the minority in Iraq.33 Originally what began as 

remnants of the Ba’ath Party and Saddam being captured, many insurgents had begun to move 

towards the Islamic-Nationalist rooted insurgency.34 They were able to frame Jihad as a tool, in 

the defensive way, as the current situation “imposed on them by aggressive forces intent on 

dividing the country, marginalizing the Sunnis by turning power to the Iranian-back Shi’a parties 

and the U.S.-dependent parties, and plundering Iraq’s oil wealth”” .35 Iraqi Salafists were the 

more radical Islamic-Nationalists, as they wanted to establish sharia in an Islamic State.36 What 

differentiated them between Transnational Jihadist Salafists was that they wanted “to link the 

Iraqi insurgency to the broader transnationalism jihadi agenda against the far enemy”.37 

   Two of the biggest advantages Zarqawi possessed was the ability to bring into the new 

insurgency was the use of violent tactics, when he relied heavily on members outside Iraq to fuel 

manpower in his group.38 In doing this, Zarqawi relied on the close geographical neighbor and 

help of Syria, who’s Secretary of Military Intelligence assisted and in some ways turned a blind 

eye in allowing foreign fighters to travel.39 The other reason was the means of using the internet 

age to tell the rest of the world what Zarqawi and his group could do, which included beheadings 

and recordings of attacks and putting them online.40 Deemed Zarqawism by Kamolnick, in 
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addition to showing the world, he made sure to inflict harm on all those opposed him.41 An 

Islamic State was also part of this belief that Zarqawi had wanted.42 

       One of the larger issues that came from this practice was launching a civil war between the 

Sunnis and Shia.  Zarqawi orchestrated a plan to put the Sunni and Shia majority in a civil war, 

and in doing so he planned the bombings of the al-Askari Mosque in 2006 and Imam Ali Mosque 

in 2003, which killed and injured hundreds.43 This would lead to a  problem between the 

leadership of Zarqawi and Al Qaeda Leadership as Zarqawi looked at the Shiite as enemies.44 

Other than the Shiites, Zarqawi had aimed his violence on almost all the minorities in Iraq, to 

include Christians and Kurds.45 In addition, it further split the views of his actions by Al Qaeda, 

which will be discussed later.  

   Ultimately, Al Qaeda in Iraq would suffer in part due to the more radical beliefs that Zarqawi 

had brought to the table. AQI would merge into the Mujahideen Shura Council in 2006. He was 

killed in February 2006 in a drone strike.46  It was here that Al Qaeda began to see less 

communication and cooperation between AQI after the merger.47 Although the new leader is said 

to have pledged ba’yah, it was kept secret.48 This further strained relations with Al Qaeda.49 Two 

observations Kamolnick identifies between the three values of Zarqawism and Al Qaeda’s 

beliefs are the extreme violence in Anti-Shiitism and the immediate establishment of an Islamic 

State.50 It can be seen how although there was the will to commit Jihad, Al Qaeda leadership was 

slowly losing grip of its Iraq branch.  

    Aside from the violence Zarqawi’s group had been conducting, another event that impacted 

the group was declaring an Islamic State in Iraq.51 This was criticized by many and created 

rivalry between other Sunni insurgent groups.52 Many defected as well, changing sides to the 

Sunni militias funded by the US.53 Al Qaeda’s belief of creating a caliphate was:  
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“The establishment of the caliphate needed to be timed precisely after defeating the enemies of 

Islam and securing an Islamic state. Bin Laden and Zawahiri believed the caliphate was the last 

step for the expansion of Islamic rule and governance, not the first.” 54 

 

    What had generated this violent belief system was Zarqawism, the term based off of Zarqawi’s 

beliefs and practices. He had adhered to the beliefs by Islamic Scholar Al-Maqdisi.55 This was 

the same scholar who could not get Zarqawi to end his anti-Shia rhetoric.56 “Though al-Maqdisi 

was a key mentor from the latter 1980s through their mutual imprisonment, and during his 

second Afghan sojourn, he does not furnish al-Zarqawi’s Nazi-like anti-Shi’ism”.57 As 

previously stated, Zarqawi was killed in June 2006. Prior to this, AQI merged with other groups 

to create the Mujahideen Shura Council. It was at that time new leaders were emerging to take 

his place. Abu Ayyub al-Masri took Zarqawi’s place after he was killed in an airstrike.58 al-Masri 

was also known as Hamza al-Muhajir.59 Al-Masri pledged to the new Emir Abu Omar al-

Baghdadi.60 Al-Masri was an Egyptian and “this disqualified from leading an AQI that purported 

to represent Iraqis”, so therefore Baghdadi had to lead the new “caliph”.61 

    Both al-Masri and al-Baghdadi were killed in a raid by US and Iraqi forces in April 2010.62 

Al-Masri was an Egyptian, who was a bomb maker for AQI and later called upon to restructure 

the group into a more successful organization, and had allowed Emirs to take control as certain 

leads, such as the Emir of Administration for example.63 Baghdadi was a member of the security 

forces and turned to the resistance after the fall of Saddam.64 Masri would run AQI and Baghdadi 

would run ISI.65 Having foreign leaders appeared to cause issues as well, and to quote General 

Bergner in an article by the US Army, “ISI leaders cloak themselves in Iraqi nationalism, but in 

fact their purpose is to subjugate the Iraqi people under a foreign-led terrorist organization that 

wants to impose a Taliban-like ideology on Iraqis”.66  Foreign leadership in AQI would seed 

distrust among the ranks.67 Fishman describes the issues with foreign leaders that “If Iraqi 
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intelligence brought Zarqawi down, foreign fighters in the group may lose trust in their Iraqi 

comrades” where if the Jordanian intelligence “contributed to Zarqawi’s demise [it] may sow 

distrust of foreigners among Iraqi elements of AQI”.68 34 of 42 high ranking leaders were killed 

or captured in that time frame of Al-Masri and Al-Baghdadi’s deaths.69  

    Other leaders also met their demise.  Muharib Abdul Latif al-Jabouri was one of the ministers 

of information for Al Qaeda in Ira, whom, prior to being killed in 2007, was responsible for 

multiple kidnappings.70 Omar al-Faruq killed in Basrah in 2006, was one of Bin Laden’s 

Lieutenants.71 Al-Faruq had ties to other Islamic Groups in southeast Asia, and was born to 

Kuwaiti parents.72 Abu Suleiman al Otaibi, had been killed in Afghanistan, was Saudi.73 Al-

Otaibi was an advisor for the Islamic courts for AQI and held high leadership.74 Abu Ghadiya, an 

Iraqi killed in 2008, was known as a head smuggler of foreign fighters.75 These are just some 

examples of AQI’s members that US and allies were capable of disrupting. 

    Killing or capturing the leadership can have little impact on attacks.76 Al Qaeda in both Iraq 

and AQ international had very good organization.77 They organized everything pertaining to 

bylaws, business operations, and leadership responsibility.78 To quote Peter Bergen, “AQI is 

highly bureaucratized”.79 Taking out leaders did not undermine the ability of the groups to 

conduct violent attacks, particularly after 2009.80 Leadership strikes, although they can be costly 

for an organization and possibly slow it down, leaders can be replaced and ideologies continue.81 

Although this may stand true with Iraq, attacks on leadership and extensive combat operations 

corresponded with less civilian deaths82 and terrorist attacks following 2006.83 This can impact 

an organization to go on a decline due to environmental settings and its internal kinetics. 

    Aside from the kill or capture techniques conducted by the US, foreign leadership was an 

issue. Originally, higher level leadership for Al Qaeda wanted Iraq’s leader to be Iraqi “to 
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represent Iraqi’s”.84 The problem was that many foreigners brought issues to changing the 

conflict from being about Iraq, and instead for Islam.85 After the capture of Mashadani in 2007, it 

was revealed that the group sought too much foreign influence.86 Mashadani was a high-ranking 

member who assisted in the media and communications, and spoke poorly of foreign 

leadership.87 General Bergner described “the organization is simply a front for foreign influence 

into al Qaeda in Iraq. Mashadani partnered with Abu Ayub al-Masri, the Egyptian-born head of 

al Qaeda in Iraq”.88 There was also belief for a time that Omar al-Baghdadi was actually a fake 

person so that Iraqis believed they were following one of their own.89  General Bergner was 

quoted as saying  “ISI leaders cloak themselves in Iraqi nationalism, but in fact their purpose is 

to subjugate the Iraqi people under a foreign-led terrorist organization that wants to impose a 

Taliban-like ideology on Iraqis”.90 As it can be seen, foreign fighters had created a level of 

disruption.  

   In addition to the foreign leadership, foreign fighters also created issues.  

“By summer 2005, AQI’s brutal behavior had caused the forcibly taking over the cross-border 

smuggling trade, traditionally a tribal venture, and by enforcing its puritanical interpretation of 

Islam. In Al Qa’im, Hit, and other western areas, AQI commanders enforced prohibitions on 

music, gambling, and other licentious activities while forcing some Anbaris to give their 

daughters in marriage to AQI foreign fighters – ironically, the same behaviors Ayman al-

Zawahiri had warned Zarqawi about, and with the same effects Zawahiri had predicted”.91  

 

AQI had many high-ranking members of tribes killed, as was the case with the Abu Mahal 

Tribe’s Chief of Police.92 This volume of violence toward the Iraqi populace would ultimately 

lead to the Anbar Awakening. 

  The Anbar Awakening began as an attempt for tribesmen to take up arms against AQI. As the 

Surge operation began to start in the beginning of 2007, in combination with targeting leadership 

and intelligence operations were able to push AQI into a recession by 2010.93 The group was 

continuing to lose leadership and their finances had diminished, as the groups illegal gas 
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smuggling ring had been compromised.94 As the Syrian Civil War began and domestic issues in 

Iraq’s Government continued, the remnants were able to thrive off of instability.95 

    With a much similar vision of Islam, common enemies and the quest for an Islamic State  

allowed ISIS became what AQI wanted. Zarqawi’s leaders did not give up on their plans and 

vision.96 ISIS took on a new leader and had strong leadership beneath him. Many were strong in 

both the faith and on the battlefield. Many were formerly interred at Camp Bucca and had been 

part of Saddam’s Army.97 

       ISIS’s beliefs mirrored AQIs beliefs, but were different than Al Qaeda’s Central leadership’s 

beliefs. In addition to this, ISIS’s actions and practices were not parallel to Al Qaeda’s original 

belief.  Harris Lucas compares both groups beliefs. ISIS also believed that “selling alcohol or 

drugs, shaving, wearing Western clothing, voting, and be lackadaisical about calling other 

Muslims apostates”.98 They used very violent ways to enforce their values such as “legitimized 

mass killings, slavery, crucifixions, and other forms of ritualized violence practiced within the 

takfiri doctrines”.99  In addition to this, they were also very hostile to Shiites and everyone who 

did not have the same Islamic beliefs, as it is either Sunni Islam or an enemy.100 Their beliefs 

stemmed from original interpretations of the ancient Islamic era when Muhammed was alive.101 

   “They seek to replicate what they deem as Islam’s Golden Age, when Muhammad and the 

companions conquered vast territory during the 7th century. Nearly all of ISIS’s decisions follow 

what it claims as ‘the Prophetic Methodology.’ Consisting of following the example of 

Muhammad in explicit detail”.102 As they also had this mindset and the claim of having the first 

caliphate, Harris further writes how it gave them power that they were able to achieve this and 

legitimize this image.103 They used this as a means of implementing Sharia Law, calling on all 

Muslims to migrate and become members of the Islamic State and pledge ba’yah.104 They also 



 

 51 

used an Offensive Jihad compared to Al Qaeda’s defensive jihad ideology.105 ISIS used 

Offensive Jihad to expand territory by force,106 and to  promote violence against those who do 

not share their beliefs.107 Al Qaeda’s use of Jihad can be defined as:  “Al Qaeda practices 

defensive jihad to unite the Muslim world and expel US influence from Islamic territories. 

Therefore, its strategy focuses on the “far enemy.” As a secondary mission, the group targets the 

apostate regimes who ally with the United Sates and seek their support.” 108 

   In addition to this, they have different strategies. “ISIS’s main priority is expanding and 

targeting the near “near enemy,” not attacking US targets. Therefore, they focus on local 

governance and engagement”.109 In addition, they used the pre-territorial control and full 

territorial control methods to take land and establish themselves.110. This caused a harsh 

enforcement of rules and placed bans on certain activities. When ISIS arrived in 2014, they 

demolished shrines incongruent to their religious beliefs111 and even minted their own 

currency.112 Under the declared caliphate they also used slaves and enforced Sharia in a violent 

manner.113 Although there was some record of AQI being able to do similar practices within 

controlled areas of Iraq, ISIS was able to fully implement it in controlled territory that was vast 

in land and resources.  

    ISIS had strong leadership roots in the War in Iraq. As the US began to prepare for the long 

occupation, they began house suspected insurgents in Camp Bucca and Abu Gharaib, for 

example, as two of the larger known prisons. It is within these prisons where “17 of the 25 most 

important Islamic State leaders running the war in Iraq and Syria spent time US prisons between 

2004 and 2011”.114 ISIS’s leader Abu Bakr Al Baghdadi had been imprisoned there, where he 

saw himself as a rising leader among the prisoners and in the eyes of the Americans.115 One 

prisoner who had been interviewed told how he used the lining of his underwear to write down 
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the contact information of people he had met inside.116 Being in that prison for a long period of 

time allowed the Sunni insurgents and former Ba’athist soldiers to plan and communicate what 

they were going to do when they were released.117 The ISIS leader in the interview was picked 

up from the airport upon release and had gone straight back into the insurgency.118 Prison was 

considered almost a management school.119 

     Now that there were new jihadists coming out of prison to fill ranks, they had years to plan 

and meet. In addition to this, many had experience with the insurgency in Iraq and/or fighting in 

Saddam’s Army, as well as new the ministry for war.120 Baghdadi had a PhD in Quaranic Studies 

as a powerful credential to add to his experience with the Iraqi insurgency.121 Baghdadi selected 

deputies for Iraq and Syria who were former high ranking officers in the Iraqi Army.122 His 

Chief of Syria ops was an experienced Chechen who fought in Syria and was in the Georgian 

Army.123 Other members for example like the Senior military commander had been imprisoned 

by the US. A senior commander in ISI and ISIS was Hajji Bakr, an experienced military leader 

and he had been in Camp Bucca with Al-Baghdadi.124 Men with experience, both in the 

insurgency, planning in prison, correspond with successes on the battlefield in Fallujah, Ramadi, 

and Mosul between 2013-2014.125 

    Following the death of al-Masri and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, valuable planning for the group 

occurred. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi elected new leaders with military experience and keep the 

organization Iraqi.126 He put new, experienced individuals in leadership positions and changed 

the organization, laying low and acting in secrecy.127 

     Al Qaeda initially had a working relationship with ISI, and often cooperated within the group 

Jabhat Al Nusra.128 After he announced “that  JN [Jabhat al-Nusra] was an extension of his 

network reconstituted as ISIS represents his regional vision” , which caused issues with Al 
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Qaeda leaders.129 What stood out between the two was that al-Nusra was “focusing on toppling 

President Bashar al-Assad and maintaining better relations with other rebels” and ISIS was 

“more concerned by territorial gains and implementing its extreme interpretation of Islamic 

law”.130  Zawhiri wanted Baghdadi to stay in Iraq, but Baghdadi did not listen.131 As ISIS 

continued to fight other various Jihadi groups in the conflict zone, Khalid al-Suri was sent to 

mediate and work with the two groups, and was killed by an ISIS car bomb.132 The bombing led 

to a split between the two and led to violence between them.133 Al Qaeda severed ties with ISIS 

going forward in the new conflict.134 In February 2014, Al Qaeda claimed they weren’t part of 

ISIS.135 Now that they had different strategies and beliefs, their new leadership split. 

   Discussion 

    In examining AQI’s beliefs fall under what is best referred to as ‘Zarqawism’. Although they 

adhered somewhat to their beliefs or wants, by opening up a new front for Al Qaeda in Iraq they 

formed an alliance. One of the most known issues between AQI and AQ leadership was the 

consistent of violence against the Shiites and other minorities.136  This ultimately had caused a 

rift between the two, as Zarqawi took over. Al Qaeda’s leadership wanted him to stop attacking 

Shiites.137 In addition to this, they used harsh and violent tactics. Although there were 

disagreements, Al Qaeda still acknowledged deaths on of their websites138 

    Al Qaeda Leadership had also had a different way of conquering land and in their ideology 

they believed in doing so with little violence. Although Al Qaeda pleaded with Zarqawi to stop 

the unnecessary violence, he continued to do so, even after his death. Violence rates did not drop 

after his death.139 As ISI slowly rebranded to ISIS, a new way of taking land was used.140 

   The ideological disagreement further split the leadership between AQI and AQ. The leadership 

that was in command was also being targeted exclusively as the US military was present within 
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Iraq and at war with the insurgency. Although new leaders were put in place, after al-Masri and 

Abu Omar al-Baghdadi were killed, Myriam Benraad assesses that the group would remain 

resilient.141 In combination with the surge, AQI leadership strikes resulted in a decrease in 

terrorism deaths in Iraq.142 Although ISIS had commanders killed following the intervention by 

the US and allies, the years of allowing leaders to gain successes and notoriety had allowed for 

them to prosper in Iraq and Syria’s Civil Wars. 

From an organizational standpoint, it can be seen how experience and leadership, both by the 

head leader and those underneath his cabinet acting in managerial roles prove valuable for 

organization success. Although AQI may have faced combined US forces and consistent 

operations to disrupt leadership, ISIS was able to use the experience from these leaders to wage a 

more effective conflict. Their ideology also contributed to their success, in addition to 

implementing their beliefs, they continued to use fear as tool. By killing those who did not agree 

with them and presented a threat they were able to extend their reach beyond their actual 

capabilities.  

    Chapter 3 will continue in examining the communication by both groups, and how they had 

changed. Although social media was a large factor, there are other means to spreading their 

belief amongst a population. It will also delve into how they were able to expand and gain 

followers, in addition to their affiliates. It will also investigate AQI becoming part of the 

Mujahideen Shura Council. An umbrella group of AQI and supporting groups. It will scrutinize 

and examine the organizational success of ISIS and why it did. 

 

 

 

 



 

 55 

 
Notes 
1 Esposito, John L. “Jihad: Holy or Unholy War,” United Nations Alliance of Civilizations, n.d., 7. 
2 Ibid 
3 Ibid 3 
4 Ibid 3. 
5 Ibid 3-4 
6 Harris, Lucas G. “ISIS vs. Al Qaeda: An Ideological Comparison.” School of Advanced Military Studies, May 2018. 20. 
7  History com. “Osama Bin Laden.” HISTORY. Accessed November 1, 2021.  
8 Ibid 
9 Ibid 
10 Ibid 
11 Ibid 
12 Ibid 
13 Christopher Blanchard, “Al Qaeda: Statements and Evolving Ideology,” Report for Congress, Congressional Research Service, 

July 9, 2007, 1-3. 
14 Zimmerman, Katherine. “American’s Real Enemy: The Salafi-Jihadi Movement.” American Enterprise Institute,   July 2017, 

7. 
15 Ibid 8 
16 Ibid 

 
17 Ibid 9 
18 Christopher Blanchard, “Al Qaeda: Statements and Evolving Ideology,” Report for Congress, Congressional Research Service, 

July 9, 2007, 3-4. 
19Zimmerman, Katherine. “American’s Real Enemy: The Salafi-Jihadi Movement.” 10 
20 Ibid 
21 Ibid 11-12 
22 Ibid 
23 Byman, Daniel L. “Comparing Al Qaeda and ISIS: Different Goals, Different Targets.” Brookings (blog), November 30, 2020.  
24 Harris, Lucas G. “ISIS vs. Al Qaeda: An Ideological Comparison.” School of Advanced Military Studies, May 2018. 15. 
25 Ibid 
26 Katzman, Kenneth. “Al Qaeda in Iraq: Assessment and Outside Links.” Congressional Report. Washington DC: Congressional 

Research Service, August 15, 2008. 6.  
27 Kirdar, M.J. “Al Qaeda in Iraq.” AQAM Futures Project Case Study Series. Washington DC: Center for Strategic & 

International Studies, June 2011. 3. 
28 Ibid 4 
29 Ibid 
30 McClure, Sean M. “The Lost Caravan: The Rise and Fall of Al Qaeda in Iraq, 2003-2007.” Naval Postgraduate School, June 

2010.  15. 
31 Kamolnick, Paul. The Al-Qaeda Organization and The Islamic State Organization: History, Doctrine, and U.S. Policy to 

Degrade and Defeat Terrorism Conducted in the Name of Sunni Islam. Edited by James G. Pierce. Strategic Studies 

Institute, U.S. Army War College, 2017. 76.  
32 McClure, Sean M. “The Lost Caravan: The Rise and Fall of Al Qaeda in Iraq, 2003-2007.” Naval Postgraduate School, June 

2010 43.  
33 Ibid 
34 Ibid 47. 
35 Hafex, Mohammed M. and the United States Institute of Peace, Suicide Bombers in Iraq: the Strategy and Ideology of 

Martydom (Washgonton, Dc.: United States Institute of Peace Press, 2007), 72 quoted in McClure, Sean M. “The Lost Caravan: 

The Rise and Fall of Al Qaeda in Iraq, 2003-2007.” Naval Postgraduate School, June 2010. 47 
36 Ibid 47-49 
37 Ibid 50. 
38 Griffin, Michael. Islamic State. Pluto Press, 2016. 13. 
39 ibid 
40 Ibid 
41 Kamolnick, Paul. The Al-Qaeda Organization and The Islamic State Organization: History, Doctrine, and U.S. Policy to 

Degrade and Defeat Terrorism Conducted in the Name of Sunni Islam. 77-80 
42 Ibid 
43 McClure, Sean M. “The Lost Caravan: The Rise and Fall of Al Qaeda in Iraq, 2003-2007.” Naval Postgraduate School, June 

2010. 125. 
44 Christopher Blanchard, “Al Qaeda: Statements and Evolving Ideology,” 7-10. 
45 Celso, Anthony N. “Zarqawi’s Legacy: Al Qaeda’s ISIS ‘Renegade.’” Duke University Press, Mediterranean Quarterly, 26, no. 

2 (June 2015): 25. 



 

 56 

 
46 Ibid 
47 Kamolnick, Paul. The Al-Qaeda Organization and The Islamic State Organization: History, Doctrine, and U.S. Policy to 

Degrade and Defeat Terrorism Conducted in the Name of Sunni Islam. Edited by James G. Pierce. Strategic Studies Institute, 

U.S. Army War College, 2017. 87-89. 
48 Ibid 
49 Kamolnick, Paul. The Al-Qaeda Organization and The Islamic State Organization: History, Doctrine, and U.S. Policy to 

Degrade and Defeat Terrorism Conducted in the Name of Sunni Islam. Edited by James G. Pierce. Strategic Studies Institute, 

U.S. Army War College, 2017. 87. 
50 Ibid 86. 
51 Phillips, Andrew. 2009. “How Al Qaeda Lost Iraq.” Australian Journal of International Affairs 63 (1): 74. 
52 Ibid 
53 Ibid 65 
54 Harris, Lucas G. “ISIS vs. Al Qaeda: An Ideological Comparison.” School of Advanced Military Studies, 2018. 15. 
55 Kamolnick, Paul. The Al-Qaeda Organization and The Islamic State Organization: History, Doctrine, and U.S. Policy to 

Degrade and Defeat Terrorism Conducted in the Name of Sunni Islam. 64. 
56 Celso, Anthony N. “Zarqawi’s Legacy: Al Qaeda’s ISIS ‘Renegade.’” Duke University Press, Mediterranean Quarterly, 26, no. 

2 (June 2015): 25. 
57 Kamolnick, Paul. The Al-Qaeda Organization and The Islamic State Organization: History, Doctrine, and U.S. Policy to 

Degrade and Defeat Terrorism Conducted in the Name of Sunni Islam. Edited by James G. Pierce. Strategic Studies Institute, 

U.S. Army War College, 2017. 65. 
58 Griffin, Michael. Islamic State. Pluto Press, 2016. 19. 
59 Kamolnick, Paul. The Al-Qaeda Organization and The Islamic State Organization: History, Doctrine, and U.S. Policy to 

Degrade and Defeat Terrorism Conducted in the Name of Sunni Islam. Edited by James G. Pierce. Strategic Studies 

Institute, U.S. Army War College, 2017. 82.  
60 Ibid 
61 Griffin, Michael. Islamic State. Pluto Press, 2016. 20. 
62 Benraad, Myriam. “Assessing AQI’s Resilience After April’s Leadership Decapitations.” Combating Terrorism Center at West 

Point, June 3, 2010.  
63 Ibid 19 
64 Benraad, Myriam. “Assessing AQI’s Resilience After April’s Leadership Decapitations.” Combating Terrorism Center at West 

Point, June 3, 2010.  
65 Ibid 
66 Baker III, Fred W. “Al Qaeda in Iraq Duped Into Following Foreigners, Captured Operative Says.” www.army.mil. Accessed 

November 1, 2021.  
67 Fishman, Brian. “After Zarqawi: The Dilemmas and Future of Al Qaeda in Iraq.” The Washington Quarterly 29, no. 4 

(September 2006): 26..  
68 Ibid 

69 Benraad, Myriam. “Assessing AQI’s Resilience After April’s Leadership Decapitations.” Combating Terrorism Center at West 

Point, June 3, 2010.  
70 Al-Khairalla, Paul Tait, Mussab. “U.S. Says Leading al Qaeda Figure Killed in Iraq.” Reuters, May 3, 2007.  
71 “Al-Qaeda ‘Lieutenant’ Killed in Iraq.” Accessed November 1, 2021.  
72 Ibid 
73 “Roggio, Bill. “Al Qaeda Operatives Killed in Afghanistan Were Saudis | FDD’s Long War Journal.” Long War Journal, May 

13, 2008.  
74 Ibid 
75 Makdessi, Marwan. “U.S. Says Raid in Syria Targeted Smuggler.” Reuters, October 27, 2008, sec. World News.  
76 Jordan, Jordan. “Attacking the Leader, Missing the Mark: Why Terrorist Groups Survive Decapitation Strikes.” International 

Security 38, no. 4 (2015.): 8. 
77 Ibid 22-25 
78 Jordan, Jordan. “Attacking the Leader, Missing the Mark: Why Terrorist Groups Survive Decapitation Strikes.” International 

Security 38, no. 4 (2015.): 24-25.  
79 Ibid 25.  
80 Ibid 31-34 
81 Ibid 35-38 
82 Statista. “Civilian Deaths in Iraq War 2003-2021.” Accessed November 1, 2021.  
83 Statista. “Terrorism: Number of Attacks in Iraq.” Accessed November 1, 2021.  
84 Griffin, Michael. Islamic State. Pluto Press, 2016. 20. 
85 Baker III, Fred W. “Al Qaeda in Iraq Duped Into Following Foreigners, Captured Operative Says.”  
86 Ibid 
87 Ibid 
88 Ibid 
89 Ibid 



 

 57 

 
90 Ibid 
91 Rayburn, Joel D, and Frank K Sobchak. “The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1: Invasion – Insurgency – Civil War, 

2003-2006,” January 2019, 458. 
92 Ibid 
93 Rayburn, Joel D, and Frank K Sobchak. “The U.S. Army in the Iraq War: Volume 2, Surge and Withdrawal, 2007-2011.” The 

Strategic Studies Institute & US Army War College, January 2019. 504-507. 
94 Ibid 
95 Ibid 576-580 
96 Ubaydi, Muhammad al-’, Nelly Lahoud, Daniel Milton, and Bryan Price. “The Group That Calls Itself a State: Understanding 

the Evolution and Challenges of the Islamic State:” Fort Belvoir, VA: Defense Technical Information Center, December 1, 

2014. 14.  
97 Martin Chulov, “Isis: The inside Story | Martin Chulov,” The Guardian, December 11, 2014, sec. World news,  
98 Harris, Lucas G. “ISIS vs. Al Qaeda: An Ideological Comparison.” School of Advanced Military Studies, May 2018. 21. 
99 Ibid 22. 
100 Ibid 21 
101 Ibid 
102 Ibid 22. 
103 Ibid 22-23 
104 Ibid 
105 Ibid 27. 
106 Ibid 36 
107 Ibid 26-27 
108 Ibid 39 
109 Ibid 34 
110 Ibid 33. 
111 Ibid  
112 Ibid 36 
113 Ibid 37 
114 Chulov, Martin. “Isis: The inside Story | Martin Chulov.” The Guardian, December 11, 2014, sec. World news.  
115 Ibid 
116 Ibid 
117 Ibid 
118 Ibid 
119 Ibid 
120 Lister, Charles. “Islamic State Leadership: Who’s Who.” Brookings Institute, n.d.  
121 Ibid 
122 Ibid 
123 Ibid 
124 Rayburn, Joel D, and Frank K Sobchak. “The U.S. Army in the Iraq War: Volume 2, Surge and Withdrawal, 2007-2011.” The 

Strategic Studies Institute & US Army War College, January 2019. 537.   
125 Hamasaeed, Sarhand, and Garrett Nada. “Iraq Timeline: Since the 2003 War.” United States Institute of Peace. Accessed 

January 29, 2021.  
126 Kamolnick, Paul. The Al-Qaeda Organization and The Islamic State Organization: History, Doctrine, and U.S. Policy to 

Degrade and Defeat Terrorism Conducted in the Name of Sunni Islam. 110-111 
127 Ibid 
128 Stanford University, “Mapping Militants Profile: Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham,” accessed May 18, 2022,  
129 Celso, Anthony N. “Zarqawi’s Legacy: Al Qaeda’s ISIS ‘Renegade.’” Duke University Press, Mediterranean Quarterly, 26, 

no. 2 (June 2015): 33. 
130 “Al-Qaeda Disavows ISIS Militants in Syria.” BBC News, February 3, 2014, sec. Middle East.  
131 Celso, Anthony N. “Zarqawi’s Legacy: Al Qaeda’s ISIS ‘Renegade.’” Duke University Press, Mediterranean Quarterly, 26, 

no. 2 (June 2015): 33-35. 
132 Ibid 34 
133 Ibid 34-35 
134 Ibid 
135 “Al-Qaeda Disavows ISIS Militants in Syria.” BBC News, February 3, 2014, sec. Middle East.  
136 Blanchard, Christopher. “Al Qaeda: Statements and Evolving Ideology.” Report for Congress. Congressional Research 

Service, July 9, 2007. 8-9. 
137 Ibid 
138 Kamolnick, Paul. The Al-Qaeda Organization and The Islamic State Organization: History, Doctrine, and U.S.  Policy to 

Degrade and Defeat Terrorism Conducted in the Name of Sunni Islam. Edited by James G. Pierce. Strategic Studies Institute, 

U.S. Army War College, 2017. 97-98.  
139 Press, Associated. “Iraqi Casualties Remain High despite Al-Zarqawi’s Death.” Accessed June 14, 2021.  



 

 58 

 
140 Lucas G. Harris, “ISIS vs. Al Qaeda: An Ideological Comparison”. 26. 
141 Myriam Benraad, “Assessing AQI’s Resilience After April’s Leadership Decapitations,” Combating Terrorism Center at West 

Point, June 3, 2010,  
142 Statista. “Terrorism: Number of Deaths in Iraq.” Accessed November 1, 2021.  

 



 

 59 

Chapter 3: Communications 

 

     This chapter pertains to the organizational foundation within Al Qaeda’s and ISIS’s 

communication abilities. These communication abilities range from the spreading of the ideology 

by both actual people and social media, to further gaining allies throughout their retrospective 

eras and expanding their so called Islamic States. AQI had utilized the internet and other means 

to gain followers and expand their influence, especially in Iraq.1 AQI was able to gain a 

following, as well as foreign fighters and leadership to join the ranks. ISIS was also able to use 

AQI’s belief and violent rhetoric to expand into a quasi-legitimate state. This ability to 

communicate expanded to the internet, allowing other groups to pledge allegiance to them. 

    As this thesis uses organizational theory as its main body, successful organizations can neither 

flourish nor succeed without proper communication within the webs which interconnect these 

organizations. Organizational leadership is an interdisciplinary field that contains communication 

within the study.2 In the organization of terrorist groups, the groups pursue these new 

technologies, which in turn can possibly enhance communication within groups and branch out 

to other groups.3 Cragin et all defines calls these Technology Diffusion and Technology 

Adoption.4 

   There are three Jihadist communication goals that Bockstette identifies. First is to show their 

“desired receptive muslim audience” their overall goals, strategy and end state.5 The second is to 

validate their cause through violent techniques.6 The third is “coercion and intimidation” of their 

enemy, either near or far enemy.7 The Strategic communication management is defined as: 

“…strategic communication management is defined as the systematic planning and realization of information 

flow, communication, media development and image care in a long-term horizon. It conveys deliberate 

message(s) through most suitable media to the designated audience(s) at the appropriate time to contribute to 
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and achieve the desired long-term effect. Communication managements is process creation. It has to bring 

three factors into balance: the message(s), the media channel(s) and the audience(s).8 

   

     In the information age, terror groups utilize communication in many ways. One of these is to 

deny either intent or involvement.9 They can claim that they took part in something like an attack 

or deny that they had anything to do with it to protect their image.10 This can also be used for 

leaders to “adjust their use of the information environment to distance themselves from 

counterproductive civilian attacks”.11 If something goes wrong, they can always deny the groups 

intentions.12 It is also valuable for issuing threats to their enemies. Enhanced technological 

abilities have also helped in recruitment.13 

 

Early Stages of Jihadi Communication 

      Similar instances of the power of communication in terror and Jihadist groups can date back 

to the Soviet-Afghan War, where we begin to see volunteers and the world up in arms against the 

Soviet military invading in 1979. During the 80s there was little-to-no kind of social media, 

especially digitally. Bockstette writes that before using social media, “terrorists communicated 

with their audience(s) by more traditional means, such as journalist interviews, fax, face -to-face 

propaganda and even press conferences.14 The Afghan resistance to the Soviets had to resort to 

powerful leaders speaking on the groups behalf in attempts to show the world the atrocious 

conditions to gain support from the outside world. 

      An earlier instances of  communication in the conflict was in March-June 1979.15 Iranian 

backed rebels began to take action against the Soviets in Herat and Tehran Radio began to 

broadcast for “the people of Afghanistan to rise up against the Communists” in June.16 Here, it 

can be seen that this mass communication method led to early instances of revolution. 
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      As the conflict continued on, the US began to get involved. Ways included involving the 

CIA, and providing proper funds and equipment for the Mujahideen. These included stinger 

missiles and small arms.17 The US also funded extensive propaganda and media for support. This 

included putting adds in “newspapers and newsletters around the world offering inducements and 

motivations to join the Jihad.18 In addition to the advertisements per se, the conflict was shaped 

to look like the fight for Islam, protection, and against communism.19 The Afghans and their 

supporters had quickly set up a strategy to further gain momentum against the Soviets.20 

      Thomas Hegghammer writes extensively about the Afghan Jihad. Beginning in 1979 to 1981, 

many leaders in the Afghan Mujahideen movement had traveled throughout the Arab Gulf States 

to gain support and funds, which included delivering speeches and interviews.21 Places included 

Kuwait, the UAE, and Saudi Arabia.22 Information centers were set up in the Middle East, 

Europe, and the US, where they would publish newsletters and further expand information on the 

conflict.23 The Mujahideen had also utilized publications, with “between 200 and 300 different 

magazine titles”.24 These ended up being printed in different languages, examples include 

Arabic, English, Russian, and other European languages.25 Videos were also produced and 

distributed abroad of the conflict.26 In Pakistan, they also allowed visitors and welcomed them, 

by showing them places like refugee camps.27 

        The Afghan-Arabs represented the large number of Arabs who traveled to Afghanistan on 

behalf of the Mujahideen to engage in Jihad against the Soviets. Abdallah Azzam a prominent 

Islamic figure for the Mujahideen had traveled around the Middle East, the US, and possibly 

Europe.28 An estimate on the number of Arabs who traveled to the conflict range from about 

7,000 with another few thousand ranging from the South Asian countries.29 The US is said to 
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have one of the largest number of Western recruits.30 Some numbers even have an estimate of 

35,000 from 40 countries.31  

      All in all, the US and its allies gave close to $3 billion dollars in funds for the Pakistani ISI to 

disperse.32 Saudi Arabia also provided funds, “and additional aid flowed from China, Iran, 

assorted Islamic charities, drug running operations, privatized CIA during sources (such as the 

collapsed Bank of Commerce and Credit International, as well as various Arab millionaires (such 

as Osama Bin Laden)”.33 Weapons came from Egypt, and the CIA also provided stinger 

missiles.34 

        As it can be seen in history, the power of strong communication can be used to enhance the 

Mujahideen’s place in the conflict, especially to legitimize their side of the conflict and to get aid 

from around the world. The power of the writings formed combined with lectures and continued 

outreach allowed for the Mujahideen to be put in the spotlight, and ultimately gain victory over 

the Soviets. It solidified the movement and the groups, to operate functionally to achieve victory. 

Proper funds, weaponry, and manpower tied with continued support led to victory against the 

Soviet military.  

Al Qaeda 

      As the decades passed, Al Qaeda had used other means for expanding its network and 

message. Bin Laden’s family was worth $5 billion dollars, and he had gone to fight the Russians 

in Afghanistan.35 With that much of a family worth, “he financed the recruitment, transportation, 

and arming of thousands of Palestinians, Tunisians, Somalians, Egyptians, Saudis, and Pakistanis 

to fight the Russians”.36 As the years passed, social media was still not as strong as it is now. The 

group relied on Satellite TV as a means to broadcast.37 Peter Bergen, a journalist, was one of the 

few journalists who interviewed him in 1997.38 In the interview, Bin Laden had declared war 
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against the US, as he states “we declared Jihad against the US government because it is unjust, 

criminal, and Tyrannical”.39 John Miller had also done an interview, where Bin Laden had 

explained his reasoning for inflicting violence and justification for actions against the US.40 In 

this instance, Bin Laden was able to use the interview as a mass communication method. 

      Beside the 9/11 attacks, Al Qaeda had been behind numerous attacks. Following 9/11, there 

were also attacks in 2002 in Bali and Mombasa.41 Al Qaeda could use these attacks to introduce 

themselves into the spotlight as the next threat, which would further work as a publicity stunt, as 

in Somalia.42 One of the more known was that Bin Laden’s Al Qaeda had actually given support 

to the Somali militia in Mogadishu, where the US Marines had entered in 1992.43 After the US 

military was embarrassed following the Battle of Mogadishu, videos and pictures circulated of 

the bodies of soldiers being dragged in the streets.44 The repetitive form of the media showed the 

US could be defeated.45 

      In addition to this, Al Qaeda had actually opened a London office which acted as their public 

relations branch, called the Advisory and Reformation Committee.46 This office distributed many 

pamphlets and dispersed information.47 For instance, they would release information in 1994 

pertaining to their inputs in the Saudi Government Affairs and the Civil War in Yemen.48 They 

criticized the Saudi government in regards to their stance of the US relations in the Gulf War.49 

Al Qaeda in Iraq 

     As the years continued, especially after 9/11, methods of communication continued to further 

expand the capabilities of such jihadist organizations. As Al Zarqawi had opened up Al Qaeda’s 

Iraq branch, as did his ability to show the world what AQI was capable of. As the internet began 

to expand, so did the Iraqi’s ability to use it. After the Invasion in 2003, Iraq began to see a new 

way of using media. In March 2003, there were an estimated only 45,000 internet users.50 By 
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2011, based off of Facebook subscribers, there were an estimated 860,400 users.51 Now that Iraq 

had a new system of government, Iraqis were able to use the internet, create newspapers, and use 

satellite TV.52 The internet became more easily attainable, as “the opening of Internet cafes and 

the availability of wireless local subscription” made this possible.53  Internet users in Iraq ranged 

from 250,000 to 12 million by 2008 as well.54 

       As Al Qaeda in Iraq began to take advantage of the violence and internal struggle within 

Iraq, they quickly looked to use the internet and other means to further insinuate their cause and 

actions. Al Zarqawi had used the internet to post about the group’s activities and promote them. 

AQI would post videos of their operations and updateds with the group activity.55 This “inspired 

not only jihadis in Iraq, but elsewhere as well”.56 It can be seen through the material “that the 

primary strategic goal of communication seems to be propagation of the movement through 

incitement of supporters in particular, and of Muslims in general”.57 

      An early instance of AQI using the internet to promote their ideology and violence was the 

execution of Nicholas Berg. Berg had been in Iraq as a communications worker.58  He was 

arrested and detained by both US and Iraqi authorities, and in between his release was 

kidnapped.59 He ultimately would meet his demise in a beheading video which was posted to a 

Jihadi web forum and download millions of times.60 Zarqawi was the one who committed the 

beheading, and now the world saw what the groups capabilities to an audience.61 To show the 

world these videos, AQI had to use hacked servers to post videos.62  

      A Moroccan in London named Abu Maysara, who went by the username Irhabi 007, had 

used these hacked servers to release videos and material.63 He had even used server from a host 

website in Delaware in 2005.64 He also worked directly for Al Qaeda in making their website 

from their Pakistan-based media branch.65 Another group, the Islamic Army of Iraq, had even 
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used Yahoo to create their website .66 Abu Maysara had also identified that the group had 

message boards which were also in English to a journalist in 2005.67 Message boards were also 

prevalent for groups during this time. 

      One of the ways to communicate on the internet was by using chat rooms. Al Qaeda 

endorsed some chat rooms through their al-Fajr Media Centre.68 Al-Faloja (or spelled Falluja) 

was primarily focused on the Iraq War.69 Ana al-Muslim was used for Zarqawi to communicate 

with Al Qaeda.70 Al-Fallujah had 14,000 users.71 These forums were used primarily for 

“propaganda, radicalisation, and recruitment efforts of al-Qaeda and its supporters”.72 

       Other examples of AQIs continued online presence was used behind The Global Islamic 

Media Front.73 They produced a news program called Voice of the Caliphate.74 An online 

magazine was also made called Echo of Jihad.75 Various other websites had become prone to 

videos of attacks against US troops, where in one case AQI had given the biographies of the 

fighters killed and the details on how they died.76 AQI also had begun to post videos of their 

goals and plans, as well as websites beginning to give them instructions on how to come to Iraq 

to fight.77  

      There were records found in Iraq that gave insight and intelligence into foreign fighters in 

Iraq. The Sinjar Records were a set of records captured by US forces of well-kept records of 

foreign fighters that came to Iraq from Syria from August 2006-August 2007, with records 

showing country of origin and other demographics for almost 700 foreign fighters.78 Fishman 

and Felter examine these records in depth. To show how powerful the communication was of 

AQI’s organization, there were 21 different countries listed as a country of origin.79 Some of 

these countries included Europe, such as France, Britain, and Sweden.80 Other estimates have up 

to 4000 foreign fighters in Iraq with at least 100 coming from Europe in the 2003-2005 time 
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period.81 The Sinjar Records show that the highest amounts of fighters were recruited through a 

‘brother’, which was used as a term of endearment, as well as friends and relatives.82 Six were 

recruited through the internet, which shows the power of the internet and how it can form 

relationships early on in the conflict.83 Three of the fighters “indicate that the “brother” that 

introduced them to their Coordinator had returned from Iraq and one from Afghanistan.84 

Although the numbers aren’t as high as seen with the Islamic State, that the followers did come 

to the organization even when internet activity was not as advanced.85 

       There is even evidence of foreign fighters flocking to Fallujah in November 2004, where one 

of the largest and bloodiest battles of the Iraq War was fought. The foreign fighters were very 

fierce fighters and were well trained.86 US forces “found dead foreign fighters and foreign 

passports87, in addition to “24 separate cases of foreign fighter involvement” after the first few 

weeks of the battle.88 Countries included “Syria, Sudan, Jordan, and Afghanistan, along with 

Chechens, Palestinians, and Iranians”.89 

ISIS 

      As the US withdrawal from Iraq had begun, the insurgency had begun planning the next 

move. By the 2010-2011 time range, the insurgency moved to a more underground state and 

large parts of AQI had been defeated or retreated.90 ISIS slowly morphed into a powerful media 

machine that gained a following from around the world. By the peak of ISIS’s presence, it had 

gained the pledge by numerous terror groups and had gained volunteers from all around the 

world to wage Jihad. 

        As ISIS had originated from ISI in Iraq, they used the same earlier tactics that AQI had used 

in Iraq. ISIS now had an array of social media and other various apps to further connect with 

individuals. By 2012, there had already been 1 Billion users on Facebook .91 By 2012-2013, 
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there had already been 140 million to 200 million  registered Twitter users.92 These, with the 

power of media sites like YouTube were able to display the capabilities and power through 

online videos, with 800 million users per month.93 Now, with the click of a button, anyone with 

limited internet access could watch these videos. 

        Twitter proved to be one of the more powerful of the social media sites for ISIS, as the 

forums for Jihadis had slowly been moved on from, and social media proved more useful for the 

cause.94 In March 2015, a study showed that ISIS had 46,000 Twitter followers.95 They used 

Twitter to spread propaganda and recruit individuals, with one fifth of tweets being in English.96 

Twitter allowed better ways to post retweets and share videos and things like that much easier.97 

In a study of 59 fighters, over a 3 month period, they produced “154,120 tweets, posting on 

average 85 images and 91 videos each, to a total network of 29,000 followers.”98 Khawaja and 

Khan put an estimated 46,000 sympathizers’ accounts on Twitter.99 ISIS even created in app that 

was used called Fajr al-Basaer.100 

    Following the withdrawal, beginning in June 2012, ISIS began to release a set of videos until 

May 2014 titled Clanging of the Swords 1-4.101 These videos entailed things like Bakr Al-

Baghdadi preaching, combat and military strength, as well as plans. ISI had exclaimed how the 

near enemies were weak because of the Arab Spring.102 “As ISIS made gains on the ground in 

Iraq, it was also expanding the definition of both the war and the organization itself.”103   

         ISIS had also had large military victories in this time frame. ISIS had taken over Raqqa, 

Syria in January 2014 and it was made the capital.104 Mosul was taken by ISIS in June 2014.105 

The group also took Fallujah in December 2013 and Ramadi in May 2015.106 Ramadi and 

Fallujah had seen some of the largest battles of the Iraq War by the US. 
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      ISIS began using media departments around Iraq and Syria.107 By May 2014, Al Hayat 

Media Center began to publish online material in different languages.108 One of the more known 

Online Magazines in English was the Dabiq.109 Dabiq was “featured religious justifications for 

ISIS’s ascension to caliphate status and reports on its military victories”.110 The Caliphate was 

announced by audio June 29, 2014 in numerous languages, urging Muslims to come and join.111  

     The material these videos obtained were vast. It allowed for the world to see it over the 

internet and social media. One was a series made by ISIS called “Windows Upon the Land of 

Epic Battles”.112 These videos ranged from combat, such as liberation of Abu Gharaib, to 

celebrations and taking care of those who live in the Islamic State, such as giving them goods.113 

This series also emphasized the foreigners who had traveled, such as the Germans, Chechens, 

and even Kurdish turned ISIS members.114 Other videos later released emphasized the 

importance of Westerners to give up their lives and travel to the Islamic State.115 Nasheeds were 

almost like Islamic hymns that ended up being made and released “emphasizing every ISIS 

meme we have come to know..”.116 Beheadings were a consistent practice as well, with the 

American James Foley being beheaded.117 Many followed, including many westerners.118     

       Summarizing Peter Kassig in Hell on Earth: The Fall of Syria and the Rise of the Islamic 

State, by creating something of a high quality video of a westerner being held captive and being 

decapitated by a child or an English speaker will allow viewers to not have to see the whole 

video, but clearly see the story or the event that happened.119 The media will sensationalize the 

event and it will push people to look into it. The killing of Western hostages by Mohammed 

Emwazi, known largely by his name Jihadi John,  was known for beheading James Foley.120 He 

and other British members of ISIS had formed a group called the Beatles who handled the 

Westerners held captive by ISIS.121 The world saw a western hostage beheaded online and the 
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beheader sounding of British descent would shock the world.122 Foreign recruits would also 

make their way to the new Islamic State, and become part of the great Jihad. 

     With a new media apparatus used by the Islamic State came a new wave of recruits to fill the 

ranks from around the region and world, as well as new citizens. Now that ISIS had conquered 

so much of Iraq and Syria, they now had land to use as their de facto state. Estimates of over 

40,000 people from 110 countries came to the Islamic State.123 By 2017, many had returned, 

with a large number returning to Europe and the former Soviet Republics and Russia.124 The 

largest numbers of fighters were from Russia, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Tunisia, and France.125 

From Western Europe there were an estimated 5,778 fighters.126 There were 444 that came from 

North America and another 8,717 that came from the Former Soviet Republics and Russia.127  

     In an analysis of the foreign fighters, the average age from numerous studies is 25.9 years old 

from the western recruits.128 Females were averaged at 21 and 23.6.129. The numbers vary in 

regards to converts to Islam, where in 9 studies the percent of converts range from 40% to 6% in 

some studies.130  

 In another study by Speckhard and Ellenberg, of 182 men, 7.7% of them were converts.131. 

Although the numbers aren’t specifically staggering, the ability of individuals to take on a new 

belief can show the power communication can have in Jihadi organizations.  

        Aside from the large number that were radicalized as converts, many second generation 

immigrants found themselves at the wrong side of Jihad. The large majority of foreign fighters 

were second generation immigrants from the West.132 Most of these were younger single men, 

with the average age being 26.133 There is still research to be done regarding studying variables 

with immigrants and foreign fighters.134 There are still correlations between some points, 

however. Immigrant populations in some countries in Europe, such as Belgium, Germany, and 
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France “are at a labor market disadvantage in comparison to the immigrants in their home 

country.”135 These also have high rates of unemployment and one study shows that some foreign 

fighters held low-skilled positions.136 There are also findings of lower socio-economic status and 

biographical availability, which are factors in their lives that ‘free’ them up, compare to someone 

with commitments.137 In a study conducted by Tamar Mitts, they used Twitter accounts from 

pro-ISIS members in France, UK, Germany, and Belgium and correlated country data to study 

these ISIS sympathizers. Using quantitative data, Mitts found that the countries that “those 

located in areas that voted for far-right, anti-Muslim parties were more likely to show signs of 

radicalization that others in less hostile areas”.138 A large fraction of studies regarding European 

foreign fighters point back to the low socioeconomic settings, education levels, and 

unemployment rates.139 Dawson pokes holes in the research, in that in some countries, fighters 

did not have the same settings and that some studies may point to the contrary.140 There is still 

much research in the topic not all research can be perfect. Other factors in ones surroundings can 

attest to their radicalization.141 

       Referring back to the study conducted by Speckhard and Ellenberg, 220 members of ISIS 

were interviewed. Of the 220, 182 were male and 51% were foreign fighters, 34% were Iraqi, 

and 14.8% were Syrian.142 Of the males interviewed, they were a little bit older than the average, 

“because many foreign fighters were motivated in part by lack of employment, discrimination, 

and marginalization among other issues.143 Foreign men had higher levels of unemployment and 

underemployment, making it easier to leave for the conflict zone.144 Male ISIS members 

interviewed indicated that “poverty, unemployment and underemployment, and a criminal 

history”145, and the Europeans indicated that substance abuse and employment issues were the 

larger grievances, especially as Islamophobia became an issue regarding their status.146 When it 
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came to recruitment, the greatest factors for influencing “were friends, face-to-face ISIS 

recruiters, and passive viewing of videos posted mostly on YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter by 

ISIS, and other related groups, and also from Syrians suffering Assad’s atrocities”.147 In the 

sample from the study, many were influenced by the videos of Syrians being attacked by Assad 

and other propaganda showing the Islamic State as a welcoming place for Muslims to travel and 

commit Jihad148. In the table of influences, the highest percentages of recruiting came from 

Friend influence, ISIS Recruiter influence, Preacher Influence, Internet Recruiter Influence, and 

Passive YouTube and Facebook influence.149 

      

       Terror attacks beyond the conflict zone began to show themselves as one of ISIS’s abilities 

to conduct attacks beyond their borders, with followers acting as groups and alone. This was 

done through radicalization and by utilizing these various connections to the caliphate to network 

and further legitimize the organization. One of the more known examples was Abdelhamid 

Abaaoud, who was known for the Paris and Brussels  attack.150 A unit of French and Belgian 

fighters in Syria had ties to a terror cell back in Europe.151 Abaaoud was said to have been 

radicalized and traveled to Syria to fight with the terrorists and traveled back to conduct the 

attacks.152 He was said to have acted as the commander. The terrorist attack in Paris killed 130 

people.153 Abaaoud and the cell he was a part of were able to utilize human communication 

within their group, being able to travel back and forth and continue operations with like-minded 

individuals. He also had a history of crime, and after his last stint in prison, he joined a cell with 

a leader who sent Jihadists to Syria.154 Many of the attackers came from Europe, and also had 

gone to Syria.155 In the US other examples include the San Bernardino County attack by a 

husband and wife who became radicalized and killed 14.156 They became radicalized through 
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contacts in person and through the internet.157 In France, Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel acted 

alone and killed 86 while driving a truck through a crowd in Nice France.158 He had become 

radicalized through the internet and acted alone.159 Although a few examples, communication 

through human connection and the internet can prove valuable in carrying an ideology. 

       Even on smaller attacks ISIS was able to send its message and inspire attacks.  A well-

known example was when a man in France had stabbed a French Police Officer and his partner 

in Magnanville.160 The perpetrator was Larossi Abballa and had spent time in French Prison for 

recruiting Jihadists in Pakistan.161 He streamed it on Facebook live and pledged allegiance on 

Facebook to ISIS. ISIS had released on their news site about the attack and claimed it.162  

      Just as individuals do, ISIS attracted groups as a whole as well. Terrorist organizations with 

similar goals aligned and pledged allegiance to ISIS. By 2016, there were an estimated 34 groups 

who had pledged allegiance to ISIS.163 Following the rise of ISIS and the notoriety, groups began 

to pledge around the world. Groups active in Libya, Egypt, Yemen, Nigeria, Afghanistan and 

Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Algeria, and Russia had already begun to pledge allegiance and ISIS 

claimed their territory as their own.164 There were also instances of other groups in Iraq and 

Syria pledging to ISIS as well.165 There were also groups in Indonesia, Lebanon, and the 

Philippines.166 West Africa and Somalia had also been designated as IS affiliates.167  

      Most recently, Africa has begun to look like the new safe haven for ISIS and Al Qaeda, 

specifically Nigeria, Sahel, Sub Saharan Africa, and the Horn of Africa.168 These groups are 

active and becoming proficient in operations. They are releasing propaganda and recruiting for 

their ranks.169 The Islamic State in Afghanistan was home to ISIS-Khorasan Province, 

responsible for the Kabul Airport Bombing in 2021.170 Although the Caliphate had lost its last 
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stronghold in Baghouz in 2019,171 ISIS and its various affiliates continue to pose a threat through 

radical Islam. They are still active despite continued victories and deployments by forces. 

 

Conclusion/Discussion  

 

    As the years went on during the Soviet-Afghan War to the current threat of the Islamic State, 

the change in approach and media tools has led to successes for each respective group. It can be 

seen that AQI did use the internet to display their abilities and human connection helped them 

gain foreign members. ISIS was able to utilize both the human connection and use technology to 

enhance their ability to conduct operations. The amount of lone wolf attacks and foreign 

members of ISIS show this ability that AQI could not achieve. Each group was able to recruit 

and incite violence for their specific cause, as well as broadcast their capabilities and ambitions 

to the world.  

    During the Al Qaeda’s roots in the Soviet-Afghan War, we begin to see how the pen can truly 

be mightier than the sword. The Mujahideen had utilized media tools such as pamphlets and 

news pieces to continue to update the world on the situation. They also had recruited fighters 

from around the world and appealed to the rest of the world for monetary assistance. Other forms 

of assistance were weapons, with the most known being the Stinger Missile from the CIA. 

    As AQI begins to act as a resistance to the US occupation, the new ability to combine the 

spread of media with the availability of the internet allows AQI to broadcast to the world in real 

time what they can do and were doing in Iraq against their enemies. Their material depicted 

scenes of violence and they utilized the internet boom in Iraq following Saddam to use 

chatrooms and produce their own media. They also received recruits from around the Middle 

East and even Europe. The Sinjar Records and evidence from the Battle of Fallujah show this. As 
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AQI merged with ISI, in combination with the American withdrawal, ISIS utilizes what AQI 

could only have dreamed about. 

    ISIS was presented with new media tools for Jihad. The utilization of social media allowed for 

Jihadis to leave the chatroom. ISIS was able to establish strong media centers and publish high 

quality material in numerous languages. They took over large parts of Iraq and broadcasted to the 

world what was happening in the Caliphate. Large amounts of foreigners traveled from around 

the world to join ISIS. For all those who had traveled to Syria, there were also many more 

willing to partake in Jihad in their home countries as lone wolves. Tools such as broadcasting 

videos on YouTube or spreading information on Twitter allowed for radicalization and insight 

into the group’s activities in the Middle East. ISIS also was able to establish branches and create 

allies across the region, as well as in Russia, Africa, and parts of Eastern Asia. 

    ISIS was militarily defeated in 2019. Their ability to act as a strategically managed 

organization allowed them to gain a strong following, allies, and inciting violence around the 

world. The group’s ability to communicate established themselves as powerful Jihadist group 

and belief that will be hard to dispose of. They were able to Strategically Manage their 

communication to create quality material to a receptive audience. As the group still exists, so 

will their belief in a long term capacity. ISIS did what AQI could only dream about, as there 

were different geopolitical settings for both groups in different decades during their existence. 
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Chapter 4: Geopolitical Settings 

 

   This chapter will examine the geopolitical settings that both AQI and ISIS were surrounded 

with during their respective times of power. It will also further examine the organizational 

changes that each group had faced and how they were able to succeed and fail with their own 

environments. AQI had begun to conduct operations and grow as a violent group during the Iraq 

War after the Fall of Saddam. ISIS had grown due to a civil war and authoritative leaders, which 

allowed them to thrive in an unstable environment.  

   AQI had to operate throughout the US occupation from 2003-2011. They had to work in an 

environment where one of the most powerful militaries in the world was conducting combat 

operations. The US had hundreds of thousands of troops in the invasion force and occupation. 

They fought in large operations in Fallujah, Ramadi, and around Baghdad to name a few. They 

also launched The Surge Campaign in 2007, which sent additional brigades of troops into the 

country. This in combination with the Anbar Awakening would lead to AQIs demise in Iraq. 

    As ISIS had built itself off the remnants of AQI into ISI, they took to the opportunity to 

recover and regroup as the US troops withdrew from Iraq. This, in combination with the Syrian 

Civil War and the internal disorder led to ISIS sweeping through Iraq and Syria to gain a large 

foothold throughout vast territory. As they reached their peak in 2014, they were able to achieve 

a Caliphate the size of Britain.1 

   The instability in both countries would allow the group to have multiple successes and become 

a powerful terror group. The group was able to create an Islamic State with rules, power, and an 

army prior to being militarily defeated in 2019. 

     Both Jihadist organizations had a common goal and similar strategies. They both aimed to 

expand, develop, and become efficient organizations2 to create an Islamic State. ISIS was able to 
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do this in its early years before international intervention. AQI had also set goals following the 

Iraq War. However, both organizations were created during different time frames, with different 

assets, abilities, and settings which would ultimately allow and disallow them from achieving 

their end goals. The organizations created would ultimately be put to the test in different 

environments. 

  This Chapter will examine the organizations during this time and their ability to operate during 

their respective decades of power. 

AQI 

     The US had launched the invasion into Iraq in 2003 on a basis of chemical weapons and links 

to terrorism. Both allegations to this day remain loaded with criticism, as there were no weapons 

of mass destruction found or terrorist groups with links to the Iraqi Government prior to the 

invasion.  Regardless of the reasoning behind the conflict, the war began in March 2003. There 

were large battles fought, but the Iraqi Army had crumbled. As the Iraqi Baath Party was 

disbanded, so would the military, government, and infrastructure in Iraq.3 Although the Baath 

Party was Sunni in its ranks4, as was the majority of the military, “Saddam Hussein attempted to 

install a secular society which is consistent with the principles of the Baath Party”.5 

       As the Invasion occurred, the Iraqi Army was overrun and disbanded. This let 400,000 

military members become unpaid.6 This would lead to a poor security setting, as “internal, 

border, critical infrastructure and facilities, bases, ammunition supply points, etc.” would be left 

alone.7  To keep control of Iraq’s 25 million people, it was recommended to have at least 

385,000 troops, but it did so with only 150,000 troops.8  

   With a new authority in Iraq, there had been plans implemented and followed to rid Iraq of its 

government bureaucracy, poor handling of which led to regrets on the coalition’s part down the 
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road. Although there were many ideas of what the next move was regarding Iraq, Ambassador 

Paul Bremer had decided to disband the Iraqi Military and the Baath Party through CPA Orders 1 

and 2.9 CPA Order 1 would commence the de-Baathification of Iraq, which “banned Iraqis who 

had been in the upper four levels of the Ba-ath Party – rather than just the top two levels – from 

holding government office, effectively putting between 30,000 and 50,000 Iraqis out of work, 

including senior civil servants, military  leaders, and university professors”.10 Order 2 disbanded 

the military and security, which left them unpaid and unemployable by the public.11 Many had to 

leave their jobs, and  even those who could be interpreters for the coalition had to be screened or 

let go.12 CPA Order 3 had disarmed the Iraqi people, who had personal weapons for protection.13 

CPA Order 4 had worked to get rid of the tribal dynamic within Iraq’s culture and society.14 

Iraq’s society was very connected to their tribal system, and this was in fear of mixing politics 

and the countries tribal roots.15 

    Although the Iraqi Army was run by Baathists, it appeared that the military had been opposed 

to Saddam’s rule.16 Saddam had actually feared that this would happen, which allowed the Iraqis 

to not completely despise the Iraqi Army.17 Iraq’s army had actually remained fairly diverse 

despite the many sectarian groups within its ranks.18 

    As Baghdad fell, this led to large amounts of weapons remaining throughout Iraq.19 The Iraqi 

Army left large stockpiles throughout Iraq.20 This posed a problem, as there weren’t enough 

coalition troops to secure the weapons and looting had already taken place, allowing weapons to 

fall into the wrong hands.21 The Iraqi Army at this point was defeated. 

       The decision for Iraq’s Military has continually been a source of controversy, as much of the 

decision was left to Paul Bremer.22 Between  85,000 to 100,000 had been affected by the 

decision to get rid of the Baath Party.23 The top two levels of the Baath Party were originally the 
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target for the CPA order.24 In addition to disbanding, the Security forces had now put many out 

of work, including “385,000 in the armed forces, 285,000 in the Interior Ministry (police), and 

50,000 in presidential security units”.25 Overall, this would lead to an insurgency which would 

gain momentum as the occupation continued.26 Pfiffner concludes that:  

“(1) the alienating hundreds of thousands of Iraqis who could not support themselves or their 

families; (2) by undermining the normal infrastructure necessary for social and economic 

activity; (3) by ensuring that there was not sufficient security to carry on normal life; and (4) by 

creating insurgents who were angry at the US, many of whom had weapons and were trained to 

use them.”27 

 

       Many leaders in ISIS would have their roots in the Iraqi Army and in prison Camps 

throughout Iraq. Some of the higher ranked members were seasoned veterans of the Insurgency 

and the Iraqi Army.  Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi had been detained in February of 2004 and was held 

at Camp Bucca until December 2004.28 Estimates of the leadership range “that 17 of the 25 most 

important Islamic State leaders running the war In Iraq and Syria spent time in US prisons 

between 2004 and 2011.29 

     Following the Invasion, what was supposed to be a swift regime change slowly turned to a 

bogged down counterinsurgency conflict. With an estimated 150,000 US troops used in the 

Invasion, by 2004 there were 130,000 in 2004.30 By January 2004, there were 10,252 wounded 

and 1342 dead troops in Iraq.31 There were 750 Iraqi police killed between January and 

September of 2004.32 These insurgency groups consisted of “a complex hybrid of Islamist, 

nationalist, and Baathist elements.33 All of these groups had the common goal to rid Iraq of the 

US military.34 Al Qaeda was able to gain a stake as a Jihadist group in the country now with 

violent tactics and leadership. 

    As the US opened up a new front in the War on Terror, so did jihadist groups. Jihadists had 

used this to regain momentum and continue operations by using the conflict as a new motive  
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and example of American Power.35 Stern and Berger write how there were 78 terrorist attacks in 

the first year and grew to 302 the next year.36  

      By 2004, the amount of troops began to increase within Iraq. By March, there were roughly 

26,000 Marines and 138,000 US Army soldiers.37 The Air Force was deploying significant air 

power into Iraq and the region, in addition to the US Navy utilizing Carrier Battle Groups and 

other assets, such as missiles on ships to support ground combat if needed.38 Estimates of 

insurgency manpower range from 20,000 to 40,000, though it is not determined how many AQI 

actually had.39 Foreign fighters had also dominated the ranks of AQI, which range from 10% of 

the total of fighters to 5000-10000 by 2007.40 As time continued on, the US found itself in 

deadly fighting throughout Iraq. 

     Fallujah, a city located in Al-Anbar Province became the scene of the most deadly fighting 

throughout the Iraq War. Zarqawi had been in Fallujah in early 2004 when Bin Laden was 

looking for a leader for his Iraq front.41 Zarqawi’s insurgent group Tawhid wal-Jihad was there 

following the Invasion.42 Fallujah became a known violent city in Iraq, more prominently known 

where the 4 Blackwater Contractors who were ambushed and hung from the bridge in March 

2004.43 Zarqawi had been a leader of his group, and a Sheikh within the city was able to 

coordinate between the various groups in Fallujah.44 Due to political issues with the Iraqi Army, 

they had gone into Fallujah following an American offensive and were defeated.45 Fallujah 

became his group’s headquarters with thousands of fighters.46 Zarqawi took advantage of this, 

gaining notoriety, and he “capitalized on his involvement more than others because his group 

had more mature and better-funded propaganda cells.47 By October 2004, Zarqawi pledged 

allegiance to Bin Laden and Al Qaeda.48 
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     As Fallujah was left alone after the offensive was stopped, it housed  4,000 fighters as it was 

now a safe haven of Zarqawi’s forces.49 The Mujahideen in Fallujah pledged loyalty to him as 

well.50 He was said to have executed Nicholas Berg, an American businessman and a South 

Korean Missionary Kim Sun-Il.51 A US Marine Corps study terms his attempt at an Islamic State 

in Fallujah with strict rules as the “Islamification” of Fallujah.52 Insurgent numbers were ranging 

from 3000 – 4500 while “another 1,000 or so insurgents were operating in the entire Fallujah-

Ramadi corridor.53 The Second Battle of Fallujah, termed Operation Phantom Fury commenced 

in November 2004 to rid Fallujah of the insurgents and to decrease violence in the region. 

     To fight this Battle, the US used four Marine Corps infantry Regiments and elements of the 

US Army and Special Operations. Iraqi units under US advisory would also participate, which 

would create a force of 12,000 to take back the city.54 The battle would solidify itself as “one of 

the largest engagements of the Iraq War and marked a significant victory for the Coalition.55 The 

US lost 82 soldiers and 600 wounded, while the insurgents lost 2000 and 1200 were captured.56 

with all of this bloodshed and violence, Zarqawi and their leadership escaped.57 

        Another large engagement in Iraq was in, where AQI had declared its caliphate.58 Al Qaeda 

had established itself there in 2006 and early 2007.59 The government could not function due to 

insurgent activities and violence, and the Governor had 30 attempts made at his life.60 The 

insurgents would terrorize the civilians and conduct violent attacks, as well as people helping the 

insurgents and conducting criminal activities.61 By August 2006, an assessment stated that Al 

Anbar Province was incapable of being secured and that Al Qaeda was going to be in control.62 

The 1st Brigade of the 1sts Armored Division moved into Ramadi and set up Combat Outposts 

within the city.63 They were able to deter violence and gain the trust of the people, which also led 
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to one of the largest turning points for US forces in Iraq, the Anbar Awakening. This turned into 

a powerful way to recruit Iraqi police and tribesmen to stand against AQI. 

    One of the greatest instances of success in the Iraq War was the Sons of Anbar or the Anbar 

Awakening. In addition to AQI causing violence and stepping into daily life of Iraqis’, they 

killed a prominent Sheik name Abu Ali Jassim.64 They had attempted to force Islamic Law, a 

strict interpretation, on the civilians.65 As the US launched raids on terrorists and had rebuilt the 

government center and provided protection to the employees there, the police force needed 

recruiting for.66 U.S. leadership was also able to create ties to the tribal leadership within Al 

Anbar Province, a move which would turn the tides against AQI. 

       The Sheiks in Ramadi “urged their own tribesmen to join the Iraqi Police.67 This led to 2000 

recruits over a three month period, who would receive better training and provide a better 

security apparatus.68 By February 2007 it increased to 3000.69 Iraqi police recruits were now 

allowed to patrol their neighborhoods.70 The US was also implementing a new way to pay 

sheikhs and utilize tribal power within Anbar, so they began to pay Sheikhs directly and would 

disperse it to their subordinates, which would create legitimacy and allow projects to be created 

in certain areas, and allow for Sheiks to get new security force.71 Now, the U.S. was also able to 

utilize the tight tribal ties to gain intelligence they were no longer able to get.72 They also were 

able to utilize Sunni militias, who were “authorized, funded, and armed” and “co-opted al Qaeda 

and insurgent recruiting and provided local security”.73 These tribes were able to utilize their 

armed tribesmen into militias and the Iraqi Police. This proved successful as it had been 

implemented around Iraq, in combination with large amounts of US troops deploying in early 

2007.74 
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       By 2008, there were almost an additional 26,000 more US troops deployed to Iraq than in 

2006.75 This was due to the Troop Surge of 2007. The end of 2006 saw Iraq near a civil war and 

large amounts of violence.76. In 2006, Iraqi civilian deaths were at 29,526 and in 2007 were at 

26,112.77 2004 – 2007 also saw over 800 U.S. troops killed per year, with 904 in 2007.78 AQI 

had bombed the Al Askari mosque in Iraq in February 2006.79 The Sunnis and Shias had begun 

to strike violently at each other, with each Islamic sect’s insurgents fighting each other.80 The 

Shiite dominated Iraqi Security Forces and Shia militias began to clash with Sunni insurgents, 

which led to many Sunnis to turn to AQI.81  As the situation in Iraq began to deteriorate, U.S. 

leaders began to build a plan to curb more violence and provide stabilization in Iraq.  

        President Bush announced to the country on January 10, 2007 that he was going to 

implement the surge and a new strategy in Iraq to combat the violence.82 To do this, the US 

military sent an additional 24000 troops and Marines.83 

       Part of this was to take a new strategy to the battlefield to fight the insurgents. The new 

strategy was to no longer place US forces at forward operating bases and rely on Iraqi Security 

Forces to take over.84 General Odierno had now provided the order to focus on Baghdad as well 

to leave the Forward Operating Bases in which troops were stationed at and to be among the 

population.85 They would do this “from joint security stations and small combat outposts in the 

midst of the Iraqi population.86 The next step was to provide security to protect Baghdad.87 

      The 1st Cavalry Division had now been designated to secure Baghdad.88 The Baghdad belt 

was also important to secure.89 The Baghdad belts were the surrounding areas of Baghdad that 

the insurgency sought to launch attacks in-and-around Baghdad.90 Captured documents in 2006 

called the Taji Documents from AQI had showed how AQI had planned to cleanse these belts 
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around Baghdad of the Shia, further incite sectarian violence by launching attacks, and move 

foreign fighters.91 

       Now that the troop numbers were high and there was a new strategy in place, the U.S. could 

begin to conduct combat operations at a large and rapid pace due to these. In addition to the 

Awakening in  Iraq, large operations had begun to flush out insurgents and decrease violence. 

Examples of operations include Operation Fardh Al-Qanoon, which was launched in February 

2007 to help secure Baghdad.92 Operation Phantom Thunder was launched in May 2007, which 

would focus on securing the belts.93 Ramadi had slowly begun to be secured.94 Operation 

Phantom Strike, which lasted until January 2008, had decrease violence extensively in Baghdad 

and dropped attacks by 80 percent.95 These operations had pushed AQI out of the belts.96 

   The Surge Campaign from 2007 proved to have done its job by reducing violence and terrorist 

attacks by 2010, as well as helped diminish  the amount of foreign fighters being smuggled into 

Iraq from the Syrian border to join AQI.97 One of the lead facilitators had been killed, Abu 

Ghadiyah, in October 2008.98 The group could not create a state with the presence of U.S. 

forces.99 The group had retreated to Mosul, but the US launched an offensive which led to the 

capture of 1000 insurgents and large amounts of weapons and munitions100 Another offensive 

Operation Mother of Two Spring II was launched to flush out remaining AQI members and 

leadership in the Spring of 2008.101 Although AQI was not completely defeated, violence had 

decreased, with 47 casualties per day in 2008 dropping from the 124 per day in 2007 which 

includes civilians, coalition and Iraqi troops.102 By 2010, AQI had suffered a large blow, despite 

their abilities to still launch attacks and operate, the group’s leadership had been killed and 

valuable intelligence was gathered.103 The group was unable to communicate properly as the 

group “effectively had been cut off from secure communication with the broader al-Qaeda 



 

 88 

network”, in addition to funds becoming dried up due to intercepting their black market oil 

business by coalition forces.104 Violence dropped drastically following the surge.105 Although not 

entirely defeated, the group had a ways to go before they could get any solid footing to regain 

any momentum. The power of the US military in combination of Iraqi’s standing up for their 

country limited AQIs ability to operate.106 

   

ISIS 

      As the US continued the war in Iraq, the time for troop withdrawal was set for December 

2011. While this was in the process of being completed, Iraq’s domestic politics had hampered 

the ability for uniformity within Iraq’s society and government due sectarian between the Shiites 

and Sunnis. Iraq’s neighbors in the region had also begun to experience domestic upheaval 

within their citizens. The Arab Spring had led to revolutions and political change all around the 

Middle East. Iraq’s neighbor, Syria, had been experiencing turmoil within its borders and fierce 

responses by its government in attempts to suppress the violence. This would lead to a civil war 

which is still presently being fought.  

      As things slowly picked up across the border in Syria, AQI was using this to their advantage, 

in addition to the US presence in the region being diminished due to the withdrawal of troops 

from Iraq in 2011.107 As Operation Iraqi Freedom was turned to Operation New Dawn, in 2010, 

this also led to a troop reduction and “a shift to a noncombat mission” .108 The Iraqi Army was 

not well prepared to be without US help.109 The Iraqi Security Forces lacked combat ability, 

didn’t have proper leadership, and logistics issues.110 Without these abilities, the security 

apparatus would not be able to function properly. This would allow leaders to question how they 

would do without US help, as it appeared they weren’t ready to be on their own or operate with 
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cohesiveness.111 US troops would withdraw by October 21st 2011.112 They were gone by the end 

of December.113 

       As the Syrian Civil War had picked up where the troop withdrawal had left off, ISI had 

regrouped and gone into Syria to fight against Assad’s Regime.114 As AQI had turned into ISI in 

2006, the group and other Islamic Jihadist groups had used the Syrian conflict to “regroup, 

recruit new fighters, and then eventually resume operations in Iraq”.115 By April 2013, Abu Bakr 

al-Baghdadi had announced the creation of ISIS to unify jihadist groups between the two 

countries.116  

Iraq 

     Iraq’s internal political apparatus had created distrust within its own people. As the Arab 

Spring had kicked off throughout the Middle East, protests had spread to Iraq. ISI had utilized 

the grievances of the Sunnis due to sectarianism that existed within Iraq and its predominantly 

Shiite government that was put in place by the US.117 As a truce was created for the Shia and 

Sunnis within Iraq, as there had been much sectarian violence between the two groups during the 

War, Iraqi President Nouri al-Maliki had utilized his power to run a predominantly Shia led 

government.118 This would include the arrest of his Minister of Finance and vice presidents on 

terrorism charges due to them being Sunni, and ridding the army of Sunni leadership.119 His 

political actions to form a predominately Shia government ended the 2010 Erbil Agreement put 

in places for party consensus.120 The Day of Rage in Iraq to protest these actions came on 

February 25, 2011.121 He attempted to downplay these protests and wanted the media to not be 

present.122 

    By January 2013, during Maliki’s second term, protests began again against Maliki’s pro-Shia 

government.123 They were protesting the government as well as the de-Baathification plan which 
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disparaged Sunni’s to be employed and participate in politics.124 The protests continued for 

months and reached Baghdad.125 Maliki responded violently in the city of Hawija, and many 

began to take arms.126 By January 2014, when Maliki’s government attempted to arrest a Sunni 

politician who supported protests, ISIS entered into Fallujah.127 Prior to this, there was fighting 

between Iraqi Forces and tribal militias, and after the arrest and ISIS’s takeover, the country 

began to fall.128 

      Following the withdrawal of US forces in Iraq, the Iraqi Security Forces were not prepared to 

engage without advisory and assistance. They lacked cohesion, had sectarian differences, and did 

not have proper training.129 Funds were not allocated accordingly by commanders and training 

was not being done.130 Maliki had changed most of the commanders to a predominantly Shiite 

run military, leaving only 2 Sunni and 1 Kurd commander.131 The Iraqi Army had also moved 

their most experienced commandos to another province, leaving some Iraqi Divisions at 70 

percent strength, in addition to high desertion rates due to corruption and misallocation of 

funds.132  

     One of the first Iraqi cities taken by ISIS was Fallujah in late 2013. The city which had been 

the epicenter of one of the largest US operations during the Iraq War and high US casualties, had 

now been held by ISIS. By early 2014, ISIS took over the city, where they had held the outskirts 

of and had conducted operations within Fallujah.133 Michael Knight writes extensively on ISIS’s 

early actions in Fallujah. ISIS had a working relationship with other insurgent groups in Fallujah, 

such as Hamas al-Iraq and promised not to bother the police, as the common enemy was the Iraqi 

Government.134 However, this began to change.  ISIS started to harass the police with violence 

and “police stations associated with former Hamas al-Iraq members were abandoned to ISIL 

looting”.135 They used violence as well against local leadership and joined the Falluja Military 
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Council, which was composed of other rebels. ISIS quickly “overstepped the reported 

restrictions placed upon it by other Fallujan rebels”, such as “disarming rival militias” and 

continued violence against those who weren’t on the same page.136 The group also began to hold 

parades in military vehicles throughout the city too and held control of one of the dams in the 

area.137 This left ISIS 30 miles away from Baghdad.138  

     Iraq’s second largest city, Mosul fell by June 2014. There were only an estimated 10,000 of 

the 25,000 soldiers in Mosul who were supposed to be there.139 ISIS moved in with pickup trucks 

and took over large amounts of money and weaponry.140 Mosul dam had also been taken as 

well.141  There were only an estimated ISIS 300 fighters.142 When the commander of the 2nd 

Division had moved to the east, most of the soldiers had fled and shed their uniforms.143 Due to 

the sectarianism within the army ranks, many would flee for worries of their families.144 

Regardless of location in Iraq, “sectarian behavior in other areas shapes Sunni perceptions across 

Iraq”.145 The army also had poor relationships with the residents and were unable to provide 

security for them.146 This sewed distrust among the population and created a poor perception of 

the Iraqi military, described as “a nuisance at best and an outright menace to some Iraqis at 

worst”.147 This led Sunni locals to welcome ISIS.148 Tal Afar would fall in June 2014.149 

    Other cities fell to ISIS, such as Tikrit in June 2014 and Ramadi had fallen by May 2015.150 At 

its height in 2014, the group held 40 percent of Iraq.151 

Syria 

    Syria was ruled by Bashar Al Assad, an Alawite.152 The Alawites are a Shia sect, and make up 

15% of the ethnic groups in Syria and are a part of the 13% Shia religious make up.153 The 

Alawites came into power as Assad’s father, Hafiz had risen to power in the 1970 as part of the 

Baath Party.154 Syria had a large ethnic and religious make up. The country is made up of Arabs, 
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Kurds, and other minorities such as Assyrians and Turkmen, to name a few.155 The Sunni’s 

resemble the majority in Syria, with the Alawites making up the second largest religious group 

and Christians being the third.156 The Baath Party had been in place under Hafiz al-Assad since 

1970.157 Since then, the Baath Party and Alawite rule had controlled Syria, although Assad had 

put Sunnis and others in leadership roles within the government.158 The Alawite controlled 

Syrian Government had many violent exchanges with Sunni Islamists since it had been in 

power.159 

     As the uprisings started to occur through Tunisia, Qatar, Egypt, and Libya, Syria’s Revolution 

began March 2011 when the Regime arrested and tortured young activists over graffiti protesting 

the Regime.160 This quicky arose to organized protests beginning in Dara’a, where Assad 

encircled the town and detained 250 people.161 As the Arab Spring Movement begun to spread 

across the Middle East and North Africa, it saw political leaders leaving office and/or conflicts 

coming out of such protests.162 Examples include the presidents in Yemen, Egypt, and Tunisia 

stepping down.163 Libya shows how some uprisings evicting leaders out of office lead to civil 

wars and leaders being ousted out of office, ultimately losing control.164 As the social movement 

in Syria mobilized, Assad’s military had fired into crowds and the people began to take up 

arms.165 The people began to organize rebel groups and take up arms, such as the Free Syrian 

Army and Jabhat Al-Nusra, an Al Qaeda affiliate166 

       The response by the Assad-led government ultimately pushed violence onto the Syrian 

majority, the Sunnis, which had “accounted for most of the protestors”.167 Assad had pushed the 

violent rhetoric which his father had used to push his power, and the “Alawites accounted for 

most of the troops, intelligence operatives, and police willing to the regime’s bidding”.168 The 

Syrian Army had many Sunnis defect, or they were not put into the fighting compared to Alawite 
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Forces or militias.169 As violence ensued and continued, both the opposition and government 

began to paint each other in a negative way, where the Alawite Government characterized the 

opposition as Sunni Islamists and the opposition further generating an outcry of their violent 

tactics.170 Frederic Hof further explains how this would cause attraction to Jihadist groups:  

“First, Salafi-jihadist thought embraces armed struggle on a deep ideological level; this, coupled 

with their superior capabilities, means that they will continue to up the ante with respect to 

violence, including (if not centering on) terror operations. We have seen this borne out in 

spectacular car and suicide bombings, often with heavy civilian tolls. Second, Salafism is 

inhospitable to religious pluralism, especially concerning minority groups within Islam.”171 

 

This, in combination of the Syrian Government receiving assistance from the Iraqi Shia, Iranians, 

and Hezbollah, a Shia Group, further allows a sectarian dynamic to the conflict.172  

        Assad had been known to have chemical weapons.173 By December 2012 there had been 

evidence of the Regime using chemical weapons against its own people. Then President Barack 

Obama had drawn a red line in regards to a military response to reports of chemical weapons 

being used. However, even though evidence had been present that Assad had used chemical 

weapons, President Obama did not take any action. Reports of chemical weapons continued to be 

reported throughout 2013, but the US did not intervene. Months had continued on until there was 

something done by the international community, which would be a UN investigation into the 

chemical weapons allegation.174 In addition to this, Assad barrel bombed civilians, with 10,763 

civilians killed from July 2012 – December 2017.175 This helped to turn the opinions of the 

Syrians and the international community into taking more action and examining the matter. 

       The Syrian Arab Army had also faced issues as an organization. When the revolution began 

in 2011, Assad could not trust his army in engaging protestors.176 He had to instill discipline to 

prevent further defections within the Army. In a whole division, only a brigade worth of soldiers 

could be trusted to fight due to defections and combat readiness.177 By 2013, the Syrian Army 
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had lost half of its soldiers to defections and deaths in the fighting. The Army’s lack of cohesion, 

strength, and trust would lead to losses on the battlefield and a change of doctrine for the 

military.178 

       As the conflict ensued and escalated, ISIS was able to establish its capital in the city of 

Raqqa in 2013.179  The city switched leadership three times between the government, Syrian 

opposition forces and ISIS. By March 2013, Ansar Al-Sham and Jabhat Al Nusra, Al Qaeda’s 

Syrian bran, and additional militias had pushed the Syrian military out.  At first living conditions 

appeared somewhat optimistic that the Syrian Government had left and a revolutionary spirit was 

in the air. Immediately following, the city was left in chaos as different rebel groups and militias 

had attempted to govern in their own policies. Ansar al Sham had taken the position as the more 

powerful group. Ansar al-Sham was one of many Islamist groups that fought with the 

opposition.180 It worked with the Al-Nusra Front, but did not attack ISIS due to ties members 

may have had with ISIS members in Syria.181 They primarily worked with Al Qaeda affiliated 

groups and the Free Syrian Army.182 As Al-Baghdadi announced the Caliphate, ISIS had now 

branched from Jabhat Al Nusra and had taken many of its fighters, and continued to conduct a 

series of violence on the population and kidnappings of those who had disagreements. They had 

owned the city by November 2013. At first, fighters helped the community and there was an 

increased sense of security, but living conditions deteriorated as there were four Islamic decrees 

issued for those to live by. ISIS would hold the capital for three long years until liberation. They 

took advantage of the chaotic situation to impose their belief and power.183  

    In addition to an established capital, ISIS continued to conquer cities in Syria. The group 

captured Deir Ezzor in June 2015 after it was held by the Syrian military.184 It also took over a 
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border crossing that connected Syria with Iraq.185 They had also taken Palmyra as well in 

2015;186 “at the end of 2014, the caliphate controlled roughly a third of Syria”.187 

       As both countries began to crumble internally, ISIS was on the move. They were taking 

territory fast and gaining a following. In the documentary Hell on Earth: Fall of Syria and the 

Rise of ISIS, Christoph Reuter describes that ISIS had a plan. It would be to first create training 

camps for fighters.188 They would then create Dawa or missionary offices in Syrian cities and 

take over villages and impose harsh religious practices that mirrored a rather barbaric 

interpretation of Islam.189 By January 2014, many of the rebel groups in Syria, including Al 

Qaeda and the Free Syrian Army had declared war on ISIS, so ISIS was pushed back into Iraq.190 

There they took over and pushed out 4 Iraqi Army Divisions and looted their supplies and 

equipment, which allowed them to push back into Syria.191 

      They had also seized an oil refinery in Bayji Iraq, which would give them an estimated 2 

million dollars a day.192 ISIS utilized their ability to access oil and make money from it. The 

Financial Times had reports that ISIS  had taken over Syria’s last oil field in September 2015.193 

They had also taken the Qayyara oil field in Iraq.194 Deir Ezzor’s oil fields produced 34,000-

40,000 barrels a day and the Qayyara filled 8000 barrels a day.195 The group made almost $1.5 

million dollars to $3.6 million dollars a day”.196  After the oil was extracted they were able to sell 

it to traders and they in return sold it to clients.197 The group also smuggled it into neighboring 

countries.198 

    Other sources of funding for the group included looting and robbing. After they took over 

Mosul, they looted around 425 million dollars from the city’s central bank.199 This gave them 

more money than the Taliban and as much, if not more, than Hezbollah, and even more than 

some small nations.200 They took over 121 bank branches of Iraq’s Central Bank.201 After they 
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took Mosul, they had an estimated 1.5 billion to 2 billion dollars in assets.202 Taxes were 

imposed as well. 

     ISIS had utilized the ability to tax the population as well to gain income. ISIS taxed 

businesses and individuals.203 ISIS’s tax system as referred by Patrick Blannin were: 

“Some of these taxes are like normal state taxes; others are religious taxes (involving fines and 

penalties for not following IS extremist social and political codes) or extortion. Reportedly, IS 

imposed a 10% income tax, 10-15% tax on business revenues, 2% Value Additional Tax (VAT) 

as well as road customs tolls for vehicles crossing IS-held territory and taxes for smuggling 

drugs and weapons”.204  

 

They were able to use their religious reasoning and belief to implement taxes, such as the Khum 

and zakat, which are religious taxes .205 This gave them an additional 360 million dollars a 

year.206 

      Other notable forms of funding were through foreign people or groups, kidnapping, and 

illegal antiquities trading.207 Foreign donors from the Gulf States in the Middle East contributed 

around 40 million dollars, and countries like Kuwait and Qatar often overlooked rules regarding 

funding that were imposed.208 These donations came from private donors, governments, and also 

through fake charity organization.209 An NBC article quotes officials by calling these donors as 

‘angel investors’ into the radical organizations.210 ISIS had moved in on 4500 cultural sites and 

took over museums.211 They gave permits for people to dig, and it generated $36 million 

dollars.212 European countries often paid for captured citizens releases as well.213  

      ISIS was also able to organize a powerful military force. They were able to use captured 

equipment from the Iraqi Army, such as Humvees, tanks, and sophisticated small arms.214 They 

also had captured Mine Resistant Ambush Protected vehicles from the US.215 with this large loot 

captured, they also had a large amount of manpower available. Although reports vary, Al Jazeera 

quoted a leader in the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights that they had 50,000 fighters with  
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20,000 non-Syrian fighters.216 There were an estimated 30,000 in Iraq as well as defectors from 

other groups.217 6,000 joined within a month around August 2014.218 ISIS also recruited within 

its controlled territories. A CNN article interviewing a resident in Mosul indicated that ISIS had 

set up information centers and used Mosques to gain numbers.219 In Syria, they set up 

recruitment centers and provided training to those who wanted to fight.220   

       Other administrative priorities under captured territory had taken place. In Syria, ISIS had 

established outreach offices called Da’wa offices for education and religious outreach.221 

Recruitment and public affairs offices were also created.222 They also established schools for the 

youth that taught Islamic curriculum, “such as the study of the Quran, rather than physics or 

mathematics”.223 Local police forces would work with the courts and maintain security within 

territory.224 This was different than the Hisbah, who would travel and make sure people were 

complying with Sharia Law.225 Courts were created to deal with lawbreakers and establish judges 

with Sharia Law as well.226 Infrastructure was also taken care of under a public services 

administration created to deal with infrastructure, such as food and electricity.227 Similar 

administration and bureaucracy were created under the Iraqi territories, such as Mosul.228  

Conclusion/Discussion 

ISIS was able to thrive and succeed in their respective settings, in comparison` to AQI. Although 

AQI was capable of inflicting violence and instilling a capital in Ramadi, the alienation of the 

population and operations tempo of the US proved to slow down and alter the groups range of 

success. As it can be seen between the two groups, they had large amounts of similarities within 

their ideologies, practices, and goals. AQI and ISIS both wanted to establish a capital and a 

caliphate so that they could impose their radical Islamic interpretation into their given 

populations. They had also had a similar enemy: those who had different ideologies and/or 
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attempted to limit their abilities to establish their state. The group’s different settings had 

allowed for them to rise or fall. 

      AQI had some mild successes in the first few years of the war, particularly in late 2003 until 

the beginning of 2007. Although heavily contested, they were able to control larger cities like 

Fallujah and Ramadi, where in 2006 AQI claimed Ramadi as its Caliphate. The group also was 

based in Fallujah, but were defeated. Nevertheless, AQI had established itself in the city and had 

shown the world that they could fight and be a thorn in the side of its adversaries. They also were 

able to incite sectarian conflicts between the Shia and Sunnis within Iraq, and created vast 

amounts of casualties on all sides during the conflict. AQI controlled areas around the Baghdad 

belts. Foreign fighter networks were created as well to supply manpower to AQI. They also 

created large amounts of casualties on all sides of the conflict. The Taji papers had showed the 

group was attempting to close in on Baghdad. 

    The ability for the US military to be on the ground and to engage the insurgents would 

ultimately lead to a large reason for the retreat of AQI. The ability for the military to use large 

amounts of firepower and manpower to combat the insurgency head on was no match for AQI. 

In the Battle for Fallujah for example, 10,000 troops with combined air assets and artillery 

cleared a city full of insurgents, with over twice the opposing number of insurgents.  

     In combination with extensive military force was the change in strategy following the Surge. 

Troops would go into the population instead of returning to their bases and leaving a majority of 

the work to the unreliable Iraqi security Forces, which proved ineffective until later on in the 

war. Also, the US turned the tide by making AQI the common enemy of the Iraqi people, 

ultimately bringing some unity and utilizing tribal ties. This had created the Awakening in Iraq, 

where the US utilized tribal alliances on the ground and allowed Iraqi countrymen to take 
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matters into their own hands and push AQI out of their neighborhoods, which further bolstered 

the Iraqi Police with recruits and using militias to combat the terror group. This in combination 

with the increased troop present pushed AQI into a “hibernation” per se, until the Syrian 

Conflict. 

   As US troops left Iraq and the Arab Spring gained momentum, both in Iraq and in Syria, AQI 

was able to take advantage of the instability. They now had a new enemy, the Assad Regime. As 

the uprisings began and the Syrian Military was not able to succeed as an organization in 

combat, the group was able to move freely and paint the Syrian Government as enemies, as 

Assad had caused large amounts of violence against his own people. ISI had branched off from 

the Al Nusra Front and declared their Caliphate, something AQI could never fully do because of 

their settings and present enemies. As ISIS was created, along came large victories on the 

battlefield. They controlled cities in Syria and were actually able to control large cities and 

implement Islamic Rule over its citizens. They had now been able to implement their strategy by 

recruiting and setting up missionary offices in their new territory. They now had a solid base and 

capital in Syria. 

    As the group pushed into Western Iraq, the US trained and equipped Iraqi Army proved no 

match for ISIS, as many fled and left behind large amounts of equipment. They took over oil 

fields in Iraq and Syria and now could further expand their Caliphate. Now, ISIS had an army 

and was able to move throughout captured territory and impose Islamic Rule. Local government 

and infrastructure was created. In addition to this, taxes and revenue were being generated, 

further funding their agency and terrorist activities.  

    ISIS was able to create the Islamic State that AQI had wanted. The group was able to create a 

state with infrastructure that followed Islamic Law and a vast army comprising of Sunni Muslims 
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from all over the world to fight its enemies, “30,000 fighters from at least 85 countries” 

including a large number from the west, to be exact.229 The group was able to do this because 

they faced lower levels of opposition and a crumbling Syrian Army. AQI, although able to do 

this on a lesser scale, was not able to continue similar objectives without the US military 

suppressing and destroying its operations. Ultimately, ISIS utilized civil unrest, the ability to 

control land uncontested, and maneuver throughout the region with little-to-no obstacles to 

achieve AQI’s own intent and ambitions. 

    The next section will be a conclusion and discussion section for the results of the tested 

hypotheses for this thesis. It will discuss the organizations’ ideologies, leadership, 

communication, and their geopolitical settings. The results of the research will be further 

analyzed and shown final results. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion & Analysis of Findings 

       Throughout this thesis, I have used parallel case studies to examine Al Qaeda in Iraq and the 

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria. By using these parallel case studies, I have implemented 

organizational theory to better understand and provide a new approach into comparing the two 

groups. By comparing them, I examined them both as powerful and violent organizations with 

ultimately a similar endgame, using four variables to examine them. These were: ideology, 

leadership, communication, and geopolitical settings. I set four hypotheses to answer with 

primarily qualitative data on the Iraq War and Syrian Civil War. This concluding chapter will 

cover the findings for the hypotheses and cover how organizational theory can be used for 

research. 

Chapter 1 outlined what organizational theory was in a broader scale and identified 

organizational leadership. Different organization and management styles were also identified. To 

approach this section, I examined what constituted the organizations down to their basic units of 

construction. The way I approached this was by examining organizations through a business 

management lens. 

I used process tracing to compare both groups. Process Tracing demonstrated its value by 

allowing me to examine outcomes and different trajectories. By examining retrospective 

outcomes, I provided hypotheses to test events or settings that allowed for two similar terrorist 

groups to ultimately have different endings. I utilized causal mechanisms which allow me to 

unwind particular events and how they may or may not have shaped the eventual outcome. 

   To start, four different kinds of organization structures were identified. These four were: flat, 

functional, divisional, and matrix.1 After these were briefly defined and analyzed, I defined 

organizational theory and organizational behavior and examined the organizations’ internal 



 

 108 

structures, how they were managed, and how they functioned.2 Organizational behavior requires 

understanding an organization’s performance, as well as the conduct of the individuals within it 

and their ability to work and function together to maximize the achievement of goals while also 

considering internal and external environmental constraints.3  

   For organizations to succeed, they need certain factors to put them on a trajectory for success. 

Organizations need good leaders and effective management.4 Communication is also key among 

all members and managers.5 Individuals must work together with cohesion and in coordination 

with leaders.6 Effectiveness must be planned out on all levels to maximize the efficiency of 

decision making.7  

      Throughout Chapter 1, organizational theory is examined in practice beyond the managerial 

application. Examples included were derived from political sociology, neuroscience, and 

terrorism studies. Organizational Theory is a broad topic, and if used properly, it can be a tool to 

examine topics by providing a new approach to solving problems and opening new doors for 

research. 

    In Chapter 2, I identified AQI and ISIS leadership organization and ideologies. Throughout 

this section, both groups had nearly identical ideologies in comparison with one another. Both 

groups had used Jihadi-Salafism as their base, a radical version of Sunni Islam, with a goal of 

creating an Islamic State. They also used Jihad as a means for their actions. There is both 

offensive and defensive Jihad. Al Qaeda claimed to use defensive Jihad and ISIS used offensive.8 

Al Qaeda would use defensive Jihad as a way to clear their land of occupiers, however, AQI’s 

leader, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi would alter this by attacking Muslims.9 

    After the American Invasion in 2003, the US Government had dissolved the Baath Party. The 

Invasion turned to an occupation and a resistance began to slowly gain momentum. Abu Musab 
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al-Zarqawi was able to bring Jihad into Iraq, leading Al Qaeda’s new front. He followed a heavy 

anti-Shia rhetoric.10 He would ultimately pledge allegiance to Osama Bin Laden’s Al Qaeda.11 

    As a leader, he was able to utilize the internet to broadcast his groups capabilities.12 He also 

had brought many foreign fighters to AQI.13 Zarqawi had wanted to launch the Shia and Sunni 

into a civil war in Iraq, as well as inflict violence on other minorities within Iraq.14 His violent 

tendencies would lead to ideological and operational disagreements between Al Qaeda’s main 

leadership and their Iraq Branch.15 As a wanted man in Iraq, he would be killed in 2006. This 

radical form of Islam, dubbed by Kalmonick as “Zarqawism”16 would ultimately alienate Iraq’s 

population, as AQI had broader goals than only ousting American forces and influence from the 

country. 

   After Zarqawi was killed, AQI leadership was slowly being sought after by US forces. Many 

high-ranking leaders would be killed in the timeframe following Zarqawi. For instance, Abu 

Ghadiya, a high-ranking leader who was in charge of smuggling foreign fighters into Iraq was 

killed in 2008.17 A high ranking member of the Islamic Courts18 and a Minister of Information19 

were also killed. In addition to high-ranking members, foreign leadership had infiltrated its way 

into the ranks of AQI’s leadership.20 This changes parts of the conflict, adding in other dynamics 

than to expel the United States.  

    As ISIS branched itself from AQI’s roots following the American withdrawal, new leaders and 

practices had begun to arrive at the next opportunity for an Islamic State. ISIS had used mass 

violence and created enemies out of those who were not on the same page as they were. They 

utilized mass killings, adhered to strict enforcement of Islamic Law, and used the offensive Jihad 

to further expand their landscape to replicate an Islamic State. Now that the group had its own 
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territory, they could implement these rules and strategies. By early 2014, the group split with Al 

Qaeda due to disagreements over strategy and ideology.21 

    In addition to different strategies, ISIS had powerful leadership at its disposal. Many had been 

experienced members of Saddam Hussein’s Army and subsequent insurgency.22 Many had also 

been detained at prison camps run by the US, most notably Camp Bucca.23 Here, the radical 

insurgents mixed with other detainees and upon release, had new ambitions for Islam and Iraq. 

Most notably was Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, ISIS’s leader who declared the group’s Islamic State.24 

He was a powerful leader and claimed to have been an educated Islamic leader and subsequently 

was detained at Camp Bucca.25 Now, the group had experienced leaders ready to lead its forces, 

with no senior group leadership to hold them back. 

   Chapter 3 provided a brief intro to Jihadi propaganda, including where and how they utilized it 

in the earlier years of the Soviet-Afghan War by the Mujahideen. Prior to the internet, they 

broadcasted their message on paper through written materials and other newsletters to recruit 

foreign fighters and gain support.26 Faxes were used as well and prominent leaders on behalf of 

the resistance would travel to gain more support.27 Ultimately, this led to funding from many 

nations and individuals, and many volunteers to fight in Afghanistan from around the world.  

    By the time Al Qaeda was formed by Bin Laden following the withdrawal of the Soviets, Al 

Qaeda had utilized what it could to promote its group and goals. Al Qaeda had created a public 

affairs office in London.28 They also had utilized satellite TV to promote itself as well,29 most 

notably Bin Laden’s interviews were broadcasted. They also used earlier attacks as a publicity 

stunt, such as becoming involved in Somalia, where Somali rebels killed US soldiers and 

dragged their bodies in the streets.30 Although limited in comparison to present day technology, 

the group utilized its tools at the time to broadcast their Jihadi ambitions.  
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   After 9/11, as Zarqawi had pledged allegiance to Al Qaeda and displayed himself as a 

prominent Jihadi figure, he was able to create valuable propaganda and communication methods 

to enhance his group’s credibility and spread his message. By the time the Iraq War had started 

and began to unravel, Iraq’s internet capabilities increased as a country after the fall of Saddam. 

Internet cafes and satellite TV31 had been used and by 2008 Iraq had 12 million internet users.32 

This worked in AQI’s favor, as they were able to use the internet to release propaganda, one of 

the first and notable was the beheading of Nicholas Berg.33 The group used hacked servers,34 

chat rooms and online forums to communicate.35 They also used online programs and used 

outlets for online magazines. Foreign fighters, although not as vast as ISIS’s flow of foreigners, 

came to Iraq.36 Some were recruited by the internet,37 but many were recruited by word of mouth 

by friends or other followers.38 Although the internet was growing in Iraq at the time, human 

communication would lead followers in the Iraqi desert to fight for Zarqawi. 

   As seen with the case of ISIS, they grew at a time when social media was prominent in the 

world. ISIS was able to use websites like Twitter and YouTube to promote their message and 

power. Twitter allowed them to disseminate hundreds of thousands of tweets and YouTube 

allowed them to show in real time their propaganda videos. YouTube allowed them to promote a 

video called Clanging of the Swords, which was viewed 56,998 times in the first twenty four 

hours.39 Other apps like Telegram proved valuable for the group.40 The quality of the videos was 

well done too, promoting victories, showing foreigners who came to the Islamic State.41 

   The media campaign proved successful, as many foreigners left to go to the Islamic State. 

Human communication proved valuable as well, as in Speckhard and Ellenberg’s study of 182 

captured male members, many were recruited through social media or by someone recruiting 

them.42 ISIS also was able to go across borders with their ability to communicate, as there were 
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many lone wolf or small group attacks, such as in San Bernadino. Other examples included the 

Paris attack, where the terror cell aligned with ISIS had launched simultaneous attacks, with 

members going back and forth from Syria.43 In addition to individuals, whole groups declared 

allegiance to ISIS, with 34 groups having pledged their loyalty by 2016, ranging from Africa, the 

Middle East, Russia44 all the way to eastern Asia.45 

  In Chapter 4 I examined the way in which all of the organizational and communications 

capabilities ultimately were superseded by geopolitical pressures. Both terror groups had 

different surroundings which altered their outcomes. AQI had been created and existed during 

the Iraq War, while ISIS rose to power during the beginning of the Arab Spring and subsequent 

conflicts in Iraq and Syria. 

     Following the Invasion in 2003, the Iraqi Army had crumbled. As the US had taken power, 

the Iraqi Government and security apparatus had been dissolved. This put many out of work, and 

looting had begun. The infrastructure had collapsed. The insurgency was gaining momentum in 

Iraq, with “a complex hybrid of Islamist, nationalist, and Baathist elements”.46 Violence 

continued to increased. From 2004, there were an estimated 11,736 civilian casualties, which 

jumped to 16,583 civilians killed in 2005.47 

   As the Invasion turned to an occupation, the number of US troops on the ground in Iraq grown 

to about 164,000 soldiers and Marines, with air and naval assets for support.48 Insurgents ranged 

from 20,000-40,000, with foreign fighters as well.49  

     By late 2003 to early 2004, Zarqawi’s group, Tawhid wal-Jihad was in Fallujah.50 The city 

had seen a battle in early 2004 and had become very violent. Zarqawi had made the city a sort of 

a safe haven for many fighters.51 By Fall 2004, a large American offensive, Operation Phantom 

Fury, took place. Prior to this, Zarqawi had pledged allegiance to Bin Laden’s Al Qaeda.52 
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12,000 Marines and soldiers attacked Fallujah to reclaim the city of 4,000 insurgents aligned 

with Zarqawi.53 Causalities were high on both sides, and Zarqawi escaped.54  

   Ramadi proved to be another large engagement. AQI, which had established itself there, had 

declared its capital here.55 Violence ensued and attacks by AQI were rampant, as well as 

violence directed towards civilians. The US military implemented a new strategy, where combat 

outposts were set up and a presence was maintained throughout neighborhoods.56 In addition to 

this, local tribal ties were utilized for militias to take up arms against the insurgency.57 Iraqi 

Police were also heavily recruited and were allowed to patrol their own neighborhoods.58  

    By 2007, military leadership had increased a large amount of troops on the ground in Iraq, 

called The Surge.59 Combat operations were increased around Baghdad and the Baghdad Belts.60 

As combat operations increased with large manpower available, attacks dropped and violence 

decreased.61 AQI was not able to function at as a large capacity as it previously had. 

    ISIS did not have similar conditions relative to their AQI predecessors. Their conditions 

allowed for terrorism to thrive among the Sunni Jihadists. As the Arab Spring kicked off, 

countries all around the region saw government change by means of protest. Iraq’s leadership 

fell under Nouri Al-Maliki, who had created a Shia led government, removing Shia leaders62 and 

disempowering the Sunni population.63 Bashar al-Assad resorted to protests in Syria with 

violence by his Alawite Government. 

   In Iraq, the Security Forces proved ineffective without US support.64 ISIS slowly began to 

enter towns like Fallujah.65 The Sunnis would not tolerate this, even taking up arms in some 

areas for protection.66 The Sunni population had been alienated and ISIS began to take control. 

Cities like Mosul, Ramadi, and Tikrit were taken by ISIS throughout 2013-2014.67 
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   In Syria, Assad’s military and Alawite loyal militias used extreme violence. This also proved 

good for the Jihadist groups.68 Assad’s military was unable to put up a strong fight against the 

rebel groups as the conflict escalated,69 and Jihadi groups such as Jabhat Al-Nusra, an Al Qaeda 

affiliated group, began to take up arms.70 By 2013, ISIS established a capital in Raqqa.71  

   Syrian cities had begun to fall, such as Palmayra and Deir Ezzor, allowing a third of Syria to 

fall to ISIS control.72 Throughout controlled territory in Iraq and Syria, ISIS was able to control 

oil fields and loot banks.73 They created an economic system from oil, black market artifact 

sales, and taxes among the population to name a few.74 In controlled territory, education and 

administration was implemented among the population, as well as enforcement of a strict Islamic 

code.75 Infrastructure was also created in captured territory.76 

Hypothesis 1: Weak leadership and decapitation of leadership made it less likely for AQI to 

achieve and sustain state-like qualities. 

   From the research, AQI’s leadership was strong in willpower and belief. After Zarqawi’s death, 

violence in Iraq did not decrease immediately.77 After his death, new members were there to take 

his spot,  namely Aby Ayyub al- Masri and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi. They were ultimately killed 

in 2010.78 Other leaders would be killed. Such as al-Jabouri, a minister of information79 and Al-

Otaibi, a high ranking member of AQI and of the Islamic Courts. 80 

   Leadership strikes may prove effective at the time and slow down operations, but Al Qaeda 

had solid bureaucracy.81  New leaders are put in place and an ideology can continue on with a 

proper cause. What appeared to hurt AQI was the group’s decision making as an organization 

was creating violence and attempting to launch Iraq into a sectarian civil war, hurting their image 

to the population. Ultimately, given the situation, AQI had strong leadership, it was their 

decision making which would contribute to their demise. This can also be seen when examining 
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the group establishing an Islamic State in Iraq in 2006, worsening the opinion of AQI and 

hurting alliances they had.82  

Hypothesis 2: AQI’s larger goals of removing troops, establishing an Islamic State, and 

persecuting non-Sunnis made it so that the group could not complete its original plans. 

M.J. Kirdar lists out Zarqawi’s goals that he had for AQI.  

“First, he intended to isolate American forces by targeting their international and coalition 

partners…Second, he aimed to deter Iraqi cooperation with the transition process by targeting 

police stations, recruitment centers, and Iraqi politicians. Third, he targeted the rebuilding 

processes through high profile attacks against civilian contractors and humanitarian 

workers…Finally, he sought to ensnare the U.S. troops in a Sunni-Shiite civil war by attacking 

Shiite targets and provoking retaliatory responses against Sunni communities.83  

 

Zarqawi and AQI had attempted these goals. All those who opposed them faced violence. AQI 

engaged with US and coalition forces, as evident in Fallujah and Ramadi, to name a few. The 

group also conducted violence against Iraqis and those who had affiliated themselves with 

reorganization under US control. A sectarian conflict was sought after and achieved, however, it 

had failed. To quote Andrew Phillips on the reasons it failed: 

 “While the Shi’ites’ numerical superiority was never in question, Iraq’s Sunnis had hitherto 

believed that victory would be assured (Biddle 2008: 6), given the military advantages they 

possessed by dint of their prior dominance of the Iraqi army officer corps (Hashim 2006: 67), 

and given also the support from foreign co-religionists that they may also have anticipated in the 

event of war. The course of the conflict in 2006 forced Sunnis to significantly reivse this 

assessment (Biddle 2008: 6)”84 

 

   By increasing violence toward the Shia and establishing an Islamic State, AQI had alienated 

the Iraqi people85 and Al Qaeda’s central leadership.86 This would ultimately lead Iraqis to take 

up arms against the terror group through the Anbar Awakening and increasing police recruiting. 

Tribal alliances and leadership were compelled to get AQI out. These radical goals had backfired 

on them. 
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Hypothesis 3: AQI’s limited ways of communication compared to the groups predecessors 

made it less likely for them to achieve legitimacy and successes in following. 

    AQI appeared to have a sophisticated communication network that their time frame permitted. 

As the internet capabilities of that era grew, AQI utilized hacked servers and online forums to 

communicate and spread their message. Their ability to use the internet worked well in their 

favor with what they had. They were able to publish news and other information through media 

centers and online publications.87 In addition to this, they were able to recruit many fighters, 

especially from beyond their borders. This was done predominantly through word of mouth and 

in small numbers through the internet, mainly “local networks”. 88AQI’s communication abilities 

worked in their favor and allowed them to grow as a group, as well as broadcast their capabilities 

to the world. Although ISIS had different capabilities and settings, such as a large state and 

enhanced social media growth, AQI was able to succeed with the tools given to them and when 

they had them. 

Hypothesis 4: Large numbers of US troops and the Anbar Awakening group made it less likely 

for the group to implement and establish a state. 

   By 2004, the US had an estimate of 168,000 troops on the ground. Following The Surge, there 

were was an estimated increase of 26,000 troops.89 Air and naval assets were also made 

available.90 The insurgents ranged from 20,000-40,000 members.91 Estimates of insurgent losses 

vary. By early 2005, 32,000 were estimated killed or detained.92 An article from 2006 has the 

amount of foreign fighters killed at an estimated 4,000.93 When the US combated the insurgents, 

victory was often the case. Operations in Ramadi and Fallujah remain prime examples. 

Although, just counting the larger battles, an average of 3,000 Iraqis were dying every month by 
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2006.94 Attacks and deaths were high, and the US was unable to gain control of the security 

situation in Iraq.95 

    After The Surge, we saw a large influx of combat troops on the ground in Iraq. Members of 

the Iraqi Security Forces were also able to be trained and equipped. Combat operations continued 

as well, with Operation Phantom Thunder, the largest operation since the Invasion, creating 

losses to the insurgency.96 The Anbar Awakening spread and allowed tribal militias to form and 

increase members of Iraq’s Police. By 2009, violence had decreased drastically, with an 

estimated 5,376 civilians killed.97 AQI was not able to compete with the power of the US 

military in combination of Iraq’s domestic population taking arms to flush out AQI. AQI had 

created an internal enemy in addition to its external enemies, which would alter the group’s 

ability to grow and operate. 

Hypothesis 5: ISIS’s experienced  leaders both militarily and spiritually allowed them to  have 

successes on the battlefield and in gaining support. 

   ISIS had strong organizational leadership. Many had been experienced Jihadis who had been a 

part of the insurgency or had been in Saddam’s Army. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the leader of ISIS, 

was an educated individual, who had a PhD in Islamic Studies.98 As the war in Iraq continued on, 

he had been detained for connections to an Islamist group and spend years in Camp Bucca.99 

Upon release, he found himself in Jihadist circles and becoming part of the Mujahideen Shura 

Council.100 

 Following the death of al-Masri and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, the new military council of ISI was 

made up of three former members of the Iraqi military in 2010.101 Other prominent members 

include Haji Bakr, who was a high ranking member in Syria, had been detained at Camp Bucca 

and been a member of the Iraqi military.102 Abu Muslim al-Turkmani had been also held at 
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Camp Bucca and been in the Iraqi Army, in fact the Special Forces, and was the Deputy of 

Iraq.103 Abu Ali al-Anbari was also in the Iraqi military and the Deputy of Operations in Syria.104 

Abu Wahib was also held in a prison after being captured in Iraq in 2006, and was the War 

Minister.105 Foreigners had even made their way into the ranks as well, such as Omar Shishani 

who was a Commander in Syria who fought in the Georgian military and fought in Syria.106  

   The new cadre was well experienced, bringing in military experience into the insurgency. The 

members were now radicalized after spending time in prison camps. These would both come 

together to compel the organization to the next level. To quote a report from the Soufan Group, 

“the Ba’athists may have had the upper hand as they brought military and organizational skills 

and a network of experienced bureaucrats that AQI and then ISI lacked”.107 

 

Hypothesis 6: ISIS’s successes in implementing its strategy of expanding territory and 

enforcing its strict form of Islam allowed  the group  to gain legitimacy by supporters and the 

world. 

  By ISIS’s peak in regards to geography, it created a Caliphate the size of Great Britain.108 

Foreigners flocked to the Caliphate, with estimates ranging as high as 30,000.109 Inside this 

captured territory, ISIS was able to create local government administrations, Islamic Courts, and 

education programs. ISIS even made its own currency.110  

   They quickly overran the Iraqi and Syrian Militaries. A powerful ISIS military was established 

with modern equipment, such as small arms sold by the US to Iraq111 and  Mine Resistant 

Ambush Protected vehicles.112 The propaganda capabilities, augmented by the rise in social 

media during this timeframe allowed them to portray themselves as one of the most prominent 
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global Jihadist groups. Al-Baghdadi established the Caliphate and called on all Muslims to 

come,113 further amplifying the groups’ cause and welcoming those brave enough. 

 

Hypothesis 7: ISIS being able to communicate its radical message through communication 

channels and magnify its message to Muslims allowed the group to gain a large number of 

proponents and broadcast their capabilities. 

    ISIS was able to utilize communication as a way to achieve large amounts of followers. Social 

media proved to be very valuable for the group. Twitter allowed ISIS members to post tweets 

and blast propaganda. ISIS would utilize hashtags, and bots, which would be created and utilized 

to flow information from accounts.114 Personal accounts were also made by foreign followers, 

and people could follow them.115 Apps were created which would automatically tweet. When 

Twitter would shut down accounts, ISIS would find other means of broadcasting their message 

by using other platforms to send out information.116 An app called Zello was also used in 

Syria.117 The Clanging of the Swords was a military styled propaganda video posted and viewed 

on YouTube.118 The material also contained almost Prophetic information on how the End Times 

were near, correlating the time frame and setting with the end of days battles talked about in the 

Quran.119  ISIS also devoted a special unit to put out propaganda.120  

    Radicalization was also fostered in other ways as well. Lone Wolf attacks by radicalized 

members beyond the borders of Iraq and Syria were also done by people pledging allegiance to 

ISIS. Done by individuals and small cells such as the one connected to the Paris Attacks in 2015, 

where one of the leaders traveled to and from Syria. In a study of captured ISIS fighters, Social 

Media and being recruited by a friend or individual proved the way to the Caliphate.121 The 

ideology carried its way successfully through many channels of communication. 
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Hypothesis 8: The Civil War in Syria and Sectarianism in Iraq allowed ISIS to create a power 

vacuum to further expand in both countries and gain followers. 

   Following the fall of Saddam and subsequent replacement of Iraq’s government, the Shia had 

dominated higher levels of government. After the US withdrawal in 2011, Iraqi leader al-Maliki 

had purged the government of Sunni leaders122, despite signing the Erbil Agreement, which 

provided balance among sects in the Iraqi Government.123 When the Arab Spring kicked off, 

Iraqis began to protest the de-Baathification in Iraq which would disallow them proper benefits, 

such as employment or more participation in the government.124 As Maliki had removed or 

arrested Sunnis within his government, he responded violently to some of the protests, prompting 

some to take up arms in defense.125  Within the military it was also present, as the US was gone, 

the military leadership seemed not present and cohesion was disappearing.126 

   In Syria, as the Arab Spring saw leaders step down and political change, Bashar al-Assad used 

violence to repress protestors. What started out as peaceful escalated into a costly ongoing civil 

war. It appeared that Assad would not give up easy, as his neighbors in the region had leaders 

overthrown or tempering a civil war, where we saw Muhammar Ghaddafi killed in 2011.127  His 

Alawite run government barrel bombed the predominant Sunni protests.128 Rebel groups began 

to form. Assad’s army was disorganized and often feared defection to the Syrian Opposition.129  

    ISIS was able to seize on the chaos in both countries, to secure land for their Caliphate, and 

use offensive Jihad.130 Some Sunnis welcomed ISIS, and as it can be seen, in the early stages in 

Iraq,  that “The government’s failure to address them [Sunnis] and Maliki’s subsequent violent 

response led to disaffected Iraqi tribes acquiescing to, if not enabling, ISIS’s renewed presence in 
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Iraq later.”131 In Syria, they were able to create a capital in Raqqa. The grievances of Sunnis in 

Iraq and the Syrian people ultimately allowed for stronger powers to take over. 

 

Answering the big Question:  In comparing Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and the Islamic of State of 

Iraq and the Levant (ISIS), how was the latter able to create a quasi-independent Islamic State 

while the former did not? 

In our discussion, we researched the following variables: Organization and ideology, 

Communication, and Geopolitical Settings. 

   For the case of AQI, the group had strong leadership, as Zarqawi proved himself as a powerful 

Jihadist. Leadership strikes do not always prove useful, as new members are put into place. The 

group also utilized strong communication channels with what was given in that timeframe, and 

ultimately proved useful in doing its job. It allowed the group to show the world what they could 

do in Iraq, and, although small, foreign fighters maintained a presence as fighters and leaders. 

What appeared to be detrimental in their organization was the groups violent rhetoric and 

settings, as this would alienate them from the population, combining the Awakening with US 

forces would slow down the organization’s capabilities. 

   In the case of ISIS, the group had much more experienced leadership, both militarily and in 

planning. Veteran Jihadists would now be able to operate with little retribution from the US. This 

would contribute to the group expanding. Social media capabilities and other communication 

channels were able to distribute media, as well as a different kind of media with high quality 

material. The groups settings would prove valuable to their growth as well, as they could use 

civil unrest and internal instability in Iraq and Syria to move into territory. 
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   The groups’ beliefs were similar as well, adhering to Jihadi Salafism. AQI would attempt to 

abide by Al Qaeda’s Defensive Jihad, but would also indiscriminately attack civilians, which is 

what caused a rift between Central Leadership and the groups Iraq Branch. ISIS also believed in 

Offensive Jihad, allowing them to kill those who did not share their beliefs and to capture 

territory. Their beliefs appear almost the same, but ISIS was able to actually create a Caliphate to 

implement these beliefs and practices. They were also able to announce a Caliphate, and utilize 

Islamic literature that the end times were near as a propaganda tool. 

Why Study AQI and ISIS? 

As religious based terrorist organizations, it is important to study the goals of both the groups, as 

there are similarities and differences between them. They have similarities in regard to some of 

their overall goals, however how they attempted to implement these goals with different 

leadership and surroundings are what created differences between these two. Four different kinds 

of terror groups are ethno-nationalist, left-wing, right-wing, and religious-oriented.132 There are 

similarities between all kinds of terrorism.133 One of them is that some terror groups beliefs and 

actions do no reside in just their own category; they can bleed over to different categories.134 In 

addition to this, terrorism doesn’t truly have borders.135 For example, AQI launched attacks in 

Jordan, and ISIS established offshoots around the world.136 The last thing that terror groups have 

in common is that “not every terror attack is conducted by a formal group or organization.”137 

We can see this in lone wolf attacks or different cells across the globe. 

    It is also important to study and research the organization leadership behind terrorist 

organizations. Hoffman describes three theories that surround the leadership as “social 

movement, organizational, and Charisma”.138 These social movements bring leaders into the 

spotlight for their respective groups, for example, Hoffman describes this as framing 
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grievances.139 Although there are issues in the theory of leadership, it is important as it can apply 

to both groups, especially post-9/11.140 Both AQI and ISIS resembled characteristics of the social 

movement theory. AQI was looking to fight the US and establish an Islamic State during the Iraq 

War. ISIS was using the Syrian Civil War and a disappointed Iraqi population as their social 

movement. 

  The second theory, organizational theory, was used as the theory in this thesis. Two categories 

of organizational theory Hoffman uses are transactional and transformational.141 Transactional 

category resembles a typical role where the leader overseas operations.142 Transformational 

leaders “are ideologically oriented” and attempt to create large transformation in their respective 

organization.143 Both AQI and ISIS had leadership that resembled both of these categories. The 

issue that can arise with organizational theory is that there are different leaders that command 

different groups with different styles, where organizational leadership can be more applied to 

business leadership.144 As new leaders and terror groups adapt to new ways of fighting, 

organizational leadership is “limited by the differing nature of terrorist groups and hierarchical 

corporate organizations.”145 

    Charisma is the last category of terrorist leadership.146 This pertains to the leader’s charisma, 

being able to lead and guide their organization.147 The issue that comes is that of charismatic 

leadership and charismatic authority, and both not being explored enough or differentiated 

enough.148 This allows a “potentially important area of inquiry” to not be studied enough or 

ignored.149 

   Following the 9/11 attacks, the US has used leadership strikes against terror organizations as a 

means of slowing down the group and combating them, which may not be effective.150. Revenge 

attacks may be created and executed in retaliation.151 Stronger responses can ignite terrorist 
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organizations for retaliation and more support.152 In addition,  new leaders may also have more 

radical mindsets, and more civilians may become casualties in these strikes.153 

  This is important in how groups like Al Qaeda are studied, because the US continues to use 

these methods to combat such groups as Jenna Jordan describes.154 Both AQI and ISIS became 

the center of counterterrorism. Al-Zarqawi was also killed in 2006, which left AQI to fall into the 

hands of new leaders. Lastly, ISIS had already lost many leaders, such as Al Baghdadi being 

killed in 2019. As each group took these losses, they can still be actively participate in their 

mission. 

    Geraint Hughes writes on how the military also plays a role in combating terror groups and 

counterterrorism. As the Iraq War began and ultimately played out until 2011, the US had 

hundreds-of-thousands of troops stationed there for almost a decade.155 As the Syrian Civil War 

began to pick up following the US withdrawal, as well as continued domestic upheaval in Iraq 

under President Malaki, the US military avoided an all-out ground conflict. These operations 

were primarily advising, special operations, and air support. There are factors that can determine 

if the military helps in the counterterror situation. The military can act as a deterrence against 

further operations,156 as well as help with maintaining security forces and intelligence 

gathering.157 There are downsides, which create diplomatic and political issues,158 as well as the 

situation worsening.159 

  AQI and ISIS utilized the internet and other means of communication to continue operations, 

attract new members, and show the world their capabilities. As this has become a continual issue 

in counterterrorism, it is important to understand the effects the internet has had organizational 

development recruitment. As AQI operated in Iraq, there were chat rooms used by the group as 

well as places where they could upload videos. As ISIS slowly began to rise, they also utilized 
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the internet to show the world their capabilities as well as recruiting. As ISIS came to power, 

new advancements in internet usage such as social media and new apps such as Kik or Telegram 

elevated their profile.160 A study by Behr et al found that the internet allowed more ways for 

individuals to become radicalized.161 The internet allows individuals to engage together and also 

for propaganda to be distributed and viewed.162 

   Lastly, it is important to understand the differences between AQI and ISIS because although 

they are cut from the same cloth, they have different practices and ideologies within Jihadi-

Salafism.163 They both conduct Jihadi operations and fight in the name of Islam. However, small 

differences in their belief system and implementations have shown the importance of research 

and analysis on the topic. These differences lie within implementing an Islamic State, uniting the 

Muslim world, handling those who don’t share the same view of Islam, and Western presence in 

the Middle East.164 

    Radical leaders and strong groups may use similar settings to further expand their beliefs by 

violence. This thesis explored the four variables: External/Geographical Pressures, 

Ideology/Goals, Leadership, and Communication Abilities. By studying the pressures of both 

groups, we can better understand the impacts of military power and their effects on terror groups. 

By also examining and comparing their group ideologies it allows for stronger ways in assisting 

intelligence capabilities and newer ways to slow down terror groups, as it is hard to completely 

dismantle groups. Leadership can also be examined by understanding the groups organization 

and where their leadership takes the organization. Further studying the communication networks 

creates new ways to combat radicalization via the internet and limiting how much terror groups 

can put across the internet. As two Jihadi-Salafi groups with very similar ideologies, studying the 

causal mechanisms can help us unwind and learn how ISIS was able to succeed in creating a 
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quasi-legitimate Islamic State, while its predecessors AQI were summarily defeated. By 

comparing, we can learn to identify new threats and find new ways thwart violent action. 

Policy Recommendation & Final Remarks 

   By analyzing the four key points between both groups, my research emphasized the importance 

of geopolitical settings for terrorist organizations to grow and succeed, and within the setting 

military presence can present itself as a key factor. This final section reiterates this thesis’s 

findings and policy recommendations. For this thesis, I used the variables of 

organization/ideology, communications, and geopolitical settings to compare Al Qaeda in Iraq 

and the Islamic State and Syria. 

   I expected that ISIS would maximize its attributes in ways that improved upon those of its 

predecessor AQI. What I found was that across the variables - communication and organization, 

and leadership ISIS appeared to have learned from and improved upon its predecessor. Yet 

although ISIS expanded substantially from its AQI roots and came to encompass a a strong 

ideology, leadership, and organizational structure AQI had many of these same attributes within 

a narrower scope.  

     The ideology of both groups was extremely similar. ISIS expanded on AQI’s vision and with 

it required a different organizational structure. Both AQI and ISIS had strong leadership. AQI 

narrower goals included disparaging any new form of government, fighting for a withdrawal of 

US troops, and pushing the Shiites and Sunnis into a civil war. By contrast ISIS leveraged the 

lessons of AQI and a strong and experienced leadership often derived from AQI and expanded 

its goals to include the claiming large amounts of land and the creation of a caliphate.  

   During its time AQI had a robust form of online presence. Although its online activities 

occurred in the early developmental stages of what would become social networks. This hindered 
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recruitment and messaging efforts. By contrast, ISIS arose out of AQI as social media was in its 

expansionary phase. This allowed to reach a global audience with new forms of media in ways 

AQI could not.  

    Both AQI and ISIS had to engage US military forces. Although it is the timing of this 

engagement that made a difference in the short-term successes of both organizations. Where AQI 

was constantly fighting US forces and indigenous forces, ISIS’ rise occurred following the 

withdrawal of US troops and allowed for the them to focus their efforts on indigenous foes. This 

indicates that a major explanatory factor in the initial success of ISIS is the absence of US forces.  

    As a result of a deteriorating security situation in Iraq, the US increased troop numbers and 

utilized the outrage of the Iraqi people to increase security and stabilization in the country. This 

put enormous pressure on non-state actors such as AQI and limited their successes. By contrast, 

ISIS arose following the withdrawal of US forces from the region and in the aftermath of the 

Arab spring. These two events created a vacuum in which they exploited to take portions of Iraq 

and Syria.  

    Both ISIS and AQI had similar leadership and ideologies. If AQI had survived into the early 

2010s it is likely it would have utilized social media to further recruit and propagandize. Yet, 

what remains clear is that the decisive factor, the variable which differentiates organizational 

success, is US military presence. This geopolitical factor serves as a constraining force on the 

excesses of terrorist organizations. Once the US deemed ISIS to be a substantial threat on par 

with AQI and reengaged in the middle east it was able to quickly and rapidly constrain ISIS in 

much the same way that it did years earlier in undermining AQI. Operating in an environment 

contested by US forces appears to be the critical lynchpin that determines the fate of terrorist 

organizations. This finding has significant implications. It highlights the importance of US 
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intelligence in identifying terrorist threats and it clearly delineates the importance and role of US 

military threat in constraining and eventually destroying those threats. While ongoing military 

operations in the Global War on terror are unpopular, the role of US military force in 

constraining terrorist organizations actions both in countries and beyond them is quite clear. US 

military engagement of terrorist entities results in their eventual downfall. 
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