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Since the emergence of the global jihad movement, global 
jihadis have expressed their enmity to “Zionists”—jihadi 
code for Israel and the Jewish community worldwide—
through ideological declarations and operations on the 
ground. Examining the correlation between global jihadi 
rhetoric and operational activities against Israel and the 
Jewish community, the present study explores the degree 
to which the “Zionist cause” is important for global jihadis. 
In the process, it contributes to understanding why, how, 
and when extremist language is translated into violence.
The study finds that the Palestinian issue and specific 
“trigger events” related to the Arab-Israeli conflict tend 
to generate favorable declarations on the part of both al-
Qa`ida and the Islamic State, but that jihadi rhetoric is 
rarely translated into violent attacks against Israeli and 
Jewish targets. Of the two main jihadi organizations, 
the Islamic State has the better track record of striking 
Jewish and Israeli targets, although the Islamic State’s 
“anti-Zionist” campaign can hardly be deemed a success. 
The relative dearth of successful operations, however, has 
not deterred global jihadi organizations from regularly 
leveraging the Palestinian issue for political gain, and 
in order to reinforce their stature as powerful actors in 
the Middle Eastern and global arenas. Despite jihadi lip 
service to the Palestinian cause, support for global jihad 
among Arab Israelis and Palestinians has remained 
relatively low. Physical and ideological barriers erected by 
Israel and the Jewish community have so far limited the 
capacity of global jihadi actors to operate against Israel 
and the Jewish community.

F rom its early development in the 1980s to the present, the 
global jihad movement has exhibited a deep antagonism 
toward Jews and Israel. Global jihadis have expressed 
their enmity to “Zionists”— jihadi shorthand for the 
State of Israel and the Jewish community writ large—

both in their ideological pronouncements and in operations on the 
ground.1 While the anti-Jewish and anti-Israeli stance of global 
jihadis in both word and deed is well documented, the relationship 
between verbal denunciation of Israel and Jews and violent anti-
Jewish and anti-Israel actions is less understood. 

To address this gap, this article traces the correlation between 
“anti-Zionist” rhetoric on the part of global jihadis and their 
operations against Israeli and Jewish targets. Understanding 
the links between jihadi words and deeds in this context has 
important implications for policy: Not only can such insights help 

practitioners better assess the threat of jihad against Israel and 
the Jewish community, but they can provide scholars with a better 
understanding of why, how, and when extremist language translates 
into physical violence, thereby shedding greater light on the drivers 
of terrorist violence more broadly.

To explore this question, the authors reviewed official 
publications of the two leading jihadi organizations, the Islamic 
State and al-Qa`ida. The analysis covers the period from 2014 to 
July 2023 in the case of the Islamic State, and from 1988 to July 
2023 for al-Qa`ida. The authors reviewed published texts in four 
major jihadi outlets: the first two, As-Sahab Media and Al-Malahim 
Media Outlet, are affiliated with al-Qa`ida leadership and al-
Qa`ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), respectively. The other 
two, Al-Furqan media outlet and Al Naba weekly magazine, are 
affiliated with the Islamic State. As official mouthpieces of the two 
leading global jihadi organizations today, these sources serve as an 
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authoritative guide to global jihadi followers. These outlets help 
shape the policies of al-Qa`ida, the Islamic State, their affiliates and 
associates, and those of other jihadi entities. All four are also known 
to have prominently covered Jewish, Israeli, and Palestinian issues. 
Specifically, the authors compared the timing of the publication 
of relevant articles and statements with the timing and impact 
of global jihadi attacks in Israel, as well as attacks on Jewish and 
Israeli targets outside of Israel. The study also examines the impact 
of global jihadi attacks on statements of the organization’s senior 
officials. The authors applied a timespan of six months since the 
date of the publication in order to assess the possible mutual effects 
between jihadi pronouncements and operations against Jewish and 
Israeli targets. 

As far as the operational activities of the Islamic State and al-
Qa`ida are concerned, this study examines various levels of militant 
activities, from recruitment and emigration to jihadi theaters to 
training. The examined operational activities also include the 
initiation of specific attacks and the planning and execution of 
attacks by jihadi operatives, including lone attackers inspired by 
these groups. Notably, the authors include both successful and 
unsuccessful attacks as well as thwarted plots in this empirical study. 
The study also covers arrests on Israeli soil of terrorist operatives, 
such as those who established a terrorist cell and planned attacks, 
and of individuals who have expressed support for global jihad, 
as they may harbor information that can be useful in generating 
a more complete picture of terrorist motivations and capabilities.a 
For the purpose of this study, no differentiation is made between 
these different levels of involvement, despite the fact that they 
can represent different levels of organizational and operational 
capabilities and threats.  

The study also examines the impact of key political and security-
related events in Israel on the jihadi ideological climate and 
operations on the ground. Examples include the Al-Aqsa Intifada 
(2000-2005) and major military operations launched by the Israel 
Defense Forces (IDF) against militant Palestinian groups. These 
include Operations Cast Lead (December 2008-January 2009), 
Pillar of Defense (November 2012), Protective Edge (July-August 
2014), and Guardian of the Walls (May 2021). Additional major 
events covered in the study are the wave of knife attacks in Israel, 
sometimes referred to as the “Knives Intifada” (2015-2016); the 
Trump administration’s recognition of Jerusalem as the capital 

a This article covers successful attacks as well as unsuccessful attacks (i.e., 
attacks that were executed but that did not cause harm). It also covers cases 
were the attacker was unable to use his weapon, in which case the attack can 
be considered a failed attack. In addition, this article also includes attempted 
attacks (i.e., attacks that were thwarted before the execution). Based only 
on open-sources intelligence acknowledged by the Israeli government or in 
serious press accounts, the authors were able to gather data on such attacks by 
access to information about the arrest of a terrorist/cell that planned an attack. 
These attacks have not reached the final stage of execution and are therefore 
considered an attempt to carry out an attack (but not an actual attack that took 
place). Arrests on Israeli soil of individuals for activities linked to global jihadi 
(i.e., al-Qa`ida- and Islamic State-related activity) reported by Israeli authorities 
were also included. There may be additional thwarted plots and arrests not 
included in this article. On the importance of including failed attacks in studies 
of terrorism, see, for example, Petter Nesser, “Introducing the Jihadi Plots in 
Europe Dataset (JPED),” Journal of Peace Research, January 31, 2023. See 
also Erik J. Dahl, “The Plots that Failed: Intelligence Lessons Learned from 
Unsuccessful Terrorist Attacks Against the United States,” Studies in Conflict & 
Terrorism 34:8 (2011).

of Israel in December 2017, and the subsequent move of the U.S. 
Embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem (May 2018); the 
so-called “Deal of the Century” and the signing of the Abraham 
Accords between Israel and several Arab and Muslim states (2020); 
and other important dates, for example Israel’s Independence Day 
(referred to by Palestinians as “al-Nakba,” or “The Catastrophe”) 
and anniversaries of major peace agreements. 

This article begins with some observations on the gaps between 
jihadi pronouncements and violent actions with respect to Israel 
and the Jewish community. This will be followed by an in-depth 
analysis of al-Qa`ida’s statements and operational activities, 
divided into three main periods: the foundational period (1988-
2000); the “second decade” from the Al-Aqsa Intifada in 2000 to 
the ‘Arab Spring’ revolutions in 2011; and the post-Arab Spring 
period from 2011 to July 2023. The authors then conduct a similar 
analysis for the Islamic State, divided into two periods: an early 
period that spans the declaration of the Islamic Caliphate in 2014 
to its collapse in 2017; and a later, post-Caliphate phase spanning 
the years from 2018 to July 2023. The final section presents the 
authors’ conclusions.

Israel and the Jews First?
The global jihad and its constituent organizations such as al-
Qa`ida and the Islamic State are no strangers to criticism for their 
apparent failure to prioritize Israel in their broader struggle against 
the ‘unbelievers.’ Both organizations tend to respond to these 
accusations apologetically, explaining that the Palestinian issue 
and the jihad against Israel have not been forgotten, but merely 
postponed to a later stage in the jihadi struggle. In March 2009, 
Usama bin Ladin explained that due to peace agreements in place 
between Israel and several of its Arab neighbors, Israeli borders 
have been difficult for the mujahideen to penetrate. Consequently, 
according to bin Ladin the jihadis were prioritizing the toppling 
of local regimes so that they could establish a staging ground for 
future attacks against Israel.2 The idea to postpone the fight against 
Israel was also reflected in the “Seven Stage Plan” devised by Abu 
Musab al-Zarqawi and his cohort, initially published by Jordanian 
journalist Fuad Hussein in 2005. Envisioned by al-Qa`ida as a 
strategy to establish an Islamic caliphate, the Seven Stage Plan 
made numerous references to the struggle against Israel. In the 
third and fourth stages, for example, the plan referred to both direct 
operations against the State of Israel, as well as plans to strike at 
Israel indirectly, namely by harming the U.S. economy (i.e., striking 
Israel via its key ally).3 

The Islamic State has felt similarly compelled to explain to the 
broader jihadi community its failure to stage high-profile attacks 
against its Zionist archenemy thus far. In a 2016 article posted by 
Al-Wafa, an Islamic State-supporting media outlet, the group cited 
two main reasons: First, difficulties penetrating Israeli territory due 
to a “defensive envelope” provided by the Syrian, Jordanian, Saudi, 
and Egyptian militaries, and even by the Lebanese Shi`a militia 
Hezbollah. The second excuse given by the Islamic State was its 
preoccupation with the fight against coalition forces, mainly in Iraq 
and Syria, which diverted resources away from the fight against the 
Jewish state. As a result, the Islamic State insinuated that it would 
be best to wait for it to build up a foothold on the ruins of the “near 
enemy” in order to be better prepared for the attack on Israel, even 
if this would take more than a decade.4
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Al-Qa`ida

Al-Qa`ida in its First Decade: From its Formation (1988) 
until the Al-Aqsa Intifada (2000)
In the period between al-Qa`ida’s 1988 formation up to the Al-
Aqsa Intifada, the al-Qa`ida leadership touched upon the Israeli 
and Palestinian issues on several occasions. Generally speaking, the 
leadership highlighted the importance of waging jihad against Israel 
and liberating Palestine and the Al-Aqsa Mosque. It also criticized 
the establishment of ties between Israel and Arab countries 
(December 1994,5 January 1995,6 August 1998,7 November 1998).8 
Bin Ladin’s February 23, 1998, announcement of the formation of a 
“World Islamic front for jihad against the Jews and the Crusaders” 
is one of the more prominent examples of this expression.9 b

Prior to 9/11, activists who evidently agreed with these messages 
made relatively few attempts to conduct attacks on Israeli territory, 
and these were foiled by successful intelligence and counter 
terrorism activities. In 1997, for example, five young Jordanians 
of Palestinian descent were arrested for planning to enter Israel 
and perpetrate attacks on its soil.10 In 2000, several arrests were 
recorded, including those of three young men who, separately from 
one another, planned attacks on Israeli territory. All three had 
trained in jihadi training camps in Afghanistan.11 The first decade 
after al-Qa`ida’s formation also witnessed a number of attempts to 

b It should be noted that in August 1996, bin Ladin declared jihad against the 
United States. 

target Israeli and Jewish targets outside of Israel, including plots to 
target the Israeli embassy in Bangkok (March 1994), a synagogue 
(1994) and a Jewish school (1995) in France, and Israeli tourist 
destinations in Jordan (1995, 1999) and Egypt (1996), among 
others.12

Notwithstanding the occasional references to Israel and to Jews 
in general, the first period under review featured relatively few 
announcements directed specifically against the “Zionist enemy” 
when compared to later periods in al-Qa`ida’s timeline. This relative 
dearth of attention to the Jewish and Israeli issue was most likely a 
result of the group’s efforts to establish itself in Afghanistan and its 
decision to focus its activities on the United States. Furthermore, 
in the period before 9/11, al-Qa`ida decided to allocate resources 
for international attacks toward the establishment of terrorist cells 
in other countries and in the West. Another likely factor is that 
throughout most of the pre-9/11 period, Israel was engaged in the 
early stages of a peace process with the Palestinians, during which 
time there were relatively few significant security events that al-
Qa`ida could exploit to benefit its brand. This would change with 
the Al-Aqsa Intifada that erupted in October 2000. 

Al-Qa`ida in its Second Decade: From the Al-Aqsa Intifada 
(2000) to the Arab Spring (2011)
Between 2000 and 2011, a period roughly corresponding to al-
Qa`ida’s second decade of existence, the group’s propaganda 
continued to be directed in part at Israel and the Jews. More often 
than during the founding period, these messages seemed to relate 
to important events associated with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

1988-Sep 2001 Oct 2001 2002 2003 2004-2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

Bin Ladin
Dec 1994
Jan 1995
Feb 1998
Aug 1998
Nov 1998
Jun 2001

Bin Ladin 
Oct 2001

Bin Ladin 
Feb 2003
Sep 2003

Abu Yahya al-
Libi

Apr 2007

Bin Ladin
May 2008
May 2008

Bin Ladin, al-
Zawahiri, al-Libi

Jan 2009
Jan 2009

March 2009
April 2009
Nov 2009

Al-Zawahiri
July 2010

Dec 27, 2008 - Jan 18, 2009
Operation Cast Lead

2000 - 2005
Al-Aqsa Intifada

O
ffi

ci
al

 A
l-Q

a`
id

a 
Pu

bl
ic

at
io

ns

1
Unknown 2010*

Bin Ladin
March 2002

Al-Zawahiri
June 2006

6
Unknown 1989

End of 80’
July 1997
Feb 2000

March 2000*
June 2000

9
Nov 1990
June 1993

1994 unknown 
March 1994

Sep 1995
End of 1995 

April 1996
Dec 1996
Dec 1999

1
Dec 2001

1
Dec 2001

1
unknown 2002

4
Jan.-Feb 2002

April 2002
July 2002
Nov 2002

4
May 2003
Nov 2003
Nov 2003
June 2003

1
April 2003

8
July 2004
Sep 2004
Oct 2004
July 2005
Aug 2005
Nov 2005
April 2006
July 2006

2
Feb 2008
Nov 2008

2
June 2009
Nov 2009

Blue – attacks and plots on Israeli soil

Green - attacks and plots against Jews\Israeli targets outside of Israel

* - arrests 

Ke
y 

Ev
en

ts
AQ

 c
on

du
ct

ed
 o

r i
ns

pi
re

d 
w

or
ld

w
id

e 
op

er
at

io
na

l a
ct

iv
iti

es
 ta

rg
et

in
g 

Is
ra

el
 

an
d 

Je
w

s

1
Aug 2005

Figure 1: Al-Qa`ida’s Words and Deeds Against Israel and the Jewish Community in its First Two Decades: For the period between al-
Qa`ida’s founding in 1988 and 2010, this graphic shows the dates of al-Qa`ida’s official publications with relevance to Israel and the Jews 
(row 1), key relevant events such as the Al-Aqsa Intifada (row 2), and the dates of al-Qa`ida-conducted or -inspired worldwide operational 
activities targeting Israel and Jews (row 3). This last row encompasses (i) attacks and attempted attacks on Israeli soil; (ii) attacks and 
attempted attacks against Jews/Israeli targets outside of Israel; and (iii) arrests of operatives on Israeli soil for al-Qa`ida-related activity. 

Note: “Unknown” refers to arrests in which cases the authors were not able to identify a specific date.
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 Al-Aqsa Intifada (2000-2005)
Al-Qa`ida exploited the Al-Aqsa Intifada (2000-2005) as an 
opportunity to portray itself as a champion of the Palestinian 
cause. In October 2001, for example, bin Ladin pushed for the 
continuation of the intifada and clarified that jihad against Israel 
was a religious obligation for every Muslim.13 In March 200214 and 
February 2003,15 he again praised the intifada and called for the 
deaths of Jews and Americans. On September 3, 2003, a few days 
before the second anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, his then-second 
in command, Ayman al-Zawahiri, addressed the importance of the 
Palestinian struggle and the jihad against Israel in a tape published 
by Al-Jazeera.16

However, the Palestinian issue, while prominent, was hardly 
the sole, or even the main, focus for the group in this period. 
Nevertheless, in the 2000s the group conducted more attacks 
against Israeli and Jewish targets than before, and in more diverse 
theaters. In December 2001, Richard Reid attempted to blow up 
an American Airlines plane (Flight 63 from Paris to Miami) using 
explosives that were placed in his shoes. The investigation revealed 
that Reid visited Israel on an al-Qa`ida casing mission intended to 
gather intelligence on potential targets.17 In January 2002, Jewish-
American Wall Street Journal reporter Daniel Pearl was kidnapped 
by militants in Pakistan while investigating the Reid case. Pearl was 
beheaded on February 1, likely by Khalid Sheikh Mohammed.18 In 
April 2002, a suicide attack was carried out near the Old Synagogue 
in Djerba, Tunisia. Another major suicide attack occurred in 
November 2002, when a car bomb exploded near Mombasa, Kenya, 
while other operatives attempted to shoot down an Israeli Arkia 
airliner using two surface-to-air missiles. Jihadi actors also tried 
striking inside Israel but were thwarted by Israeli, Jordanian, and 
Egyptian security services.19 Not all of these attacks were carried out 
directly by al-Qa`ida, but attacks were clearly inspired by the group. 
The July 2004 suicide bombings against the Israeli and American 
embassies in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, exemplify this point.20

In the summer of 2006, the Second Lebanon War gave al-
Qa`ida another reason to voice its opposition to Israel. Al-Zawahiri 
used the opportunity of Israel’s confrontation with Hezbollah to 
condemn what he called “Israeli aggression” against Lebanon and 
the Palestinians and called on Muslims to attack Jewish targets 
around the world.21 Al-Qa`ida also inserted itself into the growing 
Palestinian rift between Fatah and Hamas, which led to Hamas’ 
forceful rule of Gaza and rising tensions between the group and 
Israeli/Jewish interests. On April 27, 2007, Abu Yahya al-Libi, a 
senior al-Qa`ida member, reprimanded Hamas leadership for 
being a nationalist movement and called upon it to cling to its 
Islamic identity, to implement sharia law, and to wage jihad against 
Israel.22 Less than a year later, in March 2008, bin Ladin issued a 
call to break the siege that Israel had imposed on Gaza and clarified 
that the liberation of Iraq from the American occupation would 
help bring about the liberation of Palestine.23 In May 2008, on the 
60th anniversary of Israel’s independence, bin Ladin called again 
to remove the siege from Gaza and stressed the need to defend 
Jerusalem, liberate Palestine from the Jews through jihad, and 
preserve unity within the Muslim ranks.24

Following Operation Cast Lead (December 2008-January 
2009), in January and April 2009 bin Ladin and Abu Yahya al-
Libi condemned the Israeli attacks in Gaza and re-emphasized the 
need for a continued jihad against Israel.25 In March 2009, some 
two months after the conclusion of Operation Cast Lead, bin Ladin 

posted a strategic plan for the liberation of Palestine and the holy 
Islamic sites.26 In July 2010, al-Zawahiri cautioned that Jerusalem 
was on its way to becoming Jewish. He further berated Israelis for 
allegedly scheming to destroy the al-Aqsa Mosque, criticized the 
Arab and Muslim regimes for remaining silent in the face of this 
supposed plot, and called upon Palestinian and other jihadis to 
actively counteract it.27

Al-Qa`ida also commented on significant historic events related 
to Israel. In April 2009, on the 30th anniversary of the signing of 
the Israeli-Egyptian peace agreement, al-Zawahiri renounced any 
agreement between Arab countries and Israel and called for the 
toppling of the Egyptian regime and the continuation of jihad 
against Israel. In November of the same year, on the anniversary 
of the famed Balfour Declaration, al-Zawahiri labeled Israel an 
illegitimate entity against which every Muslim has a religious duty 
to wage individual jihad.28

Despite the repeated calls for a holy war against Israel, al-
Qa`ida’s attempts to stoke the flames did not translate into large-
scale “anti-Zionist” activity, save for a few exceptions. One such 
exception was an attack in Israel in November 2009, when a 
small cell of Arab Israelis who identified with al-Qa`ida’s ideology 
murdered Israeli citizen Yafim Weinstein and planned additional 
attacks.29 Similarly, there were only a few, and largely non-lethal, 
attacks on Jewish and Israeli targets overseas. In February 2008, for 
example, three jihadis attacked the Israeli embassy in Nouakchott, 
Mauritania, wounding three local residents in the process but failing 
to injure any embassy personnel.30 By far the most gruesome attack 
against a Jewish target was carried out by another jihadi group, 
Lashkar-e-Taiba, which stormed the Chabad House in Mumbai as 
part of the November 2008 Mumbai attacks, massacring a Jewish 
couple along with several other hostages.31 

Al-Qa`ida in its Third Decade: From the Arab Spring to 
Present (2011- July 2023)
The third decade of al-Qa`ida’s existence was accompanied by a rise 
in the number of statements by its leadership regarding Israel and 
the Jewish community. The period also coincided with a number 
of key events.

The “Arab Spring”
The dramatic events initially referred to as the “Arab Spring” 
prompted continued calls on the part of the al-Qa`ida leadership 
in support of the Palestinian cause. Upon his appointment as the 
leader of al-Qa`ida in July 2011, Ayman al-Zawahiri called for 
renewed efforts aimed at liberating Palestine. In February 2012, he 
encouraged jihadi attacks on the Israeli-Egyptian gas pipeline in 
the Sinai. In the same statement, he also called for the annulment 
of the Israeli-Egyptian peace agreement and the waging of jihad 
against the Jewish state—a call that he repeated in June 2012.32 
On September 13, 2012, in a statement timed to coincide with the 
11th anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, al-Zawahiri demanded that the 
United States stop supporting Israel, decried the Jewish settlement 
in Palestine and the destruction of the al-Aqsa Mosque, and called 
upon all jihadis to collaborate in the liberation of Palestine.33 A 
month later, the al-Qa`ida leadership again called on Muslims 
around the globe to act against the United States and Israel,34 
followed by another statement in late October 2012, in which al-
Zawahiri stressed that the liberation of Palestine and the return 
to Jerusalem leads through the gates of Cairo and Damascus.35 
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Al-Zawahiri reappeared in another message timed to coincide 
with Israel’s 65th Independence Day, in which he advocated the 
construction of a jihadi military base on Syrian territory to assist 
in the destruction of the Jewish state.36 In October 2015, AQAP’s 
Sheikh Hamed al-Othman al-Tamimi stated that the conditions to 
attain the liberation of Palestine had not been fulfilled yet because 
the priority was to act against the Arab regimes.37 In November of 
that year, al-Zawahiri stressed that the liberation of Palestine and 
al-Aqsa were conditional upon the success of the jihad in Syria, 
adding that the formation of an ‘Islamic’ regime in Syria would 
enable moving to the next step, (i.e., confronting Israel).38 In the 
same year, Hamza bin Ladin, son of Usama bin Ladin, echoed the 
call to focus on the jihad in Syria and encouraged lone-wolf attacks 
on Israeli soil and the West, describing jihad as a useful platform 
for the liberation of Jerusalem and al-Aqsa.39

During the Arab Spring, al-Qa`ida leaders failed to successfully 
translate their frequent calls for action into assaults against Israel 
and the Jewish community, with the exception of one fatal terrorist 
attack carried out in March 2012. In a shooting spree in Toulouse, 
France, Mohammed Merah attacked a Jewish school and killed 
seven people, including three Jewish schoolchildren and a rabbi.40

Israeli Military Operations in Gaza
Operation Pillar of Defense (November 2012)c did not generate 

c On November 14, 2012, the IDF launched Operation Pillar of Defense, beginning 
with the elimination of Ahmed Jabari, head of the Hamas military branch in the 
Gaza Strip. More than 1,500 rockets were fired at Israel by Gazan terrorists, with 
over 400 rockets intercepted by the Iron Dome Aerial Defense System. During 
the eight-day operation, six Israeli civilians were killed and 240 others were 
injured (civilians and soldiers). “Operation Pillar of Defense,” Israel Defense 
Forces, October 30, 2017. 

any comments in prominent official jihadi publications. On July 
17, 2014, against the backdrop of Operation Protective Edge (July 
8-August 26, 2014),d AQAP voiced its solidarity with the inhabitants 
of Gaza and called upon Muslims to assist the Palestinians in 
their war against the Jewish state.41 On August 16, 2014, AQAP’s 
Al-Malahim Media Outlet published a special English-language 
publication titled “Palestine” that included a condemnation of 
Israel’s policy concerning the Palestinians and the alliance of Arab 
countries with Israel and culminated in a call to wage jihad against 
the Jewish state. The AQAP propagandists also used the platform 
to argue that jihadi operatives could not join the fight against Israel 
due to the American and Arab regimes’ involvement in Palestine. 
It would be best to focus on fighting the United States, the AQAP 
propagandists opined, and take the fight to Israel only once the 
opportunity arose.42 

In August 2015, Hamza bin Ladin called upon Muslims around 
the world to strike at Jews in all countries in order to assist their 
Palestinian brothers in the struggle against Israel.43 During this 
period and despite these calls, no attacks or attempted attacks were 
carried out directly by al-Qa`ida against Israel or Jews, with the 
exception of several rockets launched on northern Israel by the al-
Qa`ida-affiliated “Abdullah Azzam Brigades” in August 22, 2013. 
These rockets, however, were not launched in the context of IDF 
military operations in Gaza.44

d On July 8, 2014, the IDF launched Operation Protective Edge with fighting that 
lasted nearly 50 days on land and in the air. Over 4,500 rockets were fired at 
Israel; 692 rockets were intercepted by the Iron Dome Aerial Defense System. Six 
civilians were killed, and over 1,600 civilians were injured. “Operation Protective 
Edge,” Israel Defense Forces, October 30, 2017; “The 2014 Gaza Conflict: 
Factual and Legal Aspects,” Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.
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Figure 2: Al-Qa`ida’s Words and Deeds Against Israel and the Jewish Community in its Third Decade: For the period between the 2011 
and July 2023, this graphic shows the dates of al-Qa`ida’s official publications with relevance to Israel and the Jews (row 1), key relevant 
events such as the Knives Intifada (row 2), and the dates of al-Qa`ida-conducted or -inspired worldwide operational activities targeting 
Israel and Jews (row 3). This last row encompasses (i) attacks and attempted attacks on Israeli soil; (ii) attacks and attempted attacks 
against Jews/Israeli targets outside of Israel; and (iii) arrests of operatives on Israeli soil for al-Qa`ida-related activity. Note that there 

were no such arrests during this period. 
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Security Escalations Inside Israel and Political Events 
Concerning Jerusalem
The Knives Intifada (2015-2016): During the 2015-2016 period, 
Israel faced a wave of apparent “lone wolf ” attacks that became 
known as the “Knives Intifada.” In its wake, al-Qa`ida published a 
relatively large number of publications referring to the Palestinian 
issue. On November 1, 2015, for example, al-Zawahiri called for 
defending the sanctity of al-Aqsa from Jewish aggression. The 
liberation of Palestine and al-Aqsa, he stated, would be made 
possible after the fulfillment of three main conditions: (1) striking 
Western, and especially U.S., interests and territories around the 
world; (2) establishing an ‘Islamic’ state in Egypt and the Levant; 
and (3) uniting the ranks of the mujahideen.45 Several al-Qa`ida 
affiliates voiced their opinions in a similar vein. In September 
2015, for example, senior AQAP member Khalid Batarfi called 
upon Palestinians to continue their jihad against Israel, warned 
Muslims about a supposed Israeli scheme to settle Palestine with 
Jews, and called upon the umma to assist the Palestinians.46 In 
May 2016, AQAP continued to voice its support for the Palestinian 
knife attacks on Israelis.47 Similarly, in October 2015, al-Shabaab, 
al-Qa`ida’s affiliate in Somalia, called upon Muslims to rise up, 
seize the initiative, and act to liberate al-Aqsa and other occupied 
territories in Palestine through an armed jihad against the Jews in 
Israel and around the world. On January 25, 2016, al-Shabaab again 
encouraged Palestinian attacks in Israel and called on Muslims to 
target Jews living in Israel.48

The Temple Mount Events of 2017: In July 2017, the Israeli 
government temporarily closed the entrance to the Temple Mount 
to Muslims and made Muslim entry onto the Plaza conditional 
upon all visitors undergoing a scan with a metal detector. In the 
aftermath of that decision, violent anti-Jewish riots by Israeli Arabs 
erupted, with a noticeable impact on al-Qa`ida discourse on Israel. 
In his criticism of the closure of the al-Aqsa compound to Muslims, 
senior AQAP official Batarfi accused Arab regimes of encouraging 
Israel’s oppressive policy by remaining silent on the subject and 
encouraged Palestinians to keep attacking Jews either with knives, 
by car-ramming attacks, or by other means.49

The December 2017 U.S. Recognition of Jerusalem as the 
Capital of Israel leading through to the May 2018 move of 
the U.S. Embassy to Jerusalem: The Trump administration’s 
recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of the State of Israel in 
December 2017 greatly affected the discourse of al-Qa`ida and its 
affiliates. The latter used this opportunity to reinforce the narrative 
that Israel’s aggressive policy against the Palestinians was enabled 
in large part by American support, which underscored the need to 
fight a jihad against both countries. 

In March 2018, AQAP stressed that “one must not forget the 
role of the U.S., the head of the snake, that protects the Jews, as 
manifested by the American determination to make Jerusalem the 
capital of the Jews.”50 It argued that to foil the U.S.-Israeli scheme, 
the killing spree against Jews, as had been recently exemplified 
by the killing of an Israeli rabbi by a Palestinian squad in January 
2018, should continue.51 In April 2018, it was al-Shabaab leader 
Abu Ubaidah’s turn to address the Palestinians. Abu Ubaidah called 
upon the enemies of Israel to keep attacking the Jewish strongholds 
in Jerusalem and the Golan Heights.52 On May 13, 2018, al-Zawahiri 
stressed that Jerusalem and Tel Aviv are part of the Muslim lands, 
and therefore Muslims must act to liberate them.53 On June 6, 2018, 
al-Shabaab emir Abu Ubaidah again encouraged Palestinians to 

resist Israel and the Jews by perpetrating attacks in both Israel 
and around the world.54 He made a similar call in December 2018 
against the backdrop of the warming relationship between Israel 
and the Saudi government55 and again in September 2019 on the 
anniversary of the 9/11 attacks. In a September 2019 statement, al-
Zawahiri called for attacks against Israelis worldwide and on Israeli 
and American embassies and interests.56 

In January 2019, al-Qa`ida’s leadership launched a propaganda 
campaign titled “Jerusalem will Never be Jewish,” which was 
accompanied by some military operations by several al-Qa`ida 
affiliates. For example, when commenting on an attack perpetrated 
by al-Shabaab against a U.S. military base in Manda Bay, Kenya, 
on January 20, 2020, al-Qa`ida’s Somali affiliate said that the 
attack had been perpetrated partially in response to the American 
recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and Israel’s 
annexation of the Golan Heights.57 e

The “Deal of the Century:” In May 2018 and February 2019, 
the United States published a partial draft for a peace agreement 
between Israel and the Palestinians that the Trump Administration 
later referred to as the “Deal of the Century,” the complete draft 
of which was published in January 2020. Reacting to the U.S.-
led initiative and the promotion of the “deal” by the Trump 
Administration, al-Qa`ida’s leadership and its affiliates issued a 
number of releases. These included calls for armed struggle against 
American and Israeli interests as well as appeals to Muslims to 
embark on a jihad against Israel in order to foil the Deal of the 
Century and liberate Palestine from the grip of the Jews.58 For 
example, in May 2020, in its magazine al-Umma al-Wahida,59 
which is mostly dedicated to the topics of Jerusalem and Palestine, 
the al-Qa`ida leadership called for a global Muslim uprising against 
the “Deal of the Century” and a tenacious struggle against Israel 
and its allies.

The Normalization between Israel and Arab Regimes: 
Beginning around 2015, several Arab and Muslim countries 
warmed their relationship with Israel. The normalization process 
culminated in the ceremonial signing of the so-called Abraham 
Accords in September 2020 and the execution of peace agreements 
with the UAE, Bahrain, Morocco, and Sudan. Unsurprisingly, 
the process was condemned by al-Qa`ida, which issued various 
statements denouncing these agreements.60 In August 2020, 
Ibrahim al-Qusi, a senior AQAP member, called upon Muslims to 
assassinate the UAE’s then de-facto leader Mohammed bin Zayed 
and Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman for allowing a 
thaw in their respective countries’ relationships with Israel.61

Operation Guardian of the Wallsf (May 2021): Similar to 
other Israeli military operations, Operation Guardian of the Walls, 
which began in May 2021, led to a dramatic increase in the number 
of statements by al-Qa`ida and its affiliates. For example, during 
May and June 2021, the leadership of al-Qa`ida, AQAP, al-Qa`ida 
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), and al-Shabaab posted multiple 
posts regarding their support of the Palestinians’ struggle against 

e The attack perpetrated by al-Shabaab on January 15, 2019, against the 
Riverside Drive business complex in Nairobi, Kenya, was also dedicated to the 
above campaign. “The Blesses Manda Bay Raid,” Al-Kataib, January 29, 2021.

f Operation Guardian of the Walls started with rockets fired from the Gaza Strip 
toward Jerusalem on May 10, 2021. The operation lasted 12 days, in which 
the Gazan Terrorist organizations launched almost 4,400 rockets at Israel. 
“Operation Guardian of the Walls,” Israel Defense Forces, June 14, 2021.
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Israel and called for a continued jihad against it.62 On September 
11, 2021, al-Zawahiri posted a video on the Palestinian issue, in 
which he expressed support for a jihad against Israel and called for 
the preservation of the Islamic identity of al-Aqsa.63 On November 
23, 2021, he condemned what he viewed as U.N. support of Israeli 
crimes against Palestinians. He claimed that the United Nations 
exhibited partiality toward Israel by acknowledging its sovereignty 
while simultaneously legitimizing its occupation of Palestine. He 
further contended that the United Nations’ military forces acted as 
a buffer zone between Israel and the mujahideen within the borders 
with Israel. This statement reflected his perspective on the role of 
the United Nations in the longstanding Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Al-Qa`ida continued to issue statements against Israel 
into 2023, a time of heightened tension that saw an increase in 
attacks by Palestinian militants against an Israel governed by an 
outspokenly right-wing government coalition. In January 23, 
2023, a posthumous call by al-Zawahiri was published calling on 
Muslims to inflict pain on Israel and its allies and defend the holy 
sites in Palestine.64 Al-Qa`ida’s most recent speech on the subject 
was published in July 2023 by Sheikh Ibrahim al-Qusi, a senior 
member of AQAP, supporting what he viewed as the struggle of the 
Palestinians against the Jews, including the settlers. In the video, he 
encouraged the continuation of suicide attacks until the liberation 
of all Palestine and expressed criticism of Muslims for not helping 
the Palestinians and even normalizing relations with Israel. He 
portrayed the struggle of the Palestinians against the Jews as part 
of global efforts by jihadis to change the secular world order.65

In sum, al-Qa`ida’s statements and publications on the 
importance of jihad against Jews, Israel, and the liberation of 

Palestine have in recent times been a regular item on its agenda, 
and they largely correspond with security escalations and key 
political developments. Such statements reflect an attempt by al-
Qa`ida to maintain awareness of the Palestinian issue and to ‘ride 
the wave’ of attacks in Israel so as to position the organization as an 
actor supporting the Palestinians’ struggle. The statements tend to 
emphasize the need for jihadis to provide support to Palestinians by 
attacking Israel, but at the same time tend to stress that at present, 
the conditions for a full-blown attack on Israel, or even a strategic 
focus on Israel, are not met. 

The Islamic State
The authors’ review of information posted by the Islamic State 
on the topic of Israel suggests that the Palestinian issue has not 
featured prominently in its propaganda, even though Israel and 
Jewish communities are mentioned regularly among the list of the 
group’s enemies. Most Islamic State efforts to expand the caliphate 
concentrated on other theaters—particularly Syria and Iraq, and 
later Africa, likely because of the need to establish control within 
the caliphate’s territory and the difficulties in carrying out attacks 
within Israel’s borders. As explained in an article published by 
Al-Wafa Institute, an Islamic State-supporting media outlet, in 
many cases Islamic State statements corresponded with events 
that took place in Israel (e.g., the Knives Intifada). The authors’ 
analysis suggests that in some cases, these statements seemed to 
be translated into attacks against specific targets in Israel, as well 
as Jewish targets abroad.
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Figure 3: The Islamic State’s Words and Deeds Against Israel and the Jewish Community: For the period between the 2014 and July 
2023, this graphic shows the dates of Islamic State official publications with relevance to Israel and the Jews (row 1), key relevant events 
such as the Knives Intifada (row 2), and the dates of Islamic State-conducted or -inspired worldwide operational activities targeting Israel 
and Jews (row 3). This last row encompasses (i) attacks and attempted attacks on Israeli soil; (ii) attacks and attempted attacks against 
Jews/Israeli targets outside of Israel; and (iii) arrests of operatives on Israeli soil for Islamic State-related activity. Note: “Unknown” refers 

to arrests that the authors were not able to locate their specific date.
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From the Announcement of the Establishment of the 
Caliphate (2014) until its Fall (2017)
The announcement of the establishment of the caliphate in June 
2014 and the group’s call to Muslims around the world to flock to 
jihadi “theaters of operations”66 sparked a wave of immigration to 
Syria and Iraq that included tens of thousands of foreign fighters. 
Among these volunteers for jihad were dozens of Arab Israelis who 
made attempts to emigrate to active combat zones involving the 
Islamic State, although their number was small in comparison to 
the response rate from other Arab and Muslim communities. Still, 
by one assessment, some 40 Arab-Israelis went to fight in Syria in 
2014 alone. Some were killed, and as far as is known, those who 
returned to Israel were arrested.67 Supporters of global jihad acted 
against Israeli and Jewish targets prior to the establishment of 
the caliphate, with the May 2014 attack on the Jewish Museum 
in Brussels being the most prominent example.68 The caliphate 
announcement created an atmosphere that significantly increased 
the number of attacks and attempted attacks on Israel and Jews.

After the announcement of the establishment of the caliphate in 
June 2014, there was a noticeable increase in anti-Israel activity on 
the part of Islamic State supporters in Sinai and Gaza. For example, 
the Gazan group Jamaat Ansar al-Dawla al-Islamiya fi Bait al-
Maqdis took responsibility for a number of rockets launched from 
Gaza into civilian populations in Sderot, Beersheba, and Ashkelon 
at the beginning of July 2014.69 Islamic State Sinai Province 
(formerly Ansar Beit al-Maqdis, or Supporters of Jerusalem)g also 
launched rockets into Israel.70 In February 2015, the organization 
posted a video showing the execution and beheading of more 
than 10 Sinai residents who were accused of espionage on behalf 
of Israel’s national intelligence agency, Mossad, and the Egyptian 
army.71 A similar video was posted by Al-Furqan media outlet in 
March 2015, which serves as a platform for official messages by the 
Islamic State. That video focused on an alleged Arab Israeli “spy” 
working for Mossad. One of the operatives appearing in the video 
declared in French that the Islamic State managed to hit a Jewish 
stronghold in France (a reference to the attack on the kosher “Hyper 
Cacher” supermarket in Paris in January 2015)72 and promised that 
the group would liberate al-Aqsa and Jerusalem from the hands 
of the Jews.73 In terms of the Islamic State record of anti-Israel 
attacks in 2015, the group’s Sinai Province was second to none.74 
Its messages portrayed Sinai as the gateway to Jerusalem. 

Alongside the above, Arab Israelis attempted to emigrate to 
various jihadi theaters and also planned attacks against Israel from 
within the country while disseminating Islamic State propaganda.75

Security Escalations Inside Israel and Political Events 
Concerning Jerusalem
The Knives Intifada (2015-2016): From the mid-2010s, the 
Islamic State emphasized a modus operandi of recruiting local 
Westerners to perpetrate attacks in their countries of origin, while 
providing the required planning and logistics infrastructure. With 
the establishment of the Islamic State, the call for lone-wolf attacks 
intensified, and the Islamic State dedicated multiple magazine 

g When it was first established at the beginning of the Arab Spring, the Egyptian 
jihadi organization pledged allegiance to al-Qa`ida, but in November 2014, 
it pledged its allegiance to the Islamic State and its then leader, Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi. See Borzou Daragahi, “Sinai Jihadi Group Emerges at Forefront of 
Egypt Violence,” Financial Times, January 31, 2014.

articles to discussing and advocating for the use of this tactic. During 
that period, and against the backdrop of the eruption of the wave 
of knife attacks in Israel in September 2015, there was a marked 
uptick of Islamic State statements relating to Israel. For example, 
the group posted videos calling for lone-wolf attacks against Jews 
and Israelis, as it did in October 2015, when the Islamic State posted 
a video in Hebrew calling for the slaughter of Jews and the abolition 
of the Sykes-Picot border between Israel and Jordan, among other 
threats.76 These messages culminated in December 2015, when Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi called “to turn Palestine into a graveyard for its 
Jewish residents.”77 The speech may have inspired the first Islamic 
State attack of an Arab Israeli operative within Israel when, in 
January 2016, Nashat Melhem opened fire on Tel Aviv’s Dizengoff 
Street, killing two and injuring six others.78 

In May 2016, the threats of attacks on Israel and Jews 
continued. For example, the Islamic State’s then-top spokesperson 
Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, warned: “Beware Jews. Every time 
when you recovered, got stronger and acted tyrannically and 
promiscuously, Allah struck you when you didn’t expect it, and 
God’s slaves served you bitter anguish. That is what Allah promised 
us and he is not one to break his promises.”79 The following month, 
in light of successful attacks on Jewish targets outside Israel (e.g., 
the May 2014 attack on the Jewish Museum in Brussels and the 
January 2015 attack in the Hyper Cacher kosher supermarket 
in Paris) the Islamic State released a video warning that these 
attacks were the harbinger of further strikes against the enemies 
of the caliphate.h In the following months, two lethal attacks were 
perpetrated inside Israel: The first took place in June 2016 in the 
Sarona area of Tel Aviv,80 and the second occurred in the Armon 
Hanatziv neighborhood of Jerusalem in January 2017.81 The same 
period, from 2015 to 2017, also saw continuing arrests of Arab 
Israelis interested in joining the Islamic State in various jihadi 
arenas and of others who planned attacks, purchased weapons, or 
spread jihadi propaganda.82

The Islamic State’s Posture Against Israel and the Jews in 
the Post-Caliphate Era to the Present (2018-July 2023)
The second, post-caliphate period of the Islamic State has been 
marked by a decrease in the volume of Islamic State statements 
concerning Israel and the Jews. Nevertheless, geopolitical events 
related to Israel and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict kept these 
issues on the group’s ideological agenda and contributed to isolated 
operational activities.

Security Escalations Inside Israel and Political Events 
Concerning Jerusalem
The December 2017 U.S. Recognition of Jerusalem as the 
Capital of Israel Leading Through to the May 2018 Move of 
the U.S. Embassy to Jerusalem: In April 2018, Islamic State 
spokesperson Hassan al-Muhajir sought to boost his comrades’ 
fighting morale when he condemned the Trump administration’s 
decision to move the U.S. Embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem. He promised that the Islamic State intended to liberate 

h It should be noted that this video does not address the shooting attack on a 
Copenhagen synagogue in February 2015, conducted by an Islamic State 
supporter. “2015 Annual summary - Terrorism and CT Activity Data and Trends” 
(in Hebrew), Shabak, n.d.
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Palestine only after defeating the local, corrupted Muslim regimes. 
He further called upon Islamic State supporters to target Jews 
wherever they are. Yet, in light of the Islamic State’s difficult 
strategic position from 2017, there were no Islamic State-related 
attacks or plots in 2018 (see Figure 3). However, 2019 saw an uptick 
in Islamic State-related operational activity within Israel, including 
two attacks carried out by an Islamic State supporter in January 
2019 in Jerusalem (see also figure 3).83

The “Deal of the Century:” On January 27, 2020, after the 
Trump administration floated the “Deal of the Century,” then-
Islamic State spokesperson Abu Hamza al-Muhajir announced a 
new phase of the jihad against Israel, which would now include 
efforts to derail the deal. Al-Muhajir called upon Islamic State 
provinces in Syria and Sinai as well as Palestinians to attack Israeli 
and Jewish settlements in Israel and overseas by every means 
possible, including with chemical weapons.i Similar statements by 
an Islamic State spokesperson were posted in October 2020 and 
June 2021.84

Operation Guardian of the Walls (May 2021): In May 2021, 
the Islamic State stressed that the liberation of Jerusalem would 
be made possible with the fall of the regimes bordering Israel, and 
only through jihad.85 On June 22, 2021, for example, Abu Hamza 
al-Muhajir, a spokesperson for the Islamic State, expounded on 
the Palestinian protest against Israel, asserting that it signified 
the betrayal of the Palestinian people by Gulf countries that have 
normalized relations with the State of Israel. Consequently, he 
accused the regimes of Egypt and Jordan of safeguarding Israel’s 
borders, while Turkey and Iraq displayed indifference to the 
Palestinian issue. Al-Muhajir urged the Palestinians to comprehend 
and embrace the fact that deliverance from their predicament 
would not emanate from Arab regimes or Hamas’ collaboration 
with the Shi`a, but rather through a steadfast commitment to jihad 
against the Zionists.86 The continuously high motivation to attack 
the Jewish state expressed during 2020-2021, however, was not 
translated into operational capabilities or actions on the ground, 
perhaps as a result of different Islamic State priorities.

The spring of 2022 saw a significant increase in the number 
and lethality of attacks in Israel.87 On March 22, an Israeli 
Bedouin carried out an attack in Beersheba.88 Five days later, two 
cousins, Arab Israelis from Umm al-Fahm, perpetrated a shooting 
attack in Hadera, for which the Islamic State formally claimed 
responsibility.89 In light of the increase in attacks, the Islamic State 
posted an article on April 1, 2022, titled “Our Campaign Against 
the Jews Is Pure Islamic [Campaign]!” In the article, the group 
explained that it had never abandoned its campaign against Israel 
and the Jews and would continue to focus on the “Zionist enemy.”90 
On April 17, 2022, Islamic State spokesman Abu Umar al-Muhajir 
praised the attacks on Israel and encouraged followers to continue 
in this direction.91

In November 2022, a terrorist detonated two explosive devices 
in Jerusalem. The perpetrator subscribed to and acted according to 
salafi-jihadi ideology. He was identified with the Islamic State and 

i It should be noted that carrying out attacks on overseas targets (as opposed 
to attacking within Israel) is easier for global jihadi organizations. Eitan Azani, 
Michael Barak, and Lorena Atiyas-Lvovsky, “The Focus – The ISIS Threat to 
Israel – threat Assessment in Light of Its Spokesperson Call to Fail the Deal of 
the Century and Attack Israel,” International Institute for Counter-Terrorism, May 
2020.

consumed its online content, although he was not directly activated 
by the group. The double attack in which two bombs were placed 
in two different bus stops in Jerusalem,92 led to a wave of arrests of 
terrorism suspects linked to the Islamic State, further attesting to 
the group’s motivation and operational capabilities.

The most recent Islamic State address directed at Jews was 
posted on February 2, 2023, in its Al Naba magazine. It amounted 
to a call to Muslims worldwide to perpetrate terror attacks against 
Jews in synagogues, homes, and neighborhoods using all possible 
means. The publication stressed that the war against the Jews 
was not national or political in character, but rather religious. The 
calls were backed up by purported “evidence” from the Qur’an, 
Hadith, and Islamic theological interpretation as to why the 
Jews are considered untrustworthy infidels and why a holy war 
should be waged against them. The Al Naba article stated that any 
Muslim nation that executes an agreement or strikes an alliance 
with Israel, as Chad had recently done, was as vile as Israel. In the 
article, the Islamic State praised Islam Mafroukeh, the perpetrator 
of the November 2022 Jerusalem double explosive attack, and 
stressed that the Jews were afraid of a repeat of such attacks. Lastly 
the Islamic State article implored Muslims around the world to 
perpetrate terror attacks against Jews in their synagogues and 
neighborhoods in Europe and elsewhere using all possible means.93

Conclusion
Despite numerous verbal attacks and threats by global jihadis 
against Israel and the Jewish community and their consistent 
rhetorical support of the Palestinian cause, this study has identified 
a noticeable gap between the jihadis’ verbal declarations against 
their so-called “Zionist” enemy and their military and terrorist 
activities against “Zionist” targets on the ground. To be sure, 
global jihadi organizations have managed to carry out several acts 
of wanton violence, but these attacks have hardly amounted to a 
sustained or effective campaign. Of the successful operations, most 
have taken the form of terrorist attacks against Jewish communities 
outside Israel. The track record of global jihadi attacks against 
targets associated with the State of Israel is poor; it is even less 
impressive when global jihadi actors attempted to stage attacks in 
Israel proper. 

It is evident that one reason for the variance between jihadi 
verbal expressions to strike at Israeli and Jewish targets and their 
ability to do so is the physical difficulty —one acknowledged by 
jihadi leaders themselves—in establishing control in Middle 
Eastern and North African theaters in the vicinity of Israel. Jihadi 
leaders willingly admit that establishing a foothold in countries that 
are neighboring the Jewish state, such as Syria, Jordan, or Egypt, is 
a prerequisite for striking the Jewish state proper. 

Nevertheless, global jihadi organizations did have a modicum 
of success by inspiring several individuals to perpetrate terrorist 
attacks (or attempted attacks) against “Zionist” targets. In this 
respect, the Islamic State appears to have had a greater influence 
on Arab Israelis than al-Qa`ida—at least when judged by the higher 
number of attacks/thwarted attacks inside Israel conducted or 
inspired by the Islamic State, when compared to attacks carried 
out or inspired by al-Qa`ida. (See Figure 4.)

Another reason for the disparity between jihadi motivations and 
capabilities to strike at the “Zionist” enemy can be found in the tense 
strategic relationship between Hamas and global jihadi groups. Part 
of this tension is due to the fact that the Palestinian cause has not 
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played a central role in the global jihadi narrative, where the dream 
of the liberation of Palestine competes with several other causes.94 
The jihadi movement has been criticized extensively and repeatedly 
by Palestinian nationalists and mainstream Islamists for what they 
believe is insufficient involvement in the Israeli-Palestinian issue. 
Hamas, for its part, has been at the receiving end of jihadi criticism 
for its lack of global jihadi credentials.95

Moreover, support for global jihad among Arab Israelis and 
Palestinians is relatively low in part because of the relative popularity 
of established local organizations that are already promoting anti-
Israel resistance. In a poll conducted by Pew Research Center, as 
of spring 2015, 91 percent of Israeli Arabs expressed unfavorable 
opinions of the Islamic state. In addition, 84 percent of Palestinians 
(92 percent in the Gaza Strip and 79 percent in the West Bank) had 
a negative view of the Islamic State.96

In sum, global jihadis appear to have failed to systematically 
translate their substantial “anti-Zionist” rhetoric to military 
operations on the ground. This disconnect between jihadi words 
and deeds is due to a combination of factors. First, global jihadis 
have contended with physical barriers, including defensive and 
offensive countermeasures by Israeli Security services as well as 
those of their partners. These measures prevented jihadi operatives 
from penetrating Israeli and Jewish targets. Second, these actors 
also face ideological barriers, such as the predominance of local 
Palestinian causes and groups that have prevented global jihadi 
actors from effectively inserting themselves into the Palestinian 
space. As a result of the global jihad’s difficulties to establish itself 
more prominently as a tangible and consequential actor engaged 
in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, global jihadi activities have been 
limited mostly to propaganda and influence campaigns, inspiration, 
and recruitment. 

A comparison of Figure 2 and Figure 3 further reveals a low 
number of al-Qa`ida-linked attacks in Israel since the Arab Spring 
when compared to those linked to the Islamic State. A possible 
explanation for this is al-Qa`ida’s lowered profile during the years 
when the Islamic State, its powerful jihadi rival, was on the march. 
During these years, al-Qa`ida focused on survival, strengthening 
its African and Middle East affiliates, and working on establishing 
new partners in the Indian subcontinent. Interestingly, however, 
during the same period the number of al-Qa`ida statements on the 
Palestinian issue increased significantly, suggesting that the group 
utilized the Palestinian issue in order to stay relevant. 

Ultimately, trigger events have impacted al-Qa`ida and the 
Islamic State in different ways. In the case of the Islamic State, 
key events such as the Knives Intifada or the move of the U.S. 
embassy to Jerusalem caused an uptick in propaganda and were 
also followed with operations on the ground. Such events also had 

a strong impact on the ideological pronouncements of al-Qa`ida in 
regard to Israel and the Palestinian issue. In contrast to the Islamic 
State, in the case of al-Qa`ida such verbal proclamations translated 
far less frequently into a connection to consequential actions on 
the ground. 

The Islamic State’s “superiority” over al-Qa`ida in terms of its 
ability to strike at Israel has less to do with tactical acumen. Instead, 
it appears to be rooted in the Islamic State’s success in branding 
itself a caliphate (and subsequently a caliphate under attack) 
whose exhortations to violence needed to be obeyed by “true” 
Muslims. The group’s successful self-portrayal as a caliphate was 
itself predicated on its extraordinary initial territorial expansion, 
making a significant number of Muslims around the world feel like 
the group must have divine backing and inspiring tens of thousands 
to join its ranks in Syria and Iraq. Arab Israelis and Palestinians 
have been just as attracted by the group’s branding prowess as have 
jihadis in other theaters. The Islamic State’s savviness on the social 
media front contrasted with al-Qa`ida’s somewhat more outdated 
mode of social media operations. Moreover, the Islamic State’s ultra-
violent ethos and the brutality it put on display against its enemies 
resonated with and inspired a larger cohort of young Muslims than 
al-Qa`ida’s more cerebral and long-winded calls for jihad.

A second reason for the Islamic State’s outperformance of its 
jihadi counterpart with respect to violent operations against Israel 
is more technical. Once the Islamic State made a strategic decision 
to claim attacks by inspired jihadis as its own—even in cases where 
the group did not direct such attacks itself—it lowered the barrier 
of entry for participation in jihadi violent extremism, enabling a 
broader set of individuals to connect to the jihadi cause. By making 
itself more accessible to a broader pool of people attracted to the 
jihadi mindset, the group was able to present itself as far more 
dangerous and consequential than it truly was. 

The authors’ analysis offers a number of implications for policy. 
First, the analysis underscores the importance of physical defenses 
when contending with persistent global jihadi threats. Standard 
counterterrorism measures such as intelligence collection and 
border security, however, are easier to plan and implement at the 
state level. Jewish communities that are geographically distributed 
and lack the resources afforded to states will be more difficult to 
defend, and hence face more sustained vulnerabilities.97 This helps 
explain why al-Qa`ida has been connected to more attacks and plots 
against Jews outside of Israel than inside Israel (see Figure 4). It is 
noteworthy that the Islamic State, instead, has been mostly linked 
to attacks and plots inside Israel rather than attacks targeting Jews 
outside Israel, as reflected in Figure 4.   

Secondly, this study implies that global jihadi organizations have 
underperformed when it comes to attacks against Israel because 
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Figure 4: Al-Qa`ida-related and Islamic State-related operational activities against Israel and Jews based on the data in Figures 1-3, 
spanning 1988 to July 2023. The data shows that individuals linked to or inspired by the Islamic State have carried out more operational 
activity within Israel than those linked to al-Qa`ida. The data also shows that al-Qa`ida-linked/inspired individuals have mainly acted 

against Israel and the Jews outside Israel.
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of their inability to gain an ideological and operational foothold 
in a space where other, established actors are predominant. In the 
case of global jihadi actors, these problems are even more acute 
given how firmly entrenched existing militant competitors are in 
the Palestinian arena. Hamas, for example, is firmly in control in 
the Gaza Strip, tolerating little to no dissent, while benefiting from 
generous funding by external states.98

Third, this study has underscored the importance of “trigger 
events” which, at least in the Israeli-Palestinian context, have been 
reliably followed by an increase in verbal condemnations and 
threats directed at the Jewish state. While such threats have been 
accompanied by physical violence in only a relatively small number 

of cases, it is not unreasonable to posit that more intensive “trigger 
events” in the future could result in new levels of radicalization 
among Palestinians, including a broader adoption of global jihadi 
agendas. The current constitution of Israel’s government—the most 
right-wing government in the Jewish state’s history—has already 
sparked acute tensions between Jewish Israelis and their Arab 
counterparts, as well as their Palestinian neighbors. With Jews and 
Muslims seemingly on a collision course once again, global jihadi 
actors might sense a renewed opportunity to succeed where they 
have previously mostly failed—to translate their impassioned anti-
“Zionist” words into deeds.     CTC
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