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PREFACE
Osama bin Laden’s Death and the Dimensions of al‐Qa’ida
The death of Osama bin Laden on May 1, 2011 represents the culmination of a decade
long fight to bring the perpetrators of the September 11 attacks to justice. Sustaining the
effort needed to arrive at this point is a testament to the resilience of the
counterterrorism community and nation, but it subsequently raises a series of questions
regarding the future of al‐Qa’ida and the violent social movement spawned by bin
Laden and fellow entrepreneurial jihadis.
It is tempting to view his death as the end of a long struggle, but the violent extremists
radicalized and mobilized by al‐Qa’ida’s global jihadi narrative regard this as the end of
the opening act. The terrorist threat that the United States and its allies face today has
evolved in the years since September 11. Over that time, experts have engaged in heated
debates over al‐Qa’ida’s strategic center of gravity, with some stressing the importance
of central leadership while others emphasize the threat from radicalized individuals
unconnected with any formal organization. This seemingly academic debate about the
nature of al‐Qa’ida is crucial to understanding the possible manifestations of the threat
following bin Laden’s death, as well as guiding the way forward for policymakers,
practitioners, and the general public.
The attached article tries to assess the threat al‐Qa’ida poses by looking across the
different operational levels: the core, periphery, and movement. The core represents
those in a hierarchical organization, marked by a leadership cadre tied to their
followers. Those connected to the al‐Qa’ida network, but outside the control of core
leadership, are the peripheral actors. For al‐Qa’ida, this is often best represented by
affiliated or associated groups such as al‐Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) or al‐
Qa’ida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). The final level is made up of those who are
unconnected from the larger network, but motivated to action through the principles
espoused by the ideological leaders. These individuals are part of a broader social
movement that adheres to the narrative and perpetrates violent action, but remains
distinct from the core or connected affiliates.
Osama bin Laden was a unique figure in that he transcended all three levels. To the core
who knew him best, he was a leader, mentor, and organizer. He was a commander,
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ideological influence, and benefactor for those on the periphery. In the eyes of the
movement, he was a visionary and role model. More so than anyone else in the jihadi
movement, bin Laden’s persona carried tremendous gravitas. As a result, his death
might mark the decline of the organization and movement that has topped national
security concerns. Unfortunately, the nature of the jihadi movement and the
organizational adaptations over the past few years allude to a very different future.
First, the notion of jihad perpetuated by al‐Qa’ida and supporters does not require
formal leadership, but instead draws on individual imperative and responsibility.
Second, a historical analysis of al‐Qa’ida operations shows that attacks originating in
the core are particularly deadly, but the associated and movement cells motivated by
the core pose a continuing and possibly escalating threat.
What has changed with bin Laden’s death? An analysis across the attack trajectory
suggests that the answer might be frustratingly little. Al‐Qa’ida core has experienced
operational difficulties since the invasion of Afghanistan, and their capabilities to strike
the United States seem to have diminished over subsequent years. This does not mean
that the group has lost interest as evidenced by the 2006 airliner plot and the 2009 New
York subway plot, but the threat emanating from this group has steadily declined while
that posed by affiliates and unconnected individuals has steadily risen. The attacks
planned and orchestrated by these groups might not reach the magnitude of September
11, but they do possess a number of operational advantages.
An historical analysis of twenty‐five attacks prior to 2003 shows that al‐Qa’ida core,
ordinarily perceived as the most operationally efficient, is actually the least likely to
carry out a successful attack. Plots tied to al‐Qa’ida senior leadership are only successful
50% of the time, whereas those produced by the social movement with an ideological
affinity for global jihad and no direct connections to al‐Qa’ida, are much more likely to
succeed. The finding contradicts conventional wisdom about operational efficiency, but
it is not without an important caveat. Although the movement is operationally more
efficient, the core is more lethal, producing far more casualties. This means that the
social movement has a higher success rate while the core imposes greater costs. More
recent anecdotal evidence from the shooting incidents at Fort Hood and Little Rock,
Arkansas supports this trend.
Between the core and social movement lie the affiliated and associated groups with
peripheral attachment who managed a dangerous balance of operational efficiency and
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lethality. These groups maintain ideological and organizational affiliation with al‐
Qa’ida, but are not likely to disintegrate with bin Laden’s death. The attacks originating
in the periphery killed and injured an average of 173 people, far less than the 452 from
the core, but well above the thirteen for attacks perpetrated by unconnected individuals
in the movement. The periphery also has a success rate of 67%, better than the core that
executes a successful attack 50% of the time. In the absence of bin Laden’s leadership,
these groups may redirect the violence back to local targets, but the groups themselves
will persist.
Bin laden’s death certainly generates turmoil for the core, but it is not clear where that
will lead and what effect it will have across the levels. He certainly played a unifying
role, and his loss might pose a significant problem. At the same time, the loss of a
unifying figure increases the possibility of further decentralization, which makes
identifying, tracking, and foiling threats all the more difficult. Different levels of al‐
Qa’ida display different operational capacities, and vary systemically in the way that
groups self‐organize into attack networks or cells. Movement sympathizers organize in
smaller cells, averaging just above ten participants per attack, than either the groups on
the periphery or the core with approximately fourteen and thirteen members,
respectively. Even if bin Laden’s death spells an end to the core al‐Qa’ida, a dubious
proposition, the threat is likely to persist or intensify within the periphery or the
movement.
This landmark event presents both opportunities and threats for the United States and
counterterrorism efforts. The loss of a transcendent figure may help to fracture the
movement, but it could also galvanize supporters around a revitalized jihadi narrative.
The United States must avoid declaring victory and seeking the peace dividend. Despite
previous difficulties in strategic engagement and the war of ideas, attempts to counter
violent extremist ideology are particularly important for fostering debate and
improving dialogue. There is a window of opportunity to degrade the enemy across all
three levels over the coming months and years. Bin Laden’s departure will not be the
death knell, but it may set the conditions for success. Counterterrorism activities can
play a critical role in shifting the strategic focus of affiliates and associates who question
the utility of targeting the United States, while simultaneously signaling to unconnected
adherents that there are costs for pursuing a violent path. This is a unique strategic
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opportunity, and the United States must remain resilient against an enemy that will
prove equally as resilient.
The attached report details some of the historical characteristics across the three
operational levels of al‐Qa’ida. It recently appeared in the May issue of Studies in
Conflict and Terrorism published by Routledge. The authors would like to thank the
journal editor, anonymous reviewers, and colleagues for their valuable contributions to
this work.
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