
Al-Qaeda: Organization 

Al-Qaeda itself as an organization is very unusual. Many organizations have a clear top-down 

hierarchy while others are more nebulous. Al-Qaeda in a strange way is both.  

 

At different points in its history, it has clearly had a hierarchy. So, if you look at the 9/11 attacks 

these are coordinated closely from the top with bin Laden himself involved. You have key 

officials involved. And you have funding, planning, a lot of it is done in a very traditional top-

down way.  

 

At the same time, Al-Qaeda is a network. A lot of its operatives, a lot of associate movements 

operate with tremendous autonomy. And this has been especially true when the organization 

has been hit hard through counter-terrorism, when the leaders have been unable to lead 

because they fear drone strikes, because they've been arrested, local officials, local members 

have been able to take the lead.  

 

It's worth comparing two attacks. I mentioned the 9/11 attacks, which were clearly top-down, but 

at the same time Al-Qaeda is doing those, bin Laden funds a man named Ahmed Ressam who 

he gives a few thousand dollars to. Ressam largely funds himself through credit card fraud in 

Canada. And he's told to go the United States, pick out a target, and try to do an attack. So, this 

is something that has relatively small involvement from the Al-Qaeda core, and is very much 

done by the man on the scene.  

 

And this combination of styles makes Al-Qaeda more effective. It can shift depending on its 

operational needs of the moment.  

 

Now, here I have a little graphic for you that to me illustrates the nature of Al-Qaeda in a very 

simple and perhaps a little simplistic way. As you see from this bull's eye chart, there is a core 

organization and these are the people who have sworn loyalty to Zawahiri. They are often quite 

skilled. And they're relatively small in number, probably a couple hundred.  

 

But then you go to an outer circle where you have individuals who have been trained by Al-

Qaeda. These might be individuals who have some linkages to the core, but perhaps haven't 

sworn loyalty. And they're people Al-Qaeda often works with for its operations and uses to 

extend its influence.  

 

Another circle are associated movements. And these are affiliate groups like Al-Qaeda of the 

Arabian Peninsula that are primarily concerned with fighting their local government, but they too 

are part of what Al-Qaeda is trying to accomplish.  

 

And finally, at the outer edge, you have individuals who share some parts Al-Qaeda's ideology. 

And they might disagree with the movement. They might never have met an Al-Qaeda member, 

but they too are part of what Al-Qaeda is trying to accomplish.  



 

Now, individuals move back and forth among the rings of this chart. You have some individuals 

who share the ideology. They might join a local group, and over time be recruited by the Al-

Qaeda core. At the same time, you might have individuals who over time become disenchanted 

with the core, yet share some of its goals.  

 

And so it's very important to understand the dynamic nature of this movement but also that 

when we talk about Al-Qaeda we can be talking about a small organization with a few hundred 

members. We can be talking about an array of organizations with thousands of members. And 

we can be talking about a broader movement in ideology where some of its beliefs, not all of 

them but some of them, have hundreds of thousands or perhaps even more adherents. 

 


