
Al-Qaeda: Affiliates 

Both al-Qaeda and the Islamic State have organizations outside their core 

that have sworn loyalty to them or otherwise pledged themselves. 

For the Islamic State, it has what it calls provinces, 

and these have shown up in Nigeria with Boko Haram declaring 

itself to be loyal, shown up in Libya, Sinai, and elsewhere. 

For al-Qaeda, a number of groups have taken the name al-Qaeda, 

so you have al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb. 

You have al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, 

and you also have groups that have declared loyalty 

to Zawahiri, so, the Shabaab, for example, in Somalia, 

and a very important group called Jabhat al-Nusra, which is in Syria. 

Indeed, the Islamic State itself began as an affiliate. 

The Islamic State was al-Qaeda in Iraq, and its origins 

go back to the relationship between these two groups. 

Now, what we mean by affiliate is different than what 

we'd call a lone wolf or a sympathizer. 

A lone wolf sympathizer is simply an individual who feels some sort of bond 

with one of these groups and declares himself or herself acting 

in the group's name, but there's no organizational connection. 

There is no command and control. 

On the other hand, an affiliate is an organized group, 

usually of some size, that has its own capabilities, personnel, and so on. 

And it's far more serious when a group takes on an affiliate, 

because it's getting lots of power and resources. 

Now, in the post-9/11 era, many of the attacks that are attributed to al-Qaeda 

are really done by al-Qaeda affiliates. 

Some of the most important attempted attacks on the United States, 

indeed, have been done by an al-Qaeda affiliate, which 

is al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula. 

Most of the affiliates focus locally. 

Most of them are about the conflict in their origin country. 

Sometimes they're regional. 

So al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb is about Algeria, where it was founded. 

But it also has done operations in nearby states, done operations in Mali, 

and so on. 

When they join al-Qaeda, for the most part, 

they haven't gone 100% against the United States, 100% against the West. 

But what they have done is gone more regional, 

and they've also gone against Western targets within their region. 

So it might be Western embassies. 

It might be UN facilities. 



But they've kind of met the core organizations halfway. 

Now, the reason I'm stressing the affiliates 

is so much of whether you think the struggle against terrorism 

is working or not depends on how you see the affiliate organizations. 

If the affiliates are seen separate from a group like al-Qaeda, 

then the al-Qaeda core is really a few hundred at most-- individuals-- 

and that's quite weak and scattered. 

But if you count the affiliate organizations, 

then you're talking thousands or even tens of thousands. 

For the Islamic State, it's a much more powerful organization 

in Iraq and Syria, but if you don't count its provinces, 

then it's a really localized phenomenon. 

It's Iraq and Syria in the neighboring states. 

It's some of the sympathizers who might do lone-wolf attacks in the West. 

But that's very different than if you see the organization 

as leading a more global struggle. 

There it includes Libya, Nigeria, Afghanistan, 

and other parts of the Muslim world. 

 


