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Hello, I'm Daniel Byman. I'm the lead instructor for the terrorism and counterterrorism class. And 
for this week's current events, we're going to be looking at Al-Qaeda. Specifically, we're going to 
be looking at Al-Qaeda today and how it's adjusted in the time after the death of bin Laden. And 
we're delighted to have one of the course instructors here to talk with us, Professor Bruce 
Hoffman. Professor Hoffman is, in my view, actually the world's leading expert on terrorism, 
which is why we are delighted to have him as part of this course.  
 
Professor Hoffman is also the editor of a new book that's out on the subject. And I'm going to 
hold the book up here. As you can see, it is The Evolution of the Global Terrorist Threat and it 
looks at every major plot involving Al-Qaeda since 9/11. And it's a fantastic read. It's a definitive 
study of the organization since 9/11, bringing together what seems to be a disparate set of 
activities and arguing quite convincingly that the Al-Qaeda core remains active and remains 
highly relevant in the broader world of terrorism today.  
 
Professor Hoffman, let's begin with Al-Qaeda after 9/11. So how does the organization adjust to 
U.S. counterterrorism operations after 9/11?  
 
I think that's one of the most worrisome aspects about Al-Qaeda, is that it's, throughout its 
history it's shown this enormous capacity for adaptation and adjustment. And I think a lesser 
terrorist organization would've been obliterated, eviscerated by what was, after all, the greatest 
onslaught in history ever directed against a terrorist group led by the United States. Yet even 
while under fire, even while fleeing Afghanistan in the Fall of 2001, Ayman al-Zawahiri, then the 
number two in Al-Qaeda, paused to write a battle plan, to create a strategy that would sustain 
and replenish Al-Qaeda.  
 
And this was titled, Knights Under the Prophet's Banner. It was published actually, in December, 
2001 in an Arabic language London newspaper. And it basically laid out a strategy of how Al-
Qaeda at the time, which seemed completely fanciful, but how it would regroup and reorganize. 
And I would argue that really, since that time for the past 13 years, Al-Qaeda has been following 
that strategy. It's a strategy that reversed the organization as it existed or the movement as it 
existed and moved to be a much more flatter, more networked type of entity, not so hierarchical, 
not monolithic. And it's really that diversity that has enabled it to survive the past decade or 
more of the war against terrorism.  
 
Now, when you say survived, what sort of attacks have they been involved in? Because, of 
course, everyone was looking for a repeat of 9/11. And thankfully, that didn't happen.  
 
Well, certainly in the annals of history, 9/11 is unique as a terrorist attack. In 102 minutes, a 



terrorist group killed 3,000 people, which was almost an exponentially larger number than had 
ever been killed in any prior terrorist operation. So really it was quite unique.  
 
But that said, I think the loss of Al-Qaeda's operational bases in Afghanistan really did force it to 
think very differently. And in thinking differently, it created a movement that would rely more on 
affiliates and associates, some that are, in fact a majority, completely independent. They did not 
create them. But nonetheless, Al-Qaeda drew them even closer into its orbit.  
 
Of course, this is in Al-Qaeda's DNA. From the very start, the name itself, the base of the 
foundation, meant that it was always supposed to be a big tent. And what we see is once again, 
in the terms of the terrorist attacks, is some of the past modus operandi, where Al-Qaeda 
trained elements would travel to foreign countries and provide the intellectual and organizational 
and logistical backbone of attacks that would be perpetrated in league with locals. But in some 
cases, you had Al-Qaeda itself being active in attacking, in particular, Western targets.  
 
Is there a particular example you'd point to as kind of a quintessential or even an impressive Al-
Qaeda operation after 9/11?  
 
Well for me, the quintessential Al-Qaeda operation is actually the one that I wrote about in the 
book. And it's quintessential for several reasons. The most important one is that at the time, it 
was denied that Al-Qaeda had anything to do with it. It was the 2005 bombings of London 
transport in July of that year. At the time British officials said Al-Qaeda wasn't involved.  
 
I think, in our desire to embrace the progress in the war on terrorism, there was assumption that 
we had defeated Al-Qaeda, that this couldn't be Al-Qaeda, that was just some wannabes or 
some self-radicalized, completely self-selected, self-appointed individuals carrying out the 
attack. And that was indeed the conventional wisdom. But what we've learned and what the 
chapter exposes, is that from start to finish, this was an Al-Qaeda operation, where the leader of 
the cell and one of his deputies was brought to Pakistan at the end of 2004, spent at least three 
months there, engaged in intensive training, both in learning how to fabricate an improvised 
explosive device, using ordinary, commercially available, purchased goods.  
 
But also, they were schooled in trade craft. In other words, to avoid police or security service 
surveillance and in counterintelligence, and this facilitated the success. And I think that's one of 
many incidents we see that occurred, particularly in the United Kingdom, but elsewhere in the 
West, where Al-Qaeda had a direct involvement,  
 
Back to the 25 case studies in the book, there's only one that did not involve a terrorist 
organization. That was completely, as the London attacks were described, a self-selected, self-
started, and self-generated. That was the assassination of the Dutch filmmaker, Theo van Gogh 
in Amsterdam. All the others had some terrorist connection, some organization behind them. 
And in 80% of the cases, both in the West and in other parts of the world where Al-Qaeda is 
fighting, you could see the Al-Qaeda pedigree.  
 



Another potential turning point at least, was the death of bin Laden at the hands of U.S. Navy 
seals. How has this changed the organization?  
 
I think it did certainly knock the organization off balance. I mean after all, bin Laden had 
survived probably the world's most intensive manhunt at least since World War II. And it caught 
Al-Qaeda off balance, also at a time when the Arab Spring was unfolding, when the group was 
struggling to demonstrate its relevance, and here it loses its founder and leader.  
 
And I think it significantly weakened the group. Unfortunately, I think, in the chaos and upheaval 
that followed the Arab Spring, Al-Qaeda caught its breath, saw an opportunity to once again 
reinsert itself into local struggles, particularly in the Middle East, and especially in North Africa in 
the Levant. And also saw an opportunity to reestablish what has, after all, been their lifeblood, 
sanctuaries, take advantage of sanctuaries and safe havens to establish operational bases. And 
we've seen Al-Qaeda, I think, since bin Laden's death, certainly weakened, but not laying down 
their arms. Rather again, adapting and adjusting to even that absolutely consequential incident 
to carry on the struggle.  
 
I realize it's hard to explain an event that didn't happen, but after 9/11, I, and I think many 
others, were anticipating a very significant follow-on attack on the United States, if not 
immediately, then at some point. And we know, of course, that the Al-Qaeda leadership wants 
to do this. So why haven't we seen a very significant attack on the United States since 9/11?  
 
That's also one of the interesting aspects of the book, because it charts several attempts that 
were made in the United States, many of which are now forgotten. But it wasn't for want of 
trying. I would argue from 2002, at least through 2010, Al-Qaeda was making a concerted effort 
to carry out attacks in the U.S. Now, the problem is, unlike other corners of the world, where 
they had operated quite comfortably for many years-- I mean, in the 1990s, for example, we 
knew that 3,000 residents or citizens of the United Kingdom had been trained by Al-Qaeda.  
 
I mean the numbers in the United States were nowhere even close to that. They were a fraction 
of it. And that's exactly the point. Al-Qaeda never had a logistical infrastructure or base in the 
United States. That's why Khalid Sheikh Mohammed had to send 19 hijackers under various 
guises into this country. And that, I think, substantially eroded their capacity to carry out terrorist 
attacks in the United States.  
 
But that doesn't mean that they didn't try and it doesn't mean the attacks weren't serious. I think 
one of the most significant plots was the 2009 plan to stage basically a copycat of the London 
transport attacks on the New York City subway. In other words, simultaneous suicide operations 
that fortunately were derailed. But this was a very serious plot, where once again, the leader of 
the cell had gone to South Asia, been trained in Al-Qaeda camps, been schooled in both 
counterintelligence and also bomb making, but fortunately was intercepted by the U.S. 
intelligence community and by law enforcement.  
 
You began by talking about how Al-Qaeda adapted after 9/11 and changed its organizational 



structure. Is it still fair to say that it's a top down organization, that Ayman al-Zawahiri's in charge 
of this?  
 
That's a very important question. Al-Qaeda has always been both. And I think that to be one of 
the failings of our analysis of Al-Qaeda. Many experts have always wanted it to be one or the 
other, either to be exclusively top down or entirely bottom up. And I think that's Al-Qaeda's 
secret to survival. It's always been both, from the very start. I mean, that's why it has an 
amorphous name like the base of the foundation.  
 
That's why bin Laden himself operated as both the president and CEO, directing the most 
important operations, defining the strategy, identifying the mission and the priorities, but also 
was very, always very entrepreneurial, almost like a venture capitalist, where he actively 
solicited the good ideas of jihadis, those in Al-Qaeda and outside of Al-Qaeda, bankrolled them 
with startup funds, lent them Al-Qaeda personnel to help them. So we see both of those 
patterns consistently through the past 13 years. We've seen Al-Qaeda as it's being weakened, 
progressively eroded by the U.S.-led drone campaign, become much more harassed and much 
more concerned about its security, so therefore less able to focus on planning and plotting these 
attacks, but at the same time, encouraging its franchises, its affiliates and associates, to take up 
the mantle.  
 
And I think, in this respect, one of the most significant developments was the appointment of 
Wuhayshi, the leader of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, who's based in Yemen, to be the 
movement's, in essence, executive director. That was an example, I think, of where Zawahiri 
realized that he didn't have the command and control he once had, and had to delegate 
authority elsewhere and to someone else.  
 
One of the things that's happened in recent months, of course, is the emergence of the Islamic 
State, and especially as a separate jihadist organization that might even be a rival to Al-Qaeda, 
and might even supersede it. What's your thought on Al-Qaeda's response to the rise of the 
Islamic State?  
 
Al-Qaeda's response to the Islamic State has been very interesting. Because firstly, in the 
weeks following its expulsion in January 2014, Al-Qaeda's followers, indeed, those who follow 
Al-Qaeda as well, waited to hear what Ayman al-Zawahiri would say about this. And rather than 
talking about Syria, his first public statement of Arab New Year was to discuss Bangladesh and 
to focus on South Asia. So on the one hand, we see Al-Qaeda, I would argue in recent years, 
diversifying its demographic profile. Al-Qaeda was once an organization comprised in the main 
by Arabs from the Arabian Peninsula. It's now cultivating a distinctively more South Asian and 
Pakistani profile.  
 
Al Sahab, on the clouds, which is Al-Qaeda's media's arm has been publishing for at least two 
years now, more treatises and tracts and propaganda VHS's in Urdu than in Arabic. Al-Qaeda, 
very recently, has created Al-Qaeda in the Indian subcontinent. So this, I think, was all in the 
works before the Islamic State emerged. But the Islamic State's emergence, it's-- the challenge 



it presented to Zawahiri's authority that resulted in its expulsion from Al-Qaeda and then its 
lightning thrust into Iraq, I think, have accelerated Al-Qaeda's efforts to develop, let's say, an 
alternative base in South Asia.  
 
But meanwhile, still to compete with the Islamic State in Levant. I don't rule out the potentiality 
of some sort of reconciliation or reunification. I think that's possible. I think right now the main 
impediment to that is the intense personal enmity between al-Baghdadi, the leader of the 
Islamic State, and al-Zawahiri. But the Islamic State, even in its own propaganda and its own 
statements, even though they don't like Zawahiri, they still show enormous respect and 
reverence for bin Laden.  
 
They still ascribe to Al-Qaeda's worldview. They're just Al-Qaeda on steroids, in essence. And 
they're a lot less restrained. And of course, they have to compete with Al-Qaeda. That accounts, 
I think, for the extraordinary levels of violence and brutality we've seen them perpetrate in recent 
months.  
 
Well, that's a depressing note to end on. But thank you very much. This has been fascinating.  
 
You're very welcome. 
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