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The Future Leadership of the Globa!l Jihadist
Movement

Jason Burke, The Observer

Intrduction

When locking at extremist movoments suchas 'glolzal Jihadism’, 'leadership’ is naturally
a key focus of rescarch and analysis for intelligence professionals, Tor academics and Tor
journalists, specialists or othenvise. 'Leadership’ ar rathor 'the leadership' as [n the title
of this paper is aimost always taken to refer to the coliective senior ranks of a glven
organisation. This sarves a number of purposes: providlng academics with a vseful
analytic tool allowing often diffuse associative rathor than arganlsational structuras o
be condensed into something clear and cogoent; allowing resources available to
inteliigence agencies, whether they be human or technological intelligonce assets or
armecl drones, tn he efficianily used against specific 'high-value® targets; giving
journalists the chance to deploy an easily communicated weil-worn conventional
narrative comprising discovery of a new threat incarnated in 3 particular individual, a
descripiion of the terrifying potential consequences of failing to eliminate this new
character, the exciting description of the 'hunt for X', the vivid denoument involving the
capture or death of ¥ and finally the analysis of how the elimination of ¥ may have some
shori-tarm effecrs but in the [ong term will achiave little. Recent examples of this would
he the deaths of hoth Baituliah Mahsud in Pakistan and Mooroddin Top in Indonesia.’
However there is a second understanding of the word 'leadership’ the act of being a
leader, what it means to be a leader, what it means to influence, to inspire, to command,
tninstigare, to develop, toinitiate, to concejve, to communicate, to choose subordinates
and tn execute. Though in general conversation it is more often than not this second
definition which is understood by 'leadership’ in the world of analysis of 'al-Qasda’ and
related gioups, cefls, affiliates erc it is usually the farmer.

This paper aims to suggest some ideas, as departure points for further discussion,
about the evolutien both of ‘the leadership” and ‘leadership' of the global jihadist
movement in the classic sepse and in the sense just autlined,

‘Leadership' at all levels

Laadership' is preasent at all levels not just among those well known figures on the FR|
st wanted [1sL orits warious counterparts arotngd the globe, Without plunging inio the
familiar and complex debate pitting Hoffmannlses vs Sagemarnists, 'led' ve 'leaderless’
Jikad, "top down® vs 'hottom op® models of activisnt, we should nonetheless stress that
lzacdership matters as much in a small group of extromists such as those uncovered
almost every month acrass much of the [slamic world, in Europe or the LS as 1t does at
the tap levels of major erganisatlons such as al-Oacda itsclf, Pakistanl mililant groups or
the varicus grouplngs that make up the Taliban, To focus on the UK for a mament,
Qmar Khayyam wha pulled together the Ammonium Nitrate plot of 2004, Mahammed
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Sadig Khan whao led the 7/7 bombers in a very real sense and Rashle Rauf, connected to
a number of plots in recent years, have all showed very real ‘leadership' qualities. In my
own interviews with low-level milltants, captured or otherwise, over recent years in
Afghanistan and Pakistan, it Is absolutely and immediately clear who is a “leader' within
a group and wha is not, There are ‘leaders’ at all levels of matrix which is the Clabal
Jhadlst Movement,

A socond point is that, as the physical compaosition of the 'leadership' evolves as
idividuals are killad, captured, are promoied, argue with their superines or colleagues
and so on, s, in this dynamic environment, dees 'leadership’ vnderstood as the task,
role and qualities of those leaders also evolve. Different environments malke differant
demands of leaders and mean that individuals with different qualities emerge. Starting
with those with the highest profile, it was Osama bin Laden's supreme talent as a
propagandist as well as his image as a wealthy man wheo had renounced overytiting for
the canse which helped ensure his place among the senior leadership of the alobal jiladl
maovemeant in the 194905, Though devoid of any personal magnetism, Abu Musab al-
Zargawi's combination of extremsa hrutality and understanding of the power of the
spectacle was exactly what was required in the chantic environmeant of past-invasion lrag
and ensured his fleeting primacy fram 2004 1o his death in 2004, Currently Abu Yayha
al-Lityi enjoys the considerable advantage of helng relatively young and thus in a
position to appeal 1o A ntew genaration of potential recrults.” He may he able to convert
his current notariaty inle gendine Influence, It is too carly te tell. Noeoruddin Top was
said to have a genuine 'quiel’ charlsma which drow people to him and cnsured, cracially
for a2 man continually on the rin, that he had a network of trustwaorthy supporters whao
were resistant vo penstration. He was convincing and capalile.® [n the tough operating
envirorment of the Sahel,” Mokhtar Belmolkhlar has shown a pragmatism, ideological
flexibility and extreme 1actical sense in prioritising the flow of resotrees to hls followers
on which s continued survival depends,

'l.eadership' qualities thus evolve and in so doing dotermine who are the leaders of
tomorrow. An understanding of what leadership elements will work best in any given
environmient would thus be a gseful predictor of whe mighr be in ling 1o hecome senior
commanders. To predict which leadership qualities will be mast effective in Tuture
enviranments would be even more useful thaugh naturally very difficult,

One point worth undertining is that the differant qualities may be necessary at a lower
level than at a senior level. Indeed, there are aften mare demands made an the more
funior leaders than on their theoretical sieperiors, A recent courl case in Indonesla
cxposced the process of radicalisation of a fairly amateurish call known as the Palembanig
gang. This depended to a very great degree on the continued leadership of a
Simgaporcan, Fajar Taslim, described as a 'large, good-humoured, bushy-bearded man of
unlimitod self-confidence', an Afghan vereran wheo demonstrated an astonishing talent
for goading less motivated fellow vererans into action all while enthusing novice
militants whao kept having secaond thoughts.® Keeping potentiafly recalcitrant members of
a coll inline s a key task for mest low level |eaders though not necessarily for their maore
high-prafile, higher placed comrades in arms whao can largely talke the motlvatlon of
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their associates for granted. Omar Khayyam was forced to threaten ane member of the
Operation Crevice cell with sentimoents famlllar to many erganized criminals: 'If we go
down, you'll be going down with us. Vou're In ton deegp,'”

Current challenges for leacders of the global jihadist movement

S whal are the current challenges facing current or potential jihadi leaders? These
naturally vary according to rale, seniarity and |location though many are shared. The
future keadearship of the glabal jihadi movement will in part be determined by how those
challenges are met,

For the 'al-Qaeda hardcore leadership', largely located In the Pakistani FATA, there is
one very obvious challenoe: staying alive. Recent testimony from detalned Europeans as
wel| as the American convert Bryant Neal Vinas reveals the degree to which those
currently sheltering in the tribal areas are worricd by the canstant menace posed hy
missile striles from unmanned drones.’ The future evolution of the al-Qaeda leadership
will in part stmply be the result of who survives the currently relatively igh attrition
rate. It seems logical that those who avoid the drone attacks and thus constitute Lthe
hardeore central leadership alements in the future are likely to be those whose strongths
lie in suervival rather than, far example, strategic thought. They are also [lkely Lo be
those whno escape the foous of security agencies, perhaps by keeping a lower profile,
perhaps by successfully hiding their frue role and significance within a given
arganisation.

The second currently element posing a challenge to the leadership is operatlonal. Clearly
for those in the isolared valleys or hill villages of the FATA, communications are lay.
sucressful communicators have always done well in al-Caeda and successful
cenmmnnication is essential to its survival as an organisation and as a praject. In 2007 a
rmessage from bin Laden was simultanecus|y uploaded in a coordinatad operation an
sevaral hundred servers * The contrast with the relatively haphazard distribution of
recent communications is sharp. Int June, a bin Laden video was distributed 'the old
way', in 2 physical copy delivered by courier ta the al-lazeera office in Islarmabad.
Moreover, the absence of references to recent events suggested the tape had been
recorded several weelks pravionsly,

One possible development in the future might he the development of regional or focal
communication nodes - decantralised agencies of al-(Jaeda devoied to propaganda. This
has already heen seen at various moments in al-Qaeda’s history and in various forms,
olten with self-srarting individuals seiling up as communication relay points. An
example would he the activities of Younes Tsouli or Irhabi®d7? in the I the man who
facilitated the downloading half a million times within the first twenty-foeur hours of its
felut of the now-infamous video of Nicholas Berg's beheacing.®

Annther critical challenge facing communicarars and strategists amid the al-Qaeda
lcadership in FATA Is strategic: how Lo maintain credibility withoutr a major attack? It is
nowy over four years since a significant strike and eight years since 3-11. For many
asplring activists, 2007 is a childhood memaory. In the fragmented world of global
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ithadist milltancy, where groups compete for scarce resources such as donations and for
air-time on al-lazeera, hin Laden and his immediate entourage run the risk of becoming,
{or new emerging Jihadist activists, not se much the ‘godfather figure with the respect
and authority such a role implies but the ageing rock star,

This relates to a second and even greater strategic challenge for jihadi groups in general
and for al-Qaeda central in particular; how to deal with the growing rejoction of vielent
fihadi activism across the Islamlc world. | do rot roed o go over the statistics again
here — the reader will no doubl have already boen through the Paw global attitudes
survey pul:lished in July this vear - but almast all polls point to a phenemenon that was
anecdotally evident to anyone travelling and worlking in the Islamic world as carly as
2005 that the jihadists' call to arms had targely fallen oo deaf ears ' There are
complicating elements - such as tho Bush/Obama factor - but the decline in popularity
of hin Laden speclfically and jihadist thought and activism more generaily appears
intimaraly linked o the moment whon the vislence ‘cams heme'. When communities see
at first hand whar violence means, they lend to Wuem away from it vory quickly, Two good
examples of this are |ordan, where in the aftcrmath of the doulilo hotel bembing
perpetrated by al-Zargawi al the end of 2005, support Tor jihadi figures and ideas
decreases very rapidly and Pakistan whero strong levals of support start to drop fast
fram around 2007 and the start of significant violence within Pakistan itzelf,

This is af course polontially fatal to the entire project of al-Qaeda as conceived back in
Peshawar at the cnd of the war against the Soviers in Afghanistan, It is unclear to what
axien! [he senlor leadership have grasped the proablem but they are sufficiently
concernad to experiment with now ways of engaging with their potential support base,
the mnost notable being al-Zawahiri's distinctly teichy internet question and answer
session of [asL yoar, The degree to which guestions focussed on the issue of civilian
casualties/collateral damage was striking as was al-Zawahiris difficuly in providing a
comprehensive, clear and cogent answer te them.

Such issues are as important - If not more so - for lower level leaders. As stressed
above, it is men bilke Fajar Taslim of the Palembang gang wheo are In the front line of
convincing and motivating potential recrdits, This 1s made much harder IF volunteers feol
that the communiry will nol approve of their actions, Cperatianally too, the cnvironment
[recomes much more difficult as jibadists become morn ideologically fsolated from
populations around them, By one calculatlon, though enly a fow dozen were actively
involved in the bembings in Istanbul in 2003 around 400 peopie know of the plot but
zaid pothing.” Such silence is clearly much less likely in an environmaent where such
tacit consent is absent,

The future evolution of the leadership of the glahal jihadi movement will be local

As mentinned above, the epvironmoent oftan defines the leaders as much as vica versa,
In the future it is likely that this crvirenment is going to be more and move constrained
in terms of size. Orher contributors to this workshop are to talk later abouot the global
and the local ane the Jihadist movemeant but it appears clear from a brief swrvey of its
current leadership - i hoth terms of the woarld - that the local is likely to dominate in
cauning years, The key issues of stratogic communication and operational capability and
security for jihadi leaders will therefore play out at local levels. Succassful feaders -
Abdelmalel Droukdal of al-Qaeda in the Macghreb, Abu Bastr Nasir al-Wahishi in the
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Yemen - are local men with largely local agendas. M they are not local to start with, such
{igures have shown an understandable desire to develop the deepest local tins possihle
in as short a time as possible, often by maniage. Thare 1s also a clear effart to
appropriate local griovances or historical dynarnics in a very direct way - steh as a
recent AQIM appeal to Algeria’s berbers ‘our Brothers, the free kabylie, the descendants
of Tarig hin Zivadh’ to stand against “the traltorous rulers'.” The key for feaders hore
will he to develop more than arganisational links but genuine coincidence of interest
and ideas. This is no simple tasi, particularty after nearly a decade of violent activism,
Those who successfully ackieve this are significantiy inare fkely to survive, Top, killed
recently, was fighting an avowedly internationalist campaign in an environment where
his erstwhile comrades of Jemaa Islamiya had rejected local activism against local
tarpets on the basis What the Justification, strategic and theological, for such actions no
longar exists. His actions were deeply unpopudar within Indonesia. Thorgh personal
charisma and his connections in the pesantren religious school retwarlk and in lenraa
Islamiya helped, it was a matter of ime before he was finally apprehended and
ellminared,

Top is interesting for a further reason, One possibility, linked ta the further
delocalisalion of the glehal jihadi movement, is the dovelopment not just for the
dissemination of propaganda but veritable nocles of a least ad hot taclical organisaticn.
Imvestigaiors looking at the mest recent Indonesian bambings, against lhotels in Jakarta,
are piecing together potential connections from the Yemen threwgh Fakistan - bhut not
al-Oaeda contral - te Indanesia, Should we perhaps be thinking about new international
nelworks emerging which perhaps might have nothing more than a single attack as a
gaal and that do not have any connection at all with the al-Gaeda central leadership. The
latter’s role has often largely been coordinating resources, strategic direction and
fiotivating acrivists, If the hardoors al-Qaeda leadership wera o longer in a position o
fultil thase roles to the same extent whal alternatives will emerge? Is the activisim of
someone like Khaled Shaikin Mohammed in the early 12905 a potential model? Currently
FATA provides an almost unigue safe haven for militants. But that may not last Torever,
nddeed as the drane strikes and the reported activities of key activists have shown the
relative advantages of the rikal Zzones have been significantly dograded in recent
months, It is waorth at least considering what the implications might be for the global
Jihadist movement’s leaders and lecadership it or whan FATA gaenuinely becomes insecuro
{or international [Ihadists?

The answer is, | would suggest, ta be found in the dynamic alrcady underway, A cycle of
simultancous globalisation and centralisallon within the global Jihadlst movemaent
appears 1o be ending with a dynamie of lncalisation and decentralisatlon becoming mare
dominant.

Rut to go further would bo to pre-empt the confributions of ather better qualified
participanis in this workshop, :
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