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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to use nearly a century’s worth of gang research to inform us about
modern terrorist groups, specifically the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS).
Design/methodology/approach – A case study approach is employed, comparing and contrasting the
competing theoretical frameworks of gangs and terrorist organisations to understand group structure,
demographics, patterns of behaviour (e.g. territoriality, strategic, and instrumental violence), goals, and
membership patterns of ISIS.
Findings – The qualitative differences of ISIS make them more comparable to street gangs than other
terrorist groups.
Practical implications – ISIS, while being qualitatively different from other terrorist groups, actually has
many similarities with street gangs allowing for the adaptation of effective gang prevention, intervention, and
suppression strategies. This paper highlights how the expansive literature on street gangs is able to inform
practical interventions to directly target ISIS and deradicalise potential recruits. By introducing a gang-terror
nexus on the crime-terror continuum, this paper provides a useful perspective on the decentralised but
dynamic nature of modern era insurgencies. This paper urges similar case studies of terrorist organisations to
determine the extent to which they conform to street gang characteristics.
Originality/value – Terrorist groups are often compared to street gangs, yet it has not been until the last few
years that gang researchers (Curry, 2011; Decker and Pyrooz, 2011, 2015a, b) have begun to compare and
contrast these two deviant group archetypes. The goal of this paper is to use nearly a hundred years of gang
research to better equip scholars and practitioners with a broader understanding of terrorism and insurgency
in the era of globalisation by presenting a case study of ISIS using a street gang perspective.
Keywords Community safety, Terrorism, Crime-terror continuum, Insurgency, Street gangs,
The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
Paper type Conceptual paper

Introduction

The media, law enforcement, and elected officials cultivate myths about street gangs and routinely
compare and refer to them as being no different than terrorist groups. This rhetoric has even seeped
into legislation with wide-reaching gang enhancement laws entitled Street Terrorism and Prevention
(STEP) Acts (Bjerregaard, 2003). Yet, in the criminological literature, the research investigating the
archetypes of these two deviant groups remains scant (Curry, 2011; Decker and Pyrooz, 2011,
2015a, b; Sullivan, 2006; Vishnevetsky, 2009). Gang scholars, arguably some of the better equipped
researchers to provide policy makers and law enforcement guidance on dealing with such errant
groups, have predominantly excluded terrorist organisations from gang studies. For instance,
Klein (1995, p. 21) argues that terrorist groups are qualitatively different and “don’t fit easily into a
category that includes street gangs” due to their concentration on cultural or political shared interests
which are narrow when compared to the “cafeteria-style” criminal offending of street gangs (p. 68).

More recently, Curry (2011) investigates the relationship between gangs and terrorist groups,
finding that similarities do exist. Such features include the composition of these groups being
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principally male, commonly using violence as a tool to maintain a group’s status, dominance
over competitors, and intimidate locals, and members in either group participating in collective
behaviours and maintaining a degree of solidarity. Conversely, scholars contend that these
similarities between street gangs and terrorist groups are cursory and espouse that the
ideological and operational aspects of terrorist organisations actually make them a very distinct
entity (Curry et al., 2014; Klein, 1995; Zhang, 2007). Those studies that have compared terrorist
organisations to other criminal groups have mostly focussed on the linkages between organised
crime groups and terrorist organisations (e.g. Makarenko, 2004; Hutchinson and O’Malley, 2007;
Sullivan, 2006; Zhang, 2007). Yet, this literature has failed to thoroughly incorporate or consider
how street gangs compare to terrorist groups.

Arguably the most appropriated definition of a modern street gang, appearing regularly in
publications and being widely adopted by scholars, is the Eurogang definition (Maxson and
Esbensen, 2016). The Eurogang definition identifies a street gang as “any durable,
street-oriented youth group whose involvement in illegal activity is part of their group
identity” (Weerman et al., 2009). Despite the proliferation and increased usage of the
Eurogang definition, many gang scholars continue to disagree over a uniform definition of
what constitutes a street gang (see Curry, 2015; Katz and Jackson-Jacobs, 2004;
Papachristos, 2005a; Sullivan, 2005). Papachristos (2005a) argues that a street gang does
not have some measureable or observable difference from other groups, but is a gang because
the members belonging to it and the individuals outside of it socialise, believe, feel, and act as if
the gang is a distinct social group. As Densley (2013) points out, street gangs are more dynamic
and amorphous than traditionally discussed. Furthermore, street gangs define themselves
through their deeds and actions, not just because they are given a label by academics or
criminal justice actors (Papachristos, 2005a).

This definition advanced by Papachristos (2005a) could easily extend to modern day terrorist
groups like the Islamic State (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS))[1]. For instance, even though
the “fundamental structure will always be that of a terrorist organization” ISIS is “something
qualitatively more significant than a terrorist organization” (Lister, 2015, p. 51). “It is best to think
of the Islamic State as an amalgam, bringing together the characteristics of many different types
of actors – some legitimate, some downright evil – but with no single label doing the job”
(Byman, 2015a, p. 1). It has thus evolved from an archetypal terrorist group to an organisation
whose nature makes it almost impossible to clearly label what ISIS is: terrorist, insurgent,
cult, state, social service provider, or revolutionary state sponsor of terror (Atwan, 2015;
Byman, 2015a; Cronin, 2015; Densley, 2014; Gerges, 2016; Warrick, 2015).

The extant criminological literature that does investigate the relationship between street
gangs and terrorist groups has limited its focus on comparing these two archetypes in
generalities (Curry, 2011; Decker and Pyrooz, 2011, 2015a, b). Vishnevetsky’s (2009)
comparison of youth terrorist gangs in Chechnya is the first to intertwine both the street gang
and terrorist literatures, this paper builds on this approach to develop a more nuanced picture
of a particular terrorist group. The current study mobilises these studies, providing a unique
contribution to the literature through a case study approach[2], extending nearly a century’s
worth of scholarship on street gangs to better understand the preeminent modern terrorist
group, ISIS. Decker and Pyrooz (2011, p. 161) attest that “developing fixed images of groups,
their activities, structures, and processes will likely lead to errors in assessing their
danger”. Undertaking Decker and Pyrooz (2011, 2015a) call for more comparative research to
develop greater conceptual clarity this study investigates the distinct features of ISIS and how
they compare to street gangs.

This paper first outlines the crime-terror continuum, specifically relating it to ISIS. Building on that
literature, an argument is put forward to develop a gang-terror continuum to better understand
modern insurgencies, such as ISIS. Then, the emergence of ISIS is briefly discussed. Next,
characteristics such as group structure, demographics, criminality, use of technology, and goals
are used as a heuristic device to better understand the context of ISIS. The discussion section
follows, comparing ISIS to our detailed knowledge of street gangs. The paper concludes by
addressing how our knowledge of gang studies can better guide scholars, law enforcement, and
the military on issues related to counter-terrorism.
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Crime-terror continuum

Both scholars and law enforcement practitioners recognise a nexus between religiously or politically
motivated terrorism and profit-oriented (i.e. organised) crime. Formally conceptualised by
Makarenko (2004), and expanded upon by conflict scholars (e.g. Hutchinson and O’Malley, 2007;
Perri and Brody, 2011; Phillips and Kamen, 2014), the crime-terror continuum posits an underlying
spectrum bridging the divide between organised crime and terrorism. At one end of this continuum
exist organised crime groups seeking to maximise profit while avoiding scrutiny. At the other extreme
exist terrorist organisations seeking to pursue political or religious objectives, most commonly through
violent or threatening means. At various middle-points between these extremes lie theoretical
possibilities for transformations whereupon one type of group, whether organised crime or terror,
adopts the tactics of the other to accomplish its goals. For instance, a terrorist organisation could
engage in profit-generating crime, such as extortion, kidnapping-for-ransom, or fraud, to fund its
operations or obtain ideological goals, strategies commonly used by ISIS (Gerges, 2016; Warrick,
2015). Conversely, an organised crime group may engage in behaviours commonly associated with
terrorism (e.g. bombings, shootings, assassinations) in order tomake its environmentmore conducive
to operate with impunity. The utility of the crime-terror continuum is not imposing an artificial binary
classification onto organisations that are inherently fluid. Thus, the crime-terror continuum is sensitive
by allowing for change in insurgent or criminal groups’ capabilities and motivations.

But, being able to recognise and identify organisations for their unique position on the
crime-terror continuum is more than an academic concern. Rather, understanding and exploiting
an organisation’s tactics is a central component to mounting an effective law enforcement or
military response (Dishman, 2005; Freeman, 2012). This may be particularly true in the era of
modern terrorism, during which insurgencies increasingly turn to mechanisms of self-funding,
rather than relying on nation-states or donors as benefactors (Freeman, 2012). Instead, ISIS and
other terror groups are embracing traditional organised crimes, such as extortion, kidnapping, or
drug trafficking, or more novel crimes such as cybercrime or financial fraud (Atwan, 2015;
Napoleoni, 2014). Regardless of the criminal forms financing takes, a precise awareness of a
terrorist organisation’s criminal capabilities and operations enables effective and efficient
disruption, impeding an organisation’s ability to project violence, fear, and influence.

Towards a gang-terror continuum

The popular conceptualisation of the crime-terror continuum, as described above, is one linking
traditional organised crime to ideologically motivated terrorism. However, the linkages between
terrorism and street gangs is less well established or explored. A limited number of studies have
stated overarching commonalities between the two types of organisations (notably Curry, 2011;
Vishnevetsky, 2009). Much of the recent work has attempted to use the street gang literature to
inform comprehension of terrorist insurgencies (see Decker and Pyrooz, 2011, 2015a, b).
Curry (2011, p. 97) points out that “comparing street gangs to terrorist organisations is more
promising” than originally thought.

The literature exploring the nature, operation, and consequences of street gangs extends back
nearly 100 years, with thousands of empirical studies. The terrorism literature, by contrast, is far
less extensive, with the majority of the studies having been written in the last two decades (Decker
and Pyrooz, 2011). Yet despite substantial overlap in the core elements of study, that is, both
street gangs and terrorist insurgencies are difficult to reach populations, consist primarily of
young males, are loosely organised, and engage in public violence, the two literatures remain
generally disconnected (Decker and Pyrooz, 2011).

The conceptual overlap between street gangs and terrorist organisations has been accentuated
by the trend in terrorist group structures to be transitioning from highly centralised, vertically
hierarchies to more decentralised networks with capabilities for a multitude of crimes (Phillips and
Kamen, 2014; Schmidt, 2010). In other words, fewer terrorist organisations are exhibiting rigid
chains of command, instead favouring a model of loosely affiliated, independently operating
cells or wings that can act without the need for centralised direction. These decentralised
organisational structures are more resemblant of street gangs than paramilitaries, making the
comparability of street gangs and terrorists all the more salient.
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Some conflict scholars have attempted the converse strategy of using the terrorist literature to
better understand street gangs. This work largely comes from the transnational crime and
security literatures, and seeks to inform counter-gang authorities and military actors concerned
with the threat posed by large and evolving criminal street gangs (Arquilla and Ronfeldt, 1997).
Sullivan and Bunker (Sullivan, 1997; Sullivan and Bunker, 2002; Sullivan, 2001; Bunker, 1996) put
forth a model that details the evolution of street gangs in three stages, called “generations”.
As gangs evolve from first generation to third generation street gangs, they take on increasing
levels of politicisation, sophistication, and internationalisation. By the time a street gang has
evolved to the third generation, it can be characterised as a mercenary-type entity seeking power
and financial acquisition (Sullivan, 2001), with substantial political ambition. These groups emerge
from failed communities, much in same way as the black hole terrorist organisations emerge
in failed states (Makarenko, 2004; Phillips and Kamen, 2014), and feature non-state soldiers.
These third generation gangs engage in what is known as fourth-generation warfare;
insurgencies fought by sprawling networks of small, non-state actors using superior political will
to achieve their objectives (Hammes, 2005).

A key challenge becomes determining when gangs have engaged in terrorism or quasi-terrorism
(overt violent acts by groups whose goals are extortive). It is noted that third generation gangs
(e.g. El Rukn gang) have engaged in “terrorism-for-hire” (Sullivan, 1997), while larger cartels
(such as Mexico’s Sinaloa or Colombia’s Cali) can engage in quasi-terrorism (this possibility is
also noted by Makarenko, 2004). A framework therefore exists to conceptualise street gangs
through the lens of terrorism. Numerous gangs have been mentioned in the literature for their
terrorist-like activities (e.g. Gulf, Sinaloa cartels, Black P Stone Nation, Calle Trienta, Sendero
Luminoso, Vice Lords), and a few terrorist organisations have been noted for characteristics
resembling street gang networks (e.g. al-Qaeda, Taliban). However, the literature currently lacks a
case study that seeks to explore a single terrorist group using the street gang literature to
understand that group. This study seeks to fill that gap by conducting a case study of ISIS,
highlighting how the street gang literature can inform terrorism study, by building on these
suggestions and examining ISIS through the lens of theoretical street gang conceptualisation.

The establishment of ISIS

The original foundation of ISIS can be traced back to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi (Zarqawi). Unlike
Osama bin Laden, al-Qaeda’s notorious leader, who was highly educated and from an influential
and affluent family, Zarqawi was a high-school dropout from an indistinguishable family
(but a member of a significant tribe). Contradictory to ISIS’ myth of moral and religious purity,
Zarqawi’s background includes involvement in street gangs and pimping, with a detailed criminal
history comprised of street fighting, petty crimes, drug use, and sexual assault which eventually
led to incarceration (Gerges, 2016; Warrick, 2015). Zarqawi’s radicalisation began while in prison;
shortly after his release he travelled to Afghanistan to join al-Qaeda, envisioning himself as a
mujahid (i.e. a jihadist fighter). Upon settling in Afghanistan, Zarqawi, recruiting through personal
connections, constructed a small jihadist training camp affiliated with al-Qaeda (Gerges, 2016;
Warrick, 2015).

In 2001, the USA began military operations in Afghanistan which facilitated the dispersal of
al-Qaeda personnel out of the country, including Zarqawi migrating to Iraq. Two years later, the
USA invasion into Iraq resulted in the subsequent collapse of the Iraqi state (Chandrasekaran,
2006). Compounded by an ongoing civil war in neighbouring Syria, the lack of strong governance
and social control in the region provided an interstitial space or “black hole” fertile for ISIS to
prosper and mature (Gerges, 2016). Over the next decade, ISIS’s ranks would fluctuate in
size depending on setbacks (e.g. Zarqawi’s death) and military successes ( Joffé, 2016).
For instance, prior to Iraq’s collapse in 2003, al-Qaeda had approximately 35 members.
America’s invasion and poor governance facilitated an increase to 5,000 active fighters and over
20,000 supporters (Gerges, 2016).

Disagreement exists amongst scholars on how shell-states are formed, suggesting that physical
characteristics (e.g. inaccessibility, porous borders) and/or non-physical conditions (e.g. delegitimation
of government institutions, sectarian conflict) play some role (Phillips and Kamen, 2014). In the case
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of ISIS, both the geographic features of Syria and Iraq and the collapse of their social institutions
contributed to the group’s ability to establish a shell-state (Napoleoni, 2014). By June 2014,
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared a new Islamic Caliphate with a geographically defined territory. ISIS’s
presence in many areas was initially applauded by locals, with the group providing much needed
social order and protection which was lacking in the region for years (Warrick, 2015). While ISIS
enforces strict sanctions for violating Sharia Law, the group also fulfills many needs including the repair
of infrastructure, the provision of public services (e.g. electricity, healthcare, garbage collection, etc.),
and even the management of a consumer-protection agency (Gerges, 2016; Lister, 2015).

Characteristics of ISIS

Group structure

ISIS’ composition has always been structured around compartmented cliques that allow
for greater flexibility in operations. After the declaration and establishment of the Islamic
Caliphate, it became necessary for ISIS to transform into a provider of extra-legal governance.
The managing of a shell-state produced a group structure typical of bureaucratic organisations,
with checks-and-balances to facilitate functionality (Atwan, 2015; Warrick, 2015). At the top of
the organisation is Caliph Baghdadi. The Shura Council, ISIS’ nerve centre, serves as an advisory
unit to the Caliph, with the ability to dismiss a Caliph, and reviews Sharia law. Administratively ISIS
is decentralised with two deputies overseeing regional administrators and districts, in either Iraq
or Syria. ISIS also has separate departments (e.g. military, legal, financial, etc.) to aid in the
planning, supporting, and controlling of territory (Atwan, 2015). ISIS’ diffuse structure permits a
great deal of flexibility, permitting for the replacement of mid-level supervisors as needed.
This provides the group greater operational stamina and insulates ISIS from outside disruption by
its competitors (Cronin, 2015; Levitt and Venkatesh, 2000).

Demographics

Appealing to disadvantaged and alienated adolescent Sunnis who are coping with identity issues,
ISIS is primarily youth movement (Atwan, 2015; Gerges, 2016). ISIS’ active participants are
predominantly foreign-born and “in their late teens and early twenties” (Atwan, 2015, p. 16;
Warrick, 2015). While ISIS’ largest demographic remains male the group is not limiting its
enrolments to a particular sex. For instance, approximately 10 per cent of volunteers being
recruited from Europe are female (Gambetta and Hertog, 2016; Perešin and Cervone, 2015).
The motivations for joining ISIS vary based on sex. Males’ motivations are driven by regional
attitudes of ethnic bigotry and Islamophobia, failure to improve their social station in life, violent
opposition to authoritarian Arab regimes, or seeking adventure (Atwan, 2015).

Conversely, the motivations of female recruits are quite different from their male counterparts and
include escaping overprotective families, seeking marriage to establish families and grow Islam,
or supporting ISIS fighters (Atwan, 2015; Chatterjee, 2016; Perešin and Cervone, 2015; Saltman
and Frennett, 2016). Females ambitions correspond with the conventional roles for women in
ISIS, motherhood and family support (Saltman and Frennett, 2016; Winter, 2015). The two
possible duties for females outside of the household are either enforcing Sharia Law in all-female
policing units or being selected as a suicide bomber (Atwan, 2015; Warrick, 2015; Winter, 2015).
A disconnect, however, exists between how ISIS depicts females’ roles in the group and reality.
It is not uncommon for foreign-born female recruits to be used for publicity purposes or sold and
traded as sex slaves (Atwan, 2015; Chatterjee, 2016; Cronin, 2015). Furthermore, women caught
attempting to leave ISIS controlled territory are severely punished, including the possibility of
death (Chatterjee, 2016; Warrick, 2015).

As ISIS’ territorial control expanded into urban centres (e.g. Raqqa, Syria) the group
supplemented their enlistments of male youth as a result of closing of non-sanctioned schools,
facilitating an increase in youth’s idle time while also normalising their exposure to tough-looking
men carrying rifles (Warrick, 2015). Additionally, ISIS created youth camps to provide further
training and indoctrination, establishing age-graded cliques of fighters, to transform ISIS into an
intergenerational group (Warrick, 2015). ISIS uses images of these “prepubescent boys in military
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garb, firing weapons, and practicing maneuvers” as propaganda for recruitment (Warrick, 2015,
p. 289). Yet, many foreign-born volunteers have no experience and are not adept at fighting.
ISIS’ solution for these inept youth is to transform them into suicide-bombers, who are “kept apart
from the regular fighters to ensure proper indoctrination” (Warrick, 2015, p. 285). Similar to female
members, a gap exists between the realities of ISIS and its promises (Perešin and Cervone, 2015).

Violence and criminality

For most criminals, the concealment of their crime, particularly serious offenses, is of great
importance (Curry, 2011). Instead, ISIS and other analogous groups seek to publicise such
actions. Through beheadings, crucifixion, immolation, and suicide bombings ISIS uses violence
symbolically as a strategy of shock and awe to demoralise and inhibit opposition from rival groups
(e.g. Shi’a, Kurds, Jordans, Syrians, al-Qaeda, al-Nusra, etc.) that are competing for resources
and dominance in the region (Gerges, 2016; Warrick, 2015). The extreme levels of violence
showcase ISIS’ ethos of being dangerous, masculine, and fearless further facilitating the
recruitment of additional fighters (Gerges, 2016; Warrick, 2015). The successfulness of this
strategy has aided ISIS in becoming the preeminent global jihadist movement, displacing
al-Qaeda (Byman, 2015b).

In addition to using violence for symbolic reasons the group also utilises violence for instrumental
purposes. ISIS uses instrumental violence more conventionally, for instance, to secure kidnap
ransoms from abducted foreigners, maintain territorial control, and remove rivals (Gerges, 2016).
The complementary use of both instrumental and symbolic violence by ISIS provides the group a
great deal of flexibility depending upon their needs at any particular time. As instrumental violence
becomes ineffective, as witnessed by the territorial contraction of the Islamic Caliphate, ISIS
increases their use of symbolic violence (i.e. suicide bombings) throughout urban centres as an
attempt to discourage the pressing attacks by rivals (Michaels, 2016).

ISIS does not distinguish between non-Muslim civilians and combatants, utilising sectarian violence
against entire populations (Gerges, 2016). As such, ISIS members have high levels of entitativity,
perceivingmembers of rival groups as being cohesive and unified (Vasquez et al., 2015). “Entitativity
makes all members of the offending group blameworthy”, a perilous belief facilitating the spread of
violence into the civilian population (Vasquez et al., 2015, p. 249). Recent attacks in Europe and
America by ISIS proxies highlight the group’s lack of discretion in carrying out acts of violence
against the “far enemy” (i.e. non-Muslim countries).

ISIS also participates in a variety of criminal activities including extortion, bank robbery, looting,
human trafficking, black market sales, and cyber crimes (Atwan, 2015; Gerges, 2016;
Lister, 2015). Christians are extorted with a “tax” if they refuse to convert to Islam and still want
to safely reside within ISIS controlled territory (Warrick, 2015). Rape, slavery, and human
trafficking are used against individuals that ISIS deems to be heretics (e.g. the Yazidis) and has
become so pervasive that a bureaucratic department was established just to administer sales
contracts of sex slaves (Gerges, 2016; Lister, 2015). In addition to using the black market for
human trafficking, ISIS also utilises it to sell looted antiquities and petroleum reserves
(Atwan, 2015; Lister, 2015; Napoleoni, 2014).

Use of technology

Atwan (2015) argues that ISIS’ territorial ambitions have been accomplished because of the
“Digital Caliphate’s” mastery of the internet. Numerous terrorist groups have embraced
the technology, however, ISIS utilised the internet, social media, and digital communications in
skilful ways for recruitment, propaganda, securing allegiances, and directing operations at
unprecedented levels (Gerges, 2016; Morris, 2017; Perešin and Cervone, 2015; Warrick, 2015).
As a youth movement, most ISIS recruits only know a world with internet, computers, and
mobile phones, so it is not surprising that the group is adept with using digital technology
(Atwan, 2015; Gerges, 2016). To augment ISIS’ brand the group actively conscripts IT
specialists, photographers, journalists, editors, and marketers who must pledge their allegiance
to the Caliph (Atwan, 2015). The sophistication of ISIS’ cyber-jihad has been witnessed in the
January 2015 hacking of the Pentagon’s Central Command, appropriating its Twitter and
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YouTube accounts, and distributing sensitive information of Middle East military personnel across
jihadist social media outlets (Atwan, 2015). ISIS has also commandeered high-trending Twitter
hashtags (e.g. 2014 World Cup, Scottish Independence Vote) and linked them to ISIS
propaganda. Similar to other terrorist groups, ISIS has produced their own first-person shooter
video game, a modified version of the popular Grand Theft Auto, allowing users to kill American
soldiers (Atwan, 2015; Morris, 2017). ISIS has even created their own mobile app, Dawn of Good
Tidings, that is able to connect affiliates, distribute content, and even facilitate attacks across the
globe (Atwan, 2015; Lister, 2015; Moreng, 2016). A prime example of how technology has
benefited ISIS operations can be observed following the Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris,
with France experiencing over 25,000 cyber-attacks by 27 ISIS affiliated hacker collectives in the
month after (Atwan, 2015).

ISIS’ proficiency with technology makes it extremely unlikely that their ideology will ever be
eradicated. It seems likely the ISIS’ Islamic caliphate will endure even if military operations
successfully dislodge the group from Iraq and Syria. Instead of ISIS being tied to a particular
geographical space the group will transcend into a digital caliphate that metastasises within the
virtual world until a time when ISIS can reassert their territorial claims.

Goals

Similar to the Zionist movement establishing modern Israel in the 1940s, the overarching goal of
ISIS is to create a utopia, an Islamic Caliphate, that is not only a political institution but also
a religious collective (Lister, 2015; Napoleoni, 2014). In order to carve out a territorial space
for this Islamic Caliphate ISIS has focussed their attention on the “near enemy”, secular and
renegade Muslim populations (e.g. Alawites, Kurds, Shi’a, Yazidis) and rulers (e.g. Iraq, Jordan,
Saudi Arabia, Syria), that are within ISIS controlled space or regionally proximate (Byman, 2015b).
The number of terror attacks that have occurred in spatial proximity to the Islamic Caliphate
illustrates the commitment of ISIS to this ambition (Gerges, 2016; Michaels, 2016; Napoleoni,
2014). In contrast with al-Qaeda, who focusses their attacks on the far enemy, ISIS limits the
direct use of their resources on engaging the far enemy. Instead, ISIS relies on digital technology
to spread propaganda and radicalise followers whom are then encouraged to execute lone-wolf
attacks in non-Muslim countries, as observed in Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, and the
USA (Atwan, 2015; Gerges, 2016; Moreng, 2016).

Comparison to street gangs and discussion

ISIS, like many street gangs, is the offspring of sectarian conflict between rival factions, Sunni and
Shi’a, forming and emerging in an interstitial space. Thrasher (1927) describes interstitial spaces
as communities that experience a high residential turnover of impoverished individuals of varying
ethnic compositions with low economic status. These characteristics inhibit local residents from
developing social ties needed to build trust and cohesion to impede crime, disorder, and
suppress the establishment of street gangs (Valasik and Tita, forthcoming). The ecological
conditions found in interstitial spaces suppress informal social controls allowing for delinquent
youth playgroups to emerge and evolve into criminal-oriented street gangs (Thrasher, 1927).
Gang scholars still find that the local socioeconomic conditions continue to influence where street
gangs materialise (Densley, 2013; Klein and Maxson, 2006) and often fill multiple voids of
protection (Short and Strodtbeck, 1965), economic opportunities (Levitt and Venkatesh, 2000),
and a collective social identity (Hennigan and Spanovic, 2012). The same ecological conditions
found in these interstitial spaces existed in Iraq and Syria (where conditions approach a “failed
state”), permitting ISIS to grow and develop into the organisation that exists today.

Another similarity between ISIS and street gangs is group demographics, particularly the
involvement of male youth (Klein and Maxson, 2006). “Teenagers are attracted to the group
without even understanding what it [ISIS] is” (Cronin, 2015, p. 92). Compared to males, female
participation in ISIS remains minor, however, this underrepresentation is likely skewed just as
female participation in street gangs is downplayed as a result of under-arresting females by police
(Decker and Curry, 2002). The motivations for joining a gang vary between males and females,
but include possessing a similar social identity, wanting enhanced status, needing protection,
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and filling a void (Moore, 1991). For males that void is usually a yearning for excitement, while for
females their desire is to find an emotionally fulfilling familial group (Klein and Maxson, 2006;
Moore, 1991). These motivations are analogous to the incentives driving recruits into joining ISIS
(Chatterjee, 2016; Perešin and Cervone, 2015). It should also be noted that while a gang may
serve as a refuge for females from family pressures or victimisation, research indicates that these
female members are likely to be sexually exploited by their male counterparts (Moore, 1991).
Unfortunately, this same pattern of female victimisation is being documented in ISIS (Chatterjee,
2016; Perešin and Cervone, 2015).

In terms of group structure, many gang scholars contend that street gangs are socially
disorganised groups, confederations of loosely organised individuals or small cliques of friends
that “coalesce irregularly over issues that emerge and vanish from the street”, allowing for
flexibility and resilience to intervention (Decker and Curry, 2002, p. 351). These cliques are
typically age-graded and based upon friendship, residence, academic year, shared interests
and facilitated by similarities in age, gender, or ethnicity (Klein and Maxson, 2006; Moore, 1991).
Thus, a gang’s overall cohesiveness is generally weak to moderate, while the relationships within
a clique are tight-knit (Klein and Maxson, 2006). In fact, much of gang life, including criminality,
involves pairs or small groups focussed on individual self-interests (Klein and Maxson, 2006;
Moore, 1991; Short and Strodtbeck, 1965). While this confederated structure of cliques limits the
likelihood that a sole authority emerges, older, more charismatic members who are respected by
the group (i.e. shot-callers) still hold much influence (Moore, 1991).

Conversely, gang scholars have also documented hierarchically organised street gangs,
particularly if the group focusses their criminal activities on economic pursuits (e.g. drug sales)
(Densley, 2013; Levitt and Venkatesh, 2000; Stephenson, 2015). While charismatic figures tend
to assume a leadership role, responsibilities are delegated among an inner circle to allow for
continued operations if any individual is removed (Densley, 2013). Chicago gangs, traditionally,
reflect this vertical orientation of manpower having descended from politically organised groups
of the 1950s (e.g. Almighty Latin King and Queen Nation (ALKQN)) that were already structurally
defined (Brotherton and Barrios, 2004; Hagedorn, 2008). Densley (2013, p. 43) synthesises
these depictions of street gangs, contending that street gangs exist on a spectrum, naturally
progressing from their origins as a “neighborhood group to delinquent collectives to full-scale
criminal enterprises to providers of extra-legal governance”. Given this explanation, the
differences observed by scholars in a gang’s group structure result from their position on this
evolutionary spectrum. The use of this evolutionary spectrum lends itself as an analytic tool to
better understand ISIS’ adaptation and transitions over the years. Resembling “corporatised”
gangs (see Densley, 2013; Levitt and Venkatesh, 2000; Stephenson, 2015), ISIS is currently
hierarchically organised with demarcated chains of command but the group’s overall diffuse
structure allows for flexibility and resilience by being able to supplant mid-level supervisors as
required in operating their shell-state (Atwan, 2015; Cronin, 2015).

Analogous with ISIS and other terrorist groups, gang-related violence is also broadcast by its
perpetrators. Street gangs use violence as a public statement to bolster a group’s reputation,
display dominance over rivals, deify turf boundaries, and intimidate local residents (Brantingham
et al., 2012; Papachristos et al., 2013). The violent executions ISIS uses as propaganda serves a
similar purpose. As with the sectarian attacks employed by ISIS, violence to achieve retribution for
past wrongs is regularly used in persistent feuds between rival street gangs (Curry, 2011).
Vasquez et al. (2015) have shown that gang members have high levels of entitativity which
contributes to retaliatory gang violence spilling over into non-gang populations. For instance,
in South Central Los Angeles “a black assailant looking to kill a gang rival is looking before
anything else, for another black male […] a presumed combatant, conscripted into a dismal
existence ‘outside the law’whether he wanted to be or not” (Leovy, 2015, p. 206). This perspective
of collective responsibility for the actions of any particular member is ubiquitous not only amongst
street gangs but also with ISIS which deems anyone from a renegade Muslim populations
(e.g. Alawites, Kurds, Shi’a, Yazidis) as an enemy (Gerges, 2016; Warrick, 2015).

Street gangs may initially employ violence for symbolic purposes, however as a gang becomes
more corporatised violence is just as likely to be used for instrumental purposes, such as a strategy
to secure lucrative drug selling spaces from rivals (Densley, 2013; Levitt and Venkatesh, 2000;
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Stephenson, 2015). Likewise, ISIS uses violence for economic pursuits, such as controlling revenue
generating resources (i.e. oil reserves, kidnap-for-ransom, human trafficking) (Napoleoni, 2014).
Diverging from street gangs is ISIS’ use of violence for religious purposes, specifically the
purification of Islamic society by condemning any Muslim that fails to follow Sharia Law as an
apostate and subjecting them to death (Atwan, 2015).

Another characteristic where street gangs and ISIS have some similarities is how each use
technology. “The use of technology by gangs is in its infancy” (Densley, 2013, p.109). That being
said, the limited research on the use of the internet, social media, and digital communication more
broadly by gang members indicates that they are actively using these mediums to communicate,
increase their gang’s reputation, initiate inter-group violence, organise criminal activities, stalk
rivals, and learn new criminogenic skills (Densley, 2013; Morselli and Décary-Hétu, 2013;
Patton et al., 2013; Pyrooz et al., 2015; Storrod and Densley, 2017). The majority of online activities
of gangmembers are symbolic in nature, typically referred to as cyber banging, with gangmembers
promoting their gang’s activities to garner a greater reputation by posting videos or pictures of
violent acts, tagging social media sites, or delegitimising rivals’ credibility (Densley, 2013;
Morselli and Décary-Hétu, 2013; Patton et al., 2013; Storrod and Densley, 2017). Symbolically,
ISIS’ use of technology is analogous with street gangs to recruit and proselytise (Atwan, 2015).

ISIS’ use of digital technology, particularly online forums, to indoctrinate and enlist potential
members remains successful through reputation systems and a limited amount of interpersonal
trust (Gates and Podder, 2015; Hegghammer, forthcoming). Street gang recruitment remains a
process dependent upon face-to-face contact and only a small percentage of individuals actively
recruit new members through online resources (Densley, 2013; Pyrooz et al., 2015). While gang
members have begun acquiring the technical ability to avoid police surveillance and detection, the
vast majority of gang members do not have the technological aptitude to exploit the internet for
more instrumental crimes (Pyrooz, et al., 2015). That being said, “it won’t be long before gangs
utilise technology for other criminal ends, including computer hacking, cyber-attacks, and phishing
schemes” (Densley, 2013, p.109). Nonetheless, ISIS’ expertise of using digital technology to direct
operations, secure alliances, and engage in cyber crimes greatly overshadows the comprehensive
abilities of the average street gang (Moreng, 2016; Perešin and Cervone, 2015).

Finally, the goals of many street gangs are primarily symbolic and impulsive, focussing on
reputation, status, and street credibility (Papachristos et al., 2013). Violence is used as a visible
statement to reinforce the group’s dominance over rival gangs and local residents (Curry, 2011).
However, a gang’s motivations, just like the groups themselves, are not ahistorical, and change
over time (Densley, 2013). Gangs have also been shown to have instrumental aims, including
economic, political, or religious/spiritual. Gangs have been shown to structure their activities
around economic pursuits, particularly drug dealing and extortion (Densley, 2013; Levitt and
Venkatesh, 2000; Stephenson, 2015). Political marginalisation motivated black and Latino street
gangs to incorporate a political ideology, spurring grassroots movements to collectively fight for
political power and to address the needs of their neglected communities, eventually producing
social-change in their communities (Brotherton and Barrios, 2004). Street gangs have also
focussed on religious or spiritual principles, the ALKQN, a New York City street gang, established
a spirituality of liberation to resist the dominant culture that dehumanised, objectified, and
criminalised the group (Brotherton and Barrios, 2004). The use of liberation spirituality directly
contributed to the gang’s social identity and established a process of acculturation for individuals
entering the group (Brotherton and Barrios, 2004).

ISIS’ overall goal is the establishment of a purified utopian Islamic state (Lister, 2015; Napoleoni,
2014). The long-term planning and coordination to accomplish such a task goes against most
street gangs’ impulsivity for instant gratification. Furthermore, the scale and degree of this
endeavour goes beyond any undertaking documented in the street gang literature.

The use of these characteristics as a heuristic tool to better understand ISIS highlights that there
are many similarities between ISIS and street gangs. Yet, a crucial disparity does exist, the scale
of the threat posed by ISIS. Street gangs may be agents of fear and violence that negatively
impact neighbourhoods within cities, however, the responses to combat them are from local law
enforcement agencies. Conversely, ISIS is capable of projecting major violence and terror across
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substantial swaths of territory in the Middle East, South Asia, and North Africa, requiring a
response from an international coalition of counter-terrorism and military forces that costs billions
of dollars and requires thousands of operators. This is not to minimise the negative societal
impacts of street gangs collectively, but rather to highlight the tremendous damage potential of
just a singular organisation, ISIS.

Policy implications

Despite a longstanding disconnect between the street gang and terrorism literatures, scholars
are beginning initial efforts to bridge this divide. One can now find instances of street gangs
being compared to terrorist groups, as well as mentions of gang-like characteristics of some
terrorist groups. As argued above, these comparisons have been anecdotal and cursory.
No study engaged in a case study of a single terrorist group using the lens of street gangs.
This is despite growing acknowledgement that the gang and terrorist literatures can be mutually
beneficial (Curry, 2011; Decker and Pyrooz, 2015a, b). A unique look at the preeminent
terrorist group, ISIS, has been offered by exploring the group’s behaviour and structure through
a street gang perspective. This case study carries implications for both the academic and
practitioner communities.

Academically, this case study presents an initial effort to address what many notable scholars have
called for in the criminological literature. It is an explicit exploration of how ISIS functions as a street
gang. Sullivan (2001) details a framework of street gang evolution within which gangs progress
towards a model of terrorism-for-hire or quasi-terrorism in the third generation. Extending this
framework, one may consider ISIS to be a “fourth generation” street gang, complete with political
objectives that are nothing short of the establishment of a worldwide Caliphate, with levels of
sophistication (including technological and logistical sophistication) high enough to permit them to
run a shell-state, and international reach that permits their influence to be felt around the globe. ISIS
is beyond the mercenary model of third generation gangs, projecting violence for symbolic and
instrumental reasons at will. This final stage of evolution represents a street gang at its zenith,
operating its own government in a black hole state, as described by Makarenko (2004). The notion
of fourth generation gangs represents a fulcrum on the gang-terror continuum.

This paper is arguing for an expansion of the crime-terror continuum to consider a latent spectrum
between terrorist groups and street gangs. Meaningful reconciliation of the gang and terrorist
literature would expand our understanding of how terrorist groups might adopt the tactics and
behaviours of organised crime groups (or vice versa) to explicitly consider how terrorist groups
might adopt or mimic the behaviours of street gangs. This reconciliation is made more pressing by
the commonalities that exist between street gangs and organised crime. Typically treated under
separate literatures, street gangs and organised crime can often be successfully targeted by the
same prosecutorial laws, such as RICO (Klein and Maxson, 2006). Progression between street
gangs and organised crime is established in the literature (Densley, 2013; Papachristos, 2005b;
Stephenson, 2015). Additionally, a generational transformation of street gangs developing into
terrorist groups establishes an alternatively viable evolutionary path (Sullivan, 1997, 2001). This
case study implies that expansion of the crime-terror continuum to include a gang-terror nexus is
both minimal and straightforward.

This paper also invites similar case studies to be conducted, using the street gang lens to analyse
other terrorist groups. These groups may share much in common with street gangs, or may be
quite distinct. Either eventuality offers tremendous knowledge, as they can shed light on group
structure, behaviour, and motivation, and ideally suggest countermanding strategies to law
enforcement and militaries.

In regards to ISIS, and terrorism generally, a disconnect exists between policy makers and
criminal justice actors, who craft legislation defining these extremist groups and the sanctions
imposed against them, and criminologists, whose role is to empirically study, analyse, and
eventually suggest recommendations to appropriately address these groups’ criminogenic
impact. Since Rosenfeld’s (2002, p. 2) admonishment, “it is our fault, our poverty of intellectual
imagination prevents us from studying terrorism”, criminologists are more active investigating
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terrorism (Bouchard, 2015; Curry, 2011; Decker and Pyrooz, 2015a; Forst, 2009). This paper’s
implication is that the robust street gang literature can also be drawn upon for insights as to
effectively counteract the spread of ISIS and similarly structured terrorist organisations.

For practitioners, including law enforcement authorities and policy makers, there are also
important implications stemming from this case study. Myths are cultivated by the media, elected
officials, and criminal justice actors routinely portraying terrorist and insurgency groups as being
entwined with organised street gangs, even though this is not the case (Curry, 2011; Decker and
Pyrooz, 2015a, b; Hagedorn, 2008). A prime example is the use of wide-reaching gang
enhancement laws known as STEP Acts that label gang members as street terrorists and allow
for the felony prosecution of any individual who has knowledge of a gang member’s engagement
in criminal activity, associates with a criminal gang, or assists in the criminal actions of a gang
member (Bjerregaard, 2003; Klein and Maxson, 2006). Interestingly, the proscriptions found in
STEP Acts are analogous to the USA PATRIOT Act’s provision against providing material support
or resources to terrorist organisations. It is not surprising that the constitutionality of both STEP
Acts and the USA PATRIOT Act have been challenged, arguing that the laws are too broadly
defined, infringe upon citizens’ constitutional rights, and overly expand the discretion and
authority of law enforcement (Bjerregaard, 2003; Van Bergen, 2003). One thing that gang
scholars can agree upon is that criminal justice approaches solely based on suppression
(e.g. aggressive policing, enhanced prosecution, tougher sentencing) are not enough to inhibit
gang violence (Klein and Maxson, 2006). Learning this lesson is paramount if practical and
effective policy is going to be crafted to successfully confront ISIS or similar terrorist groups.

As with street gangs, marginalised youth from distressed neighbourhoods are joining ISIS.
Furthermore, because the group-based nature and violent proclivities of ISIS is similar to that of
street gangs, programmes successfully regulating the activities of gang members could be
adapted to deradicalise youth sympathetic to ISIS. Gravel et al. (2013) discuss how gang
alternatives, designed to provide individuals opportunities (e.g. job training, educational
assistance) outside of the gang, are able to reduce attachment to the group facilitating
desistance. Adapting gang alternative programmes is a reasonably straightforward intervention
strategy that could counter ISIS recruitment. For instance, outreach workers could be utilised to
counsel and liaison with susceptible individuals, groups, and families and connect them to
needed social service and better integrating these marginalised populations into the mainstream
community. Such an approach could be particularly salient in Europe where many of these
Muslim recruits’ communities are ghettoised and isolated from society (Gerges, 2016).

Efforts to curtail the ability of ISIS to recruit sympathetic youth would also include a technological
component. The degree to which ISIS leverages digital communication to communicate, recruit,
and argue for legitimacy is documented above. The reach of ISIS to attract youth worldwide is
dependent upon their ability to freely disseminate their message through social media
and the web. Limiting that ability would therefore reduce the number of individuals exposed
(and ultimately drawn) to the ISIS mission. To accomplish this, policy makers would need to work
closely with social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook to aggressively seek out and
remove users and content related to ISIS activity. It would also rely on the willingness of these
platforms to limit user actions. Social media platforms have shown varying degrees of
cooperation on this front. For greater detail about countering violent extremisms see Gates and
Podder (2015), Johnson et al. (2016), and Szmania and Fincher (2017).

Finally, the gang intervention literature, particularly gang alternatives, may provide further
guidance to the terrorism deradicalisation literature. For instance, the city of Brussels in Belgium is
currently using “deradicalisation officers” as outreach workers in the neighbourhood of
Molenbeek, the “jihadist capital of Europe”, where ISIS sympathisers and youth emigrating to the
Islamic Caliphate are concentrated. The goal of using deradicalisation officers is to improve
relationships between youth at risk of radicalising and the community along with helping youth to
develop a healthy social identity (Vice News Tonight, 2017). Similar efforts are even being
employed in local communities in the USA (Boghani, 2016) and Denmark (Hemmingsen, 2015;
Rosin, 2016). Deradicalisation, the process by which radicalised individuals leave terrorism, has
received keen interest, despite notable difficulty in empirical assessment of its effectiveness in
various forms (Horgan and Braddock, 2010). By contrast, there is a growing body of empirical
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work to draw upon assessing the process by which individuals leave gangs (e.g. Pyrooz et al., 2014).
This body is informed by large-scale data collection spanning decades. In designing interventions to
facilitate desistance from terrorist groups, the gang desistance literature may well be an appropriate
starting point, assuming the terrorist group closely resembles a street gang in crucial ways.

As with gang interventions, it should be noted to not forget females in this deradicalisation
process (Decker and Pyrooz, 2015a). Females have a different set of motivations than males for
joining ISIS and it is necessary to understand how gender is exploited to radicalise these
individuals (Perešin and Cervone, 2015). Chatterjee (2016, p. 215) suggests using a “gendered
lens” to better capture the complexities within ISIS society and the surrounding regional
communities. Furthermore, while law enforcement routinely underestimates female involvement
in street gangs (Klein and Maxson, 2006), the failure to seriously account for female involvement
in ISIS could present a noteworthy security threat, particularly in the case of a lone-wolf attack
(Perešin and Cervone, 2015). As such, gender-specific interventions that coordinate families
and communities of at risk females to observe behavioural changes, monitor social media, and
customise counter-narratives that are designed to disengage potential recruits from ISIS’
ideology (Saltman and Frennett, 2016).

Conclusion

While street gangs can be catalogued in various typologies, there is still considerable variation in
the structures and social networks of these groups (Klein and Maxson, 2006). The takeaway
message is that “the structure and behavior of a gang is molded in part through its
accommodation to its life conditions”, with no two gangs being the same (Thrasher, 1927,
p.144). The same applies for terrorist/insurgency groups (Decker and Pyrooz, 2011). This paper
argues that the literature considering the nexus between organised crime and terrorism be
developed to include a gang-terror nexus. This expansion would benefit terrorism scholars and
practitioners alike inasmuch as the robustness of the street gang literature offers a useful
perspective on the decentralised but dynamic insurgencies of the modern era. This case study
demonstrates that ISIS, arguably the preeminent terror concern today, does indeed share much
in common with street gangs in terms of its structure and operation. ISIS’s violence and
criminality are also readily understood through the lens of street gangs.

ISIS illustrates the creation of a gang-terror continuum is neither artificial nor impractical.
By drawing from the street gang literature, terrorism scholars can develop a more nuanced
understanding of how and why terror groups recruit members, control territory, and execute
violent attacks. Future works should induce a more formal gang-terror continuum than is
presented here, building on focussed studies of other terror groups.

Terror scholars recognise that ISIS differs in the form and function from its predecessors
(Byman, 2015a; Cronin, 2015; Lister, 2015). Perhaps this is due to ISIS’s similarity to street
gangs, in contrast to the rigid, hierarchies of other insurgencies. Even considered as a gang, ISIS
is anomalous, given its current structure and organisation. Generally speaking, many of these
organised street gangs are considered to be anomalies in the literature, yet they show what
street gangs can become given the right ingredients and opportunities (Densley, 2013;
Papachristos, 2005b).

Notes

1. While the group now refers to themselves as the Islamic State, they are more commonly recognised and
labelled as Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). They are also referred to as the Islamic State of Iraq
and the Levant or Daesh.

2. To facilitate this case study of ISIS, we draw from an assembled body of knowledge spanning several
types. When possible, we give primacy to the academic literature, including scholarly books and journals.
However, the relative newness of ISIS has the consequence of few empirical articles having been
published on the group. It is also the case that there are aspects of ISIS which are discussed in this case
study which are not discussed in academic sources. Therefore, as a supplement the academic sources,
we then draw upon media accounts published in reputable national and international outlets.
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