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Terrorism studies is a fairly recent disciplinary field, having only really 
emerged around the 1970s in the form of the Anglo-Israeli-American ter-
rorism studies that is still dominant today. For a variety of reasons, as we 

have already mentioned, the development of this discipline has been rather com-
plicated, not least because of the polemical nature of its subject and the difficulties 
of accessing data. As a result, researchers engaged in this field can only draw on 
very rare theoretical elaborations as a basis for hypotheses and research programs. 
This situation explains the importance of works such as Ehud Sprinzak’s on the 
sequential logic of terrorism; Crelinsten’s model of the interaction between terror-
ism and counterterrorism; and, of course, Rapoport’s “wave” theory, which is un-
doubtedly the best-known and most widely discussed. Its author, David Rapoport 
(b. 1929), is one of the pioneers of terrorism studies, having published a small ex-
ploratory book on the subject as early as 1971. Subsequently, this North American 
political scientist based at the University of Los Angeles accumulated publications 
on terrorism (notably from the angle of its religious motivations) and played a 
major role in the development (and ideological orientations) of terrorism studies, 
particularly through the creation and long-standing direction of the journal Ter-
rorism and Political Violence. In other words, we are dealing with a leading author 
whose influence, abundantly relayed by a powerful “invisible college,” has left a 
lasting mark on the discipline, not only in its intellectual aspects, but also in its 
dominant orientations. An analysis of the book in which this researcher summa-
rizes his work goes beyond the scope of the usual review. In fact, it is the state of 
current research in the history of terrorism that can be questioned through this 
text. This inevitably leads to a critical reflection on terrorism studies, insofar as 
they are largely influenced by the writings of David Rapoport. For these reasons, 
this Bibliographical Watch discusses in some detail several aspects of the “wave 
theory” that Rapoport presents to us in this book in a version that is most likely 
definitive.

Rapoport’s “Wave” Theory: Origins and Developments

It was in the wake of the September 11 attacks in 2001 that David Rapoport for-
mulated, in two articles, a first, more or less complete version of his “wave” theory, 
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definitively including the fourth (religious) wave. This contribution was to have 
an enormous influence on the discipline of terrorism studies (and beyond), as it 
provided a simple and attractive model for intellectually structuring a history of 
terrorism that was then in full development. Moreover, continuing an approach 
that begun with his first publications on the subject, Rapoport provides an attrac-
tive pedagogical tool that can be illustrated with the following chart:

Fig. 1: Rapoport’s schematic representation of the “waves” of terrorism.

In proposing this periodization of the history of terrorism (modern and/or 
global) into four waves lasting approximately forty years, Rapoport uses the no-
tion of generation. By this, he means a similarity between the main objectives and 
modus operandi of the various organizations operating during the same period, 
and which share an “energy” that mobilizes them. 

In the years that followed, Rapoport repeated the basic elements of his the-
ory, with only marginal variations, in a series of book chapters that contributed to 
making it a kind of “shared knowledge” among specialized researchers. However, 
various aspects of “wave theory” have been the subject of debate and/or alternative 
proposals. In 2007, for example, Mark Sedgwick attacked the chronology proposed 
by Rapoport, placing greater emphasis on the influences exerted by groups (Ital-
ians, Germans, Chinese, and Afghans) who inspired imitators, than on the strictly 
ideological factors that motivated them. Two years later, Rasler and Thompson 
produced a partial validation of Rapoport’s model, based on empirical data (from 
the ITERATE database) but at the cost of serious conceptual inaccuracies.

In 2011, a rather heterogeneous book was published, entirely devoted to 
discussing various aspects of Rapoport’s “wave theory”, with a particular focus on 
the religious facts associated with it, to which we’ll return later. On a general level, 
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Marc Sageman’s contribution, based on the case of contemporary Islamism, em-
phasizes the contextual and social factors that produce notable evolutions within 
each wave. With Parker and Sitter’s article, which sees the history of “modern” 
terrorism as stemming from four ideologically based “strains” (socialist, nation-
alist, religious, and “exclusionary”), Rapoport’s schema is profoundly challenged. 
And this, even though motivational causality is also used here as a basis for ty-
pologies, leads to an impasse that we’ll discuss later. Finally, very recently, Radil 
and Castan Pinos have highlighted the absence of the territorial dimension in 
Rapoport’s approach and provided useful elements to remedy the situation. How-
ever, by uncritically adopting the foundations of Rapoport’s theory and the peri-
odization associated with it, these authors do not engage in an in-depth discus-
sion of the subject.

These few indications, which provide an insight into the background and 
current context of the debate surrounding Rapoport’s “wave theory,” allow us to 
turn now to the analysis of the book in which this elaboration undoubtedly finds 
its most complete formulation. Given the importance of the subject, we will briefly 
analyze the successive chapters of this work.

Definitions and Nature of Pre-global “Terrorism”

In the introduction to a work that purports to be scientific, it is customary for the 
author to set out as precisely as possible the nature of the subject under discussion. 
This usually involves a definitional and conceptual clarification, so that the reader 
knows, at least at the outset, what is to be discussed next. This exercise, no doubt 
tedious, is nonetheless essential when it comes to terrorism, given the polysemous 
nature of the term and the importance of the issues associated with its definition.

However, in the introduction to his book, Rapoport does not propose a 
clear, operational definition of terrorism, but proceeds by successive assertions 
without arriving at an explicit formulation. On page 3, for example, we read: “[t]
error is violence employed for a religious or political objective and is not limited 
by the accepted moral norms that limit violence.” This vague and undecidable idea 
(who “accepts,” and who decides on morality), is completed a little further on by 
a legal normative consideration of little relevance in this context: “[r]ebels using 
violence to achieve a political or religious end are terrorists when they operate un-
fettered by military rules governing violence” (ibid.). Let’s quickly move on to the 
absurdity of distinguishing between political and religious motivations here, given 
that it’s not the theological aspect that is important here, but considerations that 
come under the geopolitics of religions—an issue that Rapoport clearly ignores. 
In short, Rapoport’s definitional effort is limited to asserting the extra-ordinary 
and immoral nature of terrorist violence, which has the advantage of being able 
to distribute the label “terrorist” widely to a wide variety of actors, depending on 
the polemical needs of the moment. It’s interesting to note that this definitional 
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vagueness is inherent in Rapoport’s approach. It can be found in his early texts, 
particularly in a chapter devoted mainly to defining the specificity of the terrorist 
act. He insists precisely on the publicity aspect of the act and on the implications 
of the “atrocity” that characterizes it yet fails to provide a clear definition. This lack 
of conceptual precision is echoed when it comes to defining the nature of “mod-
ern” and “global” terrorism, as these terms are equivalent for this author. Indeed, 
in Waves of Global Terrorism (henceforth WGT), we read: “... it was not until the 
terrorism of the 1880s that revolutionary activity transcended Europe and became 
global” (p. 2). The criterion for this “globality” is rather sketchy, as evidenced by 
the remarkably trivial note: “Global terrorism involves many states in various ca-
pacities and groups that cooperate in various ways” (WGT, note 1, p. 307). 

After these introductory considerations, the first chapter is devoted to ter-
rorism “before the global form.” In so doing, Rapoport introduces the idea (a false 
one, in my view) that terrorism has existed, if not “always,” at least since antiquity. 
We’re dealing with a reality whose nature is constant (in its extra-ordinary atrocity 
and immorality), but whose form changes towards the end of the 19th century for 
various political and technical reasons, to which we will return later.

With this in mind, Rapoport begins by examining the case of three very 
heterogeneous series of religiously motivated actors, partly echoing the results of 
earlier publications on the place of “terrorism” in three religious traditions (Ju-
daism, Hinduism, and Islam), and on the relationship between messianism and 
“terror.” The first group or movement considered is that of the Jewish Sicars and 
Zealots of the first century AD, who committed political assassinations, mainly 
against Jewish dignitaries accused of complacency towards the Roman authorities 
of the time. In this case, as in that of the Assassins (from the Ismaili branch of 
Shi’ism, active between 1090 and 1275), the confusion between political assassina-
tion and terrorism is a source of serious misunderstanding. Indeed, if we set out 
to distinguish between these two forms of political violence, it is not the motives 
of the perpetrators or their modus operandi that should be of interest, but the 
identity of the victims. 

This extremely important point has already been made in several publica-
tions, so there’s no need to return to it here. At most, we can recall the basic dis-
tinction between personal identity (specific to a particular irreplaceable individual 
such as a king, important official, president, etc.), functional identity (linked to 
the victim’s functions in a government institution, the Police, the Army, etc.), and 
vectorial identity (associated with the victim’s ability to best convey, by means of 
his death and/or suffering, the message that the terrorist actor aims to communi-
cate to various audiences). And according to this criterion, the only one that in my 
opinion allows us to distinguish the specificity of the terrorist act, it seems difficult 
to include Zealots and Assassins among the terrorists. At the very most, we can 
include them in a long “prehistory” that precedes the appearance of terrorism, to-
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wards the end of the 19th century, precisely at a break with the practice of political 
assassination, as we shall see later.

The Crusades provide Rapoport with the third case of religiously motivated 
“terrorism.” Here again, no serious justification for this choice is offered, other 
than the author’s antipathy for this episode (which sometimes also attacked Jews), 
and the fact that the Crusaders committed “atrocities.” One might have expected a 
more substantial argument.

This is followed by developments in pre-global “secular terrorism,” which 
Rapoport sees as the action of violent mobs. Two North American cases are dealt 
with here: The Sons of Liberty (1765–1776), and the emergence of the Ku Klux 
Klan (1867–1877). Apart from the fact that these two episodes correspond to dif-
ferent geopolitical situations, it’s hard to see the point of including riots and crowd 
movements in the genealogy of terrorism. Indeed, even when they belong to the 
register of political violence (which is not always the case), riots, like guerrilla war-
fare (and/or small wars) obey their own logic, which is precisely what differentiates 
them from terrorism, whose communicational component is essential. Rapoport 
comes to a similar conclusion at the end of his essay on the subject (WGT, pp. 49-
53), without drawing any theoretical conclusions.

This question leads directly to the all-important one of the origins of terror-
ism. The crux of the debate can be expressed simply by highlighting two contrast-
ing positions. One (notably by Rapoport) asserts the permanence of “terrorism” 
since Antiquity (with cases from the Paleolithic having not yet been reported), with 
successive variations, the most important of which is the appearance of modern 
(and/or global) terrorism towards the end of the 19th century. The other, which is 
based on the most solid advances in the historiography of terrorism (and which I 
share), asserts that the emergence of terrorism marks an important innovation in 
the repertoire of political violence, and is the result of the convergence of a series 
of factors (ideological, political, and technical) which we will briefly discuss below. 
From then on, the debate centered on the moment when this invention manifested 
itself, its conditions, its explanation, and the analysis of its effects. 

For his part, Rapoport makes his contribution to this debate, from the per-
spective of the “globalization” of terrorism, at the end of the first chapter (WGT, 
pp. 57-63). He rightly mentions the ideological influence of the French Revolu-
tion (but without drawing all the lessons from it in terms of changes in the form 
of warfare or the new importance of public opinion), as well as the consequenc-
es of several technical innovations. The roles of the popular press, railroads and 
steamships are mentioned, as well as the very important development of dynamite 
around 1866. But these factors are only hinted at, without the in-depth analysis 
that would have been welcome. In particular, the paucity of technical data (beyond 
modus operandi) is to be deployed throughout the book, when it would have been 
necessary to analyze in detail the transformations of the terrorist act during the 
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different “waves” or periods. These considerations provide a timely transition to 
the second chapter of the book, devoted to the “first wave.”

The First Wave (1879–1920s): “Anarchist?”

In this chapter, which deals with the emergence of “global” terrorism (and, in my 
opinion, terrorism in general), Rapoport addresses the cases of Russia, anarchism 
in the “West” and the expansion of nationalism in Europe and Asia.

Before commenting briefly on these different episodes, it is necessary to 
clarify Rapoport’s entire approach in this book. While the author bases his asser-
tion of the specific character of “modern” terrorism on its “global” nature, this 
chapter (and those that follow) confines itself to presenting juxtaposed case studies 
that refer to as many singular geopolitical situations. This choice, which underlies 
a serious methodological error, results from the fact that Rapoport privileges the 
motivational (ideological) causes of terrorism over the analysis of terrorism itself, 
a fact to which we shall return. However, in order to (de)demonstrate the global 
nature of terrorism from a certain point onwards, we obviously need to start not 
from national cases, but from an analysis of the geopolitical situation at the global 
level. This implies a unified global chronology and a representation of the equally 
global distribution of acts, insofar as the available sources allow.   

Once the appropriate global focus has been adopted, we find ourselves in 
the presence of facts that need to be discriminated according to definitional crite-
ria that are as precise as possible, to arrive at an empirically robust periodization. 
But this is precisely what Rapoport fails to do satisfactorily, for on the one hand, 
he uses a definition of terrorism that is not very operational, and on the other, he 
focuses on ideological criteria that fail to capture the specificity of the terrorist act.

However, what we’re talking about here is of the utmost importance, as it in-
volves locating the moment of invention of terrorism as a specific form of political 
violence. For Rapoport, this inaugural moment occurred in 1879 in Russia, with 
the founding of the Narodnaia Volia (People’s Will) group, one year after Vera Za-
sulitch’s assassination attempt on a high-ranking tsarist official. This statement is 
doubly problematic. Firstly, because this group, like the entire movement to which 
it belonged, carried out political assassinations characterized by the personal (and 
sometimes functional) identity of their victims, the most famous of which was Tsar 
Alexander II in 1881. But the difficulty in taking this crucial fact into account, and 
thus also in grasping the essential difference between political assassination and 
terrorism, stems from the fact that Russian revolutionaries proclaimed themselves 
to be “terrorists,” not least to distinguish themselves from common criminals. The 
conceptual trap set for the historian of terrorism is therefore formidable if he takes 
the discourse of his object to be the object of his discourse, without considering 
that self-designations must always be subject to rigorous criticism.
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The second problematic aspect of Rapoport’s position on Russian anteri-
ority stems from the fact that a simple chronology of political violence in the last 
third of the 19th century is not enough. For if we focus primarily on terrorist acts 
and actors, rather than their motivations, a third group inevitably emerges in addi-
tion to the Russians and anarchists: the Irish Fenians. This movement is relatively 
less studied in the field of the history of terrorism, although there are now a num-
ber of solid works highlighting its importance. As a result, this global perspective 
brings us face to face with three movements that used various forms of political 
violence, and which constitute the crucible in which the invention of terrorism 
took place, essentially at odds with the practice of political assassination. This piv-
otal moment, when a combination of technical, ideological, and political factors 
converged to invent terrorism, occurred between 1883 and the end of the 19th 
century. It is not possible to develop this point in detail here; at the very most, we 
can indicate that two attacks clearly mark this break in the repertoire of political 
violence. The first was the explosion of two bombs in the London Underground 
on October 30, 1883 (70 people injured), which marked a change in targets for the 
Fenians, who had previously attacked military, police, and government buildings. 
The second clear terrorist act took place in Barcelona, on November 7, 1893, at the 
Grand Théâtre du Liceu (20 dead). Parisian attacks followed, notably that which 
was perpetrated by Émile Henry at the Café Terminus on January 12, 1894 (one 
dead and 20 wounded), confirming the inclusion of terrorism in the repertoire of 
anarchist violence of the period.

Having clarified these points, we can return to Rapoport’s chapter on the 
“first wave.” The section on Russian revolutionaries contains useful factual infor-
mation, notably on the relationship between attacks and pogroms (WGT, p. 73) 
and the background to the assassination of Alexander II. The treatment of the 
European anarchist movement, on the other hand, is extremely confusing and de-
ficient, mostly viewed through a “Russian prism” that notably fails to consider the 
particularities of Italian, Spanish and French anarchism.  Then, in order to illus-
trate the globalization of “terrorism,” the Armenian, Macedonian, Chinese and 
Indian movements (not anarchists, by the way) are mentioned. This is incorpo-
rated in the chapter’s conclusion, where it is pointed out that “[t]wo main themes 
inspired the First Wave: ‘equality’ and ‘nationalism’” (WGT, p. 107). This calls into 
question the very name of this wave, whose motivations are, in fact, very heteroge-
neous and whose ideological analysis is secondary to understanding the moment 
when terrorism was actually invented.

Finally, Rapoport puts forward three major reasons for the decline of this 
first wave: a) the inability of the organizations involved to achieve success; b) the 
reorientation of many anarchists towards syndicalism; c) changes in police prac-
tices (WGT, p. 103). The first reason refers to the fascinating problem of the “suc-
cess” of terrorism, which has given rise to important works and which Rapoport 



International Journal on Criminology

100

only skims over. The second factor, although factually valid, does not exhaust the 
subject, for if we take Rapoport’s motivational perspective, we are forced to note 
the permanence of elements of anarchist ideology found, for example, in the Ger-
man RAF and in today’s radical ecology. Finally, the third point rightly emphasizes 
the need to consider terrorism within the complex of actors and relationships that 
structure it, and where anti-terrorist policies and practices are of the utmost im-
portance.

The Second Wave: Anti-colonial (1919–1960s)

According to Rapoport, this wave began in 1919, in the wake of the Treaty of Ver-
sailles (and the Russian Revolution) which, by promoting the principle of self-de-
termination for peoples, gave new energy to various nationalist and/or anti-colo-
nial movements. The third chapter of the book focuses on the main actors of this 
period, whom Rapoport begins by referring to as “terrorist groups” (WGT, p. 113). 
This largely polemical designation is obviously problematic, and from the outset 
imposes a biased interpretative framework. For what characterizes the scientific 
analysis of terrorism is not the more or less arbitrary distribution of (in this case 
infamous) labels, but the investigation of the spatial-temporal conditions in which 
actors resort to terrorism as a function of tactical and strategic choices that need 
to be elucidated, and with effects that also need to be evaluated. This remark is nei-
ther trivial nor exclusively semantic but concerns the prerequisites for an effective 
analytical approach to terrorism.

The groups that make up the “second wave,” starting with the Irish IRA 
whose Fenian antecedents are ignored, are virtually all those involved in the an-
ti-colonial struggles of the time. Thus, in the course of a narrative that is more a 
superficial account of International Relations than a study of terrorism proper, the 
cases of Mandatory Palestine, the Algerian FLN, the Cypriot struggle, the insur-
rection in Malaya, and a few other conflicts are mentioned. In all cases, apart from 
some useful contextual information, the reader will search in vain for answers to 
the central question of why, in each time and place, insurgent actors choose to 
resort to terrorism rather than other forms of political violence. Or a complemen-
tary question: what place does terrorism occupy in the total repertoire of action of 
the group in question? Answering these questions would then have made it possi-
ble to consider the various modus operandi employed, as well as the (sometimes 
unexpected) results of these acts. 

One important point distinguishes the “second wave” from the first (which, 
for Rapoport, is characterized—frankly—by assassinations): it is the pre-emi-
nence of actions akin to guerrilla warfare (WGT, p. 144). Of course, rather than 
suggesting, as this author does, that during this period “terrorism” manifested it-
self mainly in the form of guerrilla warfare, this coexistence of different modalities 
of political violence would have merited a thorough analysis. This implied first 
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of all, clearly differentiating between them, which once again seems to focus on 
the identity of targets/victims: functional in the case of guerrilla warfare, which 
targets police, military, and other agents of the state; and vectorial in the case of 
terrorism. Armed with this basic criterion, it becomes possible to go beyond con-
textual commentary to analyze the various terrorist complexes that arise during 
this period and draw from them hypotheses and/or lessons that genuinely enrich 
our knowledge of the subject.

The Third Wave (1960s–1990s): The New Left

According to Rapoport, two events are particularly important in explaining the 
emergence of the “third wave”: the Cuban revolution (1959) and the Vietnam War 
(which ended in 1975). But this observation, which is true for most Latin Amer-
ican, North American (particularly the Weathermen) and West European groups 
of the 1960s and 1970s (German RAF, Italian BR...), is far less relevant for other 
entities included in this wave/period, which were part of different regional and lo-
cal geopolitical situations. Thus, for example, the Palestinian movement (the PLO 
and its rival organizations), the Basque ETA, the Kurdish PKK and the Irish PIRA 
are only included in the wave at the cost of a sort of bricolage, where ideological 
and chronological criteria are loosely intertwined.

In this chapter, too, the contextual presentation of the various organiza-
tions, which is often largely irrelevant (see pp. 186-195, for example), is given pri-
ority over analysis of the concrete conditions of their recourse (or not) to terror-
ism. And yet, over the years, there have been many episodes that have allowed us 
to delve deeper into the relationships and differences between guerrilla warfare 
and terrorism, provided they have been properly defined. Thus, for example, the 
transition from rural to urban guerrilla warfare, following the resounding failure 
of Che Guevara’s adventure in Bolivia, certainly merited comment, particularly in 
order to characterize this form of political violence which (rarely) coexists with 
truly terrorist acts in Uruguay, Argentina, Germany, or Italy.

As for the modus operandi characteristic of this wave, Rapoport rightly 
mentions hostage-taking in various forms (kidnapping, static hostage-taking, and 
aircraft hijacking), without however integrating them into a discussion of their 
place in each group’s total repertoire of action. Here again, there was more to be 
said about the evolution of these different modes of operation, as a recent study of 
aircraft hijackings since the 1930s has shown.

The causes of the decline of the third wave are not convincingly explained, 
as shown by the very superficial treatment of the case of the Peruvian Shining Path 
(active in various forms since 1980), which nevertheless constitutes a kind of lab-
oratory for research into terrorism.
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The Fourth Wave (1979–2020?): Religious

The relationship between terrorism and religious facts is a subject that Rapoport 
has been working on for many decades, giving rise to a series of publications, the 
first of which is a pioneering exploration of the relationship between terrorism 
and three religious traditions (Judaism, Islam, and Hinduism). This article, which 
has had a major influence in shaping the analysis of “religious terrorism” with-
in terrorism studies, sets out the author’s now constant approach to the subject, 
which is problematic in two respects. Firstly, by asserting the temporal continu-
ity of the terrorist act, based on an imprecise definition, we return to the ques-
tion (here poorly resolved) of the moment when the invention of terrorism takes 
place, as discussed above. Secondly, the immediate (in the sense of unmediated) 
connection between an ideological (and/or doctrinal) fact and the terrorist act. 
This methodological error ignores the filters that exist between these two orders of 
facts. Indeed, for religious (or other) ideas to motivate terrorist acts they must pass 
through at least three decisive filters: a) tactical and b) strategic choices; as well 
as an assessment (however good) of c) the geopolitical situation. Consequently, 
the study of religiously motivated terrorism is not primarily a theological discus-
sion, but a reflection on the geopolitics of religions. It is not possible to develop 
this point here, but it is essential to mention it, as it directly concerns the limits 
of Rapoport’s treatment of this issue in the chapter of his book devoted to the 
“fourth wave,” the antecedents of which can be found in a number of important 
texts. Thus, after “Fear and trembling...” Rapoport offers a reflection on messian-
ism as an ideological device that can (sometimes) motivate terrorist acts; a theme 
he then explores in depth in a detailed (and fascinating) study of the Zealots/Sicars 
who fomented the Jewish revolt in 66-70 CE. This chapter is, moreover, a further 
demonstration of the deep links that unite this author with the Jewish scriptural 
tradition, a fact rightly brought to light by Jeffrey Kaplan. This is followed by a 
study of Abd-al Salam Faraj’s L’obligation absente (1980), the inspiration behind 
the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, which organized the assassination of President Sadat 
in 1981. Finally, the series of texts that precede the formulation of the “wave theo-
ry” includes an article on “weapons of mass destruction,” which have focused the 
attention of researchers and anti-terrorist measures in the wake of the Aum affair 
(1995) in Japan. Far from the prevailing alarmism, Rapoport provides a reason-
able, well-argued analysis of the low risk posed by this type of attack.

Returning to the book we’re concerned with here, Rapoport (WGT, p. 187) 
points to three major events at the origin of the “fourth wave” in 1979. These, which 
become four a few pages later (WGT, pp. 216-220), are: 1) the Iranian revolution; 
2) the peace treaty between Israel and Egypt; 3) the century changes to the Islamic 
calendar; and 4) the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Significantly, Rapoport skips 
over the Israeli invasion of Lebanon (1982) in just three lines, even though it is a 
major event in terms of its multiple local, regional, and global implications. 
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The body of the chapter contains, as usual, a juxtaposition of cases accom-
panied by contextual comments that have little or nothing to do with terrorism as 
such, and to which it is pointless to return. However, the inclusion of the Tamil 
Tigers (LTTE) in the religious wave comes as a surprise, no doubt because of the 
chronological arrangement adopted by the author, and more probably because of 
their recourse (in particular) to suicide bombing, which Rapoport considers to be 
the distinctive modus operandi of this wave.

The question of the end of this wave gives rise to interesting developments, 
insofar as following the generational sequence of around 40 years, “religious ter-
rorism” should show signs of decline towards the 2020s. These considerations are 
also partly in line with the analysis Rapoport published following the attacks in 
Paris and Brussels (2015 and 2016), where the main explanatory factor was the dif-
ferences in the estimated date of the Apocalypse between Al Qaeda and the Islamic 
State. This raises once again the question of the relationship between persistent 
ideological motivations (in this case, jihadist Islamism) and recourse to terrorism, 
which depends on the tactical, strategic, and geopolitical filters mentioned above. 
However, the theoretical framework adopted by Rapoport does not allow us to see 
the problem in these terms; at most, he can suggest that, because it is rooted in re-
ligious communities, “religious terrorism” may last longer than expected, despite 
some signs (difficult to interpret) that it is running out of steam. In any case, the 
question of whether there will be a “fifth wave,” and what its dominant motivation 
will be, inevitably arises. This is the subject of the book’s concluding chapter.

The Fifth Wave (?-?): A Fragile Hypothesis

To fully understand Rapoport’s forward-looking conclusion, it’s important to real-
ize that the question of the fifth wave has already been the subject of debate among 
terrorism researchers. Of course, the ambiguities of wave theory make it difficult 
to distinguish between periodization criteria based on ideological motivations, or-
ganizational forms, or characteristic modus operandi. What’s more, just because an 
ideology loses its appeal doesn’t mean that its capacity to motivate terrorist acts is 
mechanically reduced, as Marxism and anarchism, for example, demonstrate. In 
addition, considerations of the “fifth wave,” supposed to begin in the 2020s follow-
ing the generational succession of 40 years, periodically reactivate an old debate 
and some controversies within the discipline of terrorism studies.

The old debate concerns the “newness” of certain forms of terrorism. 
Launched in the second half of the 1990s (notably in the wake of the Aum affair), 
this theme periodically resurfaces due to the poor historical culture of many ter-
rorism studies specialists and a certain ambient intellectual laziness. This is despite 
some salutary clarifications, the benefits of which are neglected.

The controversies discussed here concern the predictive scope of scientif-
ic work on terrorism. The main disagreements concern the selection of variables 
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whose curves are to be “extended”: are we talking only about terrorist acts, or 
terrorist complexes (which is more fruitful), or even encompassing geopolitical 
situations? It goes without saying that these uncertainties are at the heart of the 
process of predicting the dominant features of the “fifth wave.”

In view of the foregoing, it is interesting to note the variety of “fifth waves” 
that have been envisaged in recent years. Firstly, Jeffrey Kaplan proposes the emer-
gence of rather messianic “tribal” entities with mainly local interests, along the 
lines of the Khmer Rouge or the Ugandan Lord’s Resistance Army, while taking 
considerable liberties with Rapoport’s initial schema. For their part, Weinberg and 
Eubank confine themselves to noting (in 2010, i.e., four years before the emer-
gence of the Islamic State...) a certain decline in “religious terrorism,” in line with 
what Rapoport’s theory tends to predict. Still on the subject of ideological moti-
vations, the same year B. Gagnon suggested eco-terrorism as the dominant moti-
vation for a fifth regional wave. This hypothesis was later taken up and developed 
by da Silva, who rightly emphasizes the almost total absence of any consideration 
of ecoterrorism in Rapoport’s work, a fact echoed in his book, where ecoterrorism 
is not even listed in the index. This blindness to an undeniable reality is undoubt-
edly a condition for Rapoport to be able to focus his conclusion exclusively on the 
“far-right threat,” as we shall see later. In 2011, J. D. Simon sees the fifth wave as 
characterized using advanced technologies (notably the Internet) by lone actors, 
without dwelling too much on ideological factors. The difficulty of finding valid 
(and verifiable) criteria for the new wave is clearly evident in a Spanish text with 
strategic intent and is largely reflected in a proposal based on the emergence of (es-
sentially Islamic) “terrorist semi-states” from 2003 onwards (U.S. invasion of Iraq).

Lacking a consistent theoretical framework, and thus enjoying considerable 
freedom to propose largely polemical hypotheses, Rapoport concludes his book 
with a reminder of his definitional criteria for “waves,” suggesting that they do not 
really apply to “far-right” activism (WGT, p. 273). This doesn’t prevent him from 
devoting most of the chapter to this movement, making the crudest of amalgams 
between “populist” parties, “white supremacism” (the only really bad one), “hate” 
crimes (those committed by whites) and racism (still the work of whites). In short, 
developments that combine the clichés of the left-wing press with data from So-
ros-funded institutions. The problem is not that Rapoport expresses a detestation 
that can easily be explained on ethno-political grounds, but that he passes it off as 
scientific proposals, at the cost of conceptual shifts that allow ideas to be criminal-
ized under the guise of research into terrorism.

The process is essentially based on two real-life cases that resulted in over 50 
deaths: the attack in Norway by Breivik (2011), and that in Christchurch (2019). In 
both cases, we’re dealing with solitary actors with complicated backgrounds. This 
is fairly well known in the case of Breivik, but less so for Brenton Tarrant, who calls 
himself an “ecofascist,” a compound word whose first part is generally forgotten.
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Without going so far as to formally confirm the existence of a fifth wave of 
extreme right-wing extremism, an idea already put forward by several authors, 
Rapoport imposes the idea in this chapter, which looks at the situation in Europe 
(resistance to migratory submersion) and the United States (the Trump effect). In 
this sense, the text corresponds perfectly to the thematic reorientation imposed on 
terrorism studies in recent years, diverting research funding (on which the careers 
of young researchers depend) towards the “far-right” threat, to the detriment of 
jihadism and, above all, radical environmentalism, which is undoubtedly an oth-
erwise problematic movement.

In conclusion...

There are few cases where the analysis of a book simultaneously opens the field to 
the evaluation of an entire theory. This, however, is the case with Rapoport’s book, 
which synthesizes his entire contribution to what is supposed to be the history of 
terrorism, and whose periodization scheme has profoundly influenced the devel-
opment of terrorism studies.

However, a detailed examination of this book leads us to disagree with Alex 
P. Schmid’s assessment that “[Rapoport’s] historical wave theory stands stronger 
than before.” There are at least two reasons for this. Firstly, because of the lack of 
specificity of the subject matter. For what Rapoport offers us is not really a histo-
ry of terrorism, but a sometimes-problematic overview of the motivational caus-
es that led certain actors to commit terrorist acts, based on tactical and strategic 
choices that are never explained. At most, Rapoport sheds light on a few geopolit-
ical situations, but no causality emerges regarding the repertoire of action (violent 
or otherwise) available to the various actors involved. This shift in focus, made 
possible by the aforementioned definitional vagueness, will have lasting effects 
within terrorism studies, whose theoretical and methodological foundations have 
yet to be consolidated.

Secondly, even if we accept “wave theory” as a working hypothesis, as its 
undeniable didactic interest would suggest, we come up against the problem of 
validation criteria and variables. Indeed, the usual databases on terrorism only 
include cases from 1968 (ITERATE) or 1970 (GTD) onwards. It is therefore only 
possible to use them for a partial analysis of the third wave and a complete analysis 
of the next. Further, the preliminary quantitative and geographical explorations 
we have carried out do not really provide empirical confirmation of the existence 
of “waves” in terrorism. But the question merits further research by refining the 
variables and developing new sets of indicators. Another potentially promising 
line of research is emerging from recent work on the formation of so-called terror-
ist groups from 1860 onwards, for which we await further information.

The foregoing considerations demonstrate once again the enormous impor-
tance of historical knowledge for theoretically consolidating studies on terrorism. 
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Rapoport’s book, in its own way, simply reiterates this obvious point, both in terms 
of its contributions and the debates it should provoke if terrorism studies is, at last, 
to embark on the road to becoming a normal scientific field. It is, in any case, from 
this perspective, which goes beyond pure (and indispensable) scholarship, that the 
present analysis has been undertaken.

Daniel Dory est docteur en géographie HDR, spécialisé en analyse 
du terrorisme. Membre du Comité de Rédaction de Sécurité Globale.
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