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Radical Muslims represent a minority within the Muslim world. If most Muslims are not extremists, why are so 
many young Muslims drawn to extremist interpretations of Islam as the basis for establishing radical regimes in 
their societies? How do they become radicalized? What is the tipping point from radicalization to terrorism? 
Finally, how can violent radicalism be countered and defeated?  
 
These questions are discussed in Marc Sageman's important book, "Leaderless Jihad: Terror Networks in the 
Twenty First Century" (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008; 208 pages, $24.95). Dr. Sageman, a forensic 
psychiatrist and political sociologist, is also a former CIA case officer who worked with the mujahideen in Af-
ghanistan in the late 1980s. He is also the author of the groundbreaking Understanding Terror Networks, which 
was published in 2004 and has become one of the leading studies on the global Islamist terror movement.[1] 
 
In "Leaderless Jihad" Dr. Sageman, whom I know professionally, updates and expands his earlier work on what 
drives radical elements of a society to terrorism. Dr. Sageman's research is unique in the field of al-Qaeda stud-
ies, in particular, because of his "evidence-based" approach. Here he has assembled profiles of individual op-
eratives to generate insights about their personal characteristics and motivations, recruitment patterns, organiza-
tional formations, and warfare. Whereas his earlier study is based on the compilations drawn from unclassified, 
open sources of profiles of some 172 individuals; this study is based on more than 500 profiles, making it a 
valuable resource for the academic community. One drawback of the book is that it does not provide a sum-
mary of the database in an appendix. 
 
According to Dr. Sageman, the al-Qaeda-led Islamist social movement consists of several thousand members 
(out of a worldwide Muslim population of more than one billion). It is "composed of social networks that mobi-
lize people to resort to terrorism. These networks may become formal organizations, like al-Qaeda or its Indo-
nesian affiliate, Jemaah Islamiyah, depending on shifting circumstances." (p. 31) 

Moreover, while al-Qaeda "Central" is currently headquartered along the Pakistan-Afghanistan frontier, its 
"social movement has spread far beyond the original organization." (p. 31) According to Dr. Sageman, this 
makes the organization even more dangerous because as a social movement it has dramatically grown beyond 
its organizational origins.  
 
Dr. Sageman believes today's al-Qaeda (and the social movements it has spawned) is the product of three his-
torical waves. The first wave consisted of the "old guard," the veterans of the anti-Soviet campaign in Afghani-
stan who joined Usama bin Laden in forming the core of al-Qaeda “Central” in the 1980s. The second wave 
joined al-Qaeda in the 1990s after training in its camps in Afghanistan. Al-Qaeda "Central" was predominant 
during this phase, closely directing its operations around the world.  
 
The third wave, however, is the post-2001 generation of radicals, who joined al-Qaeda following the overthrow 
of the Taliban in Afghanistan and the U.S.-led invasion in Iraq. Although it lost its safe haven and training fa-
cilities in Afghanistan, the al-Qaeda-led social movement is even more pervasive because of its global reach as 
well as its links to al-Qaeda "Central" along the Pakistan-Afghan border.  Furthermore, the organization has 
had great success on the Internet, where it has radicalized a new generation of activists, including many among 
second-generation Muslim immigrants in Europe and North America. This was the group, for example, that 
carried out the suicide attacks against London's transportation system in July 2005.  
 
How are the members of al-Qaeda's third wave mobilized into becoming "warriors for Islam?" Dr. Sageman 
writes that they view themselves, rightly or wrongly, as "heroes, fighting for justice and fairness" to transform 
their societies.  
 
Moreover, Dr. Sageman asserts, their radicalization is facilitated by a four-prong process (which is not neces-
sarily linear): (1) an individual's sense of moral outrage in response to perceived suffering by fellow Muslims 
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around the world; (2) how the individual might interpret such moral outrage within the context of a larger war 
against Islam; (3) whether or not the sense of "moral outrage" resonates with one's own experience (for exam-
ple, discrimination or difficulty in making it in Western society) and, finally, (4) being mobilized by networks 
that take one to the next level of violent radicalization in the form of terrorist cells. To this, I would add a fifth 
prong (which I would place between Dr. Sageman’s first and second prongs): the influence of radical Islamic 
texts, such as Sayyid Qutb’s Milestones, which had a profound influence in radicalizing bin Laden, Ayman al-
Zawahiri, and other al-Qaeda leaders, operatives, recruits and supporters.  

Like any masterpiece, Dr. Sageman’s book is not perfect in all aspects. Some of his arguments are insuffi-
ciently explained or inadequately sourced. Dr. Sageman’s use of citations is inconsistent and incomplete. Some 
endnotes list the authors’ first names and the date of their publications, but not the titles or page numbers. This 
makes it cumbersome to check the validity of the cited information.  

Aside from these criticisms, there is so much more to commend in Dr. Sageman’s book. The chapter on “How 
to Study Terrorism in the Twenty-First Century” is required reading for every university course; similarly, the 
chapter on “The Atlantic Divide” is a provocative analysis of the different trajectories of radicalization in 
Europe and the United States, and the chapter on “Terrorism in the Age of the Internet” is one of the finest 
overviews of this subject. 

Dr. Sageman concludes that “the threat from al-Qaeda is self-limiting, [as] is its appeal, and global Islamist 
terrorism will probably disappear for internal reasons…” because of the atrocities committed by al-Qaeda and 
those acting on its behalf (p. 150). The most appropriate counter strategy, according to Dr. Sageman, “should 
be one of restraint with respect to the greater challenge: preventing young Muslims from joining the terrorist 
social movement…” (p. 150).  

To counter the social movement inspired by al-Qaeda, Dr. Sageman proposes a strategy to "take the glory and 
thrill out of terrorism." Military operations against them should be conducted swiftly and precisely, with such 
terrorists considered "common criminals" (p. 151).   The sense of "moral outrage" by young Muslims can be 
diminished by helping to resolve local conflicts that al-Qaeda's propaganda highlights as injustices against the 
Muslim world. The young jihadists want to become heroes, so they need to be provided with alternative role 
models, such as Muslim soccer stars and other successful community leaders.  

This is all true. Aside from addressing their concrete grievances, however, governments still need to formulate 
effective responses to counter their desire to impose anti-modern religious orthodoxy over their respective so-
cieties and communities. What sort of alternative ideologies and role models can be provided to such militants 
and their supporters that are likely to be embraced by them? Dr. Sageman’s book is valuable because research-
ers can apply this question against his empirical approach and findings in order to advance the state of knowl-
edge on this issue.  
 
Dr. Sageman's incisive observations based on carefully examined evidence, astute insights and scholarship 
make "Leaderless Jihad" the gold standard in al-Qaeda studies. Like his earlier book, it deserves to be widely 
read in the field of terrorism studies.  
 
Dr. Joshua Sinai is a program manager for counterterrorism studies at The Analysis Corporation 
(www.theanalysiscorp.com) in McLean, Virginia, USA.  

This is a revised and expanded version of Dr. Sinai’s review of Dr. Sageman’s book, which originally appeared 
in The Washington Times on February 19, 2008. Reprinted with permission. 
 
NOTES: 
 
[1] See my review of Dr. Sageman’s Understanding Terror Networks in The Washington Times, May 25, 2004.  
 


