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The author of this monograph, David C. Rapoport, Emeritus Professor of Political Science at the Universi-
ty of California, Los Angeles, has been lecturing and researching on political and religious violence since 
the late 1960s. He is one of the founding fathers of academic terrorism studies and also founded Terror-
ism and Political Violence, one of the three leading journals in the field. The book under review is a much 
longed-for and extended version of his seminal article “The Fourth Wave: September 11 in the History of 
Terrorism” published in Current History in December 2001 - an article which two of his critics (Tom Park-
er and Nick Sitter) called “one of the most influential articles ever written in the field of terrorism studies”. 
Documented by 90 pages of notes, and equipped with a 44-page index, Prof. Rapoport extends and details 
over 440 pages his cyclical approach to the surge and decline of four historical waves of global terrorism: 
(i) the first Anarchist Wave (1879-1920s), the second Anticolonial Wave (1919-1960s), the third New Left 
Wave (1960s-1990s) and the fourth Religious Wave (1979-2020s). 

The volume’s first part (pp. 1-63) focuses on “Terrorism before the Global Form: From the First Centu-
ry to the Twentieth”. This overview also contains the author’s definition of terrorism: “Terror is violence 
employed for a religious or political objective and is not limited by the accepted moral norms that limit 
violence. Both governments and rebels may use terror. (…) Rebels using violence to achieve a political or 
religious end are terrorists when they operate unfettered by military rules governing violence” (p.3). The 
author explicitly excludes from his analysis “terrorist groups that fight to protect the dominant system” 
(p.3) as well as merely local terrorism which has different patterns and durations. His main concerns are 
secret underground groups; therefore, he also excludes, for instance, the 200,000 Fascist Blackshirts of 
Benito Mussolini in Italy and the 500,000 Nazi Brownshirts of Adolf Hitler in Germany who showed their 
true colours above ground and openly when engaging in acts of political violence against their perceived 
opponents in the 1920s and beyond. 

In terms of theory, Prof. Rapoport uses the half-forgotten concept of “generation” as principal conceptual 
tool, with each generation lasting around 40 years. He finds that “each wave of global terror was generated 
with the hope that the world could be changed dramatically” (p.10). “A wave”, he notes, ”is stimulated by 
dramatic international political events, [and] consists of the actions of many different organizations shar-
ing similar tactics and/or objectives” (p.10). He argues that “Waves overlap in the sense that during one’s 
decline, a new one is emerging” (p.270). The book is rich in empirical details. Regarding the first historical 
wave, Prof. Rapoport notes, for instance, that “At the high point (1890-1910) terror activity occurred on 
all six inhabited continents and in at least thirty-eight nation-states” (p.102). The third, New Left historical 
wave, he specifies, “contained 404 groups, 212 ‘separatists’ and 192 ‘revolutionaries’ (p.159). Only about 
two percent of the third historical wave groups were successful in achieving at least one important aim 
(p.185).

In the concluding chapter, the author addresses the question whether or not a Fifth Wave is emerging. 
Based on the criteria Rapoport specified for historical waves, Vincent Augur, among others, has argued in 
Perspectives on Terrorism (Vol.14, Issue 3, June 2020) that Europe’s far right apparently initiated the Fifth 
Wave in 2010 (p.270). Prof. Rapoport, after listing and discussing far right terrorist attacks since 2010, 
leaves the question open:” Far-right terror and its distinctive characteristics will certainly persist for a few 
more years, but will it last long enough to constitute a Fifth Wave?” (p.305).

What makes this volume an especially significant contribution to the academic literature, is the author’s 
depth and width of historical knowledge, laced with bold observations of parallels between past and 
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present terrorism events and trends. He notes that “The first three waves aimed to achieve various goals 
the French Revolution had introduced. But the Fourth Wave was hostile to the French Revolution’s aim of 
creating a world of secular nation-states” (p.199). Prof. Rapoport’s writing is crisp and going to the heart 
of the issues he highlights in his survey of 140 years of modern non-state terrorism. The text is spiced with 
lengthy insightful quotes from terrorist theorists and practitioners; this gives his narrative both authentici-
ty and vividness. Prof. Rapoport has taken note of the criticism that met his seminal article from 2001 and 
bolstered his case with new evidence. As a result, his historical wave theory stands stronger than before. 
However, his book does not stand or fall with the acceptance of rejection of his grand theory. It is a vivid 
history of how non-state modern terrorism originating in Europe spread across the globe by imitation and 
contagion. 

Rapoport embeds his narrative in the wider history of militant and revolutionary social movements and 
also takes into account the effects of individual and collective counter-terrorist measures by governments. 
Waves of Global Terrorism is bound to become a classic and deserves to be read as basic text by all students 
and analysts of modern terrorism.
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