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A Theory of Terrorist Leadership
(and its Consequences for Leadership Targeting)

MICHAEL FREEMAN

Defense Analysis Department, Naval Postgraduate School, Monterey,
California, USA

States often target terrorist leaders with the belief that the leader’s death or capture
will cause the terrorist organization to collapse. Yet the history of this strategy of
‘‘leadership targeting’’ provides a mixed record—for every example of effectiveness,
there are similar examples of ineffectiveness. The central question of this article is:
what makes a terrorist leader important? Specifically, what does a terrorist leader
do that no one else can do (or do as well) for the organization? To answer this ques-
tion, I develop a theory of terrorist leadership that argues that leaders might poten-
tially perform two main functions: they can provide inspiration and=or operational
direction (or not for both). I also theorize as to how and why the provision of these
functions changes over time as the organization itself changes. The consequences for
leadership targeting flow naturally from this theory—when leaders provide these
functions to the organization, leadership targeting is most likely to be effective. Case
studies of Algeria, Peru, and Japan offer insights into why some cases of leadership
targeting were effective and why others were not. The conclusion extends this model
with an analysis of al-Qaeda’s prospects after the death of bin Laden.

Keywords Algeria, al-Qaeda, Aum shinrikyo, bin laden, decapitation, leadership
targeting, Shining Path, terrorism

States often target terrorist leaders with the belief that the leader’s death or capture
will cause the terrorist organization to collapse.1 Yet the history of this strategy of
‘‘leadership targeting’’ provides a mixed record—for every example of effectiveness,
there are similar examples of ineffectiveness.2 These varied outcomes have led many
scholars to question whether or not leadership targeting is, in fact, an effective
strategy.

‘‘Optimists’’ point to cases like the PKK, the Real IRA, the Black Panthers,
Action Directe, the Red Army Faction, and many others, where the death or capture
of the terrorist group’s leader resulted in the demise of the group or at least some
reduction in levels of violence.3 Alternatively, ‘‘pessimists’’ argue that leadership tar-
geting is ineffective and sometimes even counterproductive. For example, Israel’s
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operations against Hamas leaders, some argue, were inconsequential and might even
have led to an increase in violence.4 Likewise, Russia’s targeting operations against
Chechen insurgent leaders did not result in any diminishment of that conflict, nor
did the killing of Abbas al-Musawi in 1992 hinder Hezbollah’s ability to target
Israel.5

More data-driven approaches observe that the effectiveness of leadership
targeting varies.6 Recent studies find that leadership targeting can increase the effec-
tiveness of counterterrorism efforts.7 These studies are valuable for providing general
theories and assessments about why leadership targeting might be effective. How-
ever, their findings, because they are based on large-n analysis, tell us more about
what to expect on average from a decapitation strategy, than why a single, particular
group has been or might be susceptible to leadership targeting. These studies also,
surprisingly, barely look at the leader himself.8 For studies that do look at the leader
himself, the arguments tend to be more observational than theoretical, and do not
offer rigorous models, frameworks, or theories, and do not test their claims with
data.9

All of this literature leaves the most fundamental question unanswered—and
which forms the central question of this article: what makes a leader important?
Specifically, what does a terrorist leader do that no one else can do (or do as well)
for the organization? To answer this question, I develop a theory of terrorist leader-
ship and explore the heuristic value of this theory with three detailed case studies of
leadership targeting of terrorist groups in Japan, Peru, and Algeria. The conclusion
offers a provisional prediction for how Osama bin Laden’s death will affect
al-Qaeda.

A Theory of Terrorist Leadership

Terrorist leaders, like leaders of other organizations, perform numerous tasks. By
drawing from work in organizational theory, I argue that leaders potentially perform
two large aggregated functions: they inspire members of the organization and=or
they manage that organization by providing operational direction.10 Importantly,
I also theorize as to how and why the provision of these functions changes over time
as the organization itself changes to the point that leaders in some types of organiza-
tions may not provide either function. The consequences for leadership targeting
flow naturally from this theory—when leaders provide these functions to the organi-
zation, leadership targeting is most likely to be effective.

Inspiration

Terrorist organizations face a collective action problem in which their struggle cre-
ates collective benefits, but individual costs.11 One way organizations overcome this
is with a charismatic leader, who motivates individuals to sacrifice for the good of
the leader and his vision, rather than for the individual’s benefit.12 According to
Max Weber, charismatic leaders hold ‘‘specific gifts of the body and spirit’’ that must
be ‘‘proven in life. If he wants to be a prophet, he must perform miracles; if he wants
to be a war lord, he must perform heroic deeds.’’13 Beyond the supernatural compo-
nent, charisma may also be used to describe secular individuals who possess a
‘‘ ‘magnetic’ political personality,’’ the specifics of which vary across cultures and
time.14 Scholars from psychology, sociology, and business have defined charismatic
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individuals as having: ‘‘an unusual capacity to experience passion, extraordinary
self-confidence, persistence, determination, and optimism’’;15 ‘‘a contagious faith
and confidence in the community’s capacity to overcome, under their leadership,
its distress’’;16 the ability to invoke ‘‘enthusiasm and awe’’ from followers;17 and
the capacity to ‘‘provide vision and a sense of mission, instill pride in and among
the group, and gain respect and trust.’’18

There must also be a resonance between a charismatic leader and his followers.19

This leads to a ‘‘fervent devotion in a cult of the leader’s personality.’’20 Social
psychology finds that ‘‘leaders’ capacity to engender active followership is contin-
gent on their ability to promote collective interests associated with a shared, in-group
identity.’’21 This link or resonance between leaders and followers allows charismatic
leadership to overcome the initial collective action problem. Followers will act
in what would otherwise be individually irrational ways because the charismatic
leader has, through his charisma, inspired them to act on his behalf rather than
for simply the expected benefits. The followers’ inspiration ‘‘derives from the
followers’ faith in the charismatic figure, and not from the rational likelihood of
success.’’22 In effect, the leader creates zealots.23

A second way a leader can inspire followers, and overcome the collective action
problem, is through the articulation of an ideological vision.24 The ‘‘transforma-
tional’’ leader (in organizational theory terms) ‘‘articulates a vision’’ and ‘‘raises
the aspirations of his or her followers such that the leader’s and the followers’ aspira-
tions are fused.’’25 The leader’s vision (or articulation of an ideology) and charisma
are often inexorably tied to each other. As Spencer notes, ‘‘his charisma thus flows
from his mastery of the revolutionary dream.. . . [He convinces] his followers that his
vision of the future will come to pass.’’26 Because of the leader’s vision and conviction
(coupled with his charisma), followers ‘‘buy’’ into his dream and his vision and the
collective action problem can be overcome. A collective identity based on a shared
understanding of the various issues the ideology addresses (described below) is cre-
ated, which allows individuals to calculate costs and benefits in terms of what is good
or bad for the group, rather than for themselves.27

In general, an ideology is a mental framework that is descriptive and norma-
tive—it explains the ‘‘world as it is and as it ought to be.’’28 At the most basic level,
every terrorist ideology provides the answers to five essential questions: what is the
problem, who is the enemy, what is the solution, what are the legitimate means to
achieve the desired ends, and how does the current fight fit into a larger context?29

The problem ranges from capitalism and foreign occupation to secularism and glo-
balization, to name a few. The enemy is the source of this problem. In identifying
the enemy, the ideology also makes distinctions of us-versus-them.30 The solution
is the intended end-state, and can range from concessions to the outright destruction
of the state. The means are the tactics that are justified according to notions of legit-
imacy and can range from peaceful political protests to mass civilian casualties from
weapons of mass destruction. The context provides ‘‘a sense of continuity between
[the current] mission and [the] legendary heroes and missions.’’31 The context can
be one of Islam versus the Christian West, for example, or the 400-year struggle
to unite Ireland under Irish Catholic rule.

Whether or not a leader is responsible for the ideological inspiration can vary.
Some leaders provide different or innovative answers to these questions, while other
leaders continue with the ideological vision of their predecessors or follow a
well-known ideology. For example, it did not take an ideologically innovative leader
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to convince Irish Catholics that British occupation needed to be resisted after the
‘‘Rape of the Falls’’ in 1970. On the other hand, al-Qaeda’s shift from a focus on
the near enemy to a far enemy was quite innovative.32

Even when leaders do inspire either through their charisma or ideology, their
importance in providing inspiration can diminish over time. As organizations grow,
new members will have ever-decreasing access to the inspirational leader. In
response, the leader’s inspiration needs to become what Weber calls ‘‘routinized,’’
which ‘‘involves the creation and maintenance of symbols, myths, rites, rituals and
ceremonies which reflect the values inherent in the vision [of the leader].’’33 Likewise,
this can occur through the promulgation of texts and other media that describe his
vision.34 For example, bin Laden’s version of Salafist ideology—in particular, the
focus of attacking the West as the far enemy—became widespread through his writ-
ings, videos, and internet postings. This allowed jihadis to act on behalf of al-Qaeda
without ever having met any actual al-Qaeda members.35 Without the routinization
of inspiration, inspirational leadership is an ‘‘unstable’’36 or ‘‘fragile base for the
establishment of a movement.’’37 Organizations that have failed to routinize the
inspiration of the leader (i.e., when the leader himself is still important for inspiring
members) will be more vulnerable to leadership targeting.

While the importance of the leader in providing inspiration generally diminishes
over time, there are also cases of what might be called ‘‘resurgent’’ leaders. In these
cases, a new leader with a high level of personal charisma or with a new vision of the
organization’s ideology arises. Gerry Adams, for example, was not only highly char-
ismatic, he also shifted the PIRA’s ideology, accepting the legitimacy of political
means by utilizing hunger strikes in addition to, and eventually instead of, violence.38

Operational Guidance

Besides inspiring followers, leaders also command their organizations to do certain
things, specifically by designing and executing strategies to achieve the groups’ objec-
tives, while also building the organization itself and developing external alliances.39

This kind of operational guidance is characterized here as the control over strategy,
tactics, and organizational issues.40

While the ideology itself may identify the desired ends, operationally important
leaders make strategic decisions as to what means should be used to achieve those
ends. For terrorist leaders, in particular, these decisions often revolve around the
role of violence. Should the organization use violence, engage in the political process,
do some combination of both, or something else? In Northern Ireland, for example,
the hunger strikes in the early 1980s showed the Provisional leaders that the political
process was a powerful weapon with which to mobilize the population and put
pressure on the British and Protestant forces.

If violence is to be utilized, how should it be used? Against whom? Within the
jihadi movement, for instance, al-Qaeda shifted the target of its violence from the
near enemy to the far enemy for strategic reasons in addition to ideological ones.41

Likewise, there is considerable strategic debate over al-Qaeda in Iraq’s use of viol-
ence against fellow Muslims.42 Sometimes leaders are responsible for these strategic
decisions while in other cases these decisions are made by consensus or by lower level
operatives.

Tactically, the leader might also decide what specific targets should be attacked,
when, and how. Is there a time when the attack will be the most likely to cause the
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desired level of carnage (whether high or low)? How should the target be attacked?
Terrorists have a range of options to choose from: assassinations, car bombs, suicide
bombs, airplane hijackings, hostage taking, the use of weapons of mass destruction,
and so on. As with the choice of targets, a leader may be responsible for these
decisions, or they may be made by others within the organization.

Besides deciding how the organization acts against its enemies, leaders of terror-
ist organizations also might make decisions about how the organization operates
internally and with allies. Internal issues include organizational structure, recruit-
ment, finances, logistics, training, and relations with other organizations or state
entities. Some leaders, like bin Laden, sought wide-ranging alliances with various
levels of connectivity; others, like Guzman of the Shining Path, attacked potentially
supportive political parties and never garnered international support; others still, like
Abu Nidal, successfully negotiated with various state sponsors for support.43

When an organization is first formed, the leader is able to exercise direct and
personal control over his immediate followers. If the organization is to be successful,
though, it must grow in size.44 This is problematic when the size of the organization
exceeds the leader’s span of control.45 One way organizations cope with growth is by
bureaucratizing its operational functions whereby a leader divides the operational
control of the organization among several other individuals based on function
and=or geography.46 Even terrorist groups bureaucratize; Hezbollah, for instance,
has a Secretary General and a Shura Council, as well as function-specific divisions
that oversee militant operations, social programs, and political activities.47 An alter-
native, and often overlapping, way of dealing with the growth of an organization is
to decentralize, by pushing down operational decision-making into the lower levels
of the organization. Many experts have argued that al-Qaeda’s periphery was
decentralized, with essentially independent cells forming and operating on their
own without any ties (command and control, logistics, training, financing) to the
leadership in Pakistan.48 Other groups, such as the Animal Liberation Front, also
preach the concept of leaderless resistance.49 Decentralization marginalizes the
importance of the individual leader even more so than bureaucratization because
in a completely decentralized organization, operational decisions are made at the
lowest levels. In a bureaucratized organization, in contrast, a central authority still
exerts control over the organization; that central authority, however, is composed
of multiple individuals, none of whom is of critical importance.

Because of the decentralization and=or bureaucratization that generally
accompany an organization’s growth, usually leaders will become increasingly less
operationally important over time. In some cases, however, this process may be
resisted by the leader because, out of ego or other reasons, the founding leader is
reluctant to cede control to subordinates or to independent cells.50 As with inspi-
rational leadership, there may also be a resurgent operational leader. A leader
may decide to try to centralize a networked organization, or to exert more control
over tactics, timing, and targets in a large, hierarchical organization.

Visualizing Leadership

In the following graphic (Figure 1), operational guidance is on the X-axis, and
inspiration is on the Y-axis. Both are composite variables that are unified as one con-
cept for the sake of visual simplicity. At the top right (I), the leader provides
both inspiration and operational guidance. At the top left (II), the leader provides
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inspiration, but not operational guidance. At the bottom right (III), the leader is
important operationally but not inspirationally. At the bottom left (IV), the leader
is neither important inspirationally nor operationally.

The lines show the changing role of leadership over time. However, any parti-
cular case may have fluctuations, backtracking, and zig-zags rather than a simple,
inevitable movement in one direction.

Leadership Targeting

For leadership targeting to be effective, it must at a minimum remove a leader pro-
viding either inspirational or operational value. When an inspirational leader is
removed, the group can suffer in several ways. First, without the leader’s articulation
of an ideology, the group may lose focus as others’ visions are advocated. This could
lead to a shift in the group’s ideology (more moderate or more extreme), to a splin-
tering of the group into smaller organizations, or to members disengaging from the
group altogether. Second, without a charismatic or visionary leader, the group may
face a renewed collective action problem. Potential and existing members may be less
willing to fight and possibly die for less inspiring or charismatic leaders.

When an operational leader is removed, the group also might suffer in several
ways. First, the group may miss the departed leader’s strategic decision making.
Follow-on leaders may not make the same choices. Second, the removal of a leader
responsible for making tactical decisions can also harm the group. Without the lea-
der’s expertise, attacks might be less likely to be successfully executed and less likely
to have their desired consequences. Third, without an organizationally important
leader, recruitment, fundraising, logistics, training, and alliances with other groups
may all suffer, all to the detriment of the terrorist organization.

Overall, the greatest expected utility for leadership targeting should occur when
the leader provides both inspiration and operational guidance (Cell I). Organizations
with leaders in Cell I are similar to cults in the early stages of formation. As Galanter
and Forest claim, they are ‘‘particularly susceptible to dissolution. Members may

Figure 1. The importance of individual leaders (color figure available online).
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disaffiliate at any time, since the ties that bind them together have yet to be woven
into the stable network of a social structure.’’51 The case where leadership targeting
would have the lowest expectations for success would be Cell IV, where inspiration
and operational guidance have become institutionalized. Even repeated strikes
against the leadership would be unlikely to be effective since the organization does
not look to its leaders for inspiration or operational guidance. In Cells II and III,
where the leader provides inspiration or operational guidance, but not both, organi-
zations would be somewhat vulnerable to leadership targeting, depending on which
function the leader still performs, and in a manner discussed above.

The conceptualization of leadership developed here is a ‘‘necessary, but not suf-
ficient’’ argument. For leadership targeting to be effective, it is necessary for leaders
to be important, but just because leaders are important, this is not sufficient for tar-
geting to be effective. For policymakers and those involved in specific operations,
other considerations should and will play an important role. Analysts and decision-
makers should ask questions like: How capable and dedicated will subsequent
leaders be? Will future leaders be deterred by the threat of being targeted? Will
organizations take defensive measures that force them to lose some of the initiative?
Will decapitation lead to internal turmoil and uncertainty that make the organiza-
tion less effective for some period of time? How will the international community
view decapitation? Will the terrorist group retaliate? Will sympathizers join the
group in response?52 Theorizing as to how all of these factors weight into the effects
of leadership targeting is beyond the scope of this paper, which instead focuses just
on the independent effect of the leader’s role within the organization.

Case Studies

The following section looks at three cases of leadership targeting. Case studies are
used because they allow for process tracing and for exploring the causal relationship
in the most nuanced way. Also, case studies can hold other factors as constant as
possible when comparing variation within cases over time, as will be done with the
Armed Islamic Group (GIA) and Shining Path. These cases do not ‘‘prove’’ or
‘‘disprove’’ the theory, but are offered as plausibility probes that provide detailed
examples of the dynamics of the conceptualized framework described above.53

Assessing the value of leaders is difficult, but necessary if the results are to be
verifiable, reliable, and replicable. However, creating a numeric scale of these mea-
sures would impose an unwelcome degree of artificiality to the analysis. Instead,
the discussion and analysis of the case studies will assess the variables in the follow-
ing ways. Charisma, by definition, is a subjective concept, and so if leaders are
commonly seen or described by their followers as charismatic, then they are so.
The ideological innovation of the leader will be assessed by comparing the leader’s
particular innovations to the ideology of the terrorist group to what it had been pre-
viously. For the operational variables (strategy, tactics, organization), the leader’s
role in managing these decisions will be assessed by first- and secondhand accounts
that describe the extent of the leader’s engagement with these activities. Generally,
these accounts, as will be seen in the case studies, are sufficient to determine whether
a leader should be classified as ‘‘high’’ or ‘‘low’’ on these measures.54 Importantly,
assessing these variables must be done separately from assessing leadership targeting
outcomes. In other words, ex-post facts about the effects of leadership targeting
cannot be used as evidence of the importance of the leadership.
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In assessing the causal effects of successful leadership targeting on a terrorist
group’s capacity to inflict violence, the cases will use process tracing methodology
to show how the removal of the leader independently affected the group. This vari-
able will be assessed by looking at the size and activity levels of the group before and
after the leadership was killed or captured. The cases do not form a set of ‘‘perfect’’
cases where the only variation occurs within the leadership variable. While this
would be the ideal for John Stuart Mill’s ‘‘method of difference,’’ the real world
offers few cases that fit perfectly. Consequently, when other factors beyond leader-
ship targeting operations affected the prospects for the terrorist group, these factors
will be addressed within the case study.

The cases (see Figure 2) were chosen based on their variation in the independent
variable (the importance of the leader at the time of the decapitation operation) out
of a universe of cases that numbers in the hundreds.55 The placement of each case on
the figure was determined by the analysis that follows in greater detail in the sub-
sequent sections. As a case in Cell I, Shoko Asahara, the leader of Aum Shinrikyo,
was both operationally and inspirationally important. Abimael Guzman, the leader
of the Shining Path (Sendero Luminoso), is an example of Cell II. While Guzman
was both inspirationally and operationally critical in the early years of Sendero,
he was only inspirationally important when he was captured in 1992. The multiple
leaders of the GIA are example of cases in Cells I, III, and IV. The leadership of
the GIA moved from Cell IV to Cell III to Cell I, all the while overcoming multiple
decapitations of its leaders. The case studies will be followed by some preliminary
analysis of how the death of bin Laden will affect al-Qaeda.

Aum Shinrikyo in Japan

Aum Shinrikyo (or Supreme Truth) was a cult founded in 1984 by Shoko Asahara in
Japan and is best known as the perpetrator of the 1995 sarin gas bombings in the
Tokyo subway system. Aum grew from around 1,500 members in 1987 to possibly
up to 50,000 by 1994, including tens of thousands in Russia.56

Figure 2. Case studies (color figure available online).
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In 1988, Aum Shinrikyo built a complex among the foothills of Mount Fuji57

and began experimenting with various chemical and biological agents in its Mount
Fuji complex.58 Aum’s activities began to draw unwanted attention from the police,
who planned a simultaneous raid on all the group’s facilities on March 21 or 22,
1995. Asahara decided to pre-empt the raid by launching the planned attack on
the Tokyo subway; these attacks killed twelve people and injured 5,500.59

For Aum, Shoko Asahara (born Chizuo Matsumoto) was its leader, founder,
and central figure. In fact, ‘‘Asahara regarded himself as an enlightened being with
the unique power and ability to save the world’’60 (emphasis added). Asahara was
extremely charismatic, and developed a cult of personality around himself in which
he was infallible, all-powerful, and all-knowing.61 According to Metraux, ‘‘Aum
publications do make one factor abundantly clear: Asahara is portrayed as an
‘enlightened super-human’ with divine powers at the level of Buddha and Jesus.
Any Asahara devotee can improve his position in life (emancipation and
enlightenment) and escape rebirth in human form only at the behest of Asahara
himself—through his touch or blessing.’’62

In terms of ideology, Asahara himself determined the problem, enemy, solution,
means, and context. ‘‘Asahara created this belief system [ideology] for the express
purpose of recruiting and manipulating a membership that truly wanted to believe
they could be part of something greater.’’63 According to the preaching of Asahara,
the corruption and materialism of modern Japan was the problem. He exhorted his
followers to leave ‘‘this filthy world of desires’’ and live at his compound on Mount
Fuji to achieve spiritual enlightenment.64 The enemy was the modern, outside world
of Japanese society, the Japanese government, and the United States—all of whom
were viewed as legitimate targets of violence.65

The solution was the destruction of the known world and the creation of a new
order, which he would lead.66 For context, Asahara blended concepts from
Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, and Judaism with his own worldview. He took
the concepts of Armageddon and the apocalypse and mixed them together with
the prophecies of Nostradamus to predict that the end of the world was approaching
and that only those who had achieved a state of enlightenment (i.e., his followers)
would be able to survive.67

The means of achieving these goals included drugs, meditation, blood rituals,
and violence. The ultimate experience for Aum members was the ‘‘Blood Initiation,’’
in which they would pay $7,000 to drink a small glass of Asahara’s blood. Aum
also used violence, severely beating disciples in the compound for even minor
‘‘transgressions’’; more serious offenders were placed in isolation cells in which a
video of Asahara played on a continuous loop; some disobedient members and even
non-members were killed. Violence was also seen as a legitimate way of speeding up
the coming of the apocalypse.68

Operationally, Asahara made strategic, tactical, and organizational decisions for
Aum Shinrikyo, maintaining direct control over almost all aspects of the group’s
activities. Strategically, he decided how Aum would achieve its goals, the mix of
means to do so, and the targets to attack to achieve the desired results. Asahara
was responsible for the shift from religious preaching to politics and then to
violence.69

Tactically, Asahara was involved with the detailed planning of many operations,
choosing the timing, method or tactic, and specific target for the operation. When
Aum members tried to leave the organization, Asahara gave direct orders that they
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be killed.70 Asahara himself directly ordered several attacks on Aum’s enemies,
including a sarin attack prior to the subway operation. He often hand-selected the
members who would participate in an operation. When the police began suspecting
Aum of producing sarin, Asahara gave the order to stop production and destroy the
facilities. (Production was later resumed.) Asahara explicitly targeted those subway
lines that converged on Kasumigaseki station for the sarin attacks in 1995. Even
though the sarin was not yet as pure as it could have been, Asahara gave the order
to launch the attack.71

Organizationally, Asahara was central to Aum’s recruitment, internal structure,
and financing. Aum was ‘‘highly centralized around the figure of Shoko
Asahara . . .Aum’s structure was cohesive and extremely hierarchical.’’72 Asahara
was involved with internal discipline by ‘‘dictating penalties for various transgres-
sions.’’73 Besides the possibility of being killed if they disobeyed Asahara, many
members also thought they would go to eternal hell.74 He was intimately involved
with many of the initiation rituals, further boosting his cult of personality. Asahara
was also critical to Aum’s internal organization. In 1994, ‘‘Asahara ordered a
sweeping reorganization, setting up the cult as a shadow government.’’75 Financially,
Asahara was involved in nearly every money-making scheme, whether it involved
selling his bathwater or hair, or hooking disciples to electrodes connected to his
brainwaves.

After the subway attack, the police increased their focus on Aum Shinrikyo.
They raided Aum’s compound on March 22 and began searching for Asahara,
who was captured two months later. By the end of April, 150 Aum members had
been arrested, although none of these arrests was for sarin related crimes. Finally,
on May 6, the police found Asahara hiding in one of the buildings in the Mount Fuji
complex. Asahara and the entire leadership group of Aum were imprisoned. By the
end of 1995, 350 members had been detained and half of them were charged with
crimes.76 Asahara was found guilty and sentenced to death on February 27, 2004,
joining eleven other Aum members who had already received death sentences.77

Since 1995, what remained of Aum ‘‘evolved into a small and peaceful sect whose
members live quietly in small communities across Japan.’’78 Renamed Aleph, and
under the leadership of Fumihiro Joyu, the group has renounced violence and even
apologized for its past actions.79

The results of this case demonstrate the plausibility of the model developed ear-
lier. Asahara was both inspirationally and operationally critical to Aum Shinrikyo
and so one would expect the organization to have a difficult time replacing him as
a leader. Joyu and others who tried to replace Asahara could not provide the same
ideological inspiration as Asahara. The group lost focus, turned to non-violence, and
many members left the organization. Also, without Asahara’s charismatic inspi-
ration, members were unwilling to risk their lives for the greater good of the group
(especially once violence was renounced). Operationally, it is difficult to assess the
impact of Asahara’s removal from the organization. Because the group’s ideology
changed, it is hard to know if subsequent leaders would have been more or less cap-
able of making the best strategic, tactical, and organizational decisions for Aum if it
had continued as a terrorist group. Nevertheless, it seems unlikely that subsequent
leaders would have made the same (for good or bad) decisions, for example, regard-
ing the use of biological and chemical weapons. Ultimately, while Asahara’s cult of
personality aided in the growth of the organization, it also made the group especially
vulnerable to decapitation because, to a large extent, Asahara was Aum.
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Sendero Luminoso in Peru

Sendero Luminoso (the Shining Path) of Peru was a radical Marxist group that was

most active in the 1980s and early 1990s.80 Its activities led to a climate of violence

that resulted in nearly 70,000 deaths on all sides, $20 billion in economic damage,

and widespread human rights abuses.81 Sendero grew from a few hundred original

members to between 10,000 and 20,000 militants, and enjoyed the support of

20,000 to 30,000 more individuals and the sympathy of perhaps millions more.82

Abimael Guzman, the founder of Sendero, played a critical role—especially
inspirationally—throughout Sendero’s history. In terms of charisma, he intention-
ally and explicitly developed a cult of personality around himself, and his followers
worshipped him almost as a deity.83 Ideologically, it was his vision of Marxism that
became the irrefutable ideology of Sendero. His (i.e., Sendero’s) ideology was essen-
tially classic Marxism, but adapted to the realities of Peru. Guzman’s vision ident-
ified class inequality as the problem; the Peruvian state, its exploitive upper class,
and its imperial partners as the enemy; a socialist state as the solution; violence as
the only means of achieving these goals; and the context as one of timeless class
struggle.84

Operationally, Guzman became less critical as time went on. Strategically, he
created what he believed to be the blueprint for success, which began by creating
situations where Sendero power structures would replace those of the state.85

Sendero would provoke violence from the state, which would then increase support
among the population.86 Eventually, Guzman hoped to control the mountain areas,
cut off Lima, and then eventually operate in Lima and overthrow the government of
Peru.87 As the organization grew both in size and geographic reach, Guzman
devolved much of the tactical control to his regional commanders. While Guzman
set this larger strategic vision for the organization, others made the local tactical
decisions regarding who or what to attack, as well as how and when.88 As the leader
of the Sendero Luminoso, Guzman moved from Cell I in the early years to Cell II as
the organization grew in size and geographic scope.

Guzman was captured by the National Counterterrorism Directorate
(DINCOTE) of the Peruvian National Police on September 12, 1992. Besides captur-
ing Guzman, DINCOTE also seized several of his high ranking lieutenants and a
computer with information on thousands of Shining Path members (23,430). This
intelligence and information coup allowed the police to roll up almost the entire
organization by capturing 200 Senderistas within a few days, over 1,000 in a few
weeks, 3,600 in eighteen months, and 7,000 in two years. Of the nineteen central
committee members, twelve were captured in just the three months or so following
Guzman’s arrest.89 In addition, Guzman called for a period of peace while in prison,
which led to the surrender of more than 3,000 Senderistas.90 These surrenders and
arrests, coupled with military defeats at the hands of armed peasant communities
(rondas), devastated the organization and contributed to the widespread decline in
its operations and the overall level of violence.91

How does this case fit the model? Guzman, through his charisma and ideology,
provided the inspiration for the group. He developed a robust cult of personality;
however, when Peruvian forces captured him, ‘‘Guzman’s heroic, mythical image
was virtually destroyed.’’92 After his capture, Guzman was shown on television
dressed in unflattering prison garb while being held in a cage like a circus animal.93

Ideologically, Guzman was seen by Senderistas as personally responsible for the
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ideology of the Shining Path; Sendero’s ideology was Guzman’s ideology, even
though to outsiders it looked much like standard revolutionary Marxism. Operation-
ally, while Guzman set the strategic vision for the organization, practically all of the
day-to-day operations were conducted by local or regional commanders. In sum,
then, at the time of his capture, Guzman was in Cell II: important inspirationally
but unimportant operationally.

According to the theory developed in the earlier sections, Shining Path should
have had a difficult time replacing Guzman’s inspirational leadership, and this
was, in fact, the case. His successor, Oscar Ramirez Durand, never developed a char-
ismatic cult of personality as Guzman did and so could not inspire members to join
for his benefit. Ideologically as well, Ramirez could not compete with Guzman.
When Guzman essentially shifted Sendero’s ideology by calling for peace talks from
his prison cell, Sendero split into two factions. One supported a peace deal, while the
second, led by Ramirez, chose to continue the armed struggle.94 This split, in and of
itself, demonstrates Ramirez’s inability to convince others to sacrifice themselves for
the greater collective good as identified by his ideological vision. When Ramirez was
captured in 1999, the group further splintered along ideological and geographical
grounds, with numerous individuals claiming the mantle of leadership, none of
whom were able to unify the potential groups under their operational guidance as
Guzman had.95

Algeria and the Emirs of the GIA

The Algerian GIA (Group Islamique Armé or Armed Islamic Group) formed in
1992.96 When the government arrested more than 40,000 political Islamists from
the FIS (Front Islamique du Salut or Islamic Salvation Front), ‘‘the initiative gradu-
ally passed to more violent groups’’ like the GIA.97 The GIA grew in size and
achieved its peak strength somewhere around 1996 or 1997, when it consisted of
approximately 5,000–10,000 militants. Membership dropped to approximately
2,000 in 1999 after the split with the GSPC (Groupe Salafiste pour la Prédication
et le Combat or Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat); further widespread
defections in the late 1990s reduced the GIA to an estimated 100 militants in
2003. Overall, from 1992 to 2005, GIA-related violence was likely responsible for
150,000–200,000 deaths on all sides.98

During its short-lived existence, the GIA went through a steady succession of
leaders, with probably eleven different leaders over a twelve-year span. At least eight
of the GIA emirs were killed—by the government or by their rivals—and two were
captured or arrested. See Table 1 for a chronology of leadership within the GIA
from 1992–2004.99

The GIA began as a highly decentralized organization composed of dispersed
semi-autonomous ‘‘roaming armed bands.’’100 The GIA’s first emir, Layada,
formed the GIA in September 1992 when he united three different factions from
within the jihadi movement.101 Even as a unified umbrella organization, the GIA
under Layada and Djafar ‘‘operated in urban areas without overall direc-
tion . . . [and] the growth of the GIA between 1993 and 1994 did not signify greater
coordination and control.. . .The GIA operated as a conglomeration of armed mili-
tias.’’102 Gousmi completed the unification and centralization of the jihad movement
when leaders from rival groups formally announced their unity with the GIA on
May 13, 1994.103

A Theory of Terrorist Leadership 677

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

M
em

or
ia

l U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
N

ew
fo

un
dl

an
d]

 a
t 1

3:
46

 0
1 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
4 



Initially, the inspirational leadership of the GIA was relatively unimportant. Its
ideology was based on the relatively widespread Salafi=Wahhabi interpretation of
Islam, and was not particularly tied to one leader’s ideological innovation or
interpretation.104 In terms of charismatic leadership, the charisma of individual lea-
ders aided their own rise to power and, to some degree, was required for their
assumption of top leadership. However, the GIA leaders as a whole never exhibited
extraordinary charisma, especially in comparison to Asahara or Guzman.105

Over time, however, and particularly under the emirships of Zitouni and
Zouabri, the ideological leadership of the GIA became more important. These lea-
ders pushed the GIA towards greater extremism, especially in their conceptions of
the enemy and the amount of violence that was justified. Zitouni began to consider

Table 1. Emirs of the GIA

Time Emir Ending

September 1992 to
May 1993

Abdellhaq Layada Arrested in Morocco

May to August 1993 Period of indecision al-Afghani became emir
August 1993 to
February 26, 1994

Djafar al-Afghani (also
known as Mourad Si
Ahmed or Seif Allah
Djafar)

Killed, probably based on
information from an
insider

March 10, 1994 to
September 26, 1994

Cherif Gousmi (also
known as Abu
Abdallah Ahmed)

Killed in action

October 6 to October
27, 1994

Mahfoud Tajine Deposed

October 27, 1994 to
July 16, 1996

Djamel Zitouni Killed by rivals

July 1996 to
December 1996

Period of indecision Abu Selman became emir

December 1996 to
January 1997

Abu Selman (also known
as Farid Hamani)

Killed

Early 1997 to
February 8, 2002

Antar Zouabri Killed by Algerian security
forces, possibly based on
a tip from Hassan
Hattab, the GSPC leader

February 2002 to July
2004

al-Rashid Abu Turab
(also known as Rashid
Oukali)

Killed by Boudiafi

July 2004 to
November 2004

Nourredine Boudiafi Captured

November 2004 to
(probably)
December 2004

Guechniti Redouane Killed by Algerian security
forces

December 2004 Chaâbane Younes Killed by Algerian security
forces
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all those opposed to them as apostate or infidels and worthy of being attacked.106

Zouabri continued and even escalated the policies of his mentor, with ‘‘a strategy
of ever-increasing violence and redoubled purges within the GIA.’’107 The level of
violence in Algeria peaked in 1997, with ‘‘horrific massacres of civilians’’ in January
and February and ‘‘bloodbaths’’ in August and September.108

These ideological shifts came directly from the leadership. Previous emirs had
not gone in this direction, and external circumstances did not dictate this escalation
into a more extreme ideology. Not only did the leaders push the ideology to its
extreme, they also were successful in taking many of the followers with them, at least
initially. Over time, these inspirationally (specifically ideologically) important leaders
proved to be powerful, yet destructive to the fortunes of the GIA. As the atrocities
committed by the GIA mounted, many members saw the shift to extremism as
unjustified and even abhorrent.109 During the emirship of Zitouni, a group led by
Hassan Hattab split off and formed the GSPC. Over time, most members of the
GIA shifted to the GSPC (now called al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)).110

The ideological shift within the GIA, led by Zitouni and Zouabri, and the resultant
defection of the ‘‘moderates,’’ show how the leaders of the GIA were inspirationally
important, but detrimental to the organization.

This case highlights the plausibility of the many propositions developed in the
theory sections. When the early leaders of the GIA were in Cell IV, one would expect
decapitation to have been the least effective. Even though Layada was arrested and
Djafar was killed in action, the organization maintained its tempo and focus because
these leaders provided very little inspiration or operational direction across the
semi-independent, decentralized group. Gousmi successfully completed the centrali-
zation begun by Layada, shifting the GIA into Cell III. At this stage, the leaders
were slightly more important, but only in terms of coordinating operations, and
not for any inspirational guidance, and therefore relatively easy to replace. Gousmi’s
successors—Zitouni and Zouabri—provided more inspiration with their ideological
innovations, and so the leadership of the GIA shifted into Cell I, where they were the
most vulnerable to decapitation. After Zouabri was killed in 2002, the GIA further
disintegrated, with successive leaders incapable of justifying the extreme levels of
violence. Additionally, several leaders were killed in quick succession in 2004. With-
out strong leaders capable of inspiring their followers with their apocalyptic visions,
increasing numbers of GIA members left for the GSPC, leaving the GIA with
around one hundred fighters dispersed across Algeria.111

Conclusion: Extending the Model to al-Qaeda and Osama Bin Laden

What does all this mean for current and future cases of leadership targeting? The
theoretical framework developed above should be useful in understanding how
al-Qaeda will fare after the death of bin Laden. As the theory section articulated,
the fundamental question is, what did bin Laden do inspirationally and=or opera-
tionally as the leader of al-Qaeda, and how did this change until the time of his
death? Initially, bin Laden was important in inspiring al-Qaeda members. His great
ideological innovation was to focus the attention of jihadis on their common ‘‘far
enemy,’’ the West, rather than on their individual ‘‘near enemies.’’112 Additionally,
he was, by all accounts, highly charismatic, a characteristic that was enhanced by
his ascetic lifestyle and by his reputation (perhaps apocryphal) for fighting bravely
during the 1980s in Afghanistan.113 Over time, though, his inspiration had been
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institutionalized. His message of a global jihad was picked up by other ideologues,
and is readily available through texts, the Internet, and videos. By the end of the
1990s, bin Laden had grown increasingly less important as the catalyst for
al-Qaeda’s ideology.114 In the 2000s, his inspirational guidance began to further dim-
inish as ‘‘franchises’’ of al-Qaeda, like al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) under al-Zarqawi, had
already strayed from bin Laden’s core ideological principles by redefining who was a
legitimate enemy (Iraqi Shia for Zarqawi) and what methods were acceptable in the
waging of their fight. Bin Laden, according to internal al-Qaeda documents, was
struggling to keep affiliated organizations true to their original vision up until the
time of his death.115

Operationally, bin Laden reportedly initially controlled many of the strategic,
tactical, and organizational decisions. Strategically, attacking the far enemy had to
be justified because many felt that attacking the West would prove counterproduc-
tive.116 This strategic focus on the West remains controversial, as seen by recent
debates within al-Qaeda over whether to focus on Pakistan or the United States.
Nevertheless, the existence of this recent strategic debate and bin Laden’s silence
of several years highlight that he has been operationally marginalized, perhaps
intentionally, by his own organization.117 Tactically, bin Laden was responsible
for several early operations, especially the 1998 embassy attacks in Kenya and
Tanzania. Since then, bin Laden has acted more like a venture capitalist; individuals
and groups come to him with a plan or an idea, and he decides whether to finance
and support their operations.118 Bin Laden appears to have exerted almost no tacti-
cal control over al-Qaeda attacks since 2001, when anyone subscribing to its ideology
can conduct attacks in its name or for its cause.119 The attacks on Madrid in 2004
and London in 2005 are examples of this. According to internal al-Qaeda docu-
ments, ‘‘Bin Laden was burdened by what he viewed as the incompetence of the
‘affiliates,’ including their lack of political acumen to win public support, their media
campaigns, and their poorly planned operations which resulted in the unnecessary
deaths of thousands of Muslims.’’120 Organizationally, bin Laden was important
in the creation of al-Qaeda in the 1990s, especially in setting up training bases in
Afghanistan and forging alliances with other terrorist groups and the Taliban
government. Since 2001 and the U.S. occupation of Afghanistan, however, bin
Laden’s ability to provide these functions has been severely curtailed.121

Overall, bin Laden’s importance to al-Qaeda has shifted from Cell I through
Cell II to Cell IV. In the late 1990s, he began to relinquish operational control,
but remained an inspirational figure to many jihadis.122 By the early 2000s, his inspi-
ration had been institutionalized and some elements of his ideology abandoned, and
his organization decentralized to the point that al-Qaeda is now more of a movement
or ideology than a coherent organization. The death of bin Laden, therefore, will
likely have little independent effect on the organization of al-Qaeda because he
was no longer important to it as a leader.123
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