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INTRODUCTION


1

The Growing Threat

SUICIDE TERRORISM IS rising around the world, but there is great confusion as to why. Since many such attacks—including, of course, those of September 11, 2001—have been perpetrated by Muslim terrorists professing religious motives, it might seem obvious that Islamic fundamentalism is the central cause. This presumption has fueled the belief that future 9/11’s can be avoided only by a wholesale transformation of Muslim societies, a core reason for broad public support in the United States for the recent conquest of Iraq.

However, the presumed connection between suicide terrorism and Islamic fundamentalism is misleading and may be encouraging domestic and foreign policies likely to worsen America’s situation and to harm many Muslims needlessly.

I have compiled a database of every suicide bombing and attack around the globe from 1980 through 2003—315 attacks in all.1 It includes every attack in which at least one terrorist killed himself or herself while attempting to kill others; it excludes attacks authorized by a national government, for example by North Korea against the South. This database is the first complete universe of suicide terrorist attacks worldwide. I have amassed and independently verified all the relevant information that could be found in English and other languages (for example, Arabic, Hebrew, Russian, and Tamil) in print and on-line. The information is drawn from suicide terrorist groups themselves, from the main organizations that collect such data in target countries, and from news media around the world. More than a “list of lists,” this database probably represents the most comprehensive and reliable survey of suicide terrorist attacks that is now available.

The data show that there is little connection between suicide terrorism and Islamic fundamentalism, or any one of the world’s religions. In fact, the leading instigators of suicide attacks are the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka, a Marxist-Leninist group whose members are from Hindu families but who are adamantly opposed to religion. This group committed 76 of the 315 incidents, more suicide attacks than Hamas.

Rather, what nearly all suicide terrorist attacks have in common is a specific secular and strategic goal: to compel modern democracies to withdraw military forces from territory that the terrorists consider to be their homeland. Religion is rarely the root cause, although it is often used as a tool by terrorist organizations in recruiting and in other efforts in service of the broader strategic objective.

Three general patterns in the data support my conclusions. First, nearly all suicide terrorist attacks occur as part of organized campaigns, not as isolated or random incidents. Of the 315 separate attacks in the period I studied, 301 could have their roots traced to large, coherent political or military campaigns.

Second, democratic states are uniquely vulnerable to suicide terrorists. The United States, France, India, Israel, Russia, Sri Lanka, and Turkey have been the targets of almost every suicide attack of the past two decades, and each country has been a democracy at the time of the incidents.

Third, suicide terrorist campaigns are directed toward a strategic objective. From Lebanon to Israel to Sri Lanka to Kashmir to Chechnya, the sponsors of every campaign have been terrorist groups trying to establish or maintain political self-determination by compelling a democratic power to withdraw from the territories they claim. Even al-Qaeda fits this pattern: although Saudi Arabia is not under American military occupation per se, a principal objective of Osama bin Laden is the expulsion of American troops from the Persian Gulf and the reduction of Washington’s power and influence in the region.

Understanding suicide terrorism is essential for the promotion of American security and international peace after September 11, 2001. On that day, nineteen al-Qaeda terrorists hijacked four airlines and destroyed the World Trade Center towers and part of the Pentagon, killing nearly 3,000 innocent people. This episode awakened Americans and the world to a new fear that previously we had barely imagined: that even at home in the United States, we were vulnerable to devastating attack by determined terrorists, willing to die to kill us.

What made the September 11 attack possible—and so unexpected and terrifying—was that willingness to die to accomplish the mission. The final instructions found in the luggage of several hijackers leave little doubt about their intentions, telling them to make

an oath to die. . . . When the confrontation begins, strike like champions who do not want to go back to this world. . . . Check your weapons long before you leave . . . you must make your knife sharp and must not discomfort your animal during the slaughter. . . . Afterwards, we will all meet in the highest heaven. . . .2

The hijackers’ suicide was essential to the terrible lethality of the attack, making it possible to crash airplanes into populated buildings. It also created an element of surprise, allowing the hijackers to exploit the counterterrorism measures and mind-set that had evolved to deal with ordinary terrorist threats. Perhaps most jarring, the readiness of the terrorists to die in order to kill Americans amplified our sense of vulnerability. After September 11, Americans know that we must expect that future al-Qaeda or other anti-American terrorists may be equally willing to die, and so not deterred by fear of punishment or of anything else. Such attackers would not hesitate to kill more Americans, and could succeed in carrying out equally devastating attacks—or worse—despite our best efforts to stop them.

September 11 was monstrous and shocking in scale, but it was not fundamentally unique. For more than twenty years, terrorist groups have been increasingly relying on suicide attacks to achieve major political objectives. From 1980 to 2003, terrorists across the globe waged seventeen separate campaigns of suicide terrorism, including those by Hezbollah to drive the United States, French, and Israeli forces out of Lebanon; by Palestinian terrorist groups to force Israel to abandon the West Bank and Gaza; by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (the “Tamil Tigers”) to compel the Sri Lankan government to accept an independent Tamil homeland; by al-Qaeda to pressure the United States to withdraw from the Persian Gulf region. Since August of 2003, an eighteenth campaign has begun, aimed at driving the United States out of Iraq; as of this writing, it is not yet clear how much this effort owes to indigenous forces and how much to foreigners, possibly including al-Qaeda.

More worrying, the raw number of suicide terrorist attacks is climbing. At the same time that terrorist incidents of all types have declined by nearly half, from a peak of 666 in 1987 to 348 in 2001, suicide terrorism has grown, and the trend is continuing. Suicide terrorist attacks have risen from an average of three per year in the 1980s to about ten per year in the 1990s to more than forty each year in 2001 and 2002, and nearly fifty in 2003. These include continuing campaigns by Palestinian groups against Israel and by al-Qaeda and Taliban-related forces in Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan, as well as at least twenty attacks in Iraq against U.S. troops, the United Nations, and Iraqis collaborating with the American occupation.

Although many Americans have hoped that al-Qaeda has been badly weakened by U.S. counterterrorism efforts since September 11, 2001, the data show otherwise. In 2002 and 2003, al-Qaeda conducted fifteen suicide terrorist attacks, more than in all the years before September 11 combined, killing 439 people.

Perhaps most worrying of all, suicide terrorism has become the most deadly form of terrorism. Suicide attacks amount to just 3 percent of all terrorist incidents from 1980 through 2003, but account for 48 percent of all fatalities, making the average suicide terrorist attack twelve times deadlier than other forms of terrorism—even if the immense losses of September 11 are not counted.3 If a terrorist group does get its hands on a nuclear weapon, suicide attack is the best way to ensure the bomb will go off and the most troublesome scenario for its use.

Since September 11, 2001, the United States has responded to the growing threat of suicide terrorism by embarking on a policy to conquer Muslim countries—not simply rooting out existing havens for terrorists in Afghanistan but going further to remake Muslim societies in the Persian Gulf. To be sure, the United States must be ready to use force to protect Americans and their allies and must do so when necessary. However, the close association between foreign military occupations and the growth of suicide terrorist movements in the occupied regions should make us hesitate over any strategy centering on the transformation of Muslim societies by means of heavy military power. Although there may still be good reasons for such a strategy, we should recognize that the sustained presence of heavy American combat forces in Muslim countries is likely to increase the odds of the next 9/11.

To win the war on terrorism, we must have a new conception of victory. The key to lasting security lies not only in rooting out today’s generation of terrorists who are actively planning to kill Americans, but also in preventing the next, potentially larger generation from rising up. America’s overarching purpose must be to achieve the first goal without failing at the second. To achieve that purpose, it is essential that we understand the strategic, social, and individual logic of suicide terrorism.

Our enemies have been studying suicide terrorism for over twenty years. Now is the time to level the playing field.


2

Explaining Suicide Terrorism

MY STUDY ASSESSES the record of suicide terrorism and the state and global responses to it over the past twenty years, with a view to explaining how and why suicide terrorism has occurred and persisted, why the incidence is rising, how far the menace is likely to spread, and what can be done to contain it. Although no approach can predict the future with absolute certitude, a comprehensive analysis of the history and causes of suicide terrorism affords us the opportunity to ground our policies in a real knowledge.

My general propositions hold across a wide variety of circumstances and account for a large portion of suicide terrorism, but they have limits. My arguments are meant to account for modern suicide terrorism, especially the increasing use of suicide attack by terrorist groups from the early 1980s to the present. Modern suicide terrorist groups share a number of features. In general, they are weaker than their opponents; their political goals, if not their tactics, are broadly supported by a distinct national community; the militants have a close bond of loyalty to comrades and devotion to leaders; and they have a system of initiation and rituals signifying an individual’s level of commitment to the community. Modern suicide terrorist groups may receive material assistance from states that share some of their political aspirations, but they are independent actors who rarely follow the dictates of others blindly. Perhaps most important, modern suicide terrorism is highly lethal, because the attackers’ purpose is not only to die, but to use their deaths to kill the maximum number of people from the opposing community.

These commonalities make it possible to develop a general theory of modern suicide terrorism. However, the account I offer for the origins of suicide terrorism should not be viewed as a general explanation for terrorism as a whole. “Ordinary,” nonsuicide terrorism is significantly different. It occurs under a wider variety of circumstances, for a wider variety of goals, with wider variation in the use of destructive force and in sympathy from the terrorists’ national community. In addition, nonsuicide terrorism is often used by groups far smaller than those using suicide terrorism. Accordingly, we should not expect the same factors to account equally well for suicide and nonsuicide terrorism. I have set aside the broader problem of terrorism in general in order to concentrate on the specific causes of the deadlier threat, suicide terrorism.

WHAT IS SUICIDE TERRORISM?

Terrorism involves the use of violence by an organization other than a national government to intimidate or frighten a target audience.1 In general, terrorism has two broad purposes: to gain supporters and to coerce opponents.2 Most terrorist campaigns seek both outcomes to some extent, often aiming to change the target state’s policies while simultaneously mobilizing support and recruits for the terrorists’ cause. Sometimes terrorism directed at outsiders can also be a way of competing with rival groups for support within the same social movement. However, there are trade-offs between these objectives, and terrorists can strike various balances between them. These choices represent different forms of terrorism, the most important of which are “demonstrative,” “destructive,” and “suicide” terrorism.

“Demonstrative terrorism” is as much political theater as violence. It is directed mainly at gaining publicity, for any or all of three reasons: to recruit more activists; to gain attention to grievances from soft-liners on the other side; and to gain attention from third parties who might exert pressure on the other side. Groups that emphasize ordinary, demonstrative terrorism include the Orange Volunteers (Northern Ireland), National Liberation Army (Colombia), and Red Brigades (Italy).3 Hostage taking, airline hijacking, and explosions announced in advance are generally intended to bring issues to the attention of the target audience. In these cases, terrorists often avoid doing serious harm, so as not to undermine sympathy for the political cause. Brian Jenkins captures the essence of demonstrative terrorism: “terrorists want a lot of people watching, not a lot of people dead.”4

“Destructive terrorism” is more aggressive, seeking to coerce opponents with the threat of injury or death as well as to mobilize support for the cause. Destructive terrorists seek to inflict real harm on members of the target audience at the risk of losing sympathy for their cause. Exactly how groups strike the balance between harm and sympathy depends on the nature of the political goal. For instance, the Baader-Meinhof group selectively assassinated rich German industrialists, acts that alienated certain segments of German society but not others. Palestinian terrorists in the 1970s often sought to kill as many Israelis as possible, fully alienating Jewish society but still evoking sympathy from Muslim communities. Other groups that emphasize destructive terrorism include the Irish Republican Army, Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), and the nineteenth-century Anarchists.5

“Suicide terrorism” is the most aggressive form of terrorism, pursuing coercion even at the expense of angering not only the target community but neutral audiences as well. What distinguishes a suicide terrorist is that the attacker does not expect to survive the mission and often employs a method of attack (such as a car bomb, suicide vest, or ramming an airplane into a building) that requires his or her death in order to succeed. In essence, suicide terrorists kill others at the same time that they kill themselves.6

The classic model of “suicide attack” that we most commonly think of today includes only situations in which the attacker kills himself or, increasingly among the Tamil Tigers and Palestinians, herself. A broader definition could include any operation that is designed in such a way that the terrorist does not expect to survive it, even if he or she is actually killed by police or other defenders. We might call such operations suicide missions instead of suicide attacks. An example would be the February 1994 Hebron Massacre: its perpetrator, Baruch Goldstein, had no plan for escape, left a note indicating he did not expect to return, and simply continued killing Palestinians until some of his victims brought him down. Such suicide missions have occurred in a number of conflicts, as in the cases of Palestinians who invade Israeli settlements on the West Bank with guns and grenades, intending to kill the inhabitants; few of these assailants escape alive.

This book counts only suicide attacks that meet the classic definition, partly because it is the common understanding of the concept, and partly because suicide missions are hard to identify reliably since we rarely know for certain that an attacker who did not kill himself or herself actually expected to die. In any event, including those suicide missions of which we can be confident would not change my basic findings.

In principle, suicide terrorism could be used for demonstrative purposes or could be limited to targeted assassinations. In practice, however, recent suicide terrorists often seek simply to kill as many people as they can. Although this maximizes the coercive leverage that can be gained from terrorism, it does so at heavier cost than other forms of terrorism. Maximizing the number of enemy killed alienates virtually everyone in the target audience, including those who might otherwise have been sympathetic to the terrorists’ cause. In addition, the act of suicide creates a debate and often loss of support among moderate segments of the terrorists’ community, although it may also attract support among radical elements. Thus, while coercion can be one of the aims of any form of terrorism, coercion is the paramount objective of suicide terrorism.

THE HISTORY OF SUICIDE TERRORISM

The forms of suicide terrorism that concern us most today—a driver detonating a car laden with explosives near a large, inhabited building, or a person exploding a suicide vest in a busy marketplace—were practically unknown before 1980. Instances of suicide terrorism did occur earlier, although these were mainly suicide missions rather than suicide attacks, and were much less common than they are now.

The three best known of these earlier suicide campaigns were those of the ancient Jewish Zealots, the eleventh- and twelfth-century Assassins, and the Japanese kamikazes during World War II.7

The world’s first suicide terrorists were probably two militant Jewish revolutionary groups, the Zealots and the Sicarii.8 Determined to liberate Judea from Roman occupation, these groups used violence to provoke a popular uprising—which historians credit with precipitating the “Jewish War” of A.D. 66—committing numerous public assassinations and other audacious acts of violence in Judea from approximately 4 B.C. to A.D. 70. They attacked their victims in broad daylight in the heart of Jerusalem and other centers using small, sicklelike daggers (sicae in Latin) concealed under their cloaks. Many of these must have been suicide missions, since the killers were often immediately captured and put to death—typically tortured and then crucified or burned alive.9

One of the earliest attacks was an attempt by ten Jewish Zealots to assassinate Herod, the ruler of Judea installed by Rome, for his role in establishing a set of institutions (such as the gymnasium and the arena, and the display of graven images of Roman emperors) that were particularly inimical to Jewish custom and law. Although the plot ultimately failed, the account of what happened when the Jews were brought before Herod presents a remarkable picture of individuals willing to die to complete their violent mission. As Josephus, the main historian of the period, says:

They openly displayed their daggers and freely confessed that the conspiracy was justified and had taken place . . . not because of a desire for gain . . . but rather for the sake of communal customs . . . for which one is prepared to give up one’s life. . . . After they had confessed their plot so openly, they were led away and, after they had endured every kind of torture, put to death.10

The Ismaili Assassins, a Shi’ite Muslim sect based in northwestern Iran in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, created an effective organization for the planned, systematic, and long-term use of political murder that relied on suicide missions for success. For two centuries, the Assassins’ daggers terrorized and demoralized the mainly Sunni rulers of the region as well as leaders of Christian Crusader states, chalking up more than fifty dramatic murders and inspiring a new word: “assassination.” Most of the Assassins’ victims were political and military leaders who were so heavily guarded that even successful attackers would almost surely have to pay for that success with their lives. What made the Assassins so lethal was that their killers were willing to die to accomplish their missions and often, rather than attempting to escape, reveled in their impending death. The first successful Assassin, who killed the vizier to the Great Sultan Malikshah of Persia in 1092, exclaimed before himself being killed: “The killing of this devil is the beginning of bliss.” Subsequent Assassins undertook suicide missions with similar enthusiasm.11 These killers were routinely highly trained in the art of murder, planned clever stratagems to gain access to their victims, and also routinely expected to be caught, made no effort to escape, and considered that to survive a mission was shameful.

The Japanese kamikazes in World War II are not normally considered terrorists because they targeted solely soldiers and sailors, not civilians, and because their actions were directed and authorized by a recognized national government. History records many cases of individual soldiers who continued to fight for their country under certain-death circumstances or who, in response to a sudden threat, sacrificed themselves to save others; indeed, such sacrifice is part of our common definition of military heroism. The kamikaze program, however, was organized, planned, and persistent, not a series of individual responses to battlefield emergencies. Desperate to stop the advance of the American invasion fleet which was approaching from the Philippines, from July 1944 onward the Japanese high command organized a variety of “special attack” organizations whose pilots—commonly called kamikazes—agreed to crash their airplanes, gliders, and even manned torpedoes into U.S. naval vessels. Kamikaze raids continued for ten months, from October 25, 1944, until Japan surrendered on August 15, 1945. In total, some 3,843 pilots gave their lives. These suicide attacks did not stop the Americans, but they were four to five times more deadly than conventional strike missions and did impose high costs on the invasion forces. They damaged or sank at least 375 U.S. naval vessels, killed 12,300 American servicemen, and wounded another 36,400.12

Between 1945 and 1980, suicide attacks temporarily disappeared from the world scene. Although there were numerous acts of suicide by individuals in the service of political causes, there is not a single recorded instance of a suicide terrorist killing others while killing himself.

Famous self-immolations and hunger strikes did occur, but these were mainly demonstrative acts intended to evoke political sympathy and involved little risk of harming others. Mahatma Gandhi staged numerous hunger strikes against British rule in India, including in 1947; these events evoked sympathy from the British public and may have hastened Indian independence. In South Vietnam during the 1960s, Buddhist monks and nuns burned themselves to death in protest against religious persecution by the regime of the Catholic president, Ngo Dinh Diem. These horrific suicides inspired as many as 20,000 South Vietnamese to take to the streets in Saigon to demand the formation of a new government and the withdrawal of American forces. On January 19, 1969, in Czechoslovakia, a philosophy student, Jan Palach, burned himself alive in Prague’s Wenceslas Square to protest the recent Soviet invasion, a dramatic suicide that brought hundreds of thousands of people into the streets. In 1981, Bobby Sands and nine other Irish Republican Army prisoners died during a hunger strike. They failed to achieve their announced aim of compelling the British government to accord political status to IRA prisoners, but had the larger effects of strengthening Catholic perception of the British government as callous and of swelling IRA recruitment.13

Modern suicide terrorism—in which the attackers kill others and themselves at the same time—got its start in Lebanon the early 1980s and differs from its historical precursors in one striking way. Previously, there had rarely or never been more than one suicide terrorist campaign active at the same time. Only in recent years has suicide terrorism emerged as a tool of political coercion used by multiple actors across the globe at the same time. Suicide terrorism is increasing, both in the raw numbers of attacks and in geographical spread from one region to another.

Although not the very first modern instance, the suicide car bombing by the terrorist group called Hezbollah of the U.S. Marine barracks in Lebanon on October 23, 1983, was so spectacular—killing 241 soldiers, demolishing the building, and coinciding with a near-simultaneous second attack that killed fifty-eight French troops—that the event dominated media headlines for weeks, consumed Western national leaders for months, and encouraged terrorist groups from Hamas to the Tamil Tigers to al-Qaeda to adopt this method of attack. Hezbollah would go on to chalk up a total of thirty-six suicide attacks against American, French, and Israeli targets during the 1980s.

In the 1990s, suicide terrorism spread to several additional countries. Starting in July 1990, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam began a series of suicide attacks against Sri Lankan political leaders, military targets, and civilians, as well as using a suicide attacker to kill former prime minister Rajiv Gandhi. Suicide terrorism also spread to Israel in 1994, when the Palestinian terrorist groups Hamas and Islamic Jihad started to use suicide attacks against Israeli civilians and troops; to the Persian Gulf in 1995, when al-Qaeda initiated suicide attacks against American military targets in the region; and to Turkey in 1996, when the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) began suicide attacks against Turkish military and government targets.

Suicide terrorism spread further during the first years of the twenty-first century. Suicide attacks continued in Sri Lanka, Israel, and the Persian Gulf, and began to occur in new regions of the world. In 2000 and 2001, rebel groups in Chechnya launched suicide attacks against Russian targets, rebels in Kashmir conducted similar attacks against Indian targets, and al-Qaeda escalated its operations with the most spectacular suicide attack in history, the direct attack on the United States on September 11, 2001.





	TABLE 1. Suicide Terrorist Campaigns, 1980–2003


	Completed Campaigns

	Date	Terrorists	Religion	Target Country	# Attacks


	 1. 1983	Hezbollah	Islam	United States, France	5

	 2. 1982–1985	Hezbollah	Islam	Israel	11

	 3. 1985–1986	Hezbollah	Islam	Israel	20

	 4. 1990–1994	LTTE		Hindu/secular	Sri Lanka	15

	 5. 1995–2000	LTTE		Hindu/secular	Sri Lanka	54

	 6. 1994	Hamas	Islam	Israel	2

	 7. 1994–1995	Hamas	Islam	Israel	9

	 8. 1995	BKI		Sikh	India	1

	 9. 1996	Hamas	Islam	Israel	4

	10. 1997	Hamas	Islam	Israel	3

	11. 1996	PKK		Islam/secular	Turkey	3

	12. 1999	PKK		Islam/secular	Turkey	11

	13. 2001	LTTE		Hindu/secular	Sri Lanka	6

	Ongoing Campaigns, as of December 2003

	14. 1996–	al-Qaeda	Islam	United States, Allies	21

	15. 2000–	Chechens	Islam/secular	Russia	19

	16. 2000–	Kashmirs	Islam	India	5

	17. 2000–	several	Islam/secular	Israel	92

	18. 2003–	Iraqi rebels	unknown	United States, Allies	20

			Attacks Not Part of Organized Campaigns			14

	Total incidents						315




Altogether, between 1980 and 2003 there were 315 suicide terrorist attacks worldwide, of which 301 were carried out as parts of eighteen organized coercive campaigns—that is, each a series of attacks that the terrorist leaders explained as aimed at gaining specific political concessions from a named target government, and which continued until the terrorist leaders deliberately abandoned the effort, either because sufficient gains were achieved or because the leaders became convinced that the effort had failed. Five suicide terrorist campaigns were still ongoing as of the beginning of 2004.

THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM

Although terrorism has long been part of international politics, we do not have good explanations for the growing phenomenon of suicide terrorism. Traditional studies of terrorism tend to treat suicide attack as one of many tactics that terrorists use, and so do not shed much light on the recent rise of this type of attack.14 The small number of studies that explicitly address suicide terrorism tend to focus on the irrationality of the act of suicide from the perspective of the individual attacker. As a result, they focus on individual motives for suicide—either religious indoctrination, or psychological predispositions that might drive individual suicide attackers.15 This work is important and largely accounts for the twin explanations commonly offered in academic and journalistic accounts—that is, that suicide terrorism is a product either of indoctrination into Islamic fundamentalism or of the suicidal inclinations of individuals who would likely end their lives in any event.16

The first-wave explanations of suicide terrorism were developed during the 1980s and were consistent with the data from that period. However, as suicide attacks mounted from the 1990s onward, it has become increasing evident that these initial explanations are insufficient to account for which individuals become suicide terrorists and, more important, why terrorist organizations increasingly rely on this form of attack.

First, although religious motives may matter and although Islamic groups receive the most attention in Western media, modern suicide terrorism is not limited to Islamic fundamentalism. As shown in Table 1, the explicitly antireligious Tamil Tigers have committed 76 of the 315 suicide attacks, more than any other group; they are responsible for the spectacular bombing of the World Trade Center in Colombo in 1997 and the assassinations of two heads of state, Rajiv Gandhi of India and Ranasinghe Premadasa of Sri Lanka.

Even among Muslims, secular groups account for over a third of suicide attacks. The Kurdish PKK, which has used suicide bombers as part of its strategy to achieve Kurdish autonomy, is guided by the secular Marxist-Leninist ideology of its leader, Abdullah Ocalan, rather than by Islam. Even in the conflicts most characterized by Islamic fundamentalism, groups with secular ideologies account for an important number of suicide attacks. The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, a Marxist-Leninist group, and the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades, with allegiance to Yasser Arafat’s socialist Fatah movement, together account for thirty-one of ninety-two suicide attacks against Israel, while communist and socialist groups, such as the secular Lebanese National Resistance Front, the Lebanese Communist Party, and the Syrian National Socialist Party, account for twenty-seven of thirty-six suicide attacks in Lebanon in the 1980s.

Overall, Islamic fundamentalism is associated with about half of the suicide terrorist attacks that have occurred from 1980 to 2003.17

Second, psychological explanations cannot explain why suicide terrorism occurs only in certain societies and at certain times. While suicide rates vary from one society to another, they do not vary enough to explain why the overwhelming majority of societies—even those experiencing political violence—exhibit no suicide terrorism but a handful of societies have experienced dozens of attacks each. This requires a political or social explanation. Similarly, while the supply of suicidal individuals may vary somewhat over time, psychological explanations cannot account for why over 95 percent of all suicide terrorist attacks occur in organized campaigns that are concentrated in time. Further, the demographic profile of suicide terrorist attackers does not fit the usual profile of suicidal individuals. Until recently, the leading experts in psychological profiles of suicide terrorists characterized them as uneducated, unemployed, socially isolated, single men in their late teens and early twenties.18 This study, however, collects comprehensive data on the demographic characteristics of suicide terrorist attackers (see Chapter 10), which shows that they have been college educated and uneducated, married and single, men and women, isolated and socially integrated; they have ranged in age from fifteen to fifty-two.19 In other words, suicide terrorists come from a broad array of lifestyles. Some may exhibit suicidal tendencies as these are conventionally understood, but many do not.

Recently, new explanations for suicide terrorism have begun to appear. Some have wondered whether suicide terrorism is a product of especially deep poverty or domestic political competition among various nonstate actors. The idea that suicide terrorism results from poverty is intuitively attractive. It is easier to accept that individuals with little to live for would be more willing to commit suicide than those with meaningful lives ahead of them, especially since suicide terrorism has emerged from Third World societies, all of which are poorer than Western societies.

As scholars have shown, however, poverty is a rather poor explanation for suicide terrorism.20 A brief look at the international economic facts of life helps to explain why, especially if we control for the likely perturbing effects of the U.S. war on terrorism that led to the conquest of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003. As Table 2 shows, the countries plagued by suicide terrorism from 1980 to 2001 are by no means the worst off in the world; some would be considered “middle income” societies, and their people enjoy life expectancies not dramatically lower than those in the United States.





	TABLE 2. 1998 Economic and Human Development Indicators for Countries and Areas Associated with Suicide Terrorism from 1980 to 2001


		GNP per capita (rank of 206)	Life Expectancy


	Algeria		$1,550 (111)		71

	Egypt		1,290 (121)		67

	Lebanon		3,560 (80)		70

	Pakistan		470 (158)		62

	Saudi Arabia		6,910 (60)		72

	Sri Lanka		810 (139)		73

	Turkey		3,160 (85)		69

	Chechnya*		2,270 (90)		66

	India		450 (162)		63

	West Bank		1,560 (112)		71

	United States		29,240 (1)		77

	Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators (2000)

	*Data for Russia




Table 3 shows economic statistics for a dozen of the most economically hopeless states in the world, but neither these nor any of the forty-four countries that rank below India in gross national product were associated with even a single suicide terrorist attack during this period.





	TABLE 3. 1998 Economic and Human Development Indicators for Poor Countries and Areas Not Associated with Suicide Terrorism from 1980 to 2001


		GNP per capita (rank of 206)	Life Expectancy


	Chad		$230 (192)		48

	Burundi		140 (191)		42

	Ethiopia		100 (206)		43

	Haiti		410 (162)		54

	Mali		250 (189)		50

	Mozambique		210 (195)		45

	Nigeria		300 (181)		53

	Niger		200 (198)		46

	Rwanda		230 (192)		41

	Sierra Leone		140 (202)		37

	Uganda		310 (180)		42

	Zambia		330 (177)		43

	Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators (2000)




Even if we include the countries associated with suicide terrorism after the U.S. war on terrorism began, poverty remains a poor indicator of suicide terrorism. As Table 4 shows, of the five new countries that would be added to the list of those associated with suicide terrorism, only Afghanistan would be considered among the poorest forty-four countries (of 206) in the world.





	TABLE 4. 1998 Economic and Human Development Indicators for Countries Associated with Suicide Terrorism Since 2001


		GNP per capita (rank of 206)	Life Expectancy


	Tunisia		$2,060 (101)		72

	Indonesia		640 (149)		65

	Afghanistan		(not available)		46

	Iraq			761–3,030 (est)		59

	Morocco		1,240 (124)		67

	Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators (2000)




The final explanation that has recently emerged is that suicide terrorism is a product of domestic competition among multiple organizations for popular support from their community. What this explanation has going for it is that it appears to correlate with some facts from the Palestinian case.21 Starting in 1994, two separate radical groups, Hamas and Islamic Jihad, began to conduct suicide terrorist attacks that were rarely coordinated with each other and, starting in 2000, the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine launched suicide terrorist attacks as well.

However, there are good reasons to doubt that domestic political competition among rival groups is an adequate explanation either for the Palestinian case in particular or suicide terrorism in general. Even if domestic competition accounts for why multiple Palestinian groups are engaged in suicide terrorism and even if these groups are striving to outbid each other for popular support from the local community, this does not explain why suicide terrorism is so popular among the Palestinian population in the first place.22 More important, there are many societies in which multiple violent groups compete for domestic political support without their competition leading to suicide terrorism—for instance, Somalia, Colombia, El Salvador, Nigeria, and Nicaragua—while the vast majority of cases of suicide terrorism are not associated with competition among multiple extremist organizations. The Tamil Tigers and al-Qaeda had no competitors during the periods they carried out suicide attacks, while the multiple groups that made up Hezbollah in Lebanon worked together rather than in competition with each other.

THE STRATEGIC LOGIC OF SUICIDE TERRORISM

What causes suicide terrorism? To answer this question, we must recognize that modern suicide terrorism occurs mainly in campaigns of suicide attacks carried out by organized groups for specific political goals and extending over a considerable period of time. So the core phenomenon to be explained is not an individual suicide attack, or even many such attacks considered one at a time, but the existence of protracted suicide terrorist campaigns. Although the motives of individual attackers matter, the crucial need is an explanation of the political, social, and individual conditions that jointly account for why suicide terrorist campaigns persist, why so many are occurring now, and why they occur where and when they do.

To explain suicide terrorism, it is helpful to think of a suicide terrorist campaign as the product of a three-step process, to explain each step individually, and to provide a unifying framework for the causal logic as a whole. The three principal questions are these.

First, what is the strategic logic of suicide terrorism? That is, why does suicide attack make political sense from the perspective of a terrorist organization? If terrorist organizations did not believe that suicide attack would advance their political goals, they would not do it.

Second, what is the social logic of suicide terrorism? Why does suicide attack receive mass support in some societies and not others? Without social support from the terrorists’ national community, suicide terrorist campaigns could not be sustained.

Third, what is the individual logic of suicide terrorism? What makes particular people willing to give up their lives to carry out terrorist attacks? Without a ready supply of willing attackers, suicide terrorist campaigns would be much more limited in scope than they are.

Suicide terrorism depends for its existence on all three of these components—the strategic, the social, and the individual.23 The diagram on the following page illustrates the general framework for the causal logic of suicide terrorism and supplies a brief summary of the principal mechanisms at work in each level of analysis.

The strategic logic of suicide terrorism is aimed at political coercion. The vast majority of suicide terrorist attacks are not isolated or random acts by individual fanatics, but rather occur in clusters as part of a larger campaign by an organized group to achieve a specific political goal. Moreover, the main goals of suicide terrorist groups are profoundly of this world. Suicide terrorist campaigns are primarily nationalistic, not religious, nor are they particularly Islamic. From Hezbollah in Lebanon to Hamas on the West Bank to the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam in Sri Lanka, every group mounting a suicide campaign over the past two decades has had as a major objective—or as its central objective—coercing a foreign state that has military forces in what the terrorists see as their homeland to take those forces out. Further, all of the target states have been democracies, which terrorists see as more vulnerable to coercion than other types of regimes. Even al-Qaeda fits this pattern. Osama bin Laden’s highest-priority objective—although he has others—is the expulsion of U.S. troops from the Persian Gulf region. Terrorists loyal to al-Qaeda routinely attack American troops, individuals from Western countries, and governments friendly to the West in Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states.

CAUSAL LOGIC OF SUICIDE TERRORISM

[image: image]

*Altruistic suicides are those committed to further a goal that the individual’s community supports; they are to be distinguished from egoistic suicides, which are committed to escape a life that has become intolerable. See Chapter 9.

There is a disturbing reason why suicide terrorism has been rising so rapidly: over the past two decades, suicide terrorists have learned that this strategy pays. Suicide terrorists sought to compel American and French military forces to abandon Lebanon in 1983, Israeli forces to leave Lebanon in 1985, Israeli forces to quit the Gaza Strip and the West Bank in 1994 and 1995, the Sri Lankan government to create an independent Tamil state from 1990 on, and the Turkish government to grant autonomy to the Kurds in the late 1990s. In all but the case of Turkey, the terrorists’ political cause made more gains after the resort to suicide operations than it had before.

Second, suicide terrorism follows a social logic strikingly different from what many assume. Suicide terrorist groups are neither primarily criminal gangs dedicated to enriching their top leaders, nor religious cults isolated from the rest of their society. Rather, suicide terrorist organizations often command broad social support within the national communities from which they recruit, because they are seen as pursuing legitimate nationalist goals, especially liberation from foreign occupation.

Although suicide terrorism is virtually always a response to foreign occupation, only some occupations lead to this result. Suicide terrorism is most likely when the occupying power’s religion differs from the religion of the occupied, for three reasons. A conflict across a religious divide increases fears that the enemy will seek to transform the occupied society; makes demonization, and therefore killing, of enemy civilians easier; and makes it easier to use one’s own religion to relabel suicides that would otherwise be taboo as martyrdom instead.

Finally, what motivates individual suicide terrorists? Are suicide attackers driven by economic helplessness, social anomie, religious indoctrination, or something else? Not all suicides arise from similar causes. Emile Durkheim’s famous study of suicide in nineteenth-century Europe showed that there are multiple forms of suicide. The most common is “egoistic suicide,” in which personal psychological trauma leads an individual to kill himself in order to escape a painful existence. Less common is “altruistic suicide,” in which high levels of social integration and respect for community values can lead normal individuals to commit suicide out of a sense of duty. Many, perhaps most, suicide terrorists fit the paradigm of altruistic suicide, at least from the point of view of those who support terrorism to further their political cause. From everyone else’s point of view, suicide attacks are murders.

Few suicide attackers are social misfits, criminally insane, or professional losers. Most fit a nearly opposite profile: typically they are psychologically normal, have better than average economic prospects for their communities, and are deeply integrated into social networks and emotionally attached to their national communities. They see themselves as sacrificing their lives for the nation’s good.

The bottom line, then, is that suicide terrorism is mainly a response to foreign occupation. Isolated incidents in other circumstances do occur. Religion plays a role. However, modern suicide terrorism is best understood as an extreme strategy for national liberation against democracies with troops that pose an imminent threat to control the territory the terrorists view as their homeland.

Understanding the strategic, social, and individual logics of suicide terrorism has important implications for America’s war on terrorism. Our current policy debate is misguided. Neither offensive military force nor concessions alone are likely to work for long. The key problem we face is that our security depends on achieving not one goal, but two: we must defeat the current pool of terrorists seeking to launch spectacular attacks against the United States and our allies, while simultaneously undermining the conditions that will otherwise produce the next, potentially larger generation of terrorists. Accomplishing this overall purpose will require a new strategy for victory; that strategy must recognize that a trade-off exists between our two objectives, because the use of heavy offensive force to defeat today’s terrorists is the most likely stimulus to the rise of more.

September 11 has changed the lives of Americans. Every day, many wonder if each airplane, building, or bus they see could be a danger to them or their families. When people themselves are weapons of war, it is hard to be confident of safety. However, the future need not be grim. Understanding the logic of suicide terrorism can help us pursue the right domestic and foreign policies to contain this deadly threat. 
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A Strategy for Weak Actors

MOST SUICIDE TERRORISM is undertaken as a strategic effort directed toward particular political goals; it is not simply the product of irrational individuals or an expression of fanatical hatreds. The main purpose of suicide terrorism is to use the threat of punishment to compel a target government to change policy, and most especially to cause democratic states to withdraw forces from land the terrorists perceive as their national homeland.

It is true that suicide terrorist organizations often have additional goals, such as Hamas’s aim to build a religious state in Palestine or al-Qaeda’s aim to do the same on the Arabian Peninsula. The existence of these ultimate goals, however, should not distract us from the fact that the proximate, operational goal of suicide operations is to gain control of territory. Neither side’s views about the desirability of additional terrorist goals would matter unless the terrorists first succeed in forcing the occupying power to leave.

THE STRATEGIC VALUE OF AN ATTACKER’S WILLINGNESS TO DIE

At its core, suicide terrorism is a strategy of coercion, a means to compel a target government to change policy. The central logic of this strategy is simple: suicide terrorism attempts to inflict enough pain on the opposing society to overwhelm its interest in resisting the terrorists’ demands, and so to induce the government to concede, or the population to revolt against the government. The common feature of all suicide terrorist campaigns is that they inflict punishment on the opposing society, either directly by killing civilians or indirectly by killing military personnel in circumstances that cannot lead to meaningful battlefield victory. As we shall see, suicide terrorism is rarely a onetime event, but often occurs in a series of suicide attacks. It generates coercive leverage both from the immediate panic associated with each attack and from the risk of punishment of innocents in the future.

Suicide terrorists’ willingness to die magnifies the coercive effects of punishment in three ways. First, suicide attacks are generally more destructive than other terrorist attacks. An attacker who is willing to die is much more likely to accomplish the mission and to cause maximum damage to the target. Suicide attackers can conceal weapons on their own bodies and make last-minute adjustments more easily than ordinary terrorists. They are also better able to infiltrate heavily guarded targets, because they do not need escape plans or rescue teams. Suicide attackers are also able to use certain especially destructive methods such as “suicide vests” and ramming vehicles into targets. The 315 suicide terrorist attacks from 1980 to 2003 killed an average of 12 people each, not counting the unusually large number of fatalities on September 11 and also not counting the attackers themselves. During the same period, there were about 4,155 total terrorist incidents worldwide, which killed 3,207 people (also excluding September 11), or less than one person per incident. Overall, from 1980 to 2003, suicide attacks amount to 3 percent of all terrorist attacks, but account for 48 percent of total deaths due to terrorism, once again excluding September 11.1

Second, suicide attacks are an especially convincing way to signal the likelihood of more pain to come, because suicide itself is a costly signal, one that suggests that the attackers could not have been deterred by a threat of costly retaliation. Organizations that sponsor suicide attacks can also deliberately orchestrate the circumstances around the death of a suicide attacker to further increase expectations of future attacks. This can be called the “art of martyrdom.”2 The more suicide terrorists justify their actions on the basis of religious or ideological motives that match the beliefs of a broader national community, the more the status of terrorist martyrs is elevated, and the more plausible it becomes that others will follow in their footsteps. Suicide terrorist organizations commonly cultivate “sacrificial myths” that include elaborate sets of symbols and rituals to mark an individual attacker’s death as a contribution to the nation. Suicide attackers’ families also often receive material rewards both from the terrorist organizations and from other supporters. As a result, the art of martyrdom elicits popular support from the terrorists’ community, reducing the moral backlash that suicide attacks might otherwise produce, and so establishes the foundation for credible signaling of more attacks to come.

Third, suicide terrorist organizations are better positioned than other terrorist groups to heighten expectations of escalating future costs by deliberately violating norms in the use of violence. They can do this by crossing thresholds of damage, by breaching taboos concerning legitimate targets, and by broadening recruitment to confound expectations about limits on the number of possible terrorists. The element of suicide itself helps increase the credibility of future attacks, because it suggests that attackers cannot be deterred. Although the capture and conviction of Timothy McVeigh gave reason for some confidence that others with similar political views might be deterred, the deaths of the September 11 hijackers did not, because Americans would have to expect that future al-Qaeda attackers would be equally willing to die.

LOGIC OF COERCION BY WEAK ACTORS

Suicide terrorism does not occur under the same circumstances as military coercion used by states, and these structural differences help to explain the logic of the strategy. In virtually all instances of international military coercion, the coercer is the stronger state and the target is the weaker state; otherwise, the coercer would likely be deterred or simply unable to execute the threats. Under these circumstances, coercers have a choice between two main coercive strategies: punishment and denial. Punishment seeks to coerce by raising the costs or risks to the target society to a level that overwhelms the value of the interests in dispute. Denial seeks to coerce by demonstrating to the target state that it simply cannot win the dispute regardless of its level of effort, and that therefore fighting to a finish is pointless—for example, because the coercer has the ability to conquer the disputed territory. Hence, although coercers may initially rely on punishment, they often have the resources to create a formidable threat to deny the opponent victory in battle and, if necessary, to achieve a brute-force military victory if the target government refuses to change its behavior. The Allied bombing of Germany in World War II, American bombing of North Vietnam in 1972, and Coalition attacks against Iraq in 1991 all fit this pattern.3

Suicide terrorism (and terrorism in general) occurs under the reverse structural conditions. In suicide terrorism, the coercer is the weaker actor and the target is the stronger. Although some elements of the situation remain the same, flipping the stronger and weaker sides in a coercive dispute has a dramatic change on the relative feasibility of punishment and denial. In these circumstances, denial is impossible, because military conquest is ruled out by relative weakness.

This accounts for why suicide terrorism often appears as a weapon of last resort. When rebels are strong enough to achieve their territorial aims through conventional or guerrilla means alone, there is little reason for them to accept the disapproval and costs that follow from resorting to suicide terrorism. Thus, it is not surprising that although some groups using suicide terrorism have received important external support, and some have been strong enough to wage guerrilla military campaigns as well as terrorism, none have been strong enough to have any serious prospect of achieving their political goals by conquest. The suicide terrorist group with the most significant military capacity has been the LTTE, but it has not had a real chance of controlling the whole of the homeland that it claims, including the Eastern and Northern Provinces of Sri Lanka.

So the only coercive strategy available to suicide terrorists is punishment. Although the element of “suicide” is novel and the pain inflicted on civilians is often spectacular and gruesome, the heart of suicide terrorism’s strategy is the same as the coercive logic used by states when they employ air power or economic sanctions to punish an adversary: to cause mounting civilian costs to overwhelm the target state’s interest in the issue in dispute and so to cause it to concede the terrorists’ political demands. What creates the coercive leverage is not so much actual damage as the expectation of future damage. Targets may be economic or political, military or civilian, but in all cases the main task is less to destroy the specific targets than to convince the opposing society that it is vulnerable to more attacks in the future. These features also make suicide terrorism convenient for retaliation, a tit-for-tat interaction that generally occurs between terrorists and the defending government.4

The rhetoric of major suicide terrorist groups reflects the logic of coercive punishment.

Hezbollah’s “Open Letter” of February 1985, the principal statement defining the purpose of the movement, said that its “great and necessary objectives” were “to put an end to foreign occupation and to adopt a regime freely wanted by the people of Lebanon” and “to expel the Americans, the French and their allies definitely from Lebanon, putting an end to any colonialist entity on our land.”5 In late 1985, Ayatollah Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah, a spiritual leader of Hezbollah, stressed the coercive value of suicide attack: “We believe that suicide operations should only be carried out if they can bring about a political or military change in proportion to the passions that incite a person to make of his body an explosive bomb.”6

Hamas’s first communiqué, of December 14, 1987, proclaimed the general purpose of resistance as follows: “The intifada of our vigilant people in the Occupied Territories comes as a resounding rejection of the occupation and its pressures, land confiscation and the planting of settlements, and the policy of subjugation by the Zionists. . . . Let the reckless settlers beware. Our people know the way of sacrifice and martyrdom and are generous in this regard. . . . Let them understand that violence breeds nothing but violence and death bestows but death.” Similarly, the Hamas Charter of 1988 states, “If an enemy invades Muslim territories, then Jihad and fighting the enemy becomes an individual duty on every Muslim.”7

Abdel Karim, a leader of the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades, a militant group linked to Yasser Arafat’s Fatah movement, said the goal of his group was “to increase losses in Israel to a point at which the Israeli public would demand a withdrawal from the West Bank and Gaza Strip.”8

Each year, the leader of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, Velupillai Prabhakaran, gives a speech to mark the anniversary of the “Heroes’ Day”—July 5, 1987, the day of the first suicide attack by the LTTE. Although these speeches vary according to the events of the year, each year the core message stresses the relationship between achieving the goal of liberation from Sinhalese occupation and the willingness of the LTTE cadres to sacrifice themselves for this goal. In 1997, Prabhakaran said, “Our martyrs were extraordinary human beings. They chose the noble cause of liberating our people. Having lived and struggled for such a cause they finally sacrificed their precious lives for that higher ideal. . . . Let us continue to struggle to expel the enemy forces who have occupied our sacred land.”9

In December 2003, Chechnya’s rebel commander, Abu al-Walid al-Ghamidi, said, “As you have seen and noticed, most of the suicide attacks were carried out by women. . . . These women, particularly the wives of the mujahedin who were martyred, are being threatened in their homes, their honour and everything are being threatened. They do not accept being humiliated and living under occupation.”10

Al-Qaeda’s infamous fatwa against the United States, signed by Osama bin Laden and others, reads: “The ruling to kill the Americans and their allies—civilians and military—is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is possible to do it, in order to liberate the al-Aqsa Mosque and the holy mosque [Mecca] from their grip, and in order for their armies to move out of all the lands of Islam, defeated and unable to threaten any Muslim.”11

There is also strong evidence that the leaders of terrorist groups view the offensive use of suicide attack as a means to compensate for the relative military weakness of their groups compared with their opponents.

In 1985, Daud Daud, a leader of Hezbollah in southern Lebanon, said: “We are prepared to sacrifice our lives—literally blow ourselves up in opposition to their tanks. . . . Since we cannot fight the enemy with weapons, we have to sacrifice our lives. And this is what is happening right now in South Lebanon.”

Sayeed Siyam, a Hamas leader in Gaza, said, “We in Hamas consider suicide bombing attacks inside the 1948 borders”—inside Israel—“to be the card that Palestinians can play to resist the occupation. . . . We do not own Apache helicopters ourselves, so we use our own methods. Given the methods used by the Israelis, we consider the door to hell is open. Their assassination policy and the bombardment—all this theater of war inside Palestinian villages and homes—we respond to that by seeking to make Israelis feel the same, insecure inside their homes.”12

In 1995, the secretary general of Islamic Jihad, Fathi al-Shaqaqi, said, “Martyrdom actions will escalate in the face of all pressures. . . . [they] are a realistic option in confronting the unequal balance of power. If we are unable to effect a balance of power now, we can achieve a balance of horror.”13

In 1997, the Tamil Tigers’ political spokesman, S. Thamilchelvan, gave an interview in which he explained that the group devised the use of suicide bombing as a means to compensate for the Tamils’ numerical disadvantage—their population is about one-fourth that of the majority Sinhalese—and to more effectively attack the Sinhalese military and political leadership. The goal, Thamilchelvan said, was “to ensure maximum damage done with minimum loss of life.”14 The Tigers’ leader, Prabhakaran, has also singled out the group’s suicide commandos. In a major speech in 1998, he said, “In terms of manpower, firepower and resources, the enemy was strong and the balance of military power was in his favor. Yet we had an extraordinary weapon which was not in the arsenal of the enemy. The courage and commitment of our fighters was our most powerful weapon in the battle.”15 Similarly, he said, “The Black Tigers [suicide squad] are the self-protective armor of our race. They are the men of flame who can destroy the enemy’s armed strength.”16

EARLIER CASES ALSO HAD COERCIVE GOALS

The best known suicide operations before 1980 also had coercive aims. The Zealots, the Assassins, and the kamikazes all sought to coerce their political opponents, either to remove foreign military forces from their homeland or to prevent imminent military invasions.

The Zealots and Sicarii

Information about the first-century Jewish Zealots and Sicarii is scant. Although we know that they numbered in the “hundreds” and committed “numerous daily murders,” we lack important knowledge about the groups’ organizational structure and attack doctrines, and do not have a solid basis for estimating the total number of people who would have considered themselves members of these groups.

However, we do have a reasonably clear understanding of the Zealots’ and Sicarii’s strategic logic. According to scholars of the period, the Zealots and Sicarii adopted a strategy of violent attacks designed to provoke a massive uprising among the Jewish population against the Roman occupation. As David C. Rapoport summarizes it, “Consecutive atrocities continually narrowed prospects for a political, more mutually agreeable, solution, serving to destroy the credibility of moderates on both sides while steadily expanding the conflict.”17

After decades of attacks, which provoked steadily escalating Roman retaliatory responses, the Zealots and Sicarii succeeded in generating two large-scale popular uprisings. These uprisings triggered the Jewish War of A.D. 66, a bloody four-year struggle that ultimately led to the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, extermination of the large Jewish centers in Egypt and Cyprus, and the traumatic exodus of the Jews from Judea.18

For the Zealots and Sicarii, the Jewish War ended at Masada. Rather than submit to Roman rule and, after years of war, probable murder, rape, and slavery, some 960 members of these groups chose to commit what remains the most famous group suicide in history. Their motives, however, were at least as much personal as political. The leader of the Sicarii, Eleazar, is said to have given the following speech just as the Romans were preparing for the final assault on the fortress:

This grace has been given to us by God, namely to be able to die nobly and freely. . . . Only our shared death is able to protect our wives and children from violation and slavery. . . . We, who have been brought up at home in this way, should set an example to others in our readiness to die. . . . This—suicide—is commanded by our laws. Our wives and children ask for it. God himself has sent us the necessity for it.19

The Assassins

Like the Zealots, the Ismaili Assassins have several features in common with modern suicide terrorist groups: they were weak relative to their opponents; they were the militant arm of a broader, geographically distinct community with widely shared beliefs and practices; they had a close bond of loyalty to comrades and devotion to leaders; and they had a system of initiation and rituals signifying an individual’s level of commitment to the community.

The Assassins also exploited their reputation as suicide killers for coercive purposes. Although the overarching political program of the Assassins was to overthrow the existing Sunni order and to establish the dominance of their own rulers, whom they believed to be more true to Islam, the Assassins frequently used the threat of suicide attack to compel Sunni rulers to abandon military campaigns against their strongholds and even to strike long-lasting peaceful settlements.

Territorial control was a key element of the Assassins’ program. Living in the remote Elburz mountains of northern Iran, an area with many castles and a sympathetic Ismaili population, the Assassins succeeded, as the historian Bernard Lewis writes, “in creating what was virtually a territorial state.”20 Numerous sultans in Persia and Iraq sought to uproot the Ismaili menace by military force only to find themselves meeting the Assassins’ daggers or accepting a negotiated settlement. In 1118, a new sultan awoke to find an ornate dagger stuck in the ground beside his bed and found a message from the Assassins’ leader: “Did I not wish the Sultan well, that dagger which was struck into the hard ground would have been planted in his soft breast.” The sultan did not attack the Assassins for the remainder of his ten-year rule.21 This pattern of threatened or actual assassinations followed by mutual nonaggression pacts continued until the Mongols invaded Iran and exterminated virtually the entire Ismaili population in the Elburz mountains in 1258.

The Kamikazes

The Japanese kamikazes during World War II were regular military forces and therefore are not normally considered terrorists, although they also used suicide attack for coercive purposes. Specifically, the kamikazes’ aim was not to defeat the American invasion forces, but to impose such high costs on the attacking fleet that the United States would settle for a negotiated outcome to the war. The name “kamikaze” derives from the “Divine Wind” that was said to have turned back a Mongol invasion fleet in the thirteenth century. The purpose of the “special attack” squadrons was similar, as Hichiro Naemura, a former instructor of kamikaze pilots, explained:

I did not believe we could win the war against the overwhelmingly powerful enemy, no matter how well we fought. . . . Our special kamikaze tactics could delay the enemy’s advance towards our homeland and inflict severe damage upon him. By delaying his encroachment we hoped that the enemy would agree to negotiate a truce.22

For Japanese leaders, suicide attack was a last resort. The first major plan for “body-crashing” attacks was Rear Admiral Kameto Kuroshima’s “Invincible War Preparation” plan, which was rejected in July 1943 by a conference of high-ranking officers who believed that they could defeat the Allied forces in regular combat. However, with the fall of Saipan in July 1944 and the growing fear that Japan’s defense perimeter would collapse island by island, the Japanese high command reconsidered the earlier decision. Military leaders met on July 7, 1944, and ordered new designs for planes intended specifically for suicide missions. In mid-September, a proposal for new forms of attack stated: “The primary concern was to inflict maximum destruction on the enemy; it mattered little whether the pilots had to be sacrificed or not.”23 The leading advocate of these new forms of attack, Vice Admiral Takijiro Onishi, took command of Japan’s land-based air forces in the Philippines on October 17, and, within days, formed the first kamikaze squadrons, which just days later attacked American carriers and other vessels during the great naval battle of Leyte Gulf. As Onishi explained to his senior staff officers, the only chance Japanese surface forces had to counter the invasion was to “neutralize” the U.S. carriers for at least a week, and this could only be done one way: “suicide attack units composed of Zero fighters armed with 250kg bombs, with each plane to crash-dive into an enemy carrier.”24

Kamikaze pilots were also motivated by the belief that their sacrifice would enable Japan to avoid occupation by the United States. These individuals, who were generally graduates of special training programs for pilots or universities, often kept extensive diaries, many of which have been published. Special attack pilots volunteered for their missions. Although social pressure may have contributed to why individuals willingly stepped forward, the common explanation they give for why such missions were important was that suicide attack was the only way to stave off American occupation. Shortly before his death, one pilot wrote in his diary: “We must fight to the end so that the Japanese can create a new era by the Japanese ourselves. We cannot succumb to the ‘red hair and blue eyes.’ “25

Similarly, Wada Minoru wrote, shortly before volunteering to be a special attack pilot:

Perhaps there is no other way to make a break-through [for Japan in the war] except by the human torpedo. The use of planes is so ineffective in causing damage to enemy vessels in relation to casualties. With radar, it is now impossible to approach aircraft carriers without being detected. . . . If human torpedoes must appear in Japan, there is no other group of people but us who would become pilots.26

These contemporaneous accounts agree with testimony given by senior Japanese leaders to the United States Strategic Bombing Survey after the war. When asked to account for the motivation of individual kamikaze pilots, Lieutenant General Torashiro Kawabe said:

We believed that our spiritual convictions and moral strength could balance your material and scientific advantages. We did not consider our attacks to be “suicide.” The pilot did not start out on his mission with the intention of committing suicide [i.e., of immolating himself in a spirit of despair]. He looked upon himself as a human bomb which would destroy a certain part of the enemy fleet . . . [and] died happy in the conviction that his death was a step towards the final victory.27

In the end, the kamikazes did not succeed in compelling the United States to accept a negotiated surrender by Japan. They were, however, the most effective coercive tool available to Japan at the time. Aptly, the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey summarizes the kamikazes as “macabre, effective, and supremely practical under the circumstances.”28 
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Targeting Democracies

NO PREVIOUS ANALYSIS of suicide terrorism has been able to draw on a complete survey of suicide terrorist attacks worldwide. This drawback, together with the fact that many such attacks, including all those against Americans, have been committed by Muslims have led many in the United States to assume that Islamic fundamentalism must be the main underlying cause.1 This, in turn, has fueled a belief that anti-American terrorism can be stopped only by wholesale transformation of Muslim societies, a belief that helped create public support of the invasion of Iraq. Comprehensive study of the phenomenon of suicide terrorism, however, shows that the presumed connection to Islamic fundamentalism is misleading.

My study surveys all 315 suicide terrorist attacks around the globe from 1980 to 2003.2 The data show that there is not the close connection between suicide terrorism and Islamic fundamentalism that many people think. Rather, what all suicide terrorist campaigns have in common is a specific secular and strategic goal: to compel democracies to withdraw military forces from the terrorists’ national homeland. Religion is rarely the root cause, although it is often used as a tool by terrorist organizations in recruiting and in other efforts in service of the broader strategic objective.

THREE PATTERNS IN SUICIDE TERRORISM

Three general patterns in the data support the conclusion that suicide terrorism is mainly a strategic phenomenon. These three properties are consistent with the above strategic logic but not with irrational behavior or religious fanaticism:

1. Timing. Nearly all suicide attacks occur in organized, coherent campaigns, not as isolated or randomly timed incidents.

2. Nationalist goals. Suicide terrorist campaigns are directed at gaining control of what the terrorists see as their national homeland, and specifically at ejecting foreign forces from that territory.

3. Target selection. All suicide terrorist campaigns in the last two decades have been aimed at democracies, which make more suitable targets from the terrorists’ point of view. Nationalist movements that face non-democratic opponents have not resorted to suicide attack as a means of coercion.

Timing

Of the 315 separate suicide terrorist attacks between 1980 and 2003, 301, or 95 percent, were parts of organized, coherent campaigns, while only 14 were isolated or random events. Nine separate disputes have led to suicide terrorist campaigns: the presence of American and French forces in Lebanon; Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza; the status of the Tamil regions of Sri Lanka; the status of the Kurdish region of Turkey; the Russian occupation of Chechnya; the Indian occupation of Kashmir; the Indian control of Punjab; and the presence of American forces in Iraq and in the Arabian Peninsula. Overall, however, there have been eighteen distinct campaigns, because in certain disputes the terrorists elected to suspend operations one or more times, either in response to concessions or for other reasons. Thirteen of the campaigns have ended and five were ongoing as of the end of 2003. The attacks making up each campaign were organized by the same terrorist group (or, sometimes, a set of cooperating groups, as in the ongoing “second intifada” in Israel/Palestine), clustered in time, publicly justified in terms of a specified political goal, and directed against targets related to that goal.

A suicide terrorist campaign can be distinguished from a string of isolated attacks. A campaign consists of an intended series of attacks that terrorist leaders explain and justify as aimed at gaining political concessions from a target government. A campaign also continues until the terrorist leaders deliberately abandon it, either because sufficient gains have been made or because the leaders believe that the effort has failed. The Babbar Khalsa International (BKI) attack on the Indian chief minister of Punjab in August 1995 meets the minimum criteria for an organized campaign, even though there was only one successful operation that clearly meets the classic definition of suicide attack. The BKI sought over a period of years to coerce India to permit Sikh independence in Punjab, publicly tied the August 1995 attack to this goal, and carried out at least one other possible (though ambiguous) suicide attack and at least one that meets the broader definition of a suicide mission. The BKI also attempted other, unsuccessful, suicide operations.3





	TABLE 5. Suicide Terrorist Campaigns: Goals and Results


	Completed Campaigns

	Date	Terrorist Group	Terrorists’ Goal	# Attacks/Killed	Target Behavior


	 1. Apr–Dec 1983	Hezbollah	U.S./France out of Lebanon		5/393	Complete withdrawal

	 2. Nov 1983–Apr 1985	Hezbollah		Israel out of Lebanon	11/197	Partial withdrawal

	 3. June 1985–June 1986	Hezbollah		Israel out of Leb. security zone	20/156	No change

	 4. July 1990–Nov 1994	LTTE		Sri Lanka accept Tamil state	15/206	Negotiations

	 5. Apr 1995–Oct 2000	LTTE	Sri Lanka accept Tamil state		54/662	No change

	 6. Apr 1994	Hamas	Israel out of Palestine		2/15	Partial withdrawal from Gaza

	 7. Oct 1994–Aug 1995	Hamas	Israel out of Palestine		9/73	Partial withdrawal from W.B.

	 8. Aug 1995	BKI (Sikh)	Punjab independence		1/16	No change

	 9. Feb–Mar 1996	Hamas	Retaliation for Israeli assassination	4/58	No change

	10. Mar–Sept 1997	Hamas	Israel out of Palestine		3/24	Hamas leader released

	11. June–Oct 1996	PKK	Turkey accept Kurd autonomy	3/16	No change

	12. Mar–Aug 1999	PKK	Turkey release jailed leader		11/6	No change

	13. 2001	LTTE	Sri Lanka accept Tamil state		6/33	Granted autonomy

	Ongoing Campaigns, as of December 2003

	14. 1996–	al-Qaeda	U.S. out of Saudi Arabia		21/3661	TBD

	15. 2000–	Chechen rebels	Russia out of Chechnya		19/332	TBD

	16. 2000–	Kashmir rebels	India out of Kashmir		5/61	TBD

	17. 2000–	several	Israel out of Palestine		92/459	TBD

	18. 2003	Iraqi rebels	U.S. out of Iraq		20/262	TBD

	Total incidents: 315

	# in campaigns: 301

	# isolated: 14




The most important indicator of strategic orientation is the timing of the suspension of campaigns. Suspension is most often based on a strategic decision by leaders of the terrorist organizations that further attacks would be counterproductive to their coercive purposes—for instance, in response to full or partial concessions by the target state to the terrorists’ political goals. Such suspensions are often accompanied by public explanations that justify the decision to opt for a “cease-fire.” Further, the terrorist organizations’ discipline is usually fairly good; although there are exceptions, such announced cease-fires usually do stick for a period of months at least, normally until the terrorist leaders take a new strategic decision to resume in pursuit of goals not achieved in the earlier campaign. This pattern indicates that both terrorist leaders and their recruits are sensitive to the coercive value of the attacks.

As an example of a suicide campaign, consider Hamas’s suicide attacks in 1995 to compel Israel to withdraw from towns in the West Bank. Hamas leaders deliberately held off attacking during the spring and early summer in order to give PLO negotiations with Israel an opportunity to finalize a withdrawal. However, in early July, when Hamas leaders came to believe that Israel was backsliding and delaying withdrawal, Hamas launched a series of suicide attacks. Israel accelerated the pace of its withdrawal, after which Hamas ended the campaign. Mahmud al-Zahar, a Hamas leader in Gaza, announced following the cessation of suicide attacks in October 1995:

We must calculate the benefit and cost of continued armed operations. If we can fulfill our goals without violence, we will do so. Violence is a means, not a goal. Hamas’s decision to adopt self-restraint does not contradict our aims, which include the establishment of an Islamic state instead of Israel. . . . We will never recognize Israel, but it is possible that a truce could prevail between us for days, months, or years.4

If suicide terrorism were mainly irrational or even disorganized, we would expect a much different pattern: political goals would not be articulated (for example, we would see references in news reports to “rogue” attacks), or the stated goals would vary considerably even within the same conflict. We would also expect the timing to be either random, or perhaps event-driven in response to particularly provocative or infuriating actions by the other side, but little if at all related to the progress of negotiations over issues in dispute that the terrorists want to influence.

Nationalist Goals

Suicide terrorism is a high-cost strategy, which makes strategic sense for a group only when crucial interests are at stake, and even then as a last resort. The reason is that suicide terrorism maximizes coercive leverage at the expense of support among the terrorists’ own community and so can be sustained over time only when there already exists a high degree of commitment among the potential pool of recruits. The most important goal that a community can have is the independence of its homeland (population, property, and way of life) from foreign influence or control. As a result, a strategy of suicide terrorism is most likely to be used to achieve nationalist goals.

In fact, every suicide campaign from 1980 to 2003 has had as a major objective—or as its central objective—coercing a foreign government that has military forces in what they see as their homeland to take those forces out. Table 6 summarizes the disputes that have engendered suicide terrorist campaigns. Since 1980, there has not been a suicide terrorist campaign directed mainly against domestic opponents or against foreign opponents who did not have military forces in the terrorists’ homeland. Although attacks against civilians are often the most salient to Western observers, actually every suicide terrorist campaign in the past two decades has included attacks directly against the foreign military forces in the relevant country, and most have been waged by guerrilla organizations that also use more conventional methods of attack against those forces.

Even al-Qaeda fits this pattern. Although Saudi Arabia is not under American military occupation, at least from the perspective of the United States, and although the terrorists have political objectives against the Saudi regime and others, one major objective of al-Qaeda is the expulsion of U.S. troops from the country. There have been attacks by terrorists loyal to Osama bin Laden against American troops in Saudi Arabia. To be sure, there is a major debate among Islamists over the morality of suicide attacks, but within Saudi Arabia there is little debate over al-Qaeda’s objection to American forces in the region, and over 95 percent of Saudi society reportedly agrees with Bin Laden on this matter.5

Still, even if suicide terrorism follows a strategic logic, could some suicide terrorist campaigns be irrational in the sense that they are being waged for unrealistic goals?

In fact, some suicide terrorist groups have not been realistic in expecting the full concessions demanded of the target, but this is normal in disputes involving overlapping nationalist claims, and even for coercive attempts in general. However, the ambitions of terrorist leaders are realis-tic in two other senses. First, suicide terrorists’ political aims, if not their methods, are often more mainstream than observers realize; they generally reflect quite common, straightforward nationalist self-determination claims of their community. Second, these groups often have significant support for their policy goals with respect to the target state, goals that are typically much like those of other nationalists within their community. Differences between the terrorists and more “moderate” leaders usually concern the usefulness of a certain level of violence, and—sometimes—the legitimacy of attacks against targets other than foreign troops in the country (such as attacks in other countries, or against third parties and civilians). Thus, it is not that terrorists pursue radical goals and then seek others’ support. Rather, terrorists are simply the members of their societies who are the most optimistic about the usefulness of violence for achieving goals that many, and often most, support.





	Table 6. Motivation and Targets of Suicide Terrorist Campaigns, 1980–2003


	Region/Dispute	Homeland Status	Terrorist Goal	Target a Democracy?


	Lebanon, 1983–86	U.S./F/IDF military presence	U.S./F/IDF withdrawal		Yes

	West Bank/Gaza, 1994–	IDF military presence	IDF withdrawal		Yes

	Tamils in Sri Lanka,

	 1990–2001	SL military presence	SL withdrawal		Yes (1950)*

	Punjab, 1995	Indian control	Punjab independence		Yes

	Kurds in Turkey, 1990s	Turkey military presence	Turkey withdrawal		Yes (1983)*

	Chechnya, 2000–	Russia military presence	Russian withdrawal		Yes (1993)*

	Kashmir, 2000–	Indian military presence	Indian withdrawal		Yes

	Arabian Peninsula,

	 1996–	U.S. military presence	U.S. withdrawal		Yes

	Iraq, 2003–	U.S. military presence	U.S. withdrawal		Yes

	*Date established as a democracy (if not always a democracy).

	Sources: Adam Przeworski, Michael E. Alvarez, Jose Antonio Cheibub, and Fernando Limongi, Democracy and Development: Political Institutions and Well-Being in the World, 1950–1990 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000) identifies four simple rules for determining regime type. They are: (1) the chief executive must be elected; (2) the legislature must be elected; (3) there must be more than one party; and (4) there must be at least one peaceful transfer of power. By these criteria, all the targets of suicide terrorism were and are democracies. Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub, and Limongi code only from 1950 to 1990 but have been updated to 1999 by Carles Boix and Sebastian Rosato, “A Complete Dataset of Regimes, 1850–1999” (manuscript, University of Chicago, 2001). Freedom House also rates countries as “Free,” “Partly Free,” and “Not Free,” using criteria for degrees of political rights and civil liberties. According to Freedom House’s measures, Sri Lanka, Turkey, and Russia were all “Partly Free” when they were the targets of suicide terrorism, which puts them approximately in the middle of all countries, a score that is actually biased against this study since terrorism itself lowers a country’s civil liberties rating (www.freedomhouse.org).




The behavior of Hamas illustrates the point. Hamas terrorism has provoked Israeli retaliation that has been costly for Palestinians, while pursuing the—apparently unrealistic—goal of abolishing the state of Israel. Although prospects of establishing an Arab state in all of “historic Palestine” may be poor, most Palestinians agree that it would be desirable if possible. Hamas’s terrorist violence was in fact carefully calculated and controlled. In April 1994, as its first suicide campaign was beginning, Hamas leaders explained that “martyrdom operations” would be used to achieve intermediate objectives, such as Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank and Gaza, while the final objective of creating an Islamic state from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean may require other forms of armed resistance.6

Democracies as the Targets

Suicide terrorism is more likely to be employed against states with democratic political systems than against authoritarian governments, for three reasons. First, democracies are often thought to be especially vulnerable to coercive punishment. Domestic critics and international rivals, as well as terrorists, often view democracies as “soft,” usually on the grounds that their publics have low thresholds of cost tolerance and high ability to affect state policy. Even if there is little evidence that democracies are easier to coerce than other regime types, this image of democracy matters.7 Since terrorists can inflict only moderate damage by comparison with even small inter-state wars, terrorism can be expected to coerce only if the target state is viewed as especially vulnerable to punishment. Second, suicide terrorism is a tool of the weak, which means that, regardless of how much punishment the terrorists inflict, the target state almost always has the capacity to retaliate with far more extreme punishment or even by exterminating the terrorists’ community. Accordingly, suicide terrorists must not only have high interests at stake, they must also be confident that their opponent will be at least somewhat restrained. Democracies are widely perceived as less likely to harm civilians, and no democratic regime has committed genocide in the twentieth century, although recent scholarship casts strong doubt on the presumption that democracies are generally more restrained than authoritarian states.8 Finally, suicide attacks may also be harder to organize or publicize in authoritarian police states, although these possibilities are weakened by the fact that weak authoritarian states are also not targets.

In fact, the target state of every modern suicide campaign has been a democracy. The United States, France, Israel, India, Sri Lanka, Turkey, and Russia were all democracies when they were attacked by suicide terrorist campaigns, even though the last three became democracies more recently than the others. To be sure, these states vary in the degree to which they share “liberal” norms that respect minority rights; Freedom House, a respected non-profit organization that monitors democracy in countries around the world, rates Sri Lanka, Turkey, and Russia as “Partly Free” (3.5–4.5 on a 7-point scale) rather than “Free” during the relevant years, partly because of their handling of minority rights and partly because terrorism and civil violence themselves lower the freedom rating of these states. Still, all these states elect their chief executives and legislatures in multiparty elections and have seen at least one peaceful transfer of power, making them solidly democratic by standard criteria.9

The Kurds, who straddle Turkey and Iraq, illustrate the point that suicide terrorist campaigns are more likely to be targeted against democracies than authoritarian regimes. Although Iraq has been far more brutal toward its Kurdish population than has Turkey, violent Kurdish groups have used suicide attacks exclusively against democratic Turkey and not against the authoritarian regime in Iraq. There are plenty of national groups living under authoritarian regimes with grievances that could possibly inspire suicide terrorism, but none have.

Thus, the fact that rebels have resorted to this strategy only when they face the more suitable type of target counts against arguments that suicide terrorism is a non-strategic response, motivated mainly by fanaticism or irrational hatreds.

OCCUPATION AND SUICIDE TERRORISM

The Core Logic

At bottom, suicide terrorism is a strategy for national liberation from foreign military occupation by a democratic state. In general, foreign occupation involves the exertion of political and military control over territory by an outside group.10 Most foreign occupations involve stationing well-armed troops on or near the occupied territory. So do military alliances. In fact, foreign occupiers have often claimed they were merely supporting a local government and so should be treated as an ally, not an “occupier.”

To avoid confusion, this study defines a foreign occupation as one in which a foreign power has the ability to control the local government independent of the wishes of the local community. The key is not the number of troops actually stationed on the occupied territory, so long as enough are available, if necessary, to suppress any effort at independence. Rather, the critical requirement is that the occupying power’s political control must depend on coercive assets—whether troops, police, or other security forces—that are controlled from outside the region. If control can be maintained using only police who are responsible to indigenous authorities, then the territory cannot be said to be under foreign occupation.

In addition, many or most members of the occupied community should recognize that the foreign power exerts control over the local government, even if their estimates of the magnitude of control are vague. Accordingly, the ultimate test is the political decisiveness of foreign-controlled coercive power: if political control of the local government would change—or if most of the local community believes that it would change—if the foreign military power left, then the territory is under foreign occupation. By this standard, the United States’ liberation and occupation of Italy, Germany, and Japan in World War II qualifies as occupation, but American military deployments to Great Britain and France during the conflict count as military alliances.

The association between foreign occupation and suicide terrorism does not mean that religion plays no role; it does suggest that the widely shared view that suicide terrorism emanates from Islamic fundamentalism—or religious hatred in general—is wrongheaded. Since national and religious identities often overlap, distinguishing the main motive for particular suicide terrorist campaigns may seem excessively difficult. However, these two motives will not always lead terrorists to attack the same enemies. Attacking certain enemies would make sense for nationalist objectives, but not religious ones, while attacking others would make sense for religious but not nationalist reasons.

Hamas and al-Qaeda are crucial cases. Both groups espouse Islamic fundamentalist ideologies. Both charge Christians and Jews with crimes against Muslims. And both seek to overturn what they view as foreign military occupations—Hamas, to end Israeli occupation of Palestinian land; al-Qaeda, to drive out what it sees as the American occupation of the Arabian Peninsula since 1990 as well as of Afghanistan since 2001 and Iraq since 2003.

Comparison of target selection for Hamas and al-Qaeda shows that combating foreign military occupation is more central than religious motives for both groups. If religious hostility were paramount, one would expect both Hamas and al-Qaeda to attack both Christians and Jews. Similarly, if revenge for perceived injuries were a central motive, one would expect both groups to attack both the United States and Israel. However, each group in fact concentrates its efforts against the opponent that actually has troops stationed on what it sees as its homeland territory. Hamas concentrates almost all of its effort against Israel and has not attacked the United States or American citizens outside of Israel and Palestine. Al-Qaeda’s main effort has been against the United States and against American allies that have deployed troops in Afghanistan and Iraq; al-Qaeda has never attacked Israel and has rarely attacked Jewish targets elsewhere. Although Hamas complains that the United States supports Israel’s occupation of Palestine, and al-Qaeda says that Israel and Jews control American foreign policy, neither group actually expends significant effort to attack opponents who do not have troops occupying their homeland.

Hamas

In the June 1967 war, Israel captured the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem. East Jerusalem was immediately annexed to Israel, while the West Bank and Gaza have remained under Israeli occupation since then. As of 2001, there were about 2.7 million Palestinians living in the Occupied Territories. Although the overwhelming majority of Palestinians in the Occupied Territories detest Israel’s occupation, and although strikes, protests, and other forms of nonviolent resistance began as early as 1972, for many years most of the Palestinian population preferred to accept the benefits of the economic modernization that occurred under Israeli rule rather than support violent rebellion.11 Beginning in 1987, however, Palestinian resistance to Israeli occupation grew progressively from violent (but unarmed) rebellion in the first intifada from 1987 to 1992, to protracted guerrilla war and suicide terrorism in the 1990s, to large-scale suicide terrorism since the start of the second intifada in September 2000.

We do not know exactly why the Palestinian rebellion against Israeli occupation began when it did. Few observers at the time expected an uprising in 1987, especially since, by this time, Palestinians had been under Israeli rule for twenty years. That the rebellion has continued and escalated for a decade and a half, while not wholly unexpected, has disappointed those who expected the Oslo peace negotiations to reduce Palestinian resistance.

However, we do know that Islamic fundamentalism did not play a role in the initiation of the rebellion. The first intifada was largely a spontaneous uprising of independent grassroots activists and was quickly supported by the main Palestinian nationalist organization, Fatah, a secular movement. The most important Islamist organization that has played a role in Palestinian politics and in suicide terrorism, Hamas, did not yet exist in 1987.

One factor that probably did contribute significantly to the rise and persistence of the Palestinian rebellion was the increasing encroachment of Jewish settlers on Palestinian land. As Chart 1 shows, during the first thirteen years of the occupation (1967 to 1980), only about 12,000 Jewish settlers resided in the Occupied Territories. From 1980 to 1995, this number increased more than tenfold, to 146,000, and by a further 50 percent from 1995 to 2002, to 226,000.12 The growth of Jewish settlements not only consumed more land and water, but also required progressive expansion of the Israeli military presence in the West Bank and Gaza, including more and more checkpoints that made it difficult for Palestinians to travel or even carry out ordinary business. The second intifada appears to be a response to the failure of the Oslo peace process to lead to full Israeli withdrawal from the Occupied Territories, and especially the failure of the Camp David negotiations in August 2000. The growing number of Jewish settlers likely contributed to this sense of failure.

Palestinian suicide terrorist attacks began in April 1994 and continued at a rate of about three a year until the start of the second intifada, when the number rose to over twenty a year. Although two Islamist organizations, Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad, have conducted the majority of Palestinian suicide attacks (79 out of 110 attacks between 1994 and 2003), there is strong evidence that Islamic fundamentalism has not been the driving force behind Palestinian suicide terrorism.13 The most important evidence is the trajectory of Palestinian public support for suicide operations, because this is necessary to their persistence over time. However, as Table 7 shows, public opinion polls show that suicide operations have consistently commanded much more support than Hamas or even all Islamist groups combined. Support for suicide terrorism was roughly flat during the 1990s, and rose sharply with the start of the second intifada.

CHART 1. JEWISH SETTLERS IN 

WEST BANK AND GAZA
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Sources: Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics, Israel Yearbook and Almanac, Jewish Telegraphic Agency (JTA), Jerusalem Post (August 8, 2001; February 3, 2003).

Support for Hamas and other Islamist groups also remained steady during the 1990s and rose at the start of the second intifada, although not as dramatically as support for suicide terrorism. The rise in support for Hamas and Islamic Jihad cannot be the main cause of the rise in support of suicide terrorism, because the latter is a much broader phenomenon. Indeed, support for the Islamist groups is more likely an effect of the rising popularity of suicide terrorism than a cause of it.





	Table 7. Palestinian Support for Suicide Attacks and Islamic Groups, 1995–2003


	Support for:	1995	1997	2001	2002	2003


	Suicide operations		29%		29%		73%		68%		61%

	Hamas		15%		12%		20%		20%		23%

	All Islamic groups		19%		18%		28%		27%		30%

	Source: Jerusalem Media and Communication Centre polls, 1995 to 2003. The table records the average of polls taken each year (1–3 per year).




The most likely explanation for the growth of popular support for suicide terrorism is not rising fundamentalism, then, but simply the intensified rebellion itself or increased Israeli use of force against the rebellion. Indeed, one poll conducted in April 2002 found that 65 percent of the Palestinians who supported suicide operations cited as a main reason Israeli military incursions.14 Moreover, once the second intifada began and suicide terrorism became more popular, non-Islamist groups, such as the Marxist-oriented Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine and the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades, also began using suicide operations, which also suggests that the phenomenon is not tightly driven by Islamic fundamentalism.

In addition, as Table 8 shows, throughout the 1990s Hamas commanded far less support than Fatah, the main secular Palestinian nationalist organization, attaining rough parity only when Fatah support declined during the second intifada. Hence, a possible additional cause of the rise in support for Hamas may be frustration with Fatah’s failure to compel Israel to withdraw. While support for Islamist views may have risen somewhat over the past twenty years, there is no evidence that Hamas or any other Islamist group has made domestic political gains through the use of suicide operations. In fact, support for both groups has followed a similar trajectory, with both at constant low levels through the 1990s and both rising to higher but still constant levels after the second intifada began in fall 2000.





	Table 8. Palestinian Support for Suicide Attacks and Islamic Groups, 1993–2003


	Support for:	1993	1994	1995	1996	1997	1998	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003



	Fatah		58%		41%		44%		37%		38%		34%		33%		34%		31%		29%		26%

	Hamas		18%		13%		15%		9%		12%		14%		12%		16%		20%		20%		23%

	Islamic Jihad		na		 4%		 3%		 1%		 2%		 2%		 2%		 3%		 5%		 5%		 6%

	Source: Jerusalem Media and Communication Centre Polls, 1993–2003. Average of polls taken each year (1–3 per year).




From 1994 to 2003, there have been more than 100 Palestinian suicide terrorist attacks. All of these attacks have been directed against Israeli targets in Israel or the Occupied Territories. Although Palestinian terrorist groups have used ordinary, non-suicide tactics to attack a small number of Israeli targets outside the region, there have been no attempts to kill Americans, Europeans, or Christians, and no general campaign to attack Jews living outside of Palestine. The pattern of the suicide attacks over the past decade suggests that the Palestinian terrorists are concentrating their fire against the state that is actually occupying the territory they view as their homeland.

Al-Qaeda

Al-Qaeda is an Islamic fundamentalist terrorist organization whose central purpose is to end the American occupation of the Arabian Peninsula. Like Hamas, al-Qaeda derives its core ideology from the tradition of the Muslim Brotherhood, which stresses the obligation on Muslims to resist Western imperialism and to work toward the establishment of an Islamic regime. Unlike Hamas, however, al-Qaeda draws its membership from the transnational community of Muslim believers, not from a single country. Also unlike Hamas, while al-Qaeda focuses principally on a particular territory (the Arabian Peninsula), the group also emphasizes grievances of Muslims in multiple countries and seeks to establish Islamic regimes in all of them.15

The close relationship between Islamic fundamentalism and the membership of al-Qaeda has given many Americans the impression that religion is the main force driving al-Qaeda’s suicide operations. On November 8, 2001, President George W. Bush addressed the nation, saying: “We are the target of enemies who boast they want to kill—kill all Americans, kill all Jews, and kill all Christians. . . . This new enemy seeks to destroy our freedom and impose its views. . . . We wage a war to save civilization itself.”16

However, to ascribe al-Qaeda’s suicide campaign to religion alone would not be accurate. The targets that al-Qaeda has attacked, and the strategic logic articulated by Osama bin Laden to explain how suicide operations are expected to help achieve al-Qaeda’s goals, both suggest that al-Qaeda’s principal motive is to end foreign military occupation of the Arabian Peninsula and other Muslim regions. The United States and its allies who have been under al-Qaeda’s fire do export democratic, liberal, capitalist, and (arguably) Christian values to the Muslim world. The critical question is a counterfactual one: would these religious or ideological provocations suffice if the United States and European allies did not also station troops in the Middle East?

The evidence suggests that answer is no. The taproot of al-Qaeda’s animosity to its enemies is what they do, not who they are.

First, consider the identity of al-Qaeda’s suicide attackers. From 1995 to 2003, seventy-one al-Qaeda suicide attackers completed their missions and actually killed themselves. The Chicago Project on Suicide Terrorism collected information from a variety of languages on these attackers, ascertaining the names of fifty-six and the nationalities of sixty-seven. The majority were from Saudi Arabia and other Persian Gulf states. Although there is clearly some transnational support, the movement would probably pose little threat to the United States and might even collapse without this core support from Persian Gulf states.

Further, if religious, social, or economic grievances were primary, then al-Qaeda should have been interested in combating three enemies—the United States, Europe, and Israel—with more or less equal weight and with little regard for the target states’ military policies. However, al-Qaeda’s timing and choice of targets shows that religious and ideological factors are not the forces driving the strategic logic of this suicide terrorist campaign.

The United States has been exporting cultural values that are anathema to Islamic fundamentalism for several decades, but bin Laden and the al-Qaeda organization did not turn toward attacking the United States until after 1990, when the United States sent troops to Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Bahrain.

CHART 2. NATIONALITY OF AL-QAEDA SUICIDE ATTACKERS
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Source: Chicago Project on Suicide Terrorism, 2004.

CHART 3. U.S. MILITARY FORCES ON THE ARABIAN 

PENINSULA, 1980 TO 2001
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	Legend for Chart 3

	Year*		U.S. Troops in Persian Gulf	Year*	U.S. Troops in Persian Gulf


	1980	615	1991	14,943

	1981	766	1992	4,159

	1982	735	1993	1,617

	1983	795	1994	1,472

	1984	690	1995	2,526

	1985	615	1996	7,780

	1986	655	1997	4,194

	1987	651	1998	10,156

	1988	686	1999	11,897

	1989	693	2000	13,313

	1990	31,636	2001	12,075

	*September 30 of each year

	Source: Directorate for Information Operations and Reports, “Active Duty Military Personnel by Country” (Washington, D.C.: Department of Defense, 1980–2001).




Not only the timing of the campaign against the United States but also bin Laden’s public statements reflect a focus on U.S. occupation of Arabia. In 1996, bin Laden issued a lengthy statement explaining the motives behind his campaign against the United States:

The people of Islam have suffered from aggression, iniquity and injustice imposed on them by the Zionist-Crusader alliance and their collaborators. . . . The latest and the greatest of these aggressions, incurred by the Muslims since the death of the Prophet . . . is the occupation of the land of the two Holy Places [the cities of Mecca and Medina]—the foundation of the house of Islam. . . . The explosion at Riyadh and Al-Khobar [he is referring to the June 25, 1996, attack on the Khobar Towers apartment complex, which killed nineteen] is a warning of this volcanic eruption emerging as a result of the severe oppression, suffering, excessive iniquity, humiliation and poverty. . . . [I]t is essential to hit the main enemy who divided the Ummah [the Muslim community] into small and little countries and pushed it, for the last few decades, into a state of confusion. . . . Clearly after Belief (Imaan) there is no more important duty than pushing the American enemy out of the holy land [Arabia].17

In his famous 1998 fatwa, “Jihad Against Jews and Crusaders,” bin Laden asserted:

The Arabian Peninsula has never . . . been stormed by any forces like the crusader armies spreading in it like locusts, eating its riches and wiping out its plantations. . . . For over seven years the United States has been occupying the lands of Islam in the holiest of places, the Arabian Peninsula, plundering its riches, dictating to its rulers, humiliating its people, terrorizing its neighbors, and turning its bases in the Peninsula into a spearhead through which to fight the neighboring Muslim peoples. . . . We issue the following fatwa to all Muslims: The ruling to kill the Americans and their allies—civilians and military—is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is possible to do it, in order to liberate the al-Aqsa Mosque and the holy mosque [Mecca] from their grip, and in order for their armies to move out of all the lands of Islam, defeated and unable to threaten any Muslim.18

To be sure, bin Laden may have his own personal reasons for pursuing this campaign against the United States. One may speculate that he is ultimately motivated by revenge for how the United States abandoned Muslim fighters in Afghanistan after the victory against the Soviet Union in 1988, or that he is driven by a peculiar brand of Yemeni religious nationalism related to the Wahhabi strand of Islam. However, even if bin Laden has such private motives, they do not form the basis of his public appeals to gain support within his own community. When bin Laden appeals for support, he focuses on American military policies that have led to the occupation of Muslim countries. Bin Laden surely hates the United States, but it is his public opposition to American military policies that ultimately matters.

Although Europeans do not pose as great a cultural threat to Muslim society as does the United States, European societies have also been a source of economic, social, and religious pressure on traditional Muslim values for decades. Until recently, however, al-Qaeda has not selected European countries or citizens for attack, nor did bin Laden’s public statements mention any grievances against them. This changed following the arrival of European troops in Afghanistan in 2001 and in Iraq in 2003. From 2002 to 2003, Europeans became al-Qaeda’s most frequent target: ten of fifteen suicide attacks during this period were directed mainly at European or Australian citizens, although these people were in Muslim countries. In every one of the ten cases, the victims came from countries that had troops in Afghanistan or Iraq.

Al-Qaeda’s declared strategy suggests that the motive for attacking Europeans is to undermine foreign occupation of the Arabian Peninsula and other Muslim countries. In September 2003, an al-Qaeda planning document published on a radical Islamic Web page described a coherent strategy for how to compel the United States and its allies to leave Iraq. The forty-two-page document assumed that new spectacular attacks directly against the United States would be insufficient to compel America’s withdrawal, and so it would be more effective to attack America’s European allies, who could be coerced to withdraw their forces, thus increasing the economic and other burdens that the United States would have to shoulder in order to continue the occupations of Afghanistan, Iraq, and the Arabian peninsula.

The document went on to evaluate the prospects of using spectacular terrorist attacks to coerce Spain, Great Britain, and Poland, concluding that Spain—because of strong domestic opposition to the Iraq war—was the most vulnerable and recommending strikes against Spain just before the March 2003 national elections. Below are important passages from the analysis of terrorist attacks on Spain:

[image: image]

In order to force the Spanish government to withdraw from Iraq the resistance should deal painful blows to its forces. This should be accompanied by an information campaign clarifying the truth of the matter inside Iraq. It is necessary to make utmost use of the upcoming general election in Spain in March next year.

We think that the Spanish government could not tolerate more than two, maximum three blows, after which it will have to withdraw as a result of popular pressure. If its troops still remain in Iraq after these blows, then the victory of the Socialist Party is almost secured, and the withdrawal of the Spanish forces will be on its electoral program.

Lastly, we emphasize that a withdrawal of the Spanish or Italian forces from Iraq would put huge pressure on the British presence (in Iraq), a pressure that Tony Blair might not be able to withstand, and hence the domino tiles would fall quickly. Yet, the basic problem of making the first tile fall still remains.19

These strikes did occur and Spain did withdraw its forces from Iraq, just as the document predicted.

Shortly after Spain’s decision to withdraw from Iraq, bin Laden issued a statement in which he offered to cease attacks on European countries that withdrew their forces from Iraq and Afghanistan:

I announce a truce with the European countries that do not attack Muslim countries. . . . [T]he door to a truce is open for three months. . . . The truce will begin when the last soldier leaves our countries [Iraq and Afghanistan]. . . . They say that we kill for the sake of killing, but reality shows that they lie. . . . [T]he Russians were only killed after attacking Afghanistan in the 1980s and Chechnya, Europeans after invading Iraq and Afghanistan[,] and the Americans in New York after supporting the Jews in Palestine and their invasion of the Arabian Peninsula. Stop spilling our blood so we can stop spilling your blood [April 15, 2004].20

European countries officially rejected the offer.

Israel, like the United States and Europe, is a source of Western religious, cultural, social, and economic pressure on the Muslim world, and in addition occupies land populated by Muslims and holds Islam’s third most important holy city, Jerusalem. Many Muslims, including bin Laden, believe that Israel controls American foreign policy and suspect it of aiming at the conquest of additional Muslim territory.

The 1996 and 1998 statements in which bin Laden justified attacks on the United States also accuse Israel: “Division of the land of the two Holy Places, and annexing of the northerly part of it by Israel . . . is an essential demand of the Zionist-Crusader alliance. The existence of such a large country with its huge resources under the leadership of the forthcoming Islamic State, by Allah’s Grace, represent a serious danger to the very existence of the Zionist state in Palestine” (1996). “If the Americans’ aims behind these wars are religious and economic, the aim is also to serve the Jews’ petty state and divert attention from its occupation of Jerusalem and murder of Muslims there. The best proof of this is their eagerness to destroy Iraq, the strongest neighboring Arab state, and their endeavor to fragment all the states of the region such as Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Sudan into paper statelets and through their disunion and weakness to guarantee Israel’s survival and the continuation of the brutal crusade occupation of the Peninsula” (1998).

Unlike the United States and Europe, however, Israel has never had troops on the Arabian peninsula, or in Iraq or Afghanistan, and despite al-Qaeda’s rhetoric, it has never attacked Israel and has mounted only one attack directed primarily against Jews (in Istanbul in November 2002).21

SEVERITY OF OCCUPATION AND SUICIDE TERRORISM

Suicide terrorism is primarily an extreme national liberation strategy used against foreign occupiers with a democratic political system. This immediately raises a core question: is suicide terrorism simply a product of the severity of the occupier’s policies?

Foreign occupation can have its own logic of violence. Even when an occupying power is restrained in the use of force, the common spiral of local resistance leading to retaliation leading to more local resistance can dramatically escalate the level of harm to the civilian community. As a result, there could be a threshold of violence above which the local community becomes so desperate that it resorts to suicide terrorism because many believe they will die anyway or because they are seeking revenge for those who have died.

If severity of occupation were the main cause of suicide terrorism, then we would expect to find a consistent relationship between the magnitude of violence and the use of suicide terrorism in the nine occupations in which suicide terrorism occurred. Testing this proposition is fairly straightforward. Although precise estimates of civilian casualties are often difficult, there are reasonably good rough estimates for the number of total deaths suffered by each occupied community, and we can compare levels across cases by controlling for population size. We can then compare the level of deaths in the occupied community to the number of suicide terrorists and see if there is a consistent relationship between the two. This method will not show the importance of small differences in occupation policies, but it will allow us to test the strongest form of the question whether harsh occupation policies routinely lead to suicide terrorism, while relatively benign occupation policies do not.

[image: image]

The striking finding from Table 10 is that there is no strong relationship between the level of harm suffered by the occupied community and the level of suicide terrorism. Although the number of disputes is too small to conduct tests for statistical significance, the level of harm and the number of suicide terrorists both vary dramatically and in opposite directions across the cases. The two least harmful cases—the United States in the Arabian Peninsula, and Israel in the West Bank and Gaza—account for nearly 43 percent of all suicide terrorists due to occupation (192/448), while the two most harmful—Russia in Chechnya and Israel in Lebanon—account for about 17 percent (74/448).

This does not mean that harsh occupation policies cannot drive up the level of suicide terrorism once it occurs. However, it does mean that we must look further than the severity of the occupier’s policies if we are to improve our understanding of the causes of suicide terrorism.


5

Learning Terrorism Pays

THE MAIN REASON that suicide terrorism is growing is that terrorists have learned that it works. Even more troubling, the encouraging lessons that terrorists have learned from the experience of suicide terrorist campaigns since 1980 are not, for the most part, products of wild-eyed interpretations or wishful thinking. They are, rather, quite reasonable assessments of the relationship between terrorists’ coercive efforts and the political gains that the terrorists have achieved in many of these cases.

To understand how terrorist groups have assessed the effectiveness of suicide terrorism requires three tasks: (1) explanation of appropriate standards for evaluating the effectiveness of coercion from the standpoint of coercers; (2) analysis of the eleven suicide terrorist campaigns that have ended as of 2001 to determine how frequently target states made concessions that were, or at least could have been interpreted as, due to suicide attack; and (3) close analysis of terrorists’ learning from particular campaigns. Because some analysts see suicide terrorism as fundamentally irrational, it is important to assess whether the lessons that the terrorists drew were reasonable conclusions from the record.1

TERRORISTS’ ASSESSMENTS OF SUICIDE TERRORISM

Terrorists, like other people, learn from experience. Since the main purpose of suicide terrorism is coercion, the lessons likely to have the greatest impact on terrorists’ future behavior are those they have drawn from past campaigns about the coercive effectiveness of suicide attack.

Most analyses of coercion focus on the decision making of target states, largely to determine their vulnerability to various coercive pressures.2 The analysis here, however, seeks to determine why terrorist coercers are increasingly attracted to a specific coercive strategy. For this purpose, we must develop a new set of standards, because assessing the value of coercive pressure for the coercer is not the same problem as assessing its impact on the target.

From the perspective of a target state, the key question is whether the value of the concession being demanded is greater than the costs imposed by the coercive pressure, regardless of what form—risk to human life, economic hardship, or something else—that pressure takes. However, from the perspective of the coercer, the key question is whether a particular coercive strategy promises to be more effective than alternative methods of influence, and so warrants continued (or increased) effort. This is especially true for terrorists who are highly committed to a particular goal and so are willing to exhaust virtually any means rather than abandoning it. In this search for an effective strategy, coercers’ assessments are likely to be largely a function of estimates of the success of past efforts; for suicide terrorists, this means assessments of whether past suicide campaigns produced significant concessions.

A glance at the behavior of suicide terrorists reveals that such trade-offs between alternative methods are important in their calculations. Nearly all of the organizations that have resorted to suicide terrorism began their coercive efforts with more conventional guerrilla operations, non-suicide terrorism, or both. Hezbollah, Hamas, Islamic Jihad, the PKK, the LTTE, and al-Qaeda all used demonstrative and destructive means of violence long before resorting to suicide attack. Indeed, in looking at the trajectory of terrorist groups over time, one can see a distinct element of experimentation in the techniques and strategies used by these groups and clear movement toward the most effective means. Al-Qaeda actually prides itself on a commitment to tactical learning over time: the infamous “terrorist manual” frequently stresses the importance of writing “lessons learned” memoranda that can be shared with other members to improve the effectiveness of future attacks.

The most important analytical difficulty in assessing outcomes of coercive efforts is that successes are more ambiguous than failures. Whenever a suicide terrorist campaign, or any coercive effort, ends without obtaining significant concessions, presumably the coercers must judge the effort a failure. When, however, the target state does make policy changes in the direction of the terrorists’ political goals, it may not always be reasonable to attribute this outcome to the coercive pressure of suicide terrorism. The target government’s decision could have been mainly or partly a response to the punishment inflicted by the suicide attacks, but it also could be a response to another type of pressure (such as an ongoing guerrilla campaign), or to pressure from a different actor (such as one of the target state’s allies or another country), or the target’s policy decision may not even have been intended as a concession at all, but could have been taken for other reasons that only coincidentally moved in a direction desired by the terrorists. For example, when Israel released Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, the spiritual leader of Hamas, from prison in October 1997 it was not clear whether this was a response to coercive pressure from recent Hamas suicide attacks or to diplomatic pressure from the United States and Jordan following a bungled Israeli attempt to assassinate a Hamas leader in Jordan. How a terrorist organization makes judgments between such alternative explanations determines what lessons are learned about the future usefulness of suicide attack.

Standard principles from social psychology suggest how terrorists are likely to resolve these ambiguities. Under normal conditions, most people tend to interpret ambiguous information in ways that are consistent with their own prior beliefs and that justify their past actions.3 Suicide terrorists, of course, are likely to have at least some initial confidence in the efficacy of suicide attack or else they would not resort to it, and the fact of having carried out such attacks gives them an interest in justifying that choice. Thus, whenever targets of suicide terrorism make a real or apparent concession and it is plausible to interpret that behavior as due to the coercive pressure of the suicide campaign, we would expect terrorists to favor that interpretation even if other interpretations are also plausible.

This does not mean that we should simply expect terrorists to interpret virtually all outcomes, regardless of evidence, as encouraging further terrorism; that would not constitute learning and would make sense only if the terrorists were deeply irrational. To control for this possibility, it is crucial to consider the assessments of the same events by other well-informed observers. If we find instances in which suicide terrorist leaders claim credit for coercing concessions by opponents, but few other observers share this judgment, then it would be appropriate to dismiss these interpretations as irrational. If, on the other hand, we find that their interpretations are shared by a significant portion of other observers, across a range of circumstances and interests—from target state leaders, to others in the terrorists’ community, to neutral analysts—then we should assume that their assessments are as rational as anyone else’s and should take the lessons they draw seriously. In making these judgments, the testimony of target state leaders is often especially telling; although states like the United States and Israel virtually never officially admit making concessions to terrorism, leaders such as Ronald Reagan and Yitzhak Rabin have at times been quite open about the impact of suicide terrorism on their own policy decisions, as we see below.

Finally, our consideration of how terrorists assess the effectiveness of suicide terrorism should also be influenced by our prior understanding of the fanatical nature of the specific terrorists at issue. If the most fanatical groups also make what appear to be reasonable assessments, then this would increase our confidence in the finding that most terrorists would make similar calculations. Hamas and Islamic Jihad are the most crucial case, because these groups have been considered fanatical extremists even by comparison with other terrorists.4 Thus, detailed examination of how Hamas and Islamic Jihad leaders assessed the coercive value of suicide attacks during the 1990s is especially important.

THE APPARENT SUCCESS OF SUICIDE TERRORISM

Perhaps the most striking aspect of recent suicide terrorist campaigns is that they are associated with gains for the terrorists’ political cause about half the time. As Chapter 4 shows, of the thirteen suicide terrorist campaigns that were completed during 1980–2003, seven correlate with significant policy changes by the target state toward the terrorists’ major political goals. In one case, the terrorists’ territorial goals were fully achieved (Hezbollah versus U.S./F, 1983); in three cases, the terrorists’ territorial aims were partly achieved (Hezbollah versus Israel, 1983–85; Hamas versus Israel, 1994, and Hamas versus Israel, 1994–95); in one case, the target government entered into sovereignty negotiations with the terrorists (LTTE versus Sri Lanka, 1993–94 and 2001); and in one case, the terrorist organization’s top leader was released from prison (Hamas versus Israel, 1997). Six campaigns did not lead to noticeable concessions (Hezbollah’s second effort against Israel in Lebanon, 1985–86; BKI’s attacks against Indian leaders in Punjab in 1995; a Hamas campaign in 1996 retaliating for an Israeli assassination; the LTTE versus Sri Lanka, 1995–2002; and both PKK campaigns). Even a 50 percent success rate is remarkable: international military and economic coercion generally works less than a third of the time, and is especially rare for groups with few other options.5

So these seven concessions, or at least apparent concessions, help to explain why suicide terrorism is on the rise. In four of the cases, the target government’s policy changes are clearly due to coercive pressure from the terrorist group. The American and French withdrawal from Lebanon was perhaps the most clear-cut coercive success for suicide terrorism. In his memoirs, President Ronald Reagan explained the U.S. decision to withdraw: “The price we had to pay in Beirut was so great, the tragedy at the barracks was so enormous. . . . We had to pull out. . . . We couldn’t stay there and run the risk of another suicide attack on the Marines.”6

The Israel Defense Forces (IDF) withdrawal from most of southern Lebanon in 1985 and the Sri Lankan government decisions in 1994 and 2001 to negotiate with the LTTE were also widely understood to be direct results of the coercive punishment imposed by Hezbollah and LTTE respectively. In both cases, the concessions followed periods in which the terrorists had turned more and more to suicide attacks. Since Hezbollah and the LTTE employed a combination of suicide attack and conventional attack, one can question the relative weight of suicide attack in coercing the target states. However, there is little question in either case that punishment pressures inflicted by these terrorist organizations were decisive in the outcomes. For instance, as a candidate for the November 9, 1994, presidential election in Sri Lanka, Mrs. Chandrika Kumaratunga explicitly asked for a mandate to redraw boundaries so as to appease the Tamils in their demand for a separate homeland in the island’s northeast provinces. She said, “We definitely hope to begin discussions with the Tamil people, with their representatives—including the Tigers—and offer them political solutions to end the war . . . [involving] extensive devolution.” This would, Kumaratunga said, “create an environment in which people could live without fear.”7

The other three concessions, or arguable concessions, are less clear-cut. All three involve Hamas campaigns against Israel. Not counting the ongoing second intifada, Hamas waged four separate suicide attack campaigns against Israel, in 1994, 1995, 1996, and 1997. One, in 1996, did not correspond with Israeli concessions. This campaign was announced as retaliation for Israel’s assassination of a Hamas leader; no particular coercive goal was announced, and it was suspended by Hamas after four attacks in two weeks. The other three all do correspond with Israeli concessions. In April 1994, Hamas began a series of suicide bombings in retaliation for the Hebron Massacre, committed by Baruch Goldstein in February of that year. After two attacks, Israel decided to accelerate its withdrawal from Gaza, which was required under the Oslo agreement but which had been delayed. Hamas then suspended attacks for five months. From October 1994 to August 1995, Hamas (and Islamic Jihad) carried out a total of seven suicide attacks against Israel. In September 1995, Israel agreed to withdraw from certain West Bank towns that December, which it earlier had claimed could not be done before April 1996 at the soonest. Hamas then suspended attacks for five months until its retaliation campaign during the last week of February and first week of March 1996. Finally, from March to September 1997, Hamas conducted a suicide attack campaign that included an attack about every two months. In response, Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu authorized the assassination of a Hamas leader in September 1997. The attempt, in Amman, Jordan, failed and the Israeli agents were captured. To get them back, Israel agreed to release Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, the spiritual leader of Hamas. This was not a concession to the terrorists’ territorial goals, and there is no evidence that Hamas interpreted the release in any way different from the standard view, namely that it was the product of American and Jordanian pressure. Accordingly, the key Hamas campaigns that might have encouraged the view that suicide terrorism pays were the 1994 and 1995 campaigns, which were associated with Israel’s military withdrawals from Gaza and the West Bank. Terrorists’ assessments of these events are evaluated in detail.

THE CRUCIAL CASE OF HAMAS

The Hamas and Islamic Jihad suicide campaigns against Israel in 1994 and 1995 are crucial tests of the reasonableness of terrorists’ assessments, because these are the groups most frequently cited as aiming at unrealistic goals and therefore as basically irrational. Many observers characterize Hamas and Islamic Jihad as fanatical, extreme both within Palestinian society and among terrorist groups in general. In both the 1994 and 1995 cases, terrorist leaders claimed that Israeli concessions increased their confidence in the coercive effectiveness of suicide attack. However, there is an important alternative explanation for Israel’s concessions in these cases: the Israeli government’s obligations under the Oslo Accords. The 1994 and 1995 campaigns are also of special interest because they helped to encourage the most intense ongoing campaign, the second intifada against Israel, and may also have helped to encourage al-Qaeda’s campaign against the United States.

Examination of these crucial cases demonstrates that the terrorist groups came to the conclusion that suicide attack accelerated Israel’s withdrawal in both cases. Although the Oslo Accords formally committed Israel to withdrawing the IDF from Gaza and the West Bank, Israel routinely missed key deadlines, often by many months, and the terrorists came to believe that Israel would not have withdrawn when it did, and perhaps would not have withdrawn at all, but for the coercive leverage of suicide attack. Moreover, this interpretation of events was hardly unique. Numerous other observers and key Israeli government leaders themselves came to the same conclusion. To be clear, Hamas may well have had motives other than coercion for launching particular attacks, such as retaliation, gaining local support, or disrupting negotiated outcomes it considered insufficient.8 However, the experience of observing how the target reacted to the suicide campaigns appears to have convinced terrorist leaders of the coercive effectiveness of this strategy.

To evaluate these cases, we need to know: (1) the facts of each case; (2) how others interpreted the events; and (3) how the terrorists interpreted these events. Each campaign is discussed in turn.

ISRAEL’S WITHDRAWAL FROM GAZA, MAY 1994

The Facts

Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization signed the Oslo Accords on September 13, 1993. These obligated Israel to withdraw its military forces from the Gaza Strip and the West Bank town of Jericho beginning on December 13 and ending on April 13, 1994. In fact, Israel missed both deadlines. The major sticking points during the implementation negotiations in fall and winter of 1993–94 were the size of the Palestinian police force (Israel proposed a limit of 1,800, while the Palestinians demanded 9,000) and jurisdiction over certain criminal matters, especially whether Israel could retain a right of hot pursuit with respect to Palestinian attackers who might flee into Palestinian-ruled zones. As of April 5, 1994, these issues had not been resolved. Hamas then launched two suicide attacks, one on April 6 and another on April 13, killing fifteen Israeli civilians. On April 18, the Israeli Knesset voted to withdraw, effectively accepting the Palestinian positions on both disputed issues. The suicide attacks then stopped and the withdrawal was actually conducted in a few weeks starting on May 4, 1994.9

These two suicide attacks may not originally have been intended as coercive, since Hamas leaders had announced them in March 1994 as part of a planned series of five attacks in retaliation for the February 24 Hebron Massacre, in which an Israeli settler killed twenty-nine Palestinians, and had strong reservations about negotiating a compromise settlement with Israel.10 However, when Israel agreed to withdraw more promptly than expected, Hamas decided to forgo the remaining three planned attacks. There is thus a circumstantial case that the attacks coerced the Israelis into being more forthcoming in the withdrawal negotiations, and both Israeli government leaders and Hamas leaders publicly drew this conclusion.

Israeli and Other Assessments

There are two main reasons to doubt that terrorist pressure accelerated Israel’s decision to withdraw. First, one might think that Israel would have withdrawn in any case, as it had promised to do in the Oslo Accords. Second, one might point out that Hamas was opposed to a negotiated settlement with Israel. Taking both points together, therefore, Hamas’s attacks could not have contributed to Israel’s withdrawal.

The first of these arguments, however, fails to address the fact that Israel had already missed the originally agreed deadline and as of early April 1994 did not appear ready to withdraw at all if that meant making concessions on the size of the Palestinian police force and legal jurisdiction over terrorists. The second argument is simply illogical. Although Hamas objected to surrendering claims to all of historic Palestine, it did value the West Bank and Gaza as an intermediate goal, and certainly had no objection to obtaining this goal sooner rather than later.

Most important, other observers took explanations based on terrorist pressure far more seriously, including the person whose testimony must count most, Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin. On April 13, 1994, Rabin said:

I can’t recall in the past any suicidal terror acts by the PLO. We have seen by now at least six acts of this type by Hamas and Islamic Jihad. . . . The only response to them and to the enemies of peace on the part of Israel is to accelerate the negotiations.11

On April 18, 1994, Rabin went further, giving a major speech in the Knesset explaining why the withdrawal was necessary:

Members of the Knesset: I want to tell the truth. For 27 years we have been dominating another people against its will. For 27 years Palestinians in the territories . . . get up in the morning harboring a fierce hatred for us, as Israelis and Jews. Each morning they get up to a hard life, for which we are also, but not solely responsible. We cannot deny that our continuing control over a foreign people who do not want us exacts a painful price. . . . For two or three years we have been facing a phenomenon of extremist Islamic terrorism, which recalls Hezbollah, which surfaced in Lebanon and perpetrated attacks, including suicide missions. . . . There is no end to the targets Hamas and other terrorist organizations have among us. Each Israeli, in the territories and inside sovereign Israel, including united Jerusalem, each bus, each home, is a target for their murderous plans. Since there is no separation between the two populations, the current situation creates endless possibilities for Hamas and the other organizations.12

Independent Israeli observers also credited suicide terrorism with considerable coercive effectiveness. The most detailed assessment is by Efraim Inbar:

A significant change occurred in Rabin’s assessment of the importance of terrorist activities. . . . Reacting to the April 1994 suicide attack in Afula, Rabin recognized that terrorist activities by Hamas and other Islamic radicals were “a form of terrorism different from what we once knew from the PLO terrorist organizations.” . . . Rabin admitted that there was no “hermitic” solution available to protect Israeli citizens against such terrorist attacks. . . . He also understood that such incidents intensified the domestic pressure to freeze the Palestinian track of the peace process. Islamic terrorism thus initially contributed to the pressure for accelerating the negotiations on his part.13

Arab writers also attributed Israeli accommodation to the suicide attacks. Mazin Hammad wrote in an editorial in a Jordanian newspaper:

It is unprecedented for an Israeli official like Y. Rabin to clearly state that there is no future for the settlements in the occupied territories. . . . He would not have said this [yesterday] if it was not for the collapse of the security of Israel. . . . The martyrdom operation in Hadera shook the faith of the settlers in the possibility of staying in the West Bank and Gaza and increased their motivation to pack their belongings and dismantle their settlements.14

Terrorists’ Assessments

Even though the favorable result was apparently unexpected by Hamas leaders, given the circumstances and the assessments voiced by Rabin and others, it certainly would have been reasonable for them to conclude that suicide terrorism had helped accelerate Israeli withdrawal, and they did.

Hamas leader Ahmed Bakr said, “What forced the Israelis to withdraw from Gaza was the intifada and not the Oslo agreement,” while Imad al-Faluji judged:

All that has been achieved so far is the consequence of our military actions. Without the so-called peace process, we would have gotten even more. . . . We would have got Gaza and the West Bank without this agreement. . . . Israel can beat all Arab armies. However, it can do nothing against a youth with a knife or an explosive charge on his body. Since it was unable to guarantee security within its borders, Israel entered into negotiations with the PLO. . . . If the Israelis want security, they will have to abandon their settlements . . . in Gaza, the West Bank, and Jerusalem.15

Further, these events appear to have persuaded terrorists that future suicide attacks could eventually produce still greater concessions. Fathi al-Shaqaqi, the leader of Islamic Jihad, said in April 1995:

Our jihad action has exposed the enemy weakness, confusion, and hysteria. It has become clear that the enemy can be defeated, for if a small faithful group was able to instill all this horror and panic in the enemy through confronting it in Palestine and southern Lebanon, what will happen when the nation confronts it with all its potential[?] . . . Martyrdom actions will escalate in the face of all pressures. . . . [They] are a realistic option in confronting the unequal balance of power. If we are unable to effect a balance of power now, we can achieve a balance of horror.16

ISRAEL’S WITHDRAWAL FROM WEST BANK TOWNS, DECEMBER 1995

The second Hamas case, in 1995, tells essentially the same story as the first. Again a series of suicide attacks was associated with Israeli territorial concessions to the Palestinians, and again a significant fraction of outside observers attributed the concessions to the coercive pressure of suicide terrorism, as did the terrorist leaders themselves.

The Facts

The original Oslo Accords scheduled Israel to withdraw from the Palestinian-populated areas of the West Bank by July 13, 1994, but after the delays over Gaza and Jericho all sides recognized that this deadline could not be met. From October 1994 to April 1995, Hamas, along with Islamic Jihad, carried out a series of seven suicide terrorist attacks that were intended to compel Israel to make further withdrawals, and suspended attacks temporarily at the request of the Palestinian Authority after Israel agreed on March 29, 1995, to begin withdrawals by July 1. Later, however, the Israelis announced that withdrawals could not begin before April 1996 because bypass roads needed for the security of Israeli settlements were not ready. Hamas and Islamic Jihad then mounted new suicide attacks on July 24 and August 21, 1995, killing eleven Israeli civilians. In September, Israel agreed to withdraw from the West Bank towns in December (Oslo II) even though the roads were not finished. The suicide attacks then stopped and the withdrawal was actually carried out in a few weeks starting on December 12, 1995.17

Israeli and Other Assessments

Although Israeli government spokesmen frequently claimed that suicide terrorism was delaying withdrawal, this claim was contradicted by, among others, Prime Minister Rabin. Rabin explained that the decision for the second withdrawal was, like the first in 1994, motivated in part by the goal of reducing suicide terrorism:

INTERVIEWER: Mr. Rabin, what is the logic of withdrawing from towns and villages when you know that terror might continue to strike at us from there?

RABIN: What is the alternative, to have double the amount of terror? As for the issue of terror, take the suicide bombings. Some 119 Israelis . . . have been killed or murdered since 1st January 1994, 77 of them in suicide bombings perpetrated by Islamic radical fanatics. . . . All the bombers were Palestinians who came from areas under our control.18

Similarly, an editorial in the Israeli daily Yediot Aharonot explained:

If the planners of yesterday’s attack intended to get Israel to back away from the Oslo accord, they apparently failed. In fact, Prime Minister Y. Rabin is leaning toward expediting the talks with the Palestinians. . . . The immediate conclusion from this line of thinking on Rabin’s part—whose results we will witness in the coming days—will be to instruct the negotiators to expedite the talks with the Palestinians with the aim of completing them in the very near future.19

Terrorists’ Assessments

As in 1994, Hamas and Islamic Jihad came to the conclusion that suicide terrorism was working. Hamas’s spokesman in Jordan explained that new attacks were necessary to change Israel’s behavior:

Hamas, leader Muhammad Nazzal said, needed military muscle in order to negotiate with Israel from a position of strength. Arafat started from a position of weakness, he said, which is how the Israelis managed to push on him the solution and get recognition of their state and settlements without getting anything in return.20

After the agreement was signed, Hamas leaders also argued that suicide operations contributed to the Israeli withdrawal. Mahmud al-Zahar, a spokesman for Hamas, said:

[T]he [Palestinian] Authority told us that military action embarrasses the PA because it obstructs the redeployment of the Israeli’s forces and implementation of the agreement. . . . We offered many martyrs to attain freedom. . . . Any fair person knows that the military action was useful for the Authority during negotiations.

Moreover, the terrorists also stressed that stopping the attacks only discouraged Israel from withdrawing. An early August Hamas communiqué read:

They said that the strugglers’ operations have been the cause of the delay in widening the autonomous rule in the West Bank, and that they have been the reason for the deterioration of the living and economic conditions of our people. Now the days have come to debunk their false claims . . . and to affirm that July 1 [a promised date for IDF withdrawal] was no more than yet another of the “unholy” Zionist dates. . . . Hamas has shown an utmost degree of self-restraint throughout the past period. . . . but matters have gone far enough and the criminals will reap what their hands have sown.21

TERRORIST GROUPS LEARN FROM ONE ANOTHER

The tremendous increase in suicide terrorism over the last two decades is primarily due to terrorist groups learning from each other’s coercive successes. The original source of the global spread of suicide terrorism was the success of Hezbollah in driving Israel, France, and—especially—the United States out of Lebanon in the early 1980s. These successes persuaded the Tamil Tigers, Palestinian terrorist groups, and al-Qaeda that suicide terrorism would be an effective tool for reaching their own goals. The world we live in today was created in large part by the decisions of three governments twenty years ago.

The inspiration for the Tamil Tigers’ first suicide attack, in 1987, came from Lebanon. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the LTTE sent fighters to train with the PLO and other terrorist groups in Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley. Prabhakaran was especially impressed by Hezbollah’s 1983 suicide attack against the U.S. Marine barracks in Lebanon and concluded that the same tactic could be employed to compel the Sri Lankan government to accept Tamil independence. As Prabhakaran says, “Tamil Eelam [the Tamil homeland] can be achieved in 100 years. But if we conduct Black Tiger [suicide] operations, we can shorten the suffering of the people and achieve Tamil Eelam in a shorter period of time.”22

Palestinian terrorist groups were also encouraged by their assessments of the success of Hezbollah’s coercive efforts to believe that suicide terrorism would be an effective way of coercing Israel. The Islamic Jihad leader Ramadan Shallah argued in November 2001:

The shameful defeat that Israel suffered in southern Lebanon and which caused its army to flee it in terror was not made on the negotiations table but on the battlefield and through jihad and martyrdom, which achieved a great victory for the Islamic resistance and Lebanese people. . . . We would not exaggerate if we said that the chances of achieving victory in Palestine are greater than in Lebanon. . . . If the enemy could not bear the losses of the war on the border strip with Lebanon, will it be able to withstand a long war of attrition in the heart of its security dimension and major cities?23

Palestinian terrorists are now applying the lessons they have learned. In November 2000, Khalid Mish’al explained Hamas’s strategy for the second intifada, which was then in its early stages:

Like the intifada in 1987, the current intifada has taught us that we should move forward normally from popular confrontation to the rifle to suicide operations. This is the normal development. . . . We always have the Lebanese experiment before our eyes. It was a great model of which we are proud.

Even before the second intifada began, other Hamas statements made a similar point:

[T]he Zionist enemy . . . only understands the language of Jihad, resistance and martyrdom, that was the language that led to its blatant defeat in South Lebanon and it will be the language that will defeat it on the land of Palestine.24

Al-Qaeda, too, drew encouraging lessons from Hezbollah’s accomplishments against American troops in Lebanon. In March 2003, Osama bin Laden said:

[T]he Islamic nation today possesses tremendous forces sufficient to save Palestine and the rest of the Muslim lands. . . . I should like to remind you of the defeats suffered by a number of the great powers at the hands of the Mujahideen. . . . the defeat of the American forces in the year 1402 of the Muslim calendar [1982] when the Israelis invaded Lebanon. The Lebanese resistance sent a truck full of explosives to the American Marines’ center in Beirut and killed over 240 of them.25

The bottom line is that the ferocious escalation of the pace of suicide terrorism that we have witnessed in the past several years cannot be considered irrational or even surprising. It is simply the result of the lesson that terrorists have quite reasonably learned from their experience of the previous two decades: suicide terrorism pays.

THE LIMITS OF SUICIDE TERRORIST COERCION

Despite the encouraging lessons that suicide terrorist groups have learned, there are sharp limits to the types and scale of concessions that terrorists are likely to gain. Punishment, using anything short of nuclear weapons, is a relatively weak coercive strategy because modern nation-states generally will accept high costs rather than abandon important national goals, while modern administrative techniques and economic adjustments over time often allow states to minimize civilian costs. The most punishing air attacks with conventional munitions in history were the American B-29 raids against Japan’s sixty-two largest cities from March to August 1945. Although these raids killed nearly 800,000 Japanese civilians—almost 10 percent died on the first day, in the March 9, 1945, fire-bombing of Tokyo, which killed more than 85,000—the conventional bombing did not compel the Japanese to surrender.26

Suicide terrorism makes adjustment to reduce damage more difficult than for states faced with military coercion or economic sanctions. However, it does not affect the target state’s interests in the issues at stake. As a result, suicide terrorism can coerce states to abandon limited or modest goals, for example, by withdrawing from territory of low strategic importance, or, as in Israel’s case in 1994 and 1995, by a temporary and partial withdrawal from a more important area. However, suicide terrorism is unlikely to cause targets to abandon goals central to their wealth or security, for example, by allowing a loss of territory that would weaken the economic prospects of the target state or strengthen the target state’s rivals.27

Suicide terrorism makes punishment more effective than in traditional military campaigns. Targets remain willing to countenance high costs for important goals, but administrative, economic, or military adjustments that will prevent suicide attack are harder to make, while suicide attackers themselves are unlikely to be deterred by the threat of retaliation. Accordingly, suicide attack is likely to present a threat of continuing limited civilian punishment that the target government cannot completely eliminate, and the upper bound on what punishment can gain for coercers is recognizably higher in suicidal terrorism than in international military coercion.

The data on suicide terrorism from 1980 to 2003 support this conclusion. While suicide terrorism has achieved modest or very limited goals, it has so far failed to compel target democracies to abandon goals central to national wealth or security. When the United States withdrew from Lebanon in 1984, it had no important security, economic, or even ideological interests at stake. Lebanon was largely a humanitarian mission and not viewed as central to the national welfare of the United States. Israel withdrew from most of Lebanon in June 1985, but remained in a security buffer on the edge of southern Lebanon for more than a decade afterward, even though seventeen of twenty-two suicide attacks occurred in 1985 and 1986. Israel’s withdrawals from Gaza and the West Bank in 1994 and 1995 occurred at the same time that settlements increased and did little to hinder the IDF’s return, so these concessions were more modest than they may appear. The Sri Lankan government did conduct apparently serious negotiations with the LTTE from November 1994 to April 1995, but did not concede the Tamils’ main demand, for independence. The war continued until 2001, when the Sri Lankan government again agreed to negotiations over the future status of Tamil homelands. These negotiations are still going on.

Thus, the logic of punishment and the record of suicide terrorism suggest that, unless suicide terrorists acquire far more destructive technologies, suicide attacks in the service of more ambitious goals are likely to fail and will continue to provoke more aggressive military responses.
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