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ABSTRACT 
 

This study grounds an old question—What are the motivational relationships and 

processes driving individuals to self-sacrifice and murder?—in a new unit of analysis: 

community. Interviews with 15 preempted Palestinian suicide bombers and their social 

networks point to a 2-phase mechanism. Phase I, the pre-decision period, is influenced by 

community structure, which helps determine the nature of community resistance and, in 

time, can transform notions of risk, loss, and sacrifice into symbolic capital, i.e. an 

economy of honor. Within a strongly internalized social identity, the bomber commits to 

martyrdom, ending Phase I. Phase II, mission preparation, shifts from the dynamics of 

will to dynamics of focus. Ties to this world are minimized; thoughts and acts are 

channeled to the mission and afterlife.  This mechanism is then roughly applied across 

cases: the Kamikazes, Black Tigers, Sikhs and al Qaeda. Policy recommendations include 

tools for dismantling terrorists’ greatest weapon—symbolic capital—via psychological 

warfare. The final product is an article for policy-makers, later to be made into a book for 

general audience. 

 

 
Not to be cited or circulated without permission from the author. 



2 

 

Projected Policy and Academic Impact 

 

1. This original research adds to current academic work in the field of terrorism by 

demonstrating the need to include community as a unit of analysis in the 

motivation for terror.  

 

2. Interviews and cross-case comparisons show that suicide bombing is 

significantly motivated by expressive purposes—for individuals, sponsoring 

organizations and intended audiences (both the constituent community and the 

intended victims).  

 

3. The project identifies two qualitatively different stages in the process motivating 

bombers to martyrdom, an operational factor not previously recognized by the 

field.  

 

4. A suicide terror rooted in expressive motivations holds tremendous import for 

policy-makers. Perceptions of legitimacy and status become paramount to 

military and diplomatic strategy.  Foreign policy should be designed, executed 

and/or delivered in ways that convey respect for receiving audiences.  The use of 

soft power and psychological warfare should comprise a larger proportion of the 

international community’s counter-terror toolbox. 

 

 
Project Details 
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Pages: 300 

 

Start Date: Immediate 

 

Article Completion: September 2004 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

 
“How do you deter someone who wants to die more than you want to live?” 

- Uzi Dayan, Former Israeli National Security Advisor 

 

A.  Research Focus 

 

There is no subset of terrorism more salient to Dayan’s question than suicide bombing.   For two 

decades, the raw number of worldwide suicide attacks has shot up, while the annual total of 

worldwide terror incidents has decreased by almost half. Moreover, while suicide terror (ST) 

accounted for only 3% of terror attacks between 1980-2001, it was responsible for ½ of all deaths 

due to terrorism (note that these figures exclude September 11 because of its anomolous death 

toll).
1
  ST, then, is both lethal and horrifying; terrorists recognize this as their most effective 

means of influence, and western democracies are their most prevalent targets.
2
   

Unfortunately, dismantling terrorist capabilities is a challenge unlike any western 

militaries have faced.
3
  Loose networks, informal financial transfers, local cell structures, and the 

camouflage or even support of local civilians are formidable obstacles to terrorist identification, 

apprehension or decapitation. Indeed, two years of a U.S. “war on terror” has failed to meet 

several basic military objectives (i.e. preempting major international attacks, arresting top al-

Qaeda leadership, etc.). In Israel, the IDF frequently wins battles to root out what it identifies as 

terrorist infrastructure, yet it is far from clear that these military victories yield long-term 

success.
4
  Furthermore, and perhaps equally as important, because terrorists live and work 

amongst civilians, attacks on terrorist capabilities can be nearly impossible to execute without 

significant civilian casualties.  Images of destruction and civilian deaths are instantly broadcast by 

a ubiquitous pool of war correspondents, only to be followed by international outcry, and 

                                                 
1
  These figures belong to Robert Pape, “The Strategic Logic of Suicide Bombers,” The International 

Herald Tribune, Op-ed, 10/23/03. 
2
 Ibid. 

3
  See Ariel Levite and Elizabeth Sherwood-Randall, “The Case for Discriminate Force,” Survival 44, n.4 

(2002), pp.81-88. 
4
 Some analysts consider them provocations, arguing that “preemptive attacks” supply continual recruits for 

Hamas, Fateh and Islamic Jihad.  Stephen David considers this amongst various viewpoints in “Fatal 

Choices,” Policy Paper, The Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies, 2002. 
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sometimes, a critical loss of political legitimacy for that state.
5
  In sum, parallel to operations 

within the military theater, states opposing terror must wage a war for the hearts and minds of the 

populations surrounding terror, as well as the international community at large.  This study offers 

an explanation for why hearts and minds matter.  

 What drives the suicide bombers we face today?  Scott Atran writes that there are, 

“social, psychological and cultural relationships luring and binding thousands, possibly millions, 

of mostly ordinary people into the martyr-making webs of today’s most prominent terrorist 

organizations.”
6
  He is right to focus on relationships, for we know that explanations highlighting 

single variables have not born answers for over two decades of ST inquiry.
7
  But if relationships 

are the answer—and indeed, community may constitute its own religion of sorts—then students 

of ST motivation need to probe deeper into the structure and evolution of communities alongside 

their investigation of individuals.
8
 

15 original, in-depth interviews with preempted Palestinian STs and their communities 

point towards a mechanism of social, psychological and cultural inputs/ thresholds critical to a 

decision and performance of martyrdom.  The research proposed herein will test this mechanism 

                                                 
5
  Majorities in seven of eight Muslim populations surveyed by the Pew Global Attitudes Project expressed 

fears that the U.S. could become a military threat to their country. Majorities in France, Germany and Spain 

hold a somewhat to very unfavorable view of the U.S. Osama bin Laden received a vote of confidence to 

the most trusted world leader in Palestine, and highly trusted in Indonesia, Jordan, Morocco and Pakistan. 

Bortin, Meg. "In War's Wake, Hostility and Mistrust: Polls Show U.S. Isolation." International Herald 

Tribune, 4 June 2003, pp. 1,6. 
6
  See Scott Atran, “The Genesis of Suicide Terrorism,” Science Magazine v.299, March (2003). 

7
  During the first decade of contemporary suicide terror (ST) with Hezbollah in Lebanon, many policy-

makers attributed the phenomenon to coercion, or “forced suicides,” by rogue governments, i.e. Iran. See 

Daniel Pipes, National Interest, n. 4, p. 95 (1986).  Later data, however, showed that even Hezbollah 

executed operations not approved by Iran. See “Hizballah,” Federation of American Scientists (FAS) 

Intelligence Resource (21 May 2002), www.fas.org/irp/world/para/hizballah.htm. Later, analysts would 

assume the opposite, that ST organizations thrived in contexts of anarchy: see S. Telhami, New York Times, 

4 April 2002, p. A23. Meanwhile, in the field of psychology, original assessments attributed ST to 

individuals, calling it “the psychopathology of the assassin.”  See Ariel Merari, in W. Reich, Origins of 

Terrorism (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1990), p. 206. Raphael Israeli originally believed ST to stem from 

poor family backgrounds (Terrorism and Political. Violence, v.9, n.96, 1997), while today’s research 

shows that neither depression nor backgrounds deviating from the social norm can explain the data. See 

Andrew Silke, The Psychologist, v. 14, n.580 (2001).  
8
 This includes but is not limited to the role of the sponsoring institution itself, as advocated by Ariel 

Merari. See the Harvard Int’l Rev.23 (2002), www.hir.harvard.edu/back/article.php3?art_id=merari2234.  

 

http://www.fas.org/irp/world/para/hizballah.htm
http://www.hir.harvard.edu/back/article.php3?art_id=merari2234
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against several other cases for which I have found interview and community data: Black Tigers 

(Sri Lanka), Kamikazes (Japan), Sikhs (India) and various al Qaeda affiliates. 

The case studies reveal insights to the following questions: When and why do normal 

individuals sacrifice self for the group? Why might an individual martyr himself against a more 

powerful force even when he admits that his act will not improve the physical situation of his/her 

community in the foreseeable future?  When and why do publics support leaders in violence 

when they know (and have acknowledged) that violence is not improving their cause? Lastly, are 

there reliable
 
differences between religious and secular terrorist groups and motivations?  

This analysis should serve two major purposes: 1) to demystify what is an inconceivable 

act for many Western citizens and further public dialogue as to the best counter-terror strategies 

available to the U.S., and 2) to identify supplementary tools for the “war” on terror.   It will draw 

out similarities and differences in how terrorists mobilize public support across cases, with a 

special focus on the impact of media coverage in the political and social dynamics of terrorism.  

Most importantly, it will shed light on which methods, both military and non-military, are most 

effective in disrupting or preventing terrorist attacks and undermining terrorist groups.  

 

B. Literature Review and Expected Contribution to Understanding  

Recent statistical and qualitative analyses have debunked single-variable explanations for suicide 

bombing. There is no typical profile for the suicide bomber.
9
 But that there is no linear formula 

for martyr motivations does not seem surprising; we are, after all, probing the complexities of 

human mind and emotion. Still, the right raw data and a systematic comparison to a range of 

cases should reveal a mechanism—the conditions for and stages of a martyrdom complex within 

                                                 
9
  See Krueger, Alan B. and Jitka Maleckova. "Education, Poverty, Political Violence and Terrorism: Is 

There a Causal Connection?" Paper, Princeton University, 2002. This view is held by Israeli expert Ariel 

Merari as well the Counter-Terror Department of the Israeli National Security Council.  Demographic data 

for al Qaeda bombers agrees. 
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any given society.
10

  Such a mechanism would be both diagnostic and prescriptive, and is 

urgently needed today. 

This analysis is premised on findings that individual esteem is bound to group status; it 

recognizes a role for emotion (i.e. resentment) in attitude formation and impetus to some form of 

resistance, but it does not view that role as pathological. It adapts Roger Petersen’s mechanism 

for sustained weak-against-strong resistance movements to the context of terrorism, expounding 

on how a culture within an asymmetric “state of war” transforms individual risk and loss into 

group status and benefit. The pinnacle of honor, in this context, is sacrifice for the group. Far 

from pathology, then, martyrdom is the utmost expressive performance—in essence, an act of 

worship and defense for the most sacred (and mundane) thing man knows, his and her 

community. As one Palestinian from the PFLP told me:“You cannot win by yourself, but your 

sacrifice will help show the world the true nature of your sacrificial self, and of your inhuman 

opponent.” At a profoundly important though symbolic level, martyrdom is a final and irrefutable 

statement asserting group dignity against a perceived oppressor.   

The project will identify two very separate phases in the making of a martyr. The first 

motivational phase to suicide bombing, I argue, is not about suicide or pathology—not in Japan, 

Sri Lanka, Punjab, Turkey, Palestine, Iraq, Chechnya, the United States, the rest of the Western 

world, or cases yet to arise. It is about community, especially communities 1) with strong norms 

of reciprocity,
11

 and 2) where the struggle gives rise to its own economy of symbolic capital . 

This approach positions suicide bombing as the furthest point on a scale of resistance. The 

evolution of that resistance is conditioned by community structure and culture—the culture of 

violence, loss and sacrifice that develops in a perceived struggle and is attended by observable 

                                                 
10

  I adapt the title from a section of Roger Petersen’s book, entitled, “A Pseudo-Martyrdom Complex.” See 

Petersen, Resistance and Rebellion (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001) p.  . 
11

  Norms of reciprocity (loyalty—a sort of “if you do it I’ll do it” system) are a central tenant in Petersen’s  

resistance mechanism. They are most likely to exist in strong communities with much face to face contact. 

See Petersen, Resistance and Rebellion, XX. 
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social rituals.
12

 This phase leads an individual to the decision of martyrdom, a mental, emotional 

and attitudinal commitment. Having established the motivational mechanism of Phase I 

(mobilization), I argue that globalization—especially television—feeds into it by enabling social 

identities to consolidate despite geographic distances,
13

 and by intensifying group awareness of 

grievance—that is, by consistent stimulation of the resentments that generate imperatives to act.
14

 

A Hamas activist in Gaza, who said he cried like a baby from his hiding place when his operation 

was cancelled with the recent hudna, spoke to this exactly:  

 

The difference between the first intifada and the second is television. Before, I 

knew when we were attacked here, or in a nearby camp, but the reality of the 

attacks everywhere else was not so clear. Now, I cannot get away from Israeli 

attacks—the TV brings them into my living room. When they are not in my 

camp, they are in Rafah, Gaza City, Ramallah, Jenin…And you can’t turn the TV 

off. How could you live with yourself?  At the same time, you can’t ignore the 

problem—what are you doing to protect your people?  

We live with an internal struggle. Whether you choose to fight or not, 

every day is this internal struggle. 

 

The study identifies a second, post-decision phase, as a process very different from the 

first. It is characterized by focus, which is channeled through ritual, attention to performance 

details, institutional relationships, and visualization of the afterlife. To some extent, the process 

ceases to be about deliberate will—for instance, existential doubts rarely appear, or if they do, 

they are refused face-time.  Interviewees talk about the blissful state of peace they felt in the 

hours or days before execution; even less-religious individuals claim the days prior to the mission 

are heavily routined with prayer. While the emotional/rational processes of Phase I seem to give 

                                                 
12

  There are two important points to be made with this assertion. First, that culture ceases to be a static 

independent variable in the way that some employ it, e.g. Islam = violence.  Most ethnic and religious 

cultures have paradigms of violence as well as peace, and here the community dynamics of struggle 

(prerequisite) are seen as prerequisite to production of a culture that inspires and condones suicide 

bombing.  Second, it is possible that a culture developed in one struggle might later conflate its aggressors. 

Thus the humiliations and grievances suffered on a daily basis for much of the Arab and Muslim world 

may have more to do with national context than anything else, but antipathy for all states propping that 

context—knowingly or not—might be legitimate in the eyes of the Arab world. 
13

  Joseph Nye Jr. calls this fractionalization, invoking it as evidence for the benefits of soft power over 

hard power. See The Paradox of American Power, 2000. 
14

 Nico Frijda has identified these as action-tendencies stemming from emotional impeti. 
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over to a type of autopilot, however, one overarching characteristic remains active: social identity 

prevails over individual identity as the worldview reference point. Findings from social 

psychology, ritual studies and neurology help to explain the activities and mind-states these 

bombers describe about the days leading to their missions.
15

 

*    *   *   *   * 

Several aspects of the approach I outline here are unique to the field. First, the level of analysis is 

that of the community as well as the individual—until today, most academic studies of suicide 

bombers have used the individual as the unit of analysis, dealing solely with demographic and 

psychological data.
16

   Approaches to terrorism in general have similarly held “terrorists” apart 

from the communities that generate them: organizational analysis prioritizes institutional 

imperatives, incentive structures and operational capabilities. Perhaps due to political sensitivities 

in an overwhelmingly policy-oriented field and/or to the difficulties in obtaining robust interview 

data, terror experts have been wary of in-depth inquiries into motivation.    

 Second, although attention to symbolic capital—that is, social rewards derived from the 

emotions and politics of status—has surfaced in the writing of respected conflict scholars from 

various fields,
17

 these ideas were only recently consolidated and applied to group conflict with 

                                                 
15

 See D'Aquili , Eugene G. and Charles D. Laughlin Jr. "The Neurobiology of Myth and Ritual," in 

Readings in Ritual Studies, ed. Ronald I. Grimes, pp. 132-45 (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 

1996). 

 
16

  Included in the psychological category are studies highlighting the impact of institutional coercion and 

group norms on individuals. See Ariel Merari.  
17

  David Horowitz, a political scientist, emphasizes the ubiquity of the word  “dominance” in descriptions 

of ethnic relations from all over the world. See Horowitz, The Deadly Ethnic Riot (Berkeley: California UP, 

2001).  Social psychologists Arie Nadler, Nico Frijda and Lee Ross employ the idea of equality or 

humiliation in their examinations of apology, revenge and negotiation, respectively. See Arie Nadler, 

Personal interview, 2002; and, Nico Frijda, The Emotions, 1977. Stuart Kaufman and Roger Petersen 

employ status perception and symbolic politics to explain popular and leader-led ethnic conflict. See 

Kaufman, Modern Hatreds, 2002; Petersen, Explaining Ethnic Violence, 2003. Jessica Stern’s new book, 

Terror in the Name of God, cites humiliation as a leading precursor to religious terror.  Sociologist Roger 

Friedland argues that religious nationalism appeals via a logic in which religion bestows status according to 

human and not material criteria in “Money, Sex and God: The Erotic Logic of Religious Nationalism,” 

Sociological Theory, 2002.  Philosopher Pierre Bourdieu looks at the meanings bestowed upon life via the 

social world, and it alone, writing: “there is no worse dispossession, no worse privation, perhaps, than that 
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Roger Petersen’s two books.
18

 Approaching terrorism as an inter-group or ethnic conflict rather 

than an operational threat posed by deranged enemies seems self-evident today. Terrorist leaders 

often tell journalists that they began their operations “in defense,” that their worlds had already 

been at war; moreover, polls from their constituent communities mirror this strong sense of 

antagonism, a feeling that nonwestern peoples are under an attack of sorts by the West.
19

  The 

bombers in my cases have strong roots of social support, directly from local communities, and 

also from diasporas. These communities can cite legitimate, day-to-day grievances to justify their 

attitudes, though they are often ambivalent about the means of violence used by “militants” in 

their midst.  

Gauging these attitudes is extremely important; perception of injustice and threat are the 

first step towards solidarity and activism in organizations resisting the status quo. As Alan 

Krueger notes in his statistical analysis of Islamic suicide terrorists, resentment and activism itself 

can be benign, but in those places where suicide bombing emerges, political expressions for it are 

usually not available.
20

  Herein lies the link to religion. In much of the Arab world, the most 

trustworthy, politically safe and socially networked organizations that would offer such solidarity 

are religious. While this study dismisses the idea that Islam or any other religion/culture is 

inherently violent, the above mechanism breathes new horror into these figures: “If only 1 percent 

of the world’s Muslims accept uncompromising theology, and 10 percent of that 1 percent decide 

to commit themselves to a radical agenda, the recruitment pool for al Qaeda comes to 1 

million.”
21

  In sum, we can and should condemn terror, but we can no longer afford to use 

condemnation as an excuse not to examine its origin and growth. 

                                                                                                                                                 
of the losers in the symbolic struggle for recognition, for access to a socially recognized social being, in a 

word, to humanity.” See Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations (Cambridge: Polity, 2000) p.241.  
18

  They are: Understanding Ethnic Conflict, 2002, and Resistance and Rebellion, 2001. 
19

  See Borton, “In War’s Wake,” 2003. 
20

  See Krueger, Alan B. and Jitka Maleckova. "Education, Poverty, Political Violence and Terrorism: Is 

There  a Causal Connection?" Princeton: Princeton University, 2002. 
21

  See Haqqani, Husain. "The American Mongols: To Win the War against Terrorism, the United States 

Must Overcome the Burden of History." Foreign Policy, no. May - June (2003): 70-71. 
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Thirdly, I am unaware of experts who have systematically studied expressive purposes of 

suicide bombing and terror.
22

   My own interviews and my survey of primary data from other 

cases indicates an emotional motivation of wanting the Other to feel one’s pain, even if it will not 

strategically change the situation. This is where revenge can almost be construed as virtuous: that 

I have enough self- and group-dignity to demand the Other’s recognition of my pain—that my 

pain is worthy of his pain, and that with this act s/he should not hurt me again (in essence, an act 

of control, or false deterrence).
23

 Mark Juergensmeyer relates this principle to performance 

ritual,
24

 and it underpins the logic of Petersen’s law of small battles, which says a series of 

victories carry a much larger impact than their actual value. ‘After all,’ people say, ‘how can we 

be losing with all these successes?’  Some level of equality and sense of dignity is upheld because 

they are still able to hurt the other. The act of martyrdom, then, is expressive far beyond the 

convictions of the bomber; it is a form of communication—socially empowering even to those 

pockets of a population that disapprove of terror’s tactics. No matter what their position on 

suicide bombing, they will still raise their fists for the victory it represents.
25

   

 This mechanism provides solid backing for counter-terror campaigns that stress soft 

power—political, economic and social strategies—as much as, or in accompaniment to, military 

might. The United States Institute of Peace terrorism grant guidelines sums it well: “Struggles 

won by states against terrorism may not so much involve military victories as the winning of 

psychological contests in which terrorists lose the support of the people in whose name they are 

acting.”   

 

                                                 
22

  Mark Juergensmeyer broaches it with performance ritual, but it is from an organizational/sociological 

perspective. See Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God (Berkely: California UP, 2000). 
23

  This interpretation of revenge belongs to Nico Frijda in The Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 

1987). 
24

  Literally, manifesting the conviction through violent liturgy. See Juergensmeyer, Terror In Mind of God. 
25

  A PFLP interviewee in Gaza explained the resistance he gets to his calls to condemn suicide bombing. 

His primary argument against it is that it has not and will not help the Palestinian struggle. But the 

prevailing response among those who disagree is, ‘Maybe not, but at least they know we can hurt them. It 

is the only way we can hurt them. They will feel pain too.’ 
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C.  Methodology 

Data Collection:    

Palestinian Interviews: The most obvious asset to my dataset is access to raw interviews with a 

broad sample (age, gender, organizational affiliation, economic background, etc.) of Palestinian 

STs and communities.  These interviews include a standardized set of questions (measured 0-1, or 

via scaled response) that will enable statistical analysis to test popular causal hypotheses: wealth, 

depression, status in community, loss/revenge, coercion, previous resistance investment, prison 

experience, torture, and religion.
26

   

The second section gathers detailed recollection of the days or weeks spanning pre-

decision to execution/capture. “Details” include social ritual (rallies, funerals, dinners, prayer..), 

daily schedules, contact with sponsoring organization and/or the decision to confide to 

friends/relatives about the mission, as well as the individual’s thoughts and feelings.   

A third section of the interview seeks to inform analysis at the community level, asking 

interviewees and their networks to map social and status relationships in their communities.  I am 

looking for evidence of strong communities—face-to-face networks that support norms of 

reciprocity. I ask open-ended questions, seeking to: a) gauge thresholds for community support of 

suicide bombing according to time and precipitating events; b) identify resistance roles and 

measure collective participation in resistance (nonviolent as well as violent…non-violent actions 

serve as focal points reinforcing norms of sacrifice); and, c) identify social and organizational 

responses to Israeli counter-terror actions in or near their community.   

 

Collected Palestinian Data 

 For the past 6 months of the 2
nd

 intifada (Palestinian uprising), I have 

interviewed 15 preempted suicide bombers, 4 “living martyrs” (those prepared 

but as of yet unsent), 2 senders, and numerous Palestinian family/community 

members from Israeli prisons, the West Bank and Gaza.  I expect at least another 

15 interviews with preempted bombers from prison.   

                                                 
26

  The entire questionnaire can be provided upon request. 
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Case Comparisons:  The remaining cases—the Black Tigers, Kamikazes, Sikhs and al Qaeda 

affiliates—rely upon the following (qualitative and quantitative) data: 

 Transcripts of interviews (Black Tigers, Kamikazes, al Qaeda, Sikhs);  

 Statistical samplings of demographic/psychological data of preempted bombers 

(al Qaeda, as well as non-bombers—statistics comparing resistance 

attitudes/activity in youth from Sarajevo to Gazans); 

 Journalistic or scholarly analyses (all—see bibliography); and,   

 Field manuals found in the cars and hotels of al-Qaeda’s September 11 

bombers).  

 

Case Selection 

This study selects upon the dependent variable partially because this is where the data is 

available.
27

 That said, the cases comprise rich variation in outcome. I chose the case of the Sikhs, 

for instance, because the symbolic capital of martyrdom varied as the goals and capacities of 

battle against the Indian military evolved. In essence, social support for Sikh martyrs diminished 

as the need to preserve the lives of fighters increased. In addition, Sikh suicide bombings began 

as a collective but independent and unorganized movement in response to an attack by Indian 

forces against unarmed villages.  Two popularly espoused causal variables— 

1) manipulatory leadership and 2) cultural animosity, e.g. “ancient hatreds”— do not figure into 

the causal formula at all.   

In many ways al Qaeda seems a different phenomena than the ground-soil struggles of 

groups like the Sikhs, Black Tigers, Palestinians or Kamikazes (and indeed, there are significant 

differences in community structures).  Yet observers tend to forget that al-Qaeda is not a single 

entity. Instead, it is a conglomeration of many independent groups alienated by their own local 

                                                 
27

  In fact, I will use Timothy McVeigh’s book as an example of a mission originally planned as suicide 

attack, only to be revised when they realized there was a parking point close enough to the Oklahoma City 

building close enough for a car bomb to be effective. In such a case, opportunity ultimately determined the 

means.  Some reflection on cases one might expect ST but where it hasn’t occurred would be possible. One 

interesting question is why suicide bombing has not taken hold in Latin America, where it would seem to 

serve the purposes of several terror/guerrilla groups. 

 



13 

grievances. Using it as a case allows the opportunity to delve into these local structures more 

closely. 

 

Data Use and Synthesis:    

1. Analysis of the independent variables can be done statistically and will be 

compared with existing studies. To whatever extent possible, findings will be 

delivered in a format such as: “29/30 do X before performance.”  

2. The analytic frame I am adapting from Roger Petersen’s recent work deals with 

community structure, social norms and values over a period of conflict, as traced 

by the logistical and cultural existence of  “focal points” (the opportunity for 

symbolic resistance to be communicated and participated in widely). Thus I seek 

to reveal the structure, values and relationships comprising carefully selected 

communities (those from which high, middle and low numbers of bombers were 

generated) from 1999-2003.   

3. In an attempt to gauge counter-terror effectiveness, questions regarding attitudes 

and reactions to Israeli counter-terror initiatives, especially reactions that led to 

action, will receive a statistical and qualitative assessment of their own. 4. Lastly, 

themes from the above analysis will be juxtaposed with the other cases. 

 

Access to Data and Materials: 

Interviews with terrorists remain a relatively rare phenomena given the difficulties of access to a 

broad sample, the (un)willingness of terrorists to talk, or the bias/motivations of those who do. In 

many ways, I gained access to the right communities by chance. Palestinian society is clanish, 

and regardless of what political affiliation one holds, he has ties to most key players in other 

affiliations.  Familial and friendship networks are incredibly close. Those who’ve spent time in 

prison together often consider each other brothers.  After several months of establishing 
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relationships, I was funneled through such a network to key people in West Bank and Gaza, and 

made contacts with preempted bombers in Israeli prisons.  

There are a few factors that, I believe, put interviewees at ease during our interviews. 

First, the translator who works with me is respected for his own contributions to the Palestinian 

community; his ability to identify with interviewees, and his endorsement of me, encourages 

honesty. Second, I have asked not to receive information regarding the complete identity of each 

interviewee. Third, my presence is a bit of an anomoly to the men I interview. As a woman, my 

Palestinian contacts believe some of the ego that might otherwise accompany the interviews is 

nullified. Also, because I am neither Jewish nor Arab, and identify as strongly with my 

Norwegian roots as my American nationality, my investment in this research is often perceived as 

genuine and not rooted in familiar biases.  My prior work in Rwanda and Zimbabwe backs this 

up, and opening interviews in Arabic establishes something of a rapport. For these reasons access 

to interview data has been and will continue to be possible.  It is also relatively safe: my 

translation and logistical contacts, fully aware of the study’s analytical framework, support the 

research and go to great lengths to ensure my safety.  

A more practical obstacle to interview access remains, but is not crippling. This is 

frequent closures in the Territories, which serves to slow data-collection but not stop it.  

 

D.  Work Plan  

 

This research began seven months ago on a part-time basis and will shortly be written up as a 

joint policy paper for the Preventive Defense Project at Stanford University and TBA.   

That paper will then be expounded upon and written up as a book for a commercial and 

policy audience. Between November and March/April, I will continue to collect data via 

interviews with Palestinians and dialogue with experts who have had contact with bombers from 

the other cases.   This is no small task— incorporating community structure into the analysis 

necessitates many more interviews to identify family, neighborhood and social relationships from 
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communities known for their generation of bombers as well as communities that are home to few 

or none. April – September will be used for the writing and revision process. 

   

E. Chapter Outline – Book* (article adaptations at bottom) 

 

Ch. 1: BACKGROUND 

- History of suicide bombing;  

- policy responses, challenges and alternatives;  

- confrontation of popular myths—“violent religions,” “poverty,” “revenge,” and 

“despair” 

 

Ch. 2:  INTRODUCTION  

- Definitions—enemy, religion 

- Introduction to the motivational mechanism  

- Description of book layout 

 

Ch. 3:  PALESTINE 

- Historical overview 

- Discussion of interview data—stats, application of mechanism 

- Comparison of communities from which a high, medium, and low number of 

bombers have emerged. 

- Narration—interviews with ishtishadim and their families 

 

Ch. 4:  CULTURE VS. COMMUNITY 

- This chapter speaks to popular myths that some “cultures” are simply more 

violent by showing how both Palestinian and Jewish populations under 

conditions of high threat (Hebron and Bat Ayin) produced groups willing to kill 

indiscriminately according to their means. 

 

- Part II takes a study of youth and resistance performed in both Gaza and Muslim 

Sarajevo during the late 80s/early 90s…the author finds that the main variable 

predicting self-sacrifice for violence is high identification with a social group 

(community).  Violent resistance among Muslim youth in Sarajevo did not 

materialize during these years because the youths did not yet identify themselves 

as “Bosnian Muslims.” 

 

Ch. 5: BLACK TIGERS, SIKHS, KAMIKAZES 

- Each case is introduced with historical background and assessed for: 

o The similarities and differences across causes and outcomes in 

cases:  

 how organizations formed,  

 cultural/religious/nationalistic justifications,  

 grievance and stated goals,  

 strength of community,  

 ritual and focus in mission training and 

preparation 

 success rates, etc. 

- Chapter conclusions:  



16 

o That leader manipulation, religiosity, and pathology DID NOT 

play a dominant role in these cases 

o That the “culture of violence” giving rise to suicide bombing is 

in constant evolution—the social value of “life sacrifice” 

changes in response to the needs of the resistance movement and 

the turn of events…this holds huge import for policy. Policy 

decisions matter. 

 

Ch. 6: AL-QAEDA 

- Bomber motivations according to interviews in prisons (Singapore, France, U.S.) 

according to the mechanism. 

- The importance of media in the transmission of social solidarity and emotion 

action-tendencies. 

- The use of focus and ritual: Introduction to the field manuals used on 9/11. 

 

Ch. 7: ISLAM AND TERROR—“Loves Microsoft; Hates America” 

- Historical overview of the Arab and Muslim world: demographics, political 

realities, upsurge of fundamentalism, interpretation of world events 

- Discussion of ambivalence. Populations surrounding terror can support the 

symbolism of seeing their “oppressor” weakened…as do European and African 

populations at large. 

- Support for terror is about status and resentment, not religion. 

 

Ch. 8: CONCLUSION  

- Suicide terror is about defense of a community, not suicide and not religion 

- Threat to status/dignity (resentment) can be as strong a motivator as existential 

threat in protracted conflicts 

- Based on this model, where counter terror policy can go wrong—alienating 

populations surrounding terror 

- Based on this model, policy recommendations: the value of psychological 

warfare and symbolic politics 

o focus on discrediting the message of leaders pushing martyrdom 

(more than attacking the leaders themselves)…goodwill policies, 

appeals to public, etc. 

o military actions will be best received (construed as defensive as 

well as offensive) by the public alongside political alternatives;  

o need for serious reassessment of collective punishment 

(statistics, interviews, etc.).  NSC statistics of the last year show 

it has had no effect on terror attempt rates. Identify conditions 

when it does (beit hanoun, village remands Hamas) 

o when military force is contemplated, best to balance costs and 

risks (not benefits, as these rarely turn out as planned, politically 

if not operationally) of action vs. inaction…mistakes and civilian 

casualties weigh as strong costs. 

o Targeted Killing 

 Can be effective, especially if used selectively 

and restrictively but, 

 Extensive use diminishes and even reverses 

benefits 

 Its appeal is greatest when no other means are 

viable for dealing with the threat/target(s)…and 
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even the population surrounding terror should be 

addressed on a different level. 

 Targeting political leaders is inadvisable for 

prudential reasons in all but the most extreme 

circumstances, even when no moral inhibitions 

apply (i.e. terrorists)..including Hamas. 

 

* For the article, chapters will be concise sections, with less interview narration. Sections 6 and 7 

will be omitted. Emphasis on the policy analysis/recommendations. 
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