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Terrorism, Signaling, and Suicide Attack
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This article examines the strategic utility of suicide terrorism. Suicide terrorism, we
suggest, can be thought of as a form of strategic “signaling.” We define terrorism
as a signaling game in which terrorist attacks are used to communicate a group’s
character and objectives to a set of target audiences. This is followed by an exami-
nation of the utility of suicide attacks as a signaling tactic. The relative effectiveness
of suicide operations is evaluated in relation to other tactical options that are tradi-
tionally available to terrorist organizations. We go on to examine the institutional
and social context of suicide terrorism, concluding with an examination of the evo-
lutionary use of suicide attacks by Palestinian terrorist organizations and the Lib-
eration Tigers of Tamil Eelam.

“Though this be madness, yet there is method in it.”
—William Shakespeare, Hamlet (1601)

Shortly before 6:20 on Sunday morning 23 October 1983 a yellow Mercedes truck drove
slowly into the parking lot in front of the Marine Battalion Landing Team compound
located on the edge of Beirut International Airport. Witnesses reported that the truck
suddenly sped up, crashed through a concertina wire barrier that surrounded the com-
pound, and accelerated toward the central building of the complex housing the Marine
contingent. After passing between two guard posts, it entered an open gateway leading
to the building, rapidly maneuvered around three sewer pipes, drove through a sand-
bagged sentry post, and accelerated at speed into the entry lobby of the Marine barracks.
A fraction of a second later it exploded.

The blast lifted the four story reinforced concrete structure off of its foundation.
The building then collapsed on itself, crushing those who were sleeping inside. The
explosion left a crater 30 feet deep and 120 feet across and shattered windows over a
half mile away. The attack had taken less than a minute to execute. A total of 241
Marines and other military personnel were killed in the incident and 100 were injured,
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making it the deadliest terrorist attack against an American target up until that time.
Only 40 seconds after the attack, another truck bomb penetrated the perimeter of the
French peacekeeping compound two miles north of the airport in the vicinity of central
Beirut. The explosive power of this attack was similar to that carried out against the
Marines. The blast completely destroyed the eight story building used to billet French
forces, killing 58 soldiers and wounding 15 others.

Similar attacks had been carried out almost a year earlier against a compound used
by Israeli occupation forces in Tyre in November 1982, and five months later against
the U.S. embassy in Beirut in April 1983. Although the resulting casualties in each case
were significant, neither incident had the political impact of those conducted in the fall
of 1983. The destruction of the Marine and French compounds marked the beginning of
the end of the Western military presence in Lebanon. The attacks emboldened the oppo-
sition and resulted in a dramatic upswing in violence against Western interests. They
also resulted in a significant escalation in antigovernment violence. Within four months,
all peacekeeping forces had been withdrawn, leaving Lebanon to its fate. The tactical
and strategic success of the attacks demonstrated the value of suicide operations to would-
be emulators. Some of these would later cite the attack against the Marine barracks as
one of the factors that led to their own decision to resort to suicide terrorism.’

The purpose of this article is to examine the strategy that underlies the terrorist use
of suicide tactics. Such attacks have a public and private face. At a public level, suicide
bombers appear to be unfathomable fanatics, who are prepared to go to any length,
including their own self-destruction, to increase the harm and psychological distress they
are able to inflict on their opponents. At a deeper level of analysis, however, suicide
attacks are employed as an instrumental tactic designed to support the political interests
of the group. The choreographed drama of suicide attacks is designed to create a specific
set of images in the minds of their target audience. These generated images are, in turn,
used by sponsoring groups to advance a range of different operational objectives.

This article begins by examining the decision to employ terrorism as a form of
strategic “signaling.” This is followed by a discussion of the role of suicide attacks as a
signaling tactic, and a brief discussion of the mechanisms that are used by sponsoring
groups to recruit individuals for suicide operations. The article concludes by examining
the strategic and tactical evolution of suicide operations on the part of Palestinian terror-
ist groups, notably Hamas, Palestine Islamic Jihad (P1J), and the Al-Agsa Martyrs Bri-
gade, and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).

Terrorist Strategy as a Signaling Game?

“There’s no business like show business.”
—Irving Berlin (1946)

The rational use of terrorism can be thought of as a signaling game in which high profile
attacks are carried out to communicate a player’s ability and determination to use violence
to achieve its political objectives. Such attacks are conducted in an environment of incom-
plete and often asymmetric information. The terrorist group, in this case, may (or may not)
be well informed about the relevant attributes of its target audience. Those it hopes to
influence, however, are almost always poorly informed about the objectives, resources,
and commitment of the group. This is certainly true during the initial period of the
struggle. Terrorist attacks in these circumstances are frequently used as signals to shape
target audience perceptions in a way that advances the organization’s political position.?
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Terrorism is a constrained choice. The constraints that shape this choice are typi-
cally due to one of two considerations. The first is a lack of significant political support
in an otherwise open political environment. Individuals are unwilling to back the oppo-
sition in this case not because they cannot but because they will not. The group’s opera-
tional horizons are limited accordingly. Violence in general and terrorism in particular is
an alternative means of achieving a measure of political leverage where the level of
popular support for the opposition and its objectives do not otherwise give it an effec-
tive political voice. The second is the presence of significant popular support in the
absence of alternative means of political expression. Individuals are unwilling to back
the opposition, in this case, not because they will not but because they cannot. Violence
is a means of achieving a political voice in the face of an otherwise closed political
system. In either case, terrorism is a tactic of the weak. It is designed to offset an
opposition group’s opening disadvantages and place it on a more equal footing with the
state.

Although terrorism can prove to be a cost-effective instrument of political action, it
is not cost free. The costs of pursuing such a campaign, furthermore, are complicated by
the inverse relationship that exists between the security and operational efficiency of all
illicit organizations, both criminal and political. Security in each of these sets of cases
is a hard constraint. For obvious reasons, underground organizations cannot operate
openly and expect to operate at all for very long. To maintain the minimum level of
anonymity needed to stay in the game, they must build in a wide range of fire walls,
procedural constraints, and organizational redundancies into their day-to-day operations to
keep their opponents guessing. Each layer of security increases their inefficiency and
reduces their ability to act. How much security is enough depends on the nature of their
operating environment. In a permissive environment, a group may be able to safely strip
away many of its more onerous security procedures and reduce its “per unit” cost of
operations. As its environment becomes increasingly restricted, however, the necessary
minimum level of security will increase. The cost of doing business will rise accordingly.*

A similar relationship exists between security and influence. Terrorist groups must
maintain a minimum “violent presence” to remain effective. They begin to disappear as
a political force as they fall off the headlines. This will not only undermine their ability
to achieve their long run objectives, it can also quickly begin to interfere with their ability
to sustain themselves as an organized force. To hold their audience (and hold themselves
together) they must continue to act. The immediate challenge this poses is that the process
of planning, preparing, and carrying out a terrorist campaign raises a group’s operational
signature. This, in turn, will increase its risk of detection and increase its operating costs.’
Terrorists organizations, from this perspective, operate on the horns of a dilemma. They
face two inversely related ways in which they can be destroyed or otherwise sup-
pressed. In an effort to avoid one type of error they increase the likelihood of com-
mitting the other. To stay in the game, they must continue to do enough damage to hold
the attention of their target audience, without exposing their core organization and be-
coming an easy mark for those who are trying to put them out of business.

Terrorism can be used to support two different types of strategies. The first is a
strategy of coercion or “dirty bargaining.”® The group’s primary target audience, in this
case, is the state. Violence is employed as a means of modifying the behavior of the
incumbent regime through the threat of continued terrorist attacks if the organization’s
demands are not satisfied. Like any such strategy, the intermediate function of coercive
terrorism is to convince the target of extortion that the net expected costs of defiance
exceed the net expected gains. This can be achieved by either manipulating the price the
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target must pay for noncompliance, or by increasing the probability that he will have to
actually pay a given price if he chooses not to comply. The outcome of the contest will
depend on the amount of coercive pressure the organization is able to impose on the
(subjective) calculations of enemy decision makers. This will clearly vary across targets
and over time.

Signaling attacks can also support a strategy of political mobilization. In this case,
the primary target audience is the group’s political base or “identification group.”” In
contrast to a strategy of dirty bargaining, the objective of this strategy is not to negotiate
a partial settlement with the state but to eliminate it altogether. Terrorist actions can help
achieve this goal by defining the nature of the stakes involved in the struggle, attracting
attention to the cause, provoking the state into retaliatory actions that radicalize public
opinion—pushing individuals into the arms of the opposition—and reshaping popular
attitudes concerning the direction and outcome of the fight. This, in turn, it is hoped,
will stimulate popular activism, bolster the group’s base of support, jump-start the mobi-
lization process, and help achieve a self-sustaining rate of organizational growth. The
same actions can have a corresponding demobilization effect on the state, separating the
regime from its own political base and further improving the relative position of the
opposition.

Each of these strategies is defined by a very different long run objective. The first
is based on negotiating a better division of a contested political “pie.” Terrorist organi-
zations, in this case, are prepared to reach a compromise solution that leaves something
for each player if a division can be found that is acceptable to both sides. The second is
based on seizing the pie altogether. Terrorist objectives, in this case, are absolute. They
would rather fight than talk. Distinguishing between the two is often complicated by the
fact that, in the short run at least, terrorists typically carry out mixed strategies. Groups
engaged in a program of violent bargaining often actively attempt to expand their base
of popular support (and undermine support for their opponent) in a long run effort to
enhance their position at the negotiating table. Similarly, groups pursuing a mobilization
strategy will often attempt to negotiate short run concessions from the state in a long
run effort to attract attention, enhance their bona fides, and expand their base of political
support.

Both strategies are designed to manipulate target audience expectations. Those pur-
suing a coercive strategy must be able to pose a credible threat in the minds of their
negotiating “partners.” A group’s credibility will turn on target expectations concerning
the nature of the threat and the group’s ability and willingness to carry through on its
promise to strike if a bargain is not struck.® This will be based on the answers to a
number of questions. How much is the group and its following willing to sacrifice to
achieve its goals? How much will it cost the group to make good on its threats? Does it
have the means to do so? Will it be able to sustain its campaign over time? What are the
relative expected costs and benefits of fighting and folding in the face of terrorist de-
mands? The answer to these and similar questions can only begin to be answered once
the group has begun to operate. With this in mind, coercive terrorist attacks carried out
in one time period are designed to enhance the group’s perceived ability to pose a future
challenge.’

The manipulation of target audience expectations is also central to a strategy of
political mobilization. The principal target of influence, in this case, is not the state but
the group’s own constituents. Violent opposition groups are typically built around a
“hard core” minority of unconditional supporters. Majority support, however, is clearly
much softer. Most individuals—regardless of their opening preferences—are willing to
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support either side depending on the expected costs and benefits of backing the state,
backing the opposition, and remaining on the sidelines. This poses an early mobilization
problem for the challenger, who begins the game from a position of relative obscurity
and objective material disadvantage. The expected returns from joining the group are
low and the expected costs are high. Why would anyone want to join in the first place?
Terrorist organizations attempt to overcome this mobilization challenge through the use
of symbolic violence. In the absence of further information, violence is used as a surro-
gate measure by the group’s target audience to estimate the size of the opposition, its
relative capabilities, and its corresponding political prospects. Terrorist actions, under
these circumstances, are designed to create a self-fulfilling prophecy in which popular
beliefs in the group’s ability to challenge the state permit it to overcome its opening
disadvantages and mobilize the level of support it requires to go on to win.!?

Terrorist organizations face a paradox. Their success depends on an appearance of
strength that is sufficiently great to intimidate their enemies or mobilize their supporters,
depending on their objectives. The problem, of course, is that they are seldom as strong
as they must appear. As noted earlier, terrorists are defined not by their strength but
their weakness, which is why they are forced to adopt a signaling strategy in the first
place. If an opposition group were strong enough to impose its will on the enemy di-
rectly—at the negotiating table or on the battlefield—it would do so. Its success would
no longer depend on the negotiated cooperation of its opponents or the conditional sup-
port of its friends. Resolving this paradox requires terrorist groups to appear to be better
than they are. The signals they send, through their choice of rargets, tactics, and the
timing of their attacks, are designed to create and sustain this illusion.!! For behavioral
purposes, this is good enough. To the degree the illusion is accepted, their target audi-
ences will act as if it is true. In doing so, they can help make it true, providing terrorist
organizations with the support they require to transform themselves into the political
force that those who originally bought into the illusion assumed they were all along.

Terrorist signaling strategies, in this respect, have a deceptive quality. Like every
deception, they are based on hiding the truth and showing the false.!” Terrorist attacks
are designed to simulate (show) an image of strength and determination, and dissimulate
(hide) the group’s real state of play, to include its membership, location, resource base,
and often its larger political purpose. The target audience is intended to know only what
it sees. It is not in terrorist interests to allow their audience to see through the image
they are attempting to project to the constrained reality that almost certainly lies behind
the curtain. As J. Bowyer Bell and Barton Whaley have noted of deception in general,
this requirement arises out of the nature of the power relationship between the terrorist
and the state. The weak, they observe, have only four options. They can submit, they
can run away, they can gamble everything on one role of the dice and openly revolt—
“or they may cheat.” In cheating, they choose to adopt a deception strategy designed to
offset the “brute strength” of their opponents and “enhance their freedom of action.”'?

The target of influence in this contest is seldom a passive observer. This is certainly
not the case with the target government, which will not only be actively attempting to
find, fix, and destroy the opposition, but will be working to develop an accurate picture
of the threat the group is likely to pose down the road. In a situation like this, as Erving
Goffman has noted, a contest over assessment occurs.' Illusion and reality become stra-
tegic and, therefore, contested commodities. The state and the terrorists’ constituents do
not want to be taken in by a false image. The group, for its part, wants to sustain its
generated image in the face of efforts (on the part of both sides) to determine whether
and to what degree it is true. The terrorists’ job is to manage the illusion. It is the job of
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their audience to try and determine whether there is more or less to what it sees than
meets the eye. It may be harder, in these circumstances, for terrorists to fool their en-
emies than their friends. The latter have a motivated bias to believe what they see; the
former to discount it. To the degree this is true, however, their enemies will be surprised
later on if the group ever manages to become what it pretended to be all along.

The challenge terrorists face, in this respect, is not dissimilar to that of the profes-
sional magician, who “tricks” the audience by turning a false image into a perceived
reality. As the magician Henry Hay once noted, conjurers “live in a half world, divided
into out front (which is magical) and back stage (where the wires are).” “The first is
what is portrayed; it is the ‘effect’ that the audience perceives. The latter is what is
concealed; it is the hidden method or routine by which the effect is obtained.”'> The
same is true of terrorist organizations. Like the efforts of Henry Hay and his colleagues,
their work must be visible and invisible at the same time. Their actions, which are
chosen for their theatrical value, are played out on a public stage. The organizational
architecture that underlies a group’s signaling attacks, however, must remain hidden
from view. This is not only necessary for reasons of security, but for the group’s long
run success, which depends on generating and maintaining a false image long enough to
achieve its operational objectives. Their ability to hide themselves and manage their
signal can provide terrorist organizations with a significantly higher level of political
leverage than they would be able to achieve if their target audiences took a look back
stage.

Suicide Attack as a Signaling Tactic

“The important thing to know about an assassination or an attempted assas-
sination is not who fired the shot, but who paid for the bullet.”
—FEric Ambler, A Coffin for Demetrios (1939)

As the late Ehud Sprinzak noted, the employment of suicide attacks is one step in a
multistage organizational process involving a range of different bit players.'® Having made
the decision to carry out an attack, the sponsoring group must find a suitable recruit,
provide that individual with the mental and tactical training he or she needs to com-
plete the operation, select and surveil an appropriate target, and then carry out the attack.
In the case of a suicide bombing, an improvised explosive device must also be fabricated
that will be either worn, carried, or driven to the target. Depending on the circumstances
of the planned attack, this can sometimes require a high level of customization and a
corresponding level of expertise. Those involved behind the scenes are the supporting cast
in a “street theater” that is designed to end with the self-destruction of the terrorist and the
death of his victims. The final stage is to exploit the effects of the operation and any
counteraction it invokes on the part of the state and the target population.

At the group level, suicide tactics are an instrumental choice, designed to achieve
a range of possible short run and long run strategic objectives. As James March has
argued, such choices are shaped by a “logic of consequence.” This logic assumes that
decision makers have an established and stable set of preferences, look forward in time
to evaluate the probable consequences of their actions, and select the operational alter-
native that offers the highest expected return. The decision to act (or not act) depends
on the answers to four questions. What kinds of actions are possible? What are the
likely consequences associated with each alternative? What is the relative value of each
possible outcome in relation to the objectives of the group? What decision rule will be
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applied to choose from among the alternatives?'” Reduced to its essentials, this approach
to decision making can be considered to be a problem of constrained optimization. Based
on their constraints and a set of prior beliefs about their operating environment, group
decision makers are looking for a strategy that either maximizes the expected return to
the organization for a given level of effort, or minimizes the expected costs of achieving
a given set of goals.'

The systematic use of suicide attacks is one way of attempting to resolve the di-
lemma that faces all terrorist groups at the beginning of the game: the need to appear to
be better than they are if they are ever going to be as good as they need to become to
beat the odds. For the group pursuing a strategy of dirty bargaining, suicide operations
are a creative way of raising the expected costs of resisting its demands. The signal they
are intended to send is that the state would be better off striking the necessary bargain
today than holding out the hope that it will be able to deter, contain, or eliminate the
threat of even greater violence in the future. Similarly, for the group pursuing a mobili-
zation strategy, suicide attacks are a means of increasing the expected benefits of sup-
porting the opposition. The objective, in this case, is to capture the headlines, convince
potential members that it has what it takes to win, and extend its base of active support.
Suicide operations, in both instances, are a means of achieving more with less. If terror-
ism in general, as noted earlier, can be considered to be a cost-effective instrument of
political action, suicide attacks can be thought of as a cost-effective instrument of terror.

First, suicide attacks, on average, offer a more reliable means of inflicting higher
casualties than any other conventional terrorist operation of comparable size. As a num-
ber of commentators have noted, the individuals carrying out the attacks can be thought
of as low tech “smart bombs” with a “human guidance system.”" Like their high tech
counterparts, they offer a greater probability of engaging and destroying their targets
with a reduced risk of unwanted collateral destruction.”® Although these operations are
typically launched against predesignated targets, the bombers themselves are able to
provide real time course corrections on the way to their objective, varying the timing,
the circumstances, and sometimes the specific target of attack to improve their chances
of success.” The results have been significant. Since September 2000 and the onset of
the second Intifada, for example, 114 (successful and attempted) suicide attacks have
been launched against Israel targets. Almost 50 percent of these have resulted in at least
one Israeli death. Even more significant is the total casualty count of 374 dead and
2,755 wounded, a figure that is significantly greater than Palestinian terrorist operations
prior to this time. Many who survive are horribly maimed and disfigured.

Second, the “echo effect” of suicide bombings is generally greater than that of most
conventional terrorist attacks.”> This is due not only to their average number of casual-
ties, but the tactic itself, which is newsworthy in its own right. A terrorist action is
ultimately a publicity stunt, designed to gain the highest possible exposure. Terrorists
hope to put together an operational “package that is so spectacular, so violent, so com-
pelling, that the [media], acting as executives, supplying the cameras and the audience,
cannot refuse the offer.”” Suicide attacks support this objective nicely. The violence of
the average suicide attack is impossible to ignore. Equally significant is the inherent
drama of the attack itself, which not only ends in the self-destruction of the attacker, but
the death and injury of a specifically selected group of victims. Those killed do not die
by chance; they are chosen for their innocence. The bomber selects his targets, walks
among them, looks into their faces, and detonates his bomb. The choreographed brutal-
ity of the act commands attention.

Third, it is sometimes rational to employ irrational agents.>* Rational players weigh
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the costs and benefits of their alternatives before making a choice, choosing the course
of action that offers the highest expected return. Irrational actors make no such calcula-
tions. They appear to be impervious to reason, acting on impulse and emotion, in ways
that are often inconsistent with what reasonable people would assume is in their best
interests. For most rational observers, suicide attackers fall squarely within this category.
Such individuals are not only prepared to take ‘“‘suicidal” risks to achieve their goals,
they are prepared to kill himself to prove it. The result is a threat that, to most observ-
ers, appears to be impossible to deter or defend against. This, of course, is precisely the
image that the sponsoring group wishes to project. Suicide attacks, among other things,
are designed to signal that a group’s following is disciplined, dedicated, and a little
“crazy for the cause.” This, in turn, is used to cultivate an image of (controlled) strength
and determination on the part of the sponsoring group as a whole, enhancing its lever-
age at the bargaining table and increasing its reputation as an effective counterweight to
the state.

Fourth, suicide attacks can also serve as a means of building solidarity with a group’s
political base. As will be seen shortly, the systematic employment of such tactics cannot
take place in the absence of enabling social norms. They do not occur in a vacuum, but
in the context of a larger social and cultural environment that can promote or retard a
group’s efforts to carry out these attacks and exploit their effects. The lines of influence
in such cases, however, work both ways. Popular acceptance of suicide tactics is clearly
an essential prerequisite if a group expects to advance its position by Kkilling off its
membership and still find the follow-on volunteers needed to sustain its campaign over
time. Once accepted, however, suicide attacks can prove to be a source of unity between
the terrorist group and its political constituents. The death of a martyr is presented as a
collective loss, not only for the organization with which he was affiliated, but the com-
munity from which he volunteered. Honoring his memory requires honoring the cause
he chose to die for, a psychological response that further binds his survivors to the
group.

Fifth, in a similar vein, suicide attacks can serve as an instrument of ‘“‘auto-propa-
ganda,” designed to focus and motivate the group’s own internal membership.” It has
been suggested that extremist elements within any radical organization tend to reflect
the underlying (but often untapped) emotions of the larger collective. They also reflect
the group’s ideological identity in its purest form, which plays an important role in
shaping the behavior of its membership (and political constituency).” The actions of
such individuals bring these emotions and identities to the fore. In so doing, they rein-
force the group’s sense of who they are, what they are about, why they are fighting, and
where they are headed, all of which are essential for the long run survival and effective-
ness of any underground political organization. Suicide attacks—and the cultivated lega-
cies that follow them—serve these purposes well as internal symbols of group cohesion
and commitment. Although those who volunteer are typically marginal players within
their own organizations, their sacrifice takes on an importance that transcends their ob-
jective insignificance. Group unity is reinforced by evoking a common solidarity with
the dead hero.

Sixth, in the case of organizations like Hamas and Palestine Islamic Jihad, which
specialize in suicide attacks against civilian targets, the self-sacrifice of the suicide bomber
may also be a subtle way of deflecting a moral backlash on the part of their own con-
stituencies—in whose name these operations are carried out. The results of such attacks
are graphically depicted on Israeli television and in the press. Justifying the brutal death
and crippling injury of a group of elderly men and women on a public bus, a group of



Downloaded by [The University of Manchester Library] at 09:22 29 November 2014

Terrorism, Signaling, and Suicide Attack 251

young mothers walking together with their newborn infants, or a party of teenage girls
celebrating a birthday at a local pizzeria, is impossible to do unless a significant sacri-
fice has been made in atonement. The fact that the attacker, in these and other cases,
was willing to trade his own life for those of his victims helped permit a sympathetic
audience to balance out the crime.” The use of such tactics allows the sponsoring group
to have it both ways. On the one hand, the destructive drama of suicide attacks against
soft civilian targets makes them a highly effective instrument of terror. At the same
time, the self-sacrificial quality of these actions permits the group to mobilize popular
support behind a class of action that might otherwise seem extreme to all but its most
hardened followers.

Seventh, carrying out a suicide attack is cheap. This is certainly the case when these
operations are compared to their relative returns. Although the ability to carry out such
attacks systematically depends on a preexisting organizational infrastructure that is able
to recruit and prepare suicide attackers and direct them to their targets, the variable costs
of these operations are insignificant. The improvised explosive devices worn or carried
by a suicide bomber, for example, can cost less than $150 to produce. The bombers
themselves are expendable assets.® They are worth more dead than alive. Even the sunk
organizational costs can be comparatively modest. In the case of such poorly institution-
alized groups as the PIJ, many of those who volunteer are not true affiliates in the first
place. Many, it seems, are outsiders, who are isolated and processed as they come, given
rudimentary training in how to detonate their bomb, and delivered to their target within
days or, at most, a few weeks of their first contact with the group. The handling costs
and infrastructure requirements in such cases are quite limited.

The routinization of suicide operations varies widely. All other things being equal, a
group’s ability to carry out such attacks will reflect its general level of organizational
development. This is not always apparent to outside observers, who are able to witness
the publicized effects of these actions but are not able to look behind the scenes at the
staged preparations that led up to the operation in the first place. At one end of the
spectrum are organizations such as the LTTE and Hamas, which appear to be able to
order up, prepare, and carry out suicide attacks on demand. Suicide operations, in these
cases, have become a standardized tactic, carried out as necessary according to the organi-
zation’s own political timetable. At the other end of the spectrum are groups such as
Kuwati Dawa, the Algerian Armed Islamic Group, Lashkar-e-taiba, and Ansar al-Islam,
which have all shown an interest in suicide attacks, but in an unsystematic and periodic
manner. In between are well institutionalized groups like Al Qaeda, which have the
means to employ suicide attacks more frequently than they have, and Islamic Jihad,
which employs suicide attacks regularly but from a comparatively weak base of institu-
tional support.

The Institutional Politics of Martyrdom

“Martyrdom . . . [is] the only way a man can become famous without ability”
—George Bernard Shaw, The Devil’s Disciple (1897)

Suicide attacks, as previously noted, can be evaluated at two different levels of analysis.
At the level of the group, these attacks are a rational choice. Given a set of tactical
alternatives, terrorist groups can be expected to choose the option with the best expected
outcome given their objectives and operating assumptions. Rationality, in such cases,
does not depend on the nature of a group’s decisions, but on the nature of the decision
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process that was used to select a “best” course of action. Decision making, in these
cases, is forward looking in the sense that it is made with an eye toward the downstream
consequences of current actions. It is also utility-based in the sense that the options
available to the group are evaluated with respect to an ordered set of preferences. Ter-
rorist organizations, as stated earlier, like other rational actors, are looking for the high-
est return on their investment. As long as the net return on one-way missions is believed
to be higher than the net expected benefits of an organization’s tactical alternatives, they
will continue. Should this ever begin to change, the incidence of such attacks will begin
to decline in turn.

The same logic, arguably, does not apply at the level of the individual. As Krueger
and Maleckova have noted, the instrumental explanation for why individuals sign up for
suicide attacks is basically the same as rational choice explanations for why people
decide to assume a life of crime.? This line of reasoning is well developed in the work
of Gary Becker, who argues that criminals, like everyone else, decide to allocate their
time and resources between legal and illegal activities in a way that maximizes their
utility.*® “After accounting for the risks of being caught and penalized, the size of the
penalty, and any stigma or moral distress” associated with breaking the law, those who
receive a higher return from engaging in criminal activity will elect to do so.*! In prin-
ciple, there are clearly rewards in most cultural settings conferred on those who are
willing to sacrifice themselves for the common good. The obvious problem with using
these and similar utility-based incentives to explain why individuals elect to become
suicide attackers is that, having killed themselves, they are no longer around to collect
their return.

Proponents of rational choice counter this point by suggesting that those who carry
out such attacks are not motivated by an earthly payoff but the rewards of the hereafter.
They are essentially cutting a deal with God. Much of the rhetoric surrounding the
religious use of suicide attacks on the part of groups like Hezbollah and Hamas might
appear, at first, to support this line of reasoning. Killing oneself for the cause is not only
said to be the right thing to do, it can be highly rewarding. There are two problems with
this argument. First, it assumes that would-be volunteers can be both self-serving enough
to think they can bargain with God, and still have sufficient conviction to believe that
killing themselves in the name of the almighty is a reasonable economic risk. True
believers, by definition, are not motivated by material gains. One has to be a true be-
liever, however, to assume that God will actually be there when the time comes to fulfill
his end of the bargain. The second problem is less philosophical. Only about 60 percent
of the suicide attacks that have been carried out since 1983 have been conducted by
religious organizations.* The rest were conducted by groups with no heavenly claims.
Even if it could be concluded that religiously motivated individuals are involved in
nothing more than an economic transaction, this cannot explain why those affiliated
with secular groups are also willing to kill themselves in the absence of a transcendental
payoff.

The decision to become a suicide bomber, we suggest, is better evaluated as a case
of “rule following” than a case of utility maximization in the traditional sense of the
term. Where the latter, as noted earlier, is based on a “logic of consequence,” the former
is based on a “logic of appropriateness.”® The choices individuals make, in this view,
are not based on calculations of future returns, but on what they consider to be the
correct course of action under the circumstances. Following March, rule-based decision
making depends on the answers to three questions: What kind of situation am I con-
fronted with? What kind of person am 1? How should someone like myself respond to a
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situation like this? The answers to these questions, he goes on to argue, are tied to the
concept of identity. Individual identities provide a template for framing and interpreting
the world, defining one’s place in the world, and shaping one’s responses to external
events. Making a choice, in such cases, is not a matter of identifying and selecting the
course of action that offers the highest expected return, but a process of “matching rules
to recognized situations.”**

Identities, March argues, shape individual behavior in several ways. First, they de-
fine a person’s ‘“essential nature.” In so doing, they provide a role model or set of
behavioral protocols that help people translate who they think they are into how they
should behave. Second, they provide a set of “prepackaged contracts.” Individuals as-
sume the roles they do with the understanding that they will be treated in certain ways
in return. In a social setting, behavior that is consistent with the larger identity of the
group is rewarded, whereas actions that deviate from the common identity are penalized.
Third, identities—and the behavioral rules they embody—frequently become “assertions
of morality.” This is certainly true in relation to the life and death issues of interest here.
Where this is the case, the behavioral guidelines embodied in a person’s social identity
assume a perceptual quality that is valued in its own right, in the absence of any exog-
enous incentives or sanctions. Individuals can violate a logic of consequence, as March
suggests, and be thought of as stupid or naive, but if they violate the moral imperative
of their shared social identity they can expect to be condemned for their lack of virtue.*

The identities of suicide bombers are shaped by their larger social context and by
the organizations that sponsor them. The first lays the groundwork for the second. The
systematic use of suicide attacks occurs in environments that emphasis the importance
of communal bonds and possess a tradition of self-sacrifice. Individuals, in such set-
tings, define themselves through their connections with and responsibilities to others
rather than through individuated identities that set them apart. Sponsoring organizations,
for their part, look for individuals who manifest these traits and who have been radicalized
by their political circumstances. They must also, of course, be expendable, which ex-
plains why suicide bombers are almost always either recruited for the task, signed on as
“walk ins,” or drawn from the organization’s rank and file. Having found their man (or
woman), the group takes over the final task of preparing the recruit to carry out their
mission. This, at least in part, is also a socialization process, designed to reinforce the
qualities for which the individual was selected in the first place and ensure that their
sense of identity and obligation are aligned with the group’s operational requirements.

The language of “martyrdom” has replaced the language of “suicide.” The differ-
ence is more than semantic. Where the latter is considered to be a self-destructive and
irrational act of desperation or mental pathology, the former is almost universally per-
ceived to be a deliberate and ennobling act of self-sacrifice. “He who commits suicide,”
as one Muslim cleric observed, “kills himself for his own benefit; he who commits
martyrdom sacrifices himself for the sake of his religion and his nation . . . the Mujahid
is full of hope.”® The framework that distinguishes between the two is socially con-
structed. Martyrs do not exist independently but in the minds of those who confer their
status. They are known by the nature of their actions, which end in their deaths, but the
larger purpose and nobility of their sacrifice is defined by the societal and cultural con-
text within which their deeds are carried out and interpreted. The social basis of this
interpretation has given sponsoring groups the opportunity to reframe suicide attacks as
acts of self-martyrdom. In so doing, they have helped popularize these attacks in the
eyes of their political constituents and ensured themselves a steady stream of recruits.

The concept of martyrdom has both sacred and secular foundations. Those Islamic
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groups that employ suicide tactics, for example, draw explicitly on a well-developed
tradition of Shahada, or martyrdom, in Islamic thought. Martyrdom is believed to place
an individual on par with the prophets. The death of a martyr is not believed to be an
ending but a new beginning. In the words of one cleric, “From the moment his first
drop of blood spills, [the martyr] feels no pain and he is absolved of all his sins; he sees
his seat in heaven; he is spared the tortures of the grave; he is spared the horrors of the
Day of Judgment; . . . he can vouch for 70 of his family members to enter paradise; he
earns the crown of glory whose precious stone is worth all of this world.”¥” As sug-
gested earlier, such statements should not be thought of merely as a suicide incentive
package, but as a metaphor or indicator of the spiritual significance of sacrificing one-
self in the eyes of the almighty. The purpose, however, is no less manipulative—to
recruit volunteers to kill themselves in the name of God but in the interests of the
sponsoring group. Religious terrorists are not recruiting from a pool of profit maximiz-
ers but a pool of true believers.

The roots of secular martyrdom are found in the cross-cultural tradition of the hero.*
The stories that make up this tradition almost always involve a confrontation with evil and
the hero’s self-sacrifice to save the lives and the honor of his people. With death, he
becomes a martyr. The hero “who laughs aloud while his foes cut his heart out of his living
flesh shows himself to be superior to his conquerors. He says to them, in effect, “You can
do nothing to me because I do not care what you do.” They kill him, but he dies unde-
feated.”* As Bourdieu has said of culture in general, such traditions are passed on and
absorbed unconsciously—they become part of a shared social and cultural identity.* Once
in place, however, they are subject to organizational manipulation. The LTTE, for ex-
ample, justifies and promotes the use of martyrdom attacks by drawing implicitly on
Hindu traditions of heroic self-sacrifice, asceticism, and obligation, all of which are
embedded in the cognitive fabric of Tamil society. The same is true of such secular groups
as the Al-Agsa Brigades and the PKK, which are able to draw on cultural traditions that
celebrate and elevate those who deliberately sacrifice themselves for the common good.
Secular martyrs are offered symbolic immortality in the memories of their identity group.

At the organizational level, the deaths of martyrs are celebrated rather than mourned.
In the case of the Tamil Tigers and Palestinian groups, in particular, this has become a
standardized (and subsidized) cultural ritual. The Tigers herald their martyrs as “great
heroes” (maha veerer).*! Those who have died in the service of Eelam are venerated by
the group and its supporters as ascetics (sannyasis), “who have renounced their personal
desires and transcended their egoistic existence for a common cause of higher virtue.”*
The Jaffna peninsula in northern Sri Lanka, the center of the resistance, is dotted with
hundreds of shrines of those who have sacrificed themselves for Tamil independence. The
rituals and absolutions performed at these sites are similar to those reserved for deities
and saints. “People bedeck these ‘shrines of martyrs’ with offerings of flowers and oil as
they normally do in their temples or holy shrines.” July 5th of each year is celebrated
throughout areas of LTTE control as “Black Tigers Day,” to celebrate the death of the first
self-martyr, “Captain Millar,” who drove a truck filled with explosives into a Sinhalese
army camp on that day in 1987. A “national” monument was unveiled on 5 July 1999 in
Puthkuthirippu in the Wanni to commemorate Millar and his followers.*

Similar rituals have been instituted by Palestinian terrorists. Martyrs and the details
of their missions are glorified and “immortalized” in various forms of propaganda—
much of it generated by the initiating group itself—including film, audio cassettes, street
posters, graffiti, popular literature, and websites. In recent years, calendars cropping up
in Palestinian neighborhoods are reported to feature a “martyr of the month.”* Each
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organization has its own particular “hall of heroes.” Streets on the West Bank and Gaza
have been renamed after those who have sacrificed themselves for the cause and memo-
rials have been erected to commemorate their passing. The deaths of self-martyrs are
regularly proclaimed in the Palestinian press. Their funerals are described as weddings,
in which the heroic shahid is married to “the black eyed” who joined him in heaven.
Those in attendance come to celebrate the wedding, not mourn the victim. Candies and
sweet coffee are customarily offered to the guests rather than the unsweetened coffee
that is traditionally served at funerals. The family and friends of the attacker are con-
gratulated for their loss. Their own status is elevated by his death.

The operational cycle of suicide attacks, in such cases, can be self-reinforcing. This
process was first evident within Hezbollah during the mid 1980s and is currently in
evidence within the Tamil Tigers, Hamas, Palestine Islamic Jihad, and the Al-Agsa Bri-
gades which, by now, have all become quite good at exploiting the perceptual effects of
their attacks to generate a crop of follow-on volunteers. Palestinian groups, for example,
now regularly videotape the last testaments of those who are about to die to distribute
after their deaths. These tapes are specifically designed to evoke a sense of pride and
reciprocal obligation on the part of their viewing audience. The tapes typically show the
then “living martyr” standing tall, wearing his suicide vest, holding a copy of the Koran
and a Kalashnikov, calling on those he leaves behind to join him in paradise. Hanging
in the background, as a brand identifier for those who wish to sign on next, is the flag
or banner of the group that sent him on his way. The heroic and selfless character of the
martyr’s sacrifice is the subject of sermons and discussions in mosques and madrasas.
The details of their attacks are reenacted in school playgrounds and on the streets to
both honor their memory and encourage others to carry on in their footsteps.

One effect of these efforts is to validate the political ideals for which the martyr
sacrificed his life and bring further attention to his cause. Those who respond in this
manner come to define his struggle in dichotomous terms, between an “in-group” com-
prised of those for whom he died and who now honor his memory, and an “out-group”
comprised of the political targets of his sacrifice. Honoring his memory requires picking
up his fight and following his example. This sentiment is frequently reinforced by the
retaliatory actions of the other side who, for obvious reasons of their own, often feel it
is necessary to respond to such attacks. Retaliation, as always, is interpreted through the
eyes of the beholder. It is seldom viewed as a legitimate deterrent or defense against
future attacks, but as further evidence that such sacrifices must continue to be made in
the future. The effect can be explosive, contributing significantly to the radicalization of
the martyr’s identity group. This, of course, is one of the purposes of the game. To the
degree it is achieved, it will increase both the demand for and supply of suicide attacks.
The sponsoring organization, as always, will be standing by to manage this market.

In summary, sponsoring groups play an essential mediating role in the selection and
preparation of suicide bombers. Although suicide attacks often appear to be the actions
of deranged individuals, with rare exceptions they are seldom the product of an indi-
vidualized choice. They are almost always the product of a organizational process de-
signed to transform otherwise normal individuals into agents of self-destruction. This is
not to suggest that such individuals can simply be manufactured. Getting people to sign
on is also socially and circumstantially dependent. Of importance, in the first case, is a
cultural frame that recognizes and values the principle of self-sacrifice in the defense of
one’s community. Important, in the second case, is a conflict environment that suggests
that, for defensive purposes, such sacrifices may now be necessary and that one’s own
sacrifice will play a significant role in protecting the community from harm. In such
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circumstances, individuals are both “pulled” into carrying out suicide attacks by an at-
tracting organization, and “pushed” into doing so by a social and cultural environment
that honors those who sacrifice themselves in the name of their larger collective.

The Tamil and Palestinian Cases

”Things are not always what they seem.”
—Phaedrus, Fables (1st century A.D.)

Among the terrorist organizations that have deliberately emulated Hezbollah’s use of
suicide terrorism are the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (known also as the Tamil
Tigers or more commonly by its acronym, LTTE)* and Hamas* (the Arabic acronym
for Harakat al-Mugawama al-Islamiya, or “Islamic Resistance Movement”).** Hamas’s
employment of this tactic has in turn inspired other Palestinian groups, most notably the
Palestine Islamic Jihad (P1J),* the Al-Agsa Martyrs Brigade,*® and some of the Palestin-
ian Popular Front organizations®' to adopt suicide tactics as well. At this writing, the
Tamil and Palestinian terrorist organizations have emerged as the foremost exponents of
suicide terrorism in the world today, far eclipsing the earlier record established by Hezbollah.
Each group has perpetrated more suicide attacks than all other terrorist groups com-
bined—including Al Qaeda. Since the LTTE adopted this tactic in 1987, its suicide
cadre are reported to be responsible for as many as 200 attacks.*? Its elite suicide units
now comprise women*® as well as men,** operate on both land and sea® and, according
to some reports, have also aspired to develop an airborne suicide attack capability.®
This record has now been surpassed by Palestinian terrorists, which have been credited
with carrying out over 200 attacks since they first adopted this tactic in 1993.57 Even
more dramatically, fully 70 percent of these attacks have occurred since the start of the
al-Agsa (or, Second) intifada (uprising)®® in September 2000.

These developments are often portrayed in both terrorist propaganda and world press
accounts as two sides of the same coin—intense outbursts of violence born of frustra-
tion, desperation, and humiliation, caused by the intransigence and brutality of the Sri
Lankan and Israeli governments. As suggested earlier, such explanations give a distorted
view of the rationale that underlies suicide terrorism. Although such grievances are real
and help ensure a steady stream of recruits, the organizational employment of suicide
operations is an instrumental decision. In the earlier discussion, terrorist strategy was
described as a signaling game, in which high-profile attacks are conducted for the pur-
pose of communicating a player’s ability and determination to use violence to achieve
its political objectives. This is precisely the objective the LTTE and Palestinian terrorist
groups have pursued through their use of suicide operations. This motivation was par-
ticularly strong in the case of the LTTE and Hamas, which, as upstart organizations,
challenged by older and well-entrenched political rivals, were forced to distinguish them-
selves—in the eyes of both their state opponents and would-be supporters—in an al-
ready crowded political field. Suicide terrorism became the chosen instrument for achieving
this objective; designed to impress their friends, strike fear into the hearts of their en-
emies, and catapult them to the forefront of their respective national struggles.

The “Tamil Tigers” and Suicide Terrorism

From its founding, the LTTE has sought to develop the image of an elite, professional,
and ruthlessly dedicated fighting force. This image was designed initially as much to
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distinguish the LTTE from other, better established Tamil separatist groups as to intimi-
date its principal set of opponents—the government of Sri Lanka and the country’s
predominantly Buddhist, ethnic Sinhalese majority. During its opening period of opera-
tions, the organization’s tactic of choice was assassination. The LTTE’s targeting efforts
were directed principally against rival Tamils and Tamil and Sinhala government offi-
cials and security forces. Later, as an almost logical extension of these calculated political
killings, suicide bombing became the LTTE’s signature mode of attack, further reinforc-
ing its image as a distinctive and elite strike force. In this, as in every other aspect of the
group’s existence, the overriding influence and vision of its founder and leader, Velupillai
Prabhakaran, reigns supreme. The histories of Prabhakaran and the LTTE are inextrica-
bly linked. It is necessary to know the one to understand the other.

The LTTE emerged in the mid-1970s in the midst of a period of renewed inter-
communal tensions that was rapidly descending in violence. Twenty years earlier, the
recently formed Ceylonese government had enacted highly discriminatory legislation
that gave preference to Sinhalese over Tamils in government hiring, university admis-
sions, and the attainment of key professional qualifications.” Although these laws were
deeply resented, Tamil opposition was largely kept in check until 1972, when this legis-
lation was reinforced and further institutionalized in the Republican Constitution of the
newly re-named state of Sri Lanka.®® The Sinhala ascendancy over the Tamils was now
complete. Long-standing sectarian tensions resurfaced as Tamil anger mounted over this
latest act of discrimination and disenfranchisement. Among the comparatively well-edu-
cated Tamil youth living in and around Jaffna, the historical center of the community’s
cultural heritage, the passage of the Standardization of Education Act two years before
had already triggered intense resentment and acts of civil disobedience. In the face of
growing discrimination in university admissions quotas, a group of activists formed the
Tamil Students Front in 1970, one of the first groups to specifically advocate violence
in order to regain Tamil civil rights. In a relatively short span of time, this single move-
ment initiated a militant ethno-nationalist awakening that eventually resulted in the cre-
ation of 36 different extremist Tamil separatist groups.®!

One of these groups was a new Tamil political party called the Tamil United Lib-
eration Front (TULF). The TULF quickly emerged as the leading political force within
the Tamil community. Its hard-line nationalist platform, which called for the establish-
ment of an independent, ethnically separate Tamil state in the northern and adjacent
northeastern and eastern regions of Sri Lanka, helped distinguish it from its more con-
ciliatory parent organization, the Tamil United Front (TUF). A more important distinc-
tion, however, was the fact that in addition to engaging in legal, overt political activities
like the TUF, the TULF was also preparing for war. Unwilling to put its trust in a
political system that had long demonstrated its bias against basic Tamil civil rights, the
TULF sought to hedge its bet by establishing a parallel, clandestine organization to
recruit radical young Tamils who believed that the only solution to their political prob-
lems would be found at the point of a gun. Prabhakaran, who joined the TULF in 1972,
was among these recruits.®

Little is known conclusively about Prabhakaran’s background. Most commentators
agree, however, that he was born in 1954 and was the son of a tax commissioner—not
the progeny of a smuggler, as is sometimes reported.®® His grandfather is believed to
have been a postman. Unlike many rural Tamils at the time, in this case, his family
would have had both an interest in learning and the means to acquire at least some
formal, if rudimentary education. Prabhakaran has claimed that his own political and
ethnic consciousness was awakened when he was nine or ten years old, after hearing
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stories told to him by his relatives about the bloody history of Tamil-Sinhalese relations
over the course of the previous decade.®* The increasing militancy of Tamil nationalism
unfolding during the mid-1970s closely mirrored the development of Prabhakaran’s own
strident views. Given his developing radicalism, it is not surprising, perhaps, that he was
gradually drawn toward one of the more extreme offshoots of the TULF, the Tamil New
Tigers (TNT).® The TNT at that time was led by its founder, Chetti Thanabalsingham,
who had established the organization in 1974 for the purpose of silencing pro-govern-
ment Tamils,*® eliminating Tamil police informants and their Sinhala police handlers,
and staging armed demonstration against the Sinhalese government. Prabhakaran was
quickly promoted to be Thanabalsingham’s deputy.®’

The TNT gained particular notoriety in 1975, when its gunmen murdered the Tamil
mayor of Jaffna, Alfred Duraiyappah.®® The group suffered a mortal blow the following
year, however, when Thanabalsingham was arrested. Never one to repine, Prabhakaran
immediately stepped in and assumed command on 5 May 1976. He re-named the group
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam and set about to reshape it in his own image.
Prabhakaran’s immediate challenge was to distinguish the LTTE from its 30+ rivals.”
His solution was to re-fashion the old TNT/new LTTE into an elite, ruthlessly efficient,
and highly professional fighting force. According to Rohan Gunaratna, “Prabhakaran
insisted on keeping [his] numbers small, maintaining a high standard of training, [and]
enforcing discipline at all levels.”” The end result was a cadre that was unswervingly
dedicated to winning a Tamil homeland, Tamil Eelam. The groundwork was thus laid
early in LTTE’s history for the culture of individual self-sacrifice that eventually mani-
fest itself in the employment of suicide tactics. At the time, this culture proved espe-
cially successful not only as a means of attracting popular support, but as a means
of intimidating the group’s Tamil and Sinhala opponents. As the LTTE’s reputation—
and its leader’s appetite for power—grew, so did its strength. In the best Stalinist tradi-
tion of self-preservation and consolidation of power, Prabhakaran directed the system-
atic elimination of actual and potential rivals, both within the organization and else-
where.”! By the end of the decade Prabhakaran had completed his ascent to power and
the LTTE had become the preeminent political and military force within the Tamil com-
munity.”

The next watershed in the development of the LTTE were the widespread ethnic
riots that convulsed Sri Lanka in July 1983.7 The riots were sparked by an LTTE land
mine ambush that killed 13 SLAF (Sri Lanka Armed Forces) soldiers in Jaffna. The
disorders escalated rapidly throughout the country into the bloodiest attacks perpetrated
by Sinhalese mobs against Tamils since Sri Lanka (then Ceylon) had achieved its inde-
pendence from Britain in 1948. Hundreds of Tamils were killed and thousands injured.
Destruction of homes, businesses, and other property was especially widespread. The
riots proved to be a boon to the LTTE and other militant groups. Thousands of young
Tamils who previously had abjured violence now flocked to the various guerrilla move-
ments. LTTE propaganda hammered home the point that the Tamil community would
only ever feel truly secure in a land of their own. In the wake of the devastation, many
who had previously resisted the group’s entreaties now found themselves draw to
Prabhakaran’s uncompromising message. Attempts by moderates from both communi-
ties to restore ethnic amity were rebuffed. This was reinforced by unthinking govern-
ment policies that were seen in the riots’ aftermath as unresponsive, non-conciliatory,
and even hostile.”

The LTTE meanwhile worked actively to continue to sow discord in an effort to
complete the isolation of the Tamil population from the central government. This effort
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included deliberately provoking the government into carrying out misdirected retaliatory
attacks against Tamil targets, to reinforce the growing ethnic divide. One way in which
the LTTE sought to capitalize on these developments was to draw recruits from the
families of those who had suffered at the hands of the security forces or Sinhala mobs,
offering them a venue through which to strike back. Later on, the LTTE’s efforts to
recruit individuals into its suicide units would also focus specifically on the families of
those who had been victimized by the authorities.”

According to Father Harry Miller, a Jesuit priest who directs a private NGO that is
engaged in peace and reconciliation work in Sri Lanka, “The abuse that ordinary people
suffer at the hands of the army [is] the primary motivating factor to join the Tigers.”
One such candidate quoted in the same article, was a 22-year-old man named Mahendran.
“I am thinking of joining [the LTTE],” he explained. “The harassment that I and my
parents have suffered at the hands of the army makes me want to take revenge.”” The
Tamil Tigers are only too happy to oblige.

In an effort to capitalize on the momentum generated by these events as well as
further distinguish the group from its nationalist rivals, in 1983 Prabhakaran decreed
that, henceforth, every LTTE fighter—male and female alike—would be required to
wear a glass capsule containing potassium cyanide around their necks. Prabhakaran’s
order was unambiguous: any LTTE cadre who found themselves in danger of being
arrested was obligated to bite down on the glass vial, which would lacerate their gums
and send the deadly poison into their system, for a quick death. Prabakaharan had com-
manded his fighters to kill themselves rather than risk capture and provide the authori-
ties with the opportunity to interrogate them.”” The LTTE’s rank-and-file responded
with alacrity. The cyanide capsule, which is suspended on a leather thong around each
fighter’s neck, has become a badge of honor” and source of pride among LTTE cadre
who receive their capsule amid great ceremony at passing-out exercises. Prabhakaran
and other senior LTTE commanders also adopted the practice. Photographs of the
Tigers’ supreme leader have often revealed the capsule worn prominently around his
own neck.

The most significant turning point in the LTTE’s history, however, was still to
come. Sometime around the mid-1980s, Prabhakaran decided to steer the group down
an even more violent path that would greatly increase its international notoriety. Hezbollah’s
1983 suicide attack against the U.S. Marine compound in Lebanon, it is clear, made a
deep impression on Prabhakaran. A small and little-known terrorist group, in this case,
in a single attack, was able to offset its relative weakness and strike decisively against
the world’s leading superpower. The same tactic, Prabhakaran concluded, could be em-
ployed by the LTTE to offset their own numerical and material disadvantages against
the state. Indeed, it has been suggested that Prabhakaran became convinced that if the
LTTE did not significantly step up its campaign by resorting to suicide attacks it would
never achieve its goal of winning a Tamil homeland in his lifetime. “With perseverance
and sacrifice,” Prabhakaran argued, “Tamil Eelam 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.””

Prabhakaran’s real genius, however, was in fabricating a historical narrative for
the LTTE and the Tamil people that was tailored to support suicide terrorism. Two
themes, in particular, were actively incorporated into Tiger lore. The first, as illustrated
by Prabhakaran’s own words quoted earlier, was the belief that extreme sacrifices would
have to be made to secure an independent future for the Tamil nation. The cornerstone
of the LTTE’s self-identity became the principle of self-sacrifice and, ultimately, self-
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martyrdom, for the greater good of the Tamil race. This principle is today reflected in
the Tamil word, thatkodai (to give yourself), which is used in lieu of the word thatkolai
(suicide) to describe the group’s suicide operations. In the words of S. Thamilchelvam,
the political head of the LTTE, these operations are regarded by the movement’s suicide
cadre as a “gift of the self,” a “self-gift,” an “oath to the nation,” that is offered in the
name of Tamil Eelam.*

The second theme that Prabhakaran incorporated into the movement’s constructed
mythology was that of “determination and invincibility.”®! This theme both supported
and was, in turn, supported by his decision to turn to suicide operations in 1987. As
noted earlier, the first of these attacks was carried out on May 5, by “Captain Millar,”
who subsequently became one of the movement’s most important martyrs. The target, in
this case, was a former Tamil university that had been taken over by elements of the Sri
Lankan army.®? It was a textbook vehicular assault, closely resembling the attack on the
Marine barracks four years before. Seventy-five people were killed in the attack—the
news of which radiated throughout Sri Lanka, generating widespread shock and horror.
The incident not only represented a significant military and political setback for the Sri
Lankan government, it also proved to be a significant psychological blow to the Sinhala
population, endowing the LTTE with an aura of unstoppable fanaticism. The group has
worked to reinforce and capitalize on its fanatical image ever since.

For an organization intent on cultivating an image of invincibility it was natural that
the LTTE confer a special status on its “Black Tiger” suicide units. Those who volun-
teer to join the Black Tigers are required to demonstrate an even higher level of skill,
dedication, and motivation than traditional LTTE cadres. While everyone must be will-
ing to fight, in Prabhakaran’s view, only a very few have what it takes to intentionally
sacrifice themselves to close with and destroy the enemy.® “Our strength is our willing-
ness to make the supreme sacrifice,” declared Gena, the 30-year-old leader of the female
“Black Tigresses” (also known as the “Birds of Freedom”) in a 1998 interview.® “This
is the most supreme sacrifice I can make,” said a young, 17-year-old Tamil recruit
named Vasantha. “The only way we can achieve our eelam [homeland] is through arms.
That is the only way anybody will listen to us. Even if we die.”® Proof of this commit-
ment may be found in the laminated identification cards carried by suicide cadre on
missions in Colombo. The cards carry a photograph of the suicide bomber and their
name. Written in both English and Sinhala and emblazoned with the symbolic warning
of a skull and crossed bones, the cards state: “I am filled with a huge explosive. If my
journey is blocked I will explode it. Let me go.”® Although decades of fighting and
combat losses have forced the group to adopt a much more liberal—even coercive—
recruitment policy, the elite units within the LTTE (e.g., reconnaissance and intelligence
cadre as well as the group’s various suicide squads) continue to be carefully selected
and trained to a high mental and physical standard.’’

From its inception, as previously suggested, the development and strategic evolu-
tion of the LTTE has been inexorably guided by Prabhakaran’s domineering leadership
and omnipresent influence. Prabhakaran exercises direct control over virtually every as-
pect of organizational life, imposing a strict, ascetic regimen on LTTE cadre that is
based on unquestioned loyalty to their leader and the goal of Tamil Eelam.

This subjugation of individual will is evidenced by the degree of control that the
LTTE exerts over the personal affairs of its rank and file. Sexual contact or relationships
among unmarried cadre, for example, are strictly forbidden and harshly punished. LTTE
cadre may only marry once they have reached a specific age determined by Prabhakaran
and then only with their commanders’ approval.¥ Prabhakaran’s pivotal role and un-
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challenged influence over the organization is reinforced in a daily ceremony in which
cadre pledge allegiance to Prabhakaran the man, rather than to the organization or to the
Tamil people or their homeland.” These and similar internal policies have further con-
tributed to the group’s carefully cultivated “brand” image as an elite fighting force.

Although Prabhakaran is not believed to have ever received any formal military
training, he is thought by many of his followers to be a military genius. His knowledge
of strategy, tactics, weapons, logistics, and military administration is reportedly derived
from his voracious reading in history and military affairs. His idea to create a maritime
guerrilla commando unit, for example, is reported to have come from reading a history
of the famed Special Boat Squadron (SBS), an elite unit of the Royal Marines that is
Britain’s counterpart to the U.S. Navy SEALs.”! It was his own idea to turn the unit into
a suicide force, which he named the “Sea Tigers.”* Prabhakaran is also described as a
film buff, with a strong preference for war movies and other action thrillers. Once again,
he is prepared to borrow a good idea when he sees one. His idea to design a suicide vest
that would allow an attacker to approach his or her target without being detected is said
to have come from viewing a Chuck Norris movie, released in South Asia under the
title, “Death Wish II.” In the movie, a beautiful girl apparently presents a bouquet of
flowers to the President of the United States. As she offers the bouquet, she kills herself
and the president with a bomb concealed beneath her clothing.”® The 1991 assassination
of former Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, was carried out in a similar manner.

Whatever the source of Prabhakaran’s strategic insights, it is clear that the LTTE
has waged a determined and, at times, quite successful military campaign. The group’s
estimated 8,000 to 10,000 fighters (based on an “active duty” cadre of 3,000 to 6000°*
men and women) comprise one of the best trained and equipped non-state military forces
in the world today—complete with armored and artillery units, its own blue- and brown-
water navy, a reportedly embryonic air capability, comprised of micro-light aircraft, a
commando and special reconnaissance force, man portable surface-to-air missiles, and
last but not least, their aforementioned suicide attack units. At this writing, the LTTE
has fought the Sri Lankan government to a standstill in a conflict that has cost more
than 60,000 lives since its inception in 1983. In the face of this battlefield deadlock,
Colombo decided to enter negotiations with the LTTE in 2001. In the view of many
knowledgeable observers, however, it was the threat posed by LTTE’s suicide campaign
that finally drove the regime to the bargaining table. Such attacks, one former Sri Lankan
official has argued, have had their intended effect. “We have been cowed. We have
been intimidated by suicide terrorism. It is that simple. The fear caused by this tactic has
made us cave in to them.””

Over the years, LTTE suicide attacks have been carried out to support two dis-
tinctly different campaigns: a rural campaign and an urban campaign. In the case of the
group’s rural operations, suicide tactics have been employed primarily against the Sri
Lankan armed forces, often as part of a larger operational plan involving guerrilla and
semi-conventional forces. In the case of the group’s urban campaign, numerous and
often highly dramatic suicide attacks have been carried out against critical national in-
frastructure and what the Tigers refer to expansively as VIPs, such as senior elected
government leaders, prominent political figures, other high-level government officials,
senior military and police commanders and even lower-ranking military and police intel-
ligence officers whose competence attracts the attention of the Tigers.” Since many
of these latter actions take place in and around Colombo and at times have caused
significant numbers of collateral casualties, LTTE attacks against non-military targets
are never claimed.
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The Tigers continue to insist that “it is not the policy of the LTTE to attack civilian
targets.”’ “By adopting such a position,” Gunaratna explains, the group “seeks to project
to the international community that it is a liberation movement that targets only military
personnel, and not a terrorist group.”® The LTTE, for example, has never taken credit for
the suicide truck bombing of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka in January 1996, which killed
90 persons and wounded 1,400 others or the November 1994 assassination of presidential
candidate Gamini Dissanayake, which claimed the lives of 54 persons and injured 72. In
1991, as previously noted, the group also used a suicide bomber to assassinate the former
Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi. Two years later, a deep penetration mole wearing a
suicide body suit similar to that worn by the female cadre who killed Gandhi, succeeded
in killing Sri Lankan President Ranasinghe Premadasa. Neither assassination was ever
claimed. Government efforts to ascribe such attacks to the LTTE result in denials and the
counter claim that the regime is trying to whip up anti-Tamil sentiment.

In summary, suicide terrorism has become a central tactic in LTTE planning. The
purpose of adopting this tactic, as already argued, was twofold. The first purpose was to
distinguish the group from its many better-established political challengers within the
Tamil resistance and attract a solid base of popular support. The second purpose was to
achieve a perceptual force multiplier that would allow the LTTE to level the playing
field with the Sri Lankan government. To achieve these objectives, the LTTE has worked
very deliberately to cultivate an image of elitism, professionalism, invincibility, and fa-
natical single-mindedness. The use of suicide tactics to “signal” these qualities has been
an important part of this policy. Prabhakaran, as previously discussed, was inspired to
experiment with this tactic in the wake of Hezbollah’s stunning attack against the U.S.
Marine barracks in Lebanon in 1983. Since then, the use of suicide operations has been
institutionalized to the point where they have become a “signature” tactic of the Libera-
tion Tigers, symbolizing the determination of the organization, its membership, and its
supreme leader. An uneasy truce reigns today in Sri Lanka. Whether this latest round of
negotiations will lead to a lasting peace is unclear. Should these negotiations fail, as is
widely predicted, it can be expected that the LTTE will once again resume the use of
suicide operations as a means of impressing its friends and intimidating its enemies.

The Palestinian Use of Suicide Terrorism

From its inception in 1987, Hamas faced the same problem that had confronted the
LTTE: devising a means of carving out a distinctive niche in an already crowded field
of competing militant groups. Hamas’s challenge, however, was considerably more for-
midable. As a late-comer to an already well-established Palestinian liberation movement
with deep popular roots, Hamas not only had to distinguish itself from competing terrorist
organizations, some of which had been fighting for decades,” it also had to differentiate
itself from a long-standing and powerful representative body—the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO)—which had become the preeminent force in Palestinian politics.
That today Hamas reportedly can claim the support of upwards of 70 percent of Pales-
tinians on the West Bank and Gaza'® is a testament to the group’s success in overcom-
ing its opening disadvantages. As in the case of the LTTE, Hamas’s eventual adoption
of suicide terrorism as a “signature” mode of attack was pivotal to this process.
Although Hamas can trace its ideological lineage to the Muslim Brotherhood,'®! the
group itself arguably owes its existence to a fatal traffic accident that took place on the
Gaza Strip on 8 December 1987. That day, an otherwise unremarkable collision involving
an Israeli truck and some other vehicles resulted in the deaths of several Palestinian
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workers. Without warning, the mishap triggered an explosion of Palestinian rioting. The
disorders were initially dismissed by Palestinians and Israelis alike as an ephemeral out-
burst of frustration. Within days, however, it was clear that events had taken on a dy-
namic of their own and that the riots were spreading throughout the occupied areas.
Palestinians began to describe this outpouring of popular anger as an intifada—the Arabic
word for uprising, which literally means a “shaking off.”'®> The intifada was not even a
week old when, on 14 December the Muslim Brotherhood distributed a leaflet calling
for sustained resistance.'”® This leaflet is credited as marking the birth of Hamas.

From the beginning Hamas’s young, predominantly university-educated leader-
ship'® consciously sought to distance themselves and their new organization from the
mainstream, secular PLO and its affiliated terrorist and nationalist groups. Most had
attended Palestinian universities where the Muslim Brotherhood had been particularly
active and were greatly influenced by the movement’s doctrine combining religion with
politics.'® Accordingly, Hamas’s fundamental raison d’étre became the liberation of
Palestine and the establishment of an Islamic state in all Palestine (that is, Israel as well
as the West Bank and Gaza Strip). Such a liberation could only be achieved, they ar-
gued, by means of a popular jihad. Jihad, in this context, did not only refer to “indi-
vidual struggle,” as it is commonly understood, but also the belief that the use of orga-
nized violence was the “sole legitimate way to retrieve Palestine in its entirety.” Once
this territorial imperative was achieved, Islamic social and moral norms would then be
rigorously enforced in the new state.'” Hamas’s religious ideology and “maximalist”
political aims were thus resolutely opposed to the “minimalist” aims pursued by the
PLO.

To more clearly define its agenda and delineate itself from its mainstream Palestin-
ian competitors, Hamas also adopted the motto of “not [ceding] one inch” of land: thus
further emphasizing its uncompromising opposition to dialogue, much less a negotiated
settlement, with Israel. One leaflet, distributed during the intifada’s first year, neatly
encapsulated the group’s doctrinal platform. Entitled, “Islamic Palestine from the [Medi-
terranean] Sea to the [Jordan] River,” it declared that “Muslims have had a full—not a
partial right to Palestine for generations, in the past, present and future. . . . No Palestin-
ian generation has the right to concede the land, steeped in martyr’s blood. . . . You
must continue the uprising and stand up against the usurpers wherever they may be,
until the complete liberation of every grain of the soil of . . . Palestine, all Palestine,
with God’s help.”!”” In both word and deed, from its inception, Hamas disdained in
equal measure the PLO and the traditional, local Palestinian ruling elite in Gaza and the
West Bank along with its declared enemy, Israel. The group, moreover, was neither
impressed nor intimidated by the strength of the much vaunted IDF (Israel Defense
Forces).!®

Nonetheless, the intifada’s early years were characterized more by Palestinian youths
throwing stones and general rioting and popular unrest than by any sustained campaign
of outright terrorism.!” The use of bayanat, the Arabic word for leaflets, was one of the
principal ways in which Hamas publicized itself and sought to differentiate itself and its
fundamentalist religious orientation from the secular groups involved in the intifada.''°
In addition to declaring its own strike days—apart from those proclaimed by the United
National Command of the Intifada-UNC (the umbrella organization directing the up-
rising)—Hamas also endeavored to set itself up as a social-welfare organization. Ac-
cordingly, Hamas leaflets during this period talked as much about the range of issues
affecting Palestinian daily life—such as work, health, transport, education, and religious
instruction—as they did about the need for resistance and rebellion.!!!
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By 1989, however, the intifada was losing momentum.'"> Hamas, moreover, was
losing ground to its rivals, which now included not only the secular nationalist Palestin-
ian groups, but a religious group—Palestine Islamic Jihad (PIJ). In the face of this situ-
ation, as Mishal and Sela have noted, “Hamas’s turn to violence was a matter of neces-
sity.” Its opening actions, however, were unimpressive. Lacking a bona fide military
wing with the attendant organizational ability to recruit and train fighters, obtain arms,
and plan and control serious operations, Hamas activists were able to carry out just 10
attacks during its first year of dedicated operations. Although the movement managed to
increase this number to 32 attacks in year two, it still had little effect on its targeted
constituents, who continued to favor the group’s better established and secular rivals.'"?
The only significant attention Hamas seems to have attracted during this opening period
was from Israeli security forces, which came down hard on the organization in a series
of operations between late 1990 and early 1991, effectively stripping it of its emerging
military potential.'*

This all changed, however, with the establishment of a proper military wing in
1991, the “battalions of Izz al-Din al-Qassam.”"'> The new unit began modestly enough
with the systematic execution of Palestinian collaborators in the Gaza Strip. By the
following year it had graduated to the assassination of Israeli settlers and the use of car
bombs and was well on its way to becoming a force in Palestinian politics. Hamas’s
increasingly violent successes spawned both imitation and competition from other Pales-
tinian militants, especially those who shared the group’s religious orientation. PIJ in
particular was driven to strike out in new directions itself, forging ties with Hezbollah
and participating in attacks on IDF forces in south Lebanon.!® The climax to this phase
of the intifada came between October and December 1992, when a series of terrorist
attacks claimed the lives of five Israeli soldiers and a member of the Border Police. The
latter incident proved to be the last straw for Israeli Prime Minister Itzhak Rabin who
ordered the deportation of 415 Islamic Palestinian activists to Lebanon (the vast majority
of whom belonged to Hamas).!"” The deportations proved to be a serious miscalculation.
Deposited in the middle of rough country in south Lebanon, in the middle of winter, the
deportees quickly became a cause célebre: attracting international media attention and
sympathy.!"® Hamas bore the fruits of its leaders’ suffering: attaining a level of support
among both Palestinians and foreigners that it might not otherwise have achieved. In-
cluded among the exiles were Palestinian doctors, clerics, teachers, engineers, judges,
and professors, thus supporting Hamas claims that it was a true community and social
welfare organization and not a terrorist group.'®

More significantly, during the nearly 10 months they were in Lebanon, the Hamas
exiles were able to establish the organization’s first ties to Hezbollah. The P1J, for its
part, benefited doubly, forging tighter relations with Iran, while significantly enhancing
its military capabilities under Hezbollah’s tutelage.'”® The impact of this exile on Hamas,
however, was ultimately more profound. Mishal and Sela are unequivocal in stating that
the “deportation of 415 Islamic activists by Israel to Lebanon in December 1992 was a
milestone in Hamas’s decision to use car bombs and suicide attacks as a major modus
operandi against Israel.” A direct cause and effect, they argue, is clearly evident in the
exiles’ return to Gaza and the West Bank the following year and Hamas’s decision to
adopt suicide tactics. “Thus it was no coincidence,” they write, “that Hamas’s first sui-
cide operation was carried out shortly after the deportees had returned to the occupied
territories.”

The deportations also had a third major unintended consequence: with almost the
entire, established Hamas political leadership in exile the movement did not collapse, as
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Israel hoped it would. Instead, the leadership vacuum was filled by the exiles’ more
violently minded, younger followers. This new generation was concerned less with the
Islamization of Palestinian society, which had been the focus of much of the organization’s
initial efforts, than with the active promotion of the military dimension of Hamas’s
struggle. Emulating the militarism of historical Palestinian guerrilla groups like al-Fatah,
they pushed an even harder line of no compromise/no surrender with Israel and focused
their efforts on increased attacks in the hope of pressuring Israel to withdraw from the
Occupied Territories.'”! The net result was that the influence of the al-Qassam wing
grew within Hamas while the group’s overall prestige among Palestinians similarly in-
creased.'?

Hamas was now well-positioned to escalate its military campaign against Israel and
consolidate the political gains it was beginning to achieve over the PLO and other ri-
vals. These imperatives acquired new urgency in the fall of 1993 with the conclusion of
the Oslo Accords and the commencement of formal negotiations between the PLO and
Israel. The entire process was anathema to Hamas. Not only did negotiations entail de
facto recognition of Israel and the cessation of the Palestinian military struggle, but the
parameters of the Israeli—Palestinian Declaration of Principles (DOP) guiding the discus-
sions called for the eventual implementation of UN Security Council Resolutions 242
and 338, leading to formal Palestinian recognition of Israel’s right to exist. '** According
to Mishal and Sela, the implications of this unprecedented breakthrough in Palestinian—
Israeli relations

dramatically changed Hamas’s strategic situation. Indeed, as a movement
whose military activity against Israel now outweighed that of Fatah and the
other Palestinian national organizations, the PLO-Israel agreement confronted
Hamas with nothing less than an existential problem. To begin with, the
agreement put an end to the Intifada, which had provided Hamas with ideal
conditions to become a genuine political alternative to the PLO. In addition,
the PLO’s agreement to desist from hostile actions against Israel, a commit-
ment to be imposed by the future self-governing Palestinian Authority (PA)
in the occupied territories, clearly threatened to curtail Hamas’s freedom of
military action. . . .'**

In response, Hamas decided to challenge simultaneously the entire DOP framework,
Arafat’s leadership, and the PLO’s authority within the occupied territories.'* As Hamas’s
greatest concern was the deleterious effect that any peace process would have on the
continuation of a popular jihad against Israel,'”® the movement arguably had no option
but to further step up its armed operations. The Israeli decision to allow the Hamas and
PIJ deportees to return to the West Bank and Gaza Strip in late 1993 greatly strength-
ened Hamas just as it was poised to strike.'”’

Hamas initiated a new round of bombings within a month of the signing of the Oslo
accords. Three major attacks killed 26 Israelis and wounded scores of others. The mes-
sage Hamas was communicating to Israel and the PLO alike was clear: there would be
no peace and security'”® “unless and until Hamas [was] recognized and its demands
[were] met.”? While these incidents were impressive in their own right, they did little
to change the basic correlation of forces between either Hamas and the PLO or between
Hamas and Israel. Indeed, in the context of this decades-old conflict, the newest round
of attacks were neither particularly significant nor extraordinary. Both sides in the struggle
had become conditioned to worse. Hamas was still nothing more than a nuisance—an
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increasingly violent nuisance, to be sure, but a nuisance nevertheless. At this critical
juncture, Hamas’s challenge—much as it had been only a few years earlier for Prabhakaran
and the LTTE—was to find an operational profile that was sufficiently dramatic and
extraordinary to alter the strategic balance in Palestine and Israel, once and for all. Like
the LTTE, the solution that Hamas embraced was the use of suicide tactics.'*

Hamas carried out its first suicide attack on 6 April 1994. The incident, which
killed 8 persons and wounded 34 others, occurred in the northern Israeli city of Afula. It
was timed to coincide with the end of the Islamic period of mourning that had begun on
25 February when Dr. Baruch Goldstein, an American-born, ultra-nationalist, orthodox
Jew, had killed 29 Palestinian worshippers at the Hebron religious shrine known to Jews
as the Cave of the Patriarchs and to Muslims as the Ibrahim mosque. The attack was
also meant to derail the talks then in progress between Israel and the PLO on imple-
menting the Oslo accords.'®" Thereafter a series of suicide bombings followed, including
attacks in Hadera on April 13 (which killed 5 persons); at the Dizengoff Shopping Cen-
ter in Tel Aviv in October (in which 22 persons died); and at Nezarim Junction less than
a month later (where 3 people were killed)."*> According to Sprinzak, who was one of
Israel’s leading experts on suicide terrorism, these incidents were decisive in “erod[ing]
Israel’s collective confidence in the peace process.” This, in turn, “played right into the
hands of extremist Hamas clerics who opposed negotiations with Israel.”!3

Hamas’s inauguration of suicide tactics sharpened its rivalry with the numerically
inferior and less consequential PIJ. Fearing its own complete eclipse, PIJ got into the
act: killing twenty Israeli soldiers in a suicide attack near Netanya on 22 January 1995.
In all these incidents—for Hamas and PIJ alike—Hezbollah’s influence, example, and
training is evident.'* Khaled Meshal, Hamas’s political leader, was quite candid about
this during an interview he gave in July 2000. “We always have the Lebanese experi-
ment before our eyes,” he explained. “It was a great model of which we are proud.”'*
Indeed, according to Mishal and Sela, this early string of suicide operations were text-
book Hezbollah attacks—both groups, they point out, adopted the “same procedure [for]
finding a candidate for a suicide operation, training and preparing him psychologically,
writing a farewell letter, and making a videotape before his mission.”!*

At least seven years before, Dr. Fathi Shiqaqi, PIJ’s founder and leader, had devel-
oped a plan for what he termed, “exceptional” martyrdom operations involving human
bombs that was based on Hezbollah’s theological justification.'” Within the context of
suicide terrorism as deception, Hamas also appears to have borrowed a leaf from LTTE’s
book on the subject: similarly insisting publicly that, despite its attacks against buses
and shopping malls, the group “opposed any action that hurt civilians.”

The suicide attacks and the carnage that they wrought elicited an aggressive re-
sponse from Israel. One element of this response was the Israeli decision to target Pales-
tinian leaders that were believed to be directly engaged in planning suicide operations.
In October of that year Israeli agents are thought to have killed Fathi Shiqaqi in Malta.
Three months later they achieved an even more important success when they managed
to kill Hamas’s master bombmaker, Yahya Ayyash. Ayyash, whose expertise had earned
him the sobriquet, “The Engineer” (bestowed by no less a personage than Israeli Prime
Minister Itzhak Rabin) is credited with having first proposed that Hamas engage in
suicide bombing."*® He also reputedly built the bombs that were used in the 1994 Afula
and Hadera attacks. Altogether, he was believed to have been responsible for the deaths
of 130 Israelis and injuries to nearly 500 others.'* Rather than ending the suicide at-
tacks, however, Ayyash’s assassination triggered the most dramatic escalation in this
campaign to date. After 6 months of relative quiet, Hamas bombers struck 5 times in 2
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weeks, killing a total of 59 Israelis. Their targets included public buses, populated bus
stops, and Tel Aviv’s Dizengoff Shopping Center—for the second time in 17 months.

The death toll from these attacks was nearly half the total amassed by suicide bombers
over the preceding two years.!* The bombings are also widely credited with affecting
the outcome of Israel’s national elections in May 1996. The right-wing Likud coalition’s
Benjamin Netanyahu was elected prime minister over the Labour Party candidate and
sitting premier, Shimon Peres. In the wake of this new wave of attacks, Netanyahu’s
hard-line stance on negotiations and promise of security proved to be more attractive to
Israeli voters than Peres’s pledge to continue the peace process begun by his assassi-
nated predecessor, Itzhak Rabin. Even at the time it was clear that this was precisely
what Hamas intended: to use suicide attacks to polarize the Israeli polity and scuttle the
peace process. The election of Netanyahu, it was calculated, would not only serve to
undermine the Oslo accords, it would have the secondary advantage of undermining the
political ascendancy of the PLO."! For the IDF, Hamas’s violent retribution, despite the
loss of one of its key operatives, provided unwelcome and disquieting evidence of the
group’s new-found strategic depth and organizational resiliency. The IDF now judged
Hamas to be “militarily the strongest Palestinian organization.”'** The then head of mili-
tary intelligence, Brigadier General Ya’acov Amidor, was forced to concede at the time
that Hamas had become a serious challenge to Israeli security. “You can trim its branches,”
he suggested, but it was going to be difficult to “pull out its roots.”!*?

Thereafter, however, the pace of Palestinian terrorist attacks did begin to wane.
Two suicide attacks were conducted in August and September 1996 and three attacks
were carried out between March and September 1997. Hamas’s relative quiescence dur-
ing this period, until the collapse of the Oslo accords that followed the abortive Camp
David meetings in the summer of 2000, was a reflection of several factors. The first
appears to have been the establishment of a tenuous modus vivendi with the governing
Palestine Authority (PA). Hamas attacks on Israeli targets were deliberately restricted in
return for the Palestinian Authority’s refusal to cave in to Israeli pressure to proscribe
Hamas’s political activities. The second reason was a function of the times. This was a
period of unbridled optimism (in Israel and Palestine) over the possibilities for a stable
peace. The newly elected Labor Government’s energetic efforts to reach a comprehen-
sive settlement contrasted sharply with the hard-line stance of its predecessors in the
Likud party and had an overwhelming calming effect on the conflict. It was also a time
of close cooperation between PA security forces and their Israeli counterparts.'** Not
only were Hamas and PIJ terrorists apprehended and imprisoned by the PA, but even
leading Hamas commanders such as Muhammad Daif were swept up in the dragnet
(brokered and overseen by U.S. government representatives) and jailed.

Finally, and most relevant for current purposes, was Hamas’s own policy of “con-
trolled violence.”'* The rational basis of this policy was clearly articulated in late 1995
by one of the group’s senior leaders based in Gaza, Mahmud al-Zahar. In an interview
given to the East Jerusalem daily, al-Quds, al-Zahar made a point of explaining how
Hamas’s use of violence was a carefully calculated means to an end. It was not, as its
critics suggested, an end in itself. In every case, he argued, the group’s decision to use
force was subordinated to its larger political objectives. If the prevailing political climate
made it necessary for Hamas to put its military option on the shelf, it was prepared to
do so, at least for a period of time. “We must calculate the benefit and cost of continued
armed operations,” al-Zahar said. “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, including the establishment of an Islamic state instead of Israel. . . .
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We will never recognize Israel, but it is possible that a truce could prevail between us
for days, months, or years.”!#

That self-restraint ended on 30 October 2000 when a Hamas suicide bomber killed
15 persons in Jerusalem. Less than a month before, the visit of then candidate for prime
minister, Ariel Sharon, to Jerusalem’s al-Haram al-Sharif, the Temple Mount, Islam’s
third holiest shrine, triggered what has come to be known as the al-Agsa intifada and the
escalation of violence that has followed since. The appreciably greater number of sui-
cide attacks during the most recent phase of this long-standing conflict attest to the
growing importance of this tactic. According to the database maintained by Haifa University’s
National Security Studies Center, there were a total of 23 suicide attacks between 31
December 1993 and 30 September 2000 (e.g., the start of the al Agsa intifada)—an
average of 0.24 per month. During the first fifteen months of the al Agsa intifada, that
is from 1 October 2000 to 31 December 2001, there were 39 attacks—an average of 2.6
per month. And, during the entirety of 2002, during which the Second Intifada entered a
far more violent and dangerous phase in January of that year when the Al-Aqsa Martyrs
Brigade began its own campaign of suicide bombings, a total of 59 incidents were re-
corded—an average of 4.9 per month for that year. Viewed from another perspective,
there were nearly as many suicide attacks carried out against Israeli targets during 2003
as during the entire previous eight years combined (62).!¥

Three explanations account for this dramatic upsurge of suicide attacks: First, the
terrorist belief that the sustained and unrelenting use of suicide attacks will achieve
results that cannot be matched with other tactics; second, the inverted sense of normality
that the Palestinian terrorist organizations have created within the Palestinian community
and the resulting approval that has been bestowed on suicide operations; and, third,
entrenched rivalries between Palestinian terrorists that have resulted in a deadly compe-
tition to determine which group is able to mobilize and deploy the largest number of
suicide terrorists in an effort to win the support of the Palestinian population and under-
mine its rivals. Each are now considered, in turn.

Suicide terrorism as an instrument of war. It is clear that the leadership of Hamas
and the PIJ entered the al-Agsa intifada with the belief that a sustained suicide bombing
campaign would have a political effect, on both the Israeli government and their own
political base, that would be significantly greater than what they could expect to achieve
through “conventional” terrorist attacks. The Hezbollah model again loomed large. Only
four months earlier, the IDF had completed its withdrawal from south Lebanon. The
primary reason for this policy reversal, in the views of both Hezbollah'¥® and Palestin-
ian'* observers, was Israel’s inability to deal effectively with the new threat posed by
suicide tactics. As the leader of the PIJ, Ramadan Shalah, explained in late 2001, “The
shameful defeat that Israel suffered in southern Lebanon and which caused its army to
flee in terror was not made on the negotiations table but on the battlefield and through
jihad and martyrdom.” The prospects for victory, in Shalah’s view, were even greater in
Palestine than they had been 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?”'*

The decision to rely on suicide bombings during the new intifada, in this regard,
was neither irrational or desperate,’' but rational and calculated. As the terrorists them-
selves have pointed out, suicide bombings are both inexpensive and effective. “It is easy
and costs us only our lives,” Shallah told one interviewer. “Human bombs,” he averred
further, “cannot be defeated, not even by nuclear bombs.”'>? Using almost identical ter-
minology, a member of Hamas’s al-Qassam brigades explained to Nasra Hassan, an



Downloaded by [The University of Manchester Library] at 09:22 29 November 2014

Terrorism, Signaling, and Suicide Attack 269

international relief worker posted to Gaza who had been studying the phenomenon of
suicide terrorism there since 1996 how, “We do not have tanks or rockets, but we have
something superior—our exploding Islamic human bombs. In place of a nuclear arsenal,
we are proud of our arsenal of believers.”'>* The cost-effectiveness of suicide is indeed
impressive. As indicated earlier, the total cost of a typical Palestinian suicide operation
is about $150."* This modest sum yields an attractive return: on average, suicide opera-
tions worldwide kill about four times as many individuals as other kinds of terrorist
attacks. In Israel the average is even higher: inflicting 6 times the number of deaths and
roughly 26 times more casualties than other acts of terrorism.'s

As the earlier quotes also attest, suicide attacks are considered to be a means of
offsetting a numerically superior and better armed and equipped opponent. Indeed, the
material and technological inferiority of the Palestinian resistance is often used as a
justification for employing suicide tactics. The Palestinians, as Meshal has claimed, “are
fighting with the only tools they possess.”'>¢ Shalah offered an identical justification for
PIJ suicide operations: “Our enemy possesses the most sophisticated weapons in the
world and its army is trained to a very high standard. We have nothing with which
to repel killing and thuggery against us except the weapon of martyrdom.”"’ Another
PIJ official has argued that suicide terrorism is necessary to achieve a “balance of
terror”!—a logic expressed by a fellow militant who declared that, “If our wives and
children are not safe from Israeli tanks and rockets, theirs will not be safe from our
human bombs.”'>

Part and parcel of these justifications are two ancillary, but critical, beliefs. The first
is related to the “effectiveness” argument cited earlier. According to this line of reason-
ing, suicide terrorism is the only way to convince Israeli decision makers that the Pales-
tinian people will never yield to coercion. The second, derivative belief is that, in adopt-
ing suicide tactics, the Palestinian resistance has finally discovered Israel’s Achilles Heel.
Drawing again on the Hezbollah model, Meshal, for instance, claims that, “The 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.”'®® Similarly, more than a decade earlier,
Shiqaqi had argued that suicide tactics would prove to be the most efficacious means of
wearing down Israel’s will. This will be achieved, he explained, “through the explosion,
which forces the mujahid not to waver, not to escape; to execute a successful operation
for religion and jihad; and to destroy the morale of the enemy and plant terror in the

people.”®!
Suicide terrorism is thus embraced by the Palestinians as a psychological weapon
that is capable of paralyzing their hated opponent. “The Israelis . . . will fall to their

knees,” the one time spiritual leader of Hamas, Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, has said. “You
can sense the fear in Israel already; they are worried about where and when the next
attacks will come. Ultimately, Hamas will win.”!®> The reason, according to another
Hamas leader, Ismail Haniya, who was famously quoted in both a Washington Post
article and a Thomas Friedman New York Times column in March 2002, is that, in
suicide attacks, the Palestinian people—after years of struggle —have finally discovered
Israel’s point of greatest vulnerability. Jews, Haniya said, “love life more than any other
people, and they prefer not to die.”'®® Lest such claims be dismissed as terrorist hyper-
bole or braggadocio, no higher authority than the preeminent Muslim religious figure in
Palestine, the Mufti of Jerusalem, Ikrama Sabri, has explicitly endorsed this view. “Look
at the society of the Israelis,” he told Jeff Goldberg, a New Yorker magazine correspon-
dent. “It is a selfish society that loves life. These are not people who are eager to die for
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their country and their God. The Jews will leave this land rather than die, but the Muslim
is happy to die.”'®*

This is what is known in the Middle East as the “spider-web” theory. As previously
noted, it is the conclusion drawn by Hezbollah about Israel’s withdrawal from south
Lebanon. It is today embraced by the Palestinians as well. The phrase itself was report-
edly coined by Hezbollah’s spiritual leader, Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah, who described
Israel as a formidable military power, but one that is rooted in a civil society that has
become materialistic and lazy; its citizens self-satisfied, comfortable, and pampered to
the point where they have gone soft. This view was echoed by IDF Chief of Staff,
Lieutenant General Moshe “Boogie” Ya’alon, who explained in an interview published
in Ha’Aretz in August 2002 that “The Israeli army is strong . . . but its citizens are
unwilling any longer to sacrifice lives in order to defend their national interests and
national goals.” Israeli society, in this respect, he argued, is a “spider-web”; it may look
“strong from the outside, but touch it and it will fall apart.'®® The IDF high command,
for its part, does not dispute Hezbollah’s explanation for why the IDF withdrew from
Lebanon or the influence of the “spider-web” theory on Palestinian thinking. “If you ask
why this crisis [the al-Agsa intifada] erupted four months after IDF withdrew from
Lebanon,” one senior IDF strategist explains, “the answer is yes. There was clear en-
couragement. . . . Lebanon is not the West Bank, but the Palestinians were influenced.”*®

Inverted sense of normality and societal imprimatur. The introduction to this sec-
tion briefly discussed how Palestinian terrorists have worked to endow suicide opera-
tions with a positive social imprimatur. In the process, they have fostered an inverted
sense of normality throughout much of Palestinian society. These efforts have involved
the deliberate recalibration of societal attitudes regarding the act of taking one’s own
life: an act which under normal circumstances would be considered abnormal, if not
abhorrent, has been transformed into something that is not only acceptable, but even
encouraged. This article has already outlined the material benefits that accrue to the
families of Palestinian martyrs, for example. What remains to be examined are the ways
in which these groups have managed to build support for this tactic among their politi-
cal constituents.

Muslim clerics, in particular, have played an important role in framing popular atti-
tudes toward suicide operations and encouraging their followers to carry out acts of self-
sacrifice on behalf of their community. Characteristic of this role was a sermon given by
Sheikh Ibrahim Madhi on 12 April 2001 at the Gaza City mosque, which was also
broadcast live on Palestinian television. “Anyone who does not attain martyrdom in
these days,” the Sheikh declared, “should wake in the middle of the night and say: ‘My
God, why have you deprived me of martyrdom for your sake? For the martyr lives next
to Allah’.” He then apparently called on Allah to “accept our martyrs in the highest
heavens . . . show the Jews a black day . . . annihilate the Jews and their supporters . . .
[and] raise the flag of Jihad across the land. . . .1

Such messages are reinforced by Palestinian TV which regularly airs promotional
spots extolling the virtues of martyrdom operations, actively encouraging Palestinian
youth to volunteer. One recently broadcast segment'® depicted the image of a young
Palestinian couple out for a walk when suddenly IDF troops open fire, shooting the
woman in the back and killing her. While visiting her grave, her boyfriend is also shot
dead by the IDF. He then is shown ascending to heaven where he is welcomed by his
girlfriend, who is seen dancing with dozens of other female martyrs, portraying the 72
virgins—the promised ‘“Maidens of Paradise”—reputedly awaiting the male martyr
in heaven. The clip is thus cleverly designed to appeal to would-be male and female
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martyrs alike.'® The wedding announcements cited previously are further evidence of
the fundamental recalibration of Palestinian values that have been engineered by the
terrorist organizations.'”” When news of a successful suicide strike is broadcast, accord-
ing to one report, candy is typically distributed in the streets and women respond with
traditional cries of joy. “Martyrdom has become an ambition for our children,” Sadl
Abu Hein, a psychology lecturer from Gaza observed.'” It is not surprising, therefore, to
find that opinion polls taken in 2002 reported that more than 70 percent of the Palestin-
ian population support suicide attacks against Israel.!”

Rivalry and competition between terrorist groups. Finally, just as in the case of the
Tamil nationalist movement, the rivalries that exist between the various Palestinian ter-
rorist groups have spawned a violent competition for popular attention. The political
struggle that has long characterized Hamas—PLO/PA relations'” has already been dis-
cussed. A new element was introduced into this equation in November 2001 with the
formation of the Al-Agsa Martyrs Brigade—a specially dedicated suicide unit under the
command of Fatah and its irregular militias, the Tanzim. The PLO/PA, it seems, had
concluded that it could ill-afford not to have a suicide capability of its own if it was
going to reclaim the political authority it was losing to its increasingly high-profile ri-
vals.”” In November 2001 Fatah signaled that it had entered the game by launching a
joint operation with PIJ. Two terrorists from each group—one of whom was a member
of the Palestinian Authority’s police force—blew themselves up on a bus near Hadera.'”

Israel’s seizure two months later of the Karine-A, a cargo ship transporting some 50
tons of arms and explosives to the PLO,!7® appears to have contributed to Fatah’s deci-
sion to step up the incidence of Al-Aqgsa Martyrs Brigade attacks. Deprived of the means
to wage a more conventionally styled guerrilla campaign, the PLO decided to accelerate
its suicide campaign in an effort to stay in the spotlight. Indeed, it may not be entirely
coincidental that within weeks of the loss of the Karine-A shipment, the first female
suicide bomber appeared. Her name was Wafa Idris, a 28-year-old divorcee, who worked
as a medical secretary for the Palestinian Red Crescent. She was recruited by the newly
formed Al-Aqsa Martyrs and deployed on a suicide bombing mission to Jerusalem that
claimed the life of one person (an 81 year-old man) and injured 114 others.!”” Since
then, according to retired IDF colonel Gal Luft, “al-Aqsa has capitalized on the Islam-
ists’ opposition to the participation of women and [have] established squads of willing
female suicide bombers named after Wafa Idris, the Palestinian woman who blew up
herself.”!"

The formation of the Al-Aqsa Martyrs was a clear challenge to Hamas and the P1J
and set in motion an almost macabre competition among them to see which group could
execute the largest number of martyrdom operations, generate the largest number of
casualties, and carry out the single bloodiest attacks. The succession of terrorist inci-
dents that convulsed Israel during early 2002 was fuelled by this competition. Indeed,
by any metric, 2002 was an astonishing year for Israel in terms of suicide bombings.
There were on average 5 successful suicide attacks per month in 2002: nearly double
the number of successful attacks that were conducted during the first 15 months of the
al-Agsa intifada—which itself was a figure that was more than 10 times higher than the
monthly average since 1993. The distribution of groups claiming credit for suicide at-
tacks during 2002 is also revealing. Of the 59 incidents recorded that year, the Al-Agsa
Martyrs Brigade leads with 25 (42 percent), followed by Hamas with 16 (27 percent),
and PIJ with 12 (20 percent). Significantly, this inter-group competition was so febrile
that in just one year the Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade staged nearly two-thirds the number
of suicide attacks that Hamas had perpetrated during the previous three years combined.'”
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In summary, as this brief narrative of Tamil and Palestinian “martyrdom” opera-
tions demonstrates, suicide terrorism is an instrumental tactic. The resort to suicide op-
erations has significantly less to do with the presumed anger, desperation, or frustration
of those who actually carry out these attacks, than the strategic requirements of the
organizations that send the bombers on their way.'® In a widely read account of Pales-
tinian martyrs, for example, published shortly after 9/11 in The New Yorker, Nasra Hassan
observed that none of the 250 or so suicide bombers and their handlers that she inter-
viewed conformed to the typical suicidal personality. “None of them were uneducated,
desperately poor, simple-minded, or depressed. Many were middle class and, unless they
were fugitives, held paying jobs.” Among them, in fact, were the sons of two million-
aires.’®! Suicide tactics have been adopted by a growing number of terrorist organiza-
tions around the world because they are shocking, deadly, cost effective, secure, and
very difficult to stop. There are only two basic operational requirements that an organi-
zation must be able to satisfy to get into the game: a willingness to kill and a willing-
ness to die.
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