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ABSTRACT

This study proposes a novel methodology for the study of the mindset,
motives, and cognitive style of individual suicide bombers in Israel/
Palestine, based on a comprehensive corpus of personal farewell
letters (which also serve as last wills) that were written by suicide
bombers to their family during the Second Intifada (2000-2006). To
avoid privileging certain a priori sentiments, motivations, or concepts
over others, | used a programmatic “bottom-up” sequence of
quantitative psycholinguistic procedures, in which prominent themes
or concepts from one level of analysis are further qualified and
contextualized in the next. This afforded a minimally biased view of
the cognitive content of Palestinian suicide bombers, including the
sentiments, motivations, and concepts that they were more
preoccupied with, and the context in which these ideas were
expressed. The results are largely consistent with theories of political
violence that place pro-social sentiments at the forefront of the
motivations for suicide terrorism, and paramount to antisocial
sentiments such as hatred and revenge. Since the linguistic patterns
that were uncovered in this analysis cannot be controlled consciously,
and the farewell letters of suicide bombers have rarely been rigorously
analyzed linguistically, this study may provide an unprecedented
glimpse into the cognitive style and content of individual suicide
bombers—a glimpse that is minimally biased by political, partisan, or
sectarian preconceptions.

Suicide Terrorism at the Individual Level: Methodological Barriers and their
Consequences

Despite being one of the oldest warfare tactics in history, suicide terrorism is still a poorly
understood phenomenon—especially on the individual level. While many theories of suicide
terrorism attempt to explain the phenomenon on both the organizational and individual lev-
els, only a few distinguish between the two." Studies of the recent wave of suicide terrorism
in the Middle East, which almost invariably focus on the widespread religio-political ideol-
ogy of “Jihadi” Terrorism” and its signature tactic of suicide missions, are no exception.
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Most of these studies examine the organization-level explications of suicide terrorism more
rigorously than the individual-level determinants of this phenomenon. The apparent bias in
terrorism studies in favor of organizational understanding of the phenomenon is likely due
to the sizeable methodological and conceptual obstacles associated with the study of suicide
terrorism on the individual level. Apart from the obvious fact that the perpetrator of a suc-
cessful suicide mission cannot be interviewed, some of the most often cited obstacles to
research in suicide terrorism have been its imperviousness to interception: the simplicity of
the mission, its small cadre and cheap costs make these secret missions almost impenetrable
to intelligence gathering and/or prevention.’

This article has three goals. First, I review the current theories concerning the mindset of
individual suicide bombers in general and within the Palestinian context in particular.
Oftentimes, studies of the mental content (e.g., thoughts, emotions, preoccupations) of sui-
cide bombers’ minds are conducted within the framework of empirical studies of the core
motives for suicide terrorism and the role of radicalization for violent jihadi ideology in
inducing the readiness for self-sacrifice. Second, I will review the methodological limitations
and biases of current paradigms for studying individual suicide bombers (e.g., interviews
with incarcerated would-be bombers, post-mortem interviews with relatives and friends of
suicide bombers, and mining local media information about the bomber). Third, I will exem-
plify the likely advantages of studying the minds of Palestinian suicide bombers using their
own words, by applying a systematic text-analytical set of queries to the personal farewell let-
ters that they have written to their family before their suicide mission.

Current Psychological Models of Suicide Bombers: The Quest for Core Motives and the
Role of Religio-Political Ideology

The mindset of individual suicide terrorists is arguably one of the most emblematic debates
in the literature concerning suicide terrorism. However, as those debates are circumscribed
by methodological obstacles to the conceptualization of the phenomenon, most efforts to
understand this mindset have been speculative to one degree or another regarding the nature
of the individual motivation to commit such acts and the role that hegemonic ideology
might play in the internal readiness to perpetrate them. Furthermore, these conceptualiza-
tions are often intertwined with the search for core individual motives for suicide terrorism,
commonly recast as the search for the private, idiosyncratic meaning that the individual
bomber might make out of the hegemonic ideology, as spelled out by the ideologues and
leaders who radicalized them. Over the years, a variety of core individual motivations for sui-
cide terrorism have been proposed, and most of them are still endorsed and cited by various
scientific (and potentially political) “cliques,” with no apparent convergence toward a con-
sensus—and the quest for the core motivation of Palestinian suicide bombers is no excep-
tion.* The difficulties in reaching a scientific consensus around core motivations are not
unique to the study of suicide terrorism. Indeed, the fundamental unfalsifiability and func-
tional equivalence of most motives mired the study of human motivation from its incep-
tion°—most likely due to the hermeneutic nature of motivation as a plausible interpretation
of a certain behavior rather than a uniquely provable cause for that behavior.

Some of the most frequently cited core individual motivations for politico-religious self-
sacrifice have been extrapolated from the more general frameworks for understanding sui-
cide terrorism on the societal and organizational levels.® These include rational choice and
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instrumental reasoning,” heightened awareness and sensitivity to social and/or political
grievance and relative deprivation;® and as a response to social dynamics such as perceived
social and cultural norms, tacit peer-pressure, conformity, and over-identification with the
collective.” On the most individualistic end of the gamut of core motivations are theories
that posit mental health issues as an essential root cause for suicide terrorism. These can
range from neuroticism and emotional dysregulation (e.g., helplessness, depression and/or
suicidal tendencies'’) to aberrant thinking and perception, delusion, and cognitive rigidity.""

The epistemological and paradigmatic obstacles to understanding the motivations for
religio-political self-sacrifice in the individual terrorist have inevitably been carried over to
our understanding of the role of ideology in the individual readiness for suicide terrorism.
Consequently, even among experts of terrorism ideologies there is still little consensus as to
which values or concepts are primary, central, and essential, and which ones are derivative,
negotiable, or superﬂuous.12 Similarly to the research on core motives for terrorism, the
research on terrorist ideology has also preferentially focused on the more readily available
hegemonic, or “top-down,” versions of this ideology, rather than its more individualized or
idiosyncratic versions.'® This representational bias of hegemonic ideology in the research lit-
erature is nonetheless at odds with the decisive role that the understanding of this ideology
by the individual bomber—however idiosyncratic—presumably has on their readiness to
commit terrorism acts in general and join suicide missions in particular.'*

Existing Paradigms for Probing the Mindset of Suicide Terrorists

Most attempts to probe the multitude of motives and factors associated with the individual
readiness for religio-political self-sacrifice utilize either database-driven or process-driven
methodological designs. Database-driven studies attempt to find associations between the
individual readiness to engage in suicide terrorism and observable behaviors, circumstances
and/or personal attributes. These data are then contrasted with a control group of non-sui-
cide terrorists or equivalent community members that have not turned to political vio-
lence.'® Process-driven studies, in contrast, aim to gauge a presumed internal psychological
process—rather than an external attribute—that might be associated with suicide terrorism
acts. Notable examples of such internal factors include the personal quest for significance,'®
the response to existential threats and anxiety of death,'” the defense of sacred values and/or
its concomitant sense of identity,"® among others.'” Both methodological approaches have
provided valuable insights into the complex matrix of factors associated with suicide terror-
ism on the individual level, and both have important implications for empirically informed
counterterrorism policies. However, both approaches have also been criticized for their lim-
ited reliability and/or ecological validity when applied to suicide terrorism—especially when
they are compared to studies of individuals who committed non-suicidal forms of political
violence.?’ Thus, while database-driven studies of suicide terrorism are often more compre-
hensive in their samples, they are limited to observable data that are often collected after the
bombers are already deceased. As such, they are useful in generating hypotheses regarding
the circumstances under which an individual is more likely to engage in suicide terrorism,
but can shed little light on the cognitive and emotional processes through which these cir-
cumstances are being interpreted and personalized to induce in the individual the readiness
for religio-political self-sacrifice. In contrast, process-driven studies are able to gauge psy-
chological processes with greater reliability and depth, but as most of these studies require



Downloaded by [Orta Dogu Teknik Universitesi] at 12:02 07 April 2016

752 (&) S.J.COHEN

controlled conditions (e.g., interviews or surveys with “high risk” community members),
their ability to approximate the mindset of the suicide bomber within their operative context
is compromised. The usefulness of such a tradeoff between ecological validity and increased
reliability has been questioned, especially among policymakers, military and law enforce-
ment agencies, and its integration into counterterrorism strategies has been lengthy and
arduous.”'

Research on the individual mindset of Palestinian suicide bombers has capitalized on two
integrative paradigms that combine database-bound and process-bound elements. These
include interviews with failed Palestinian suicide bombers who are incarcerated in Israeli
prisons>* and psychological “post-mortem” analysis of Palestinian suicide bombers through
interviews with their families and friends.*” In both paradigms, demographic data were con-
trasted with in-depth psychological interviews to map the interplay, in the mind of the indi-
vidual suicide-bomber, between external (e.g., age, marital status) and internal determinants
(e.g., personality characteristics, mental functioning, individual motivations). The methodo-
logical shortcomings of these paradigms are particularly noteworthy, since they are the
source for almost all the data on individual suicide terrorists in the Middle East and therefore
have far reaching impact on counterterrorism models and policies in the region. One of the
most crippling shortcomings is the classified status of prison interviews with terrorists,
which preclude sharing them with the larger scientific community for re-analysis, corrobora-
tion, or alternative hypothesis testing.”* In the case of Palestinian terrorism, the access of
researchers who do not have security clearance with the State of Israel to incarcerated
would-be suicide bombers seems to be particularly difficult.>

Another shortcoming of interviews with failed suicide bombers is their resistance
(whether explicitly acknowledged or not) to share personal and intimate information. This
resistance may be particularly strong in the case of Palestinian would-be suicide bombers
who are incarcerated in Israeli prisons. In addition to the cognitive dissonance and mindset
shifts that naturally follow any failed terrorism attempt,”® would-be Palestinian suicide
bombers are both incarcerated and interviewed by members of their perceived enemy. The
fact that this enemy was so vilified in their eyes as to justify indiscriminate killing of its mem-
bers can hardly be claimed not to affect their stance vis-a-vis any attempt to be interviewed
by such members post-incarceration. Under conditions of failure and incarceration, it is also
likely that personal motivations for the terrorism act would be defensively downplayed,
while political motivations may be overplayed to conceal them. This defensive overplay of
political (and/or non-intimate) motivations for suicide terrorism may also interfere with
interview attempts to tap personal religious motivations for suicide terrorism, as the failure
to achieve paradise is often perceived by the would-be-martyr as a rejection by God.”” Over-
stating political motives while downplaying personal ones has also been suggested as a con-
scious tactic to manipulate the interviewers into serving as unwitting mouthpiece for the
incarcerated terrorists’ propaganda.”®

Finally, mindset shifts in incarcerated would-be terrorists may also satisfy a dire need to
provide the enemy with the information it seeks—which presumably emerge under condi-
tions of torture and existential threat.”” Although there is virtually no data on such phenom-
enon in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, numerous reports have documented a
high level of coercion—and most likely torture—in Israeli prisons.’® The Israeli government,
however, openly avows a policy of Obscurity (amimut in Hebrew) as regards its incarcera-
tion and interrogation practices, and has repeatedly refused requests for independent reviews
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of these practices by various UN committees that monitor compliance with the international
treaties, conventions, and covenants on torture—on which it is a signatory.

In the case of psychological “post-mortem” interviews with friends and families of suicide
bombers, the resistance of the informants to share intimate information about the attacker
may involve fears of jeopardizing his or her posthumous stature in the community and/or
jeopardizing their wellbeing in the afterlife.”’ These gains in social status may also curry
monetary gains in the forms of social benefits or services, and at times are even accompanied
by direct monetary recompense for the martyrs’ family.’* These considerations are particu-
larly hard to circumvent within the tight social control in the Palestinian community—
which may explain why friends and family members of Palestinian suicide bombers are
rarely interviewed individually,”® and their independent views of the martyr may therefore
not adequately tapped.

Recent legal reviews in Israel have suggested an additional contributor to the reluctance of
family members of Palestinian suicide bombers to share information about the martyr’s rad-
icalization process. This is particularly applicable to cases whereby the martyr’s household
members admit to knowledge of the bomber’s terrorism readiness, intentions, and plans.
Under current Israeli legal praxis, if any household member of a suicide bomber had any
knowledge of the mission, their home could be legally eligible for demolition, and they may
even face expulsion.**

Methodological Advantages of Studying the Mindset of Palestinian Suicide Bombers
through Their Personal Farewell Letters

This article argues that despite the methodological challenges that were described above, Pal-
estinian suicide terrorism may nonetheless be uniquely amenable to a straightforward,
empirical, non-coercive, shareable, and methodical examination of the readiness for martyr-
dom on the individual level. This paradigm is based on the widespread custom among Pales-
tinian suicide bombers to write personal farewell letters—or last wills (in Arabic: Wasiyah pl.
Wasaya) that are addressed primarily to their immediate family, but also contain messages
for their fellow comrades and the Palestinian people at large. In this study, Computerized
Text- and Content-Analysis is used to systematically mine these farewell letters for promi-
nent themes, in an attempt to overcome some of the obstacles that were mentioned above.

Although the tradition of writing last wills and farewell letters is practiced in Islamic mar-
tyrdom campaigns throughout the world,”® its popularity in Palestinian suicide terrorism is
unprecedented. The ubiquity of this practice in Palestine affords the systematic examination
of the cognitive and emotional processes of individual suicide bombers through their lan-
guage use. A collection (or corpus) of these letters may provide a fairly representative sample
of the suicide bomber population at the most relevant (and virulent) stage of their militancy.
Additionally, as is the custom with last words of martyrs in the Abrahamic religions, the last
wills are canonized after the martyr’s death, and strong cultural and religious prohibitions
prevent them from being modified or edited—which further contributes to their viability as
substrates for linguistic analysis.

In the context of Palestinian suicide terrorism, the widespread custom to write personal
farewell letters seems to be the culmination of a “perfect storm” of sociological factors. First,
it is rooted in a well-documented and pan-human interest in last words, especially those
uttered by individuals who sacrificed themselves for socially sanctioned goals.’® The
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veneration of last words throughout history is manifest through their canonization and
reproduction, which is often concomitant with the beatification of the speaker. In the Abra-
hamic religions, a person who sacrificed themselves for the religio-political cause is often
considered a martyr.”” In the Palestinian case, the strong interest in last words is evident by
strong popular demand for the bombers’ last wills in jihadi-tolerant chat rooms and social
media sites following news of the bomber’s death. This demand seems to be driven mostly
by the veneration of the martyr and less from the extent of his success—as requests for a
martyr’s will are still made on Palestinian jihadi forums even after a failed attack in which
the harm to the enemy was negligible, contested by the Israeli authorities, or nil. The com-
munity’s interest in the martyrs’ last words is complemented by the interest of the dispatch-
ing organization (e.g., Hamas) to publish the bomber’s last will and thus to valorize the
martyr as a potential role model for others. In doing so, the dispatching organization also
attempts to make political gains by providing their own version of the martyr’s motivations,
and thus downplay more personal motivations that the martyr may have divulged in their
last will. This is usually accomplished by embedding the will, along with the “official” biogra-
phy of the martyr (syrah) and other propaganda material in the form of a military bulletin
(Bayan Askari) or a poster featuring the martyr. Third, the bombers themselves have a
vested interest in the dissemination of their farewell letters, and they often address them to
both their families and their people. The need to explicate their actions to their family may
be particularly strong, as the martyrs are eager to share details about the long period in
which they have kept their intentions and training secret from their family.”® As mentioned
above, keeping this information secret from family members may also serve to protect them
against the collective punishment that Israeli authorities practice against households of sui-
cide bombers, such as house demolitions and expulsions.

The bombers’ drive to explicate themselves to their parents is further reinforced by a set
of religious admonishments—explicitly stated in the Quran and the Hadith both in general
and in the context of jthad—that caring for, obeying, and/or minimizing the pain of the
parents (and in particular the mujahid’s mother) outweighs jihad as a holy duty. Thus, dis-
obedience and displeasing of the parents are one of the six major sins (Kaba’er) in Islam,
while pleasing them is of supreme importance.”® Moreover, numerous exemplary stories
concerning the prophet Mohammad (Ahadith), in both Sunni and Shi’a traditions, put the
dutifulness toward the parents squarely above the holy war or jihad.** These religious con-
siderations loom large in the minds of Palestinian Muslims of the jihad persuasion, as evi-
denced by the frequent and passionate mention of them in jihad-sympathetic chat rooms
and social media sites.

This study argues that the unique confluence of tradition, circumstances, and motives in
Palestinian suicide terrorism, along with the omnipresent and decentralized nature of the
World Wide Web, afford the corpus-minded psycholinguist with a rare opportunity to sys-
tematically examine the mindset associated with religio-political self-sacrifice. Corpus-based
psycho- and sociolinguistic analysis is likely to bring us closer to the intimate working of the
suicide terrorists mind and mitigate the methodological barriers to studying this important
phenomenon.

The methodological paradigm in this study rests on the assumption that Palestinian sui-
cide bombers are the writers of their own last wills, rather than being forced or dictated these
wills by the dispatching organization. Testing this assumption using a variety of stylometric
and authorship attribution techniques has shown that the wills are not likely to be a product
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of “top-down” dictation, but this analysis is beyond the scope of this article and is the subject
of a manuscript currently in preparation by the author. Briefly, here are some of the evidence
to date for discrediting the idea that the last wills are not written by the suicide bombers
themselves: First, when read by Arab speakers, the letters invariably give the impression of
being written by different authors with different writing styles, regional dialects, and habitual
typos; Second, the letters contain personal instructions for family members that require inti-
mate knowledge of the family. Furthermore, family members would readily notice if the lan-
guage of the last will differed from that of their loved one and would have turned to social
media to express their suspicions—especially in cases when the martyrs operated on behalf
of Hamas but came from a family with different political leanings. Third, a thematic analysis
of 170 military bulletins (81 percent of the sample in this study), in which the martyr’s last
will was posted alongside Hamas’s explication of his actions, showed that the motives that
Hamas attributed to the martyr and the motives that the martyr mentioned in his last will
are vastly different. Lastly, a formal authorship analysis ascertained that the similarity in the
word frequency distribution between the first and second half of each last will is far greater
than the similarity to any other half of any of the remaining corpus—formally cementing
the impression that the last wills have indeed been written by distinct writers.*'

Content- and Text-Analysis in Terrorism Studies

Computerized text-analysis, largely popularized in the behavioral sciences by Dr. James Pen-
nebaker, enjoys a broad empirical support for its use of word choice to gauge psychological
processes that may take place outside the individual’s awareness. The technique and its
derivatives have successfully predicted a range of psychological and physiological character-
istics, including immune system functionality,*” suicidality,” and emotional-cognitive
style**—among others.*’

In studies of political extremist and terrorism, formal content- and text-analyses have been
used only sporadically, and rarely on the individual level of inquiry. To date, studies of
extremist propaganda have mainly canvassed secondary sources concerning terrorism (e.g.,
expert reviews and academic literature) for prominent themes.*® In contrast, only a handful of
studies have used content analysis to formally (as opposed to impressionistically) identify
themes in terrorist propaganda.*” Invariably, these studies have been conducted on English
translations and/or summaries of primary sources, and all but one*® have been conducted on
the organizational, rather than the individual, level. Studies that attempted to apply content
analysis to understand Palestinian suicide bombers on the individual level include Kimhi and
Even,* who based their analysis on both news reports and their experience with incarcerated
“would-be” terrorists whose mission was botched or intercepted, and Pedahzur and col-
leagues,” who used Israeli news reports as their information source on Palestinian bombers.

Computerized text-analysis has only recently been introduced to the study of political
extremism, and it largely follows the general trend in suicide terrorism research—exempli-
fied above—of using summaries, reviews and/or English translation of terrorist organiza-
tions’ propaganda. Studies using this method have identified intriguing keywords and
themes in the extremist literature that were uniquely associated with the propensity of the
organization to engage in violent—but not necessarily suicidal—missions.”"

Interestingly, despite the potential of systematic corpus-based research to mitigate the
political, ethnic, and emotional biases that inevitably permeate the study of political violence,
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no study thus far has systematically utilized this technique to examine the last wills of Pales-
tinian suicide bombers, despite their availability online.*® This “blind spot” is all the more
puzzling when contrasted to the widespread media coverage (and subsequent popular aware-
ness and political impact) of video clips depicting Palestinian suicide bombers’ last message
to Israel and/or the West as their designated enemy.”” It should be noted in this context that
these video clips are far less representative of Palestinian suicide bombers than the wide-
spread tradition of writing personal farewell letters. Moreover, most sociolinguistic theories
predict that personal farewell letters to loved ones should be more informative and less
defensive than public communiqués whose aim is to threaten the enemy.

Of the text- and content-analytical studies of political violence to date, this is the first one
to use programmatic, “bottom-up” text-analysis on “preserved” language samples in the
original Arabic to understand suicide terrorism on the individual level. The rest of the article
will first describe the construction of the CoPSBFL, and then the select linguistic analyses
that were used to shed light on the mindset and motives of Palestinian suicide bombers. The
programmatic and sequential nature of the psycholinguistic procedure will also be discussed
as a “proof-of-concept” as regards the potential of corpus linguistics to deepen our under-
standing of the meaning-making process that underpin the individual justification of, and
readiness for religio-political self-sacrifice.

Method
Open-Source Search Strategy and its Rationale

Previous studies, involving both open sources and the so-called Dark Web showed that sev-
eral unique challenges have to be addressed in collecting a Web-based corpus of potentially
transgressive and contested communications.>* For terrorist communications, the Internet
search strategy must address the decentralized and often poorly indexed nature of the data
across many communities of users, each with their own combination of social media or pre-
ferred online fora—depending on their location, organizational affiliation, and religious/
ideological leanings. The search must also take into account the notorious instability of
jihadi Islam’s electronic footprint—a result of an ever-changing user dynamics compounded
by vehement counterterrorism efforts to shut down “Jihadi-friendly” servers and disrupt
access to websites that are deemed seditious.>

To maximize the completeness of the data collection in this study while mitigating the
obstacles described above, a two-pronged search strategy was used. This strategy consisted of
both targeted and non-targeted components. The targeted search component consisted of
manual perusal of over 60,000 pages of known Palestinian jihadi websites in search of the sui-
cide bomber’s last will, since many such wills are embedded seamlessly within the local news
coverage of the mission or the military bulletins (Bayan) and biographical accounts (Syrah)
posted by the dispatching organization to extoll the bomber as a hero and a role model.

In the non-targeted search, as the name suggests, the search for last wills went beyond
known Palestinian websites that host jihadi content to include the entire Web. The non-tar-
geted approach showed that farewell letters of Palestinian suicide bombers are not restricted
to Palestinian-centered websites, but rather can be found in about 326 websites that hosted
Palestinian content and users. This translated to searching within 4.2 million Web pages.
The websites that were used for this study are listed in Appendix A.
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In the non-targeted search approach, the name of the martyr, along with linguistic indica-
tors for farewell letters were fed into several search engines. As search engines, this study
used Google, Yahoo and DuckDuckGo (each of which was set to minimum constraints and
filtering), and the search ran on several independent web browsers (Mozilla Firefox, Micro-
soft Explorer, and Opera). The redundancy in the search strategy was deemed necessary to
counter the various idiosyncrasies in the internal algorithms of these search engines (e.g.,
PageRank), which could suppress relevant results.

The linguistic markers for last wills were chosen based on recursive word (or bigram) fre-
quency of the extant corpus. Specifically, these keywords represented word combinations in
the growing corpus that were identified as statistically more prevalent than their marginal-
based chance level. To identify such keywords, I used Dunning’s Log Likelihood test™ on
the log-likelihood online calculator hosted at Lancaster University Centre for Computer
Corpus Research on Language.”’

Apart from the name of the martyr and the linguistic markers for farewell letters, the non-
targeted search also made use of any distinctive details associated with the event (e.g., names
of places and people), as identified in Israeli news media and online terrorism event data-
bases.”® Since all searches were conducted in Arabic while the details of the operations were
culled from reports in Hebrew, Arabic, or English, I included in the search alternative spell-
ings of ambiguous proper names. Due to the fluidity of the jihadi electronic footprint (see
above), the non-targeted research was not always conducted directly online. Whenever pos-
sible, I performed these searches offline, on a mirror backup of the websites, which I created
using “spider-based” website backup software (primarily Offline Explorer Enterprise and
Teleport). The mirror backup of the website was treated as a corpus of Hypertext Markup
Language (HTML) files, and I carried out the searches using the RegEx search language.

Text Selection

Together, the targeted and non-targeted searches yielded 249 farewell letters. The targeted
search, which involved websites of Palestinian organizations that customarily claimed
responsibility for suicide attacks, resulted in 205 wills. The non-targeted search of the World
Wide Web resulted in 45 additional farewell letters. However, only wills that were associated
with the wave of suicide bombers known as the “Second Intifada” (2000-2006) were retained
for this study, as they are fairly homogenous in their ideological variants and political cir-
cumstances. Further, to control for basic psycholinguistic determinants like age, geographi-
cal location (e.g., regional dialect or regiolect), and education level, only bombers for whom
this information could be obtained were included in the final corpus. Of the 205 wills from
the targeted search, this information could be obtained for 179 bombers, and of the 45 wills
that the non-targeted search added, only 32 were written during the Second Intifada and
their authors” basic demographics could be obtained. Thus, the final corpus for this study
contained 179 + 32 = 211 farewell letters.

Text- and Content Analysis of the COPSBFL: Procedure Overview

As mentioned before, this study aims to strike a balance between the “bottom-up,” inductive,
or hypothesis-free canvassing of the thematic content of the last wills, and the “top-down,”
deductive, or hypothesis-driven search (however potentially biased by existing speculations
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concerning terrorism motives) for specific ideological or motivational themes that the bomb-
ers are presumably preoccupied with as evidenced by their language use.

To minimize confirmation bias—or the tendency to ignore themes that may not be
expected based on current models of suicide terrorism—I used a programmatic sequence of
linguistic analyses that started with the most comprehensive “bottom-up” array of themes in
the farewell letters and gradually qualified them using an increasingly “top down,” of
hypothesis-driven queries. For the “bottom up,” hypothesis-free approach I used (1) Com-
puterized Thematic Analysis with an established set of thematic dictionaries and (2) Word
Frequency Analysis. Subsequently, for the “top down” approach I used (3) Computerized
Text Analysis based on specialized dictionaries that I created for select themes of those iden-
tified in the “bottom-up” phase that are frequently mentioned in the literature on the ideo-
logical or motivational characteristics of Salafi-jihadist suicide bombers (e.g., paradise,
historical grievance) and (4) Concordance Analysis, which can uncover mental constructs
based on the context in which their associated words were mentioned. Specifically, I used
this technique to examine wishes of, and requests made by, the bombers, since those are
likely to capture the issues that the bomber is most invested in controlling “from beyond the
grave” and therefore may surround issues that the bombers feel most insecure about. In the
following sections, I delineate the technical details of each approach.

Computerized Thematic Analysis

First, I carried out a broad thematic survey of the last wills using the CoPSBFL in translation
to English and the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count software package.”® I chose to work
with the English translation of the corpus, at least for this preliminary stage of the data anal-
ysis, due to the lack of established computerized thematic dictionaries in Arabic.** Addition-
ally, conducting text-analysis (at least in this preliminary stage) is justified on linguistic
grounds, since content-related words (e.g., nouns) are more faithfully preserved in transla-
tion than pronouns or verbs.®" Finally, despite the drawbacks of linguistic analysis of trans-
lated text, previous studies®* have used the LIWC software package meaningfully for
analyzing jihadi terrorist ideology in translation. This would allow the results from this stage
to be compared to and integrated with insights from related studies. Furthermore, the subse-
quent stages, whereby the corpus is analyzed in the original Arabic, could potentially identify
any translation-related artifacts in the results.

Word Frequency Analysis

Word Frequency Analysis of the CoPSBFL was performed on a Unicode text rendition of the
entire corpus in the original Arabic, using WordSmith 5.0.°> This analysis, in which the
prevalence of every word of the corpus is tallied is a de rigeur “gold standard” in linguistic
corpus studies, which provides the most comprehensive and detailed linguistic overview of
the corpus. As such, Word Frequency Analysis allows the researcher to concurrently esti-
mate the prominence of a certain theme in the text and the contribution of each individual
word to the theme. Furthermore, Word Frequency Analysis may identify prominent words
that were not included in the standardized dictionary of the Computerized Thematic Analy-
sis. The high resolution of Word frequency Analysis, however, also poses a disadvantage due
to the large amount of data it produces. Thus, a certain theme may be scattered across many
unique word forms, representing every conjugation, derivation, misspellings, and (in the
case of Arabic) variations in diacritical punctuation. This data proliferation is exacerbated
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by the fact that words that appear only once in the text (“hapax legomena”) constitute the
majority of any word frequency table. For example, in the CoPSBFL, the 98,501 word forms
(known as “tokens” in linguistics) in the entire corpus represent 20,434 unique word, of
which 12,619 (close to 62 percent) appear only once.

Computerized Text Analysis
To estimate the prevalence of hypothesis-driven themes that were previously identified in
the literature of suicide terrorism, Computerized Text Analysis on the CoPSBFL was per-
formed using a set of computer codes written by the author, on a rendition of the corpus
that retained the original spelling or syntax (including mistakes and typos). The computer
codes were specifically designed to accommodate the lack of standardized digital coding of
Arabic texts language,®* including the idiosyncratic use of diacritics that is common in Ara-
bic personal correspondence.®

Additionally, since the last wills are purported to be missives that explicate the bombers’
actions both to their families and to their fellow Palestinians, the Arabic therein is a mixture of
several variants: Colloquial Arabic (“3amiyah”), Modern Standard Arabic (Fusha; The language
of politics and media), and Quranic Arabic (or Classical Fusha).®® As was mentioned above, the
internal dictionaries in this stage were designed to accommodate the entire gamut of words in
the corpus. Furthermore, to adequately identify words as belonging to a certain theme, the soft-
ware for this stage also distinguished between “frozen” expression and “true” use of word forms.
This was done to accommodate the fact that the texts in the corpus—being both personal and
religious in nature—included a large number of bound phrases. This feature proved particularly
important for differentiating between the use of the word “Allah” as denoting religious versus
cultural themes—as the word may be used as a manner of speech that has lost much of its origi-
nal religious meaning. As a language that developed largely in Islamic context, many Arabic
phrases of Quranic origin that mention Allah are habitually used for expressing a variety of
non-religious sentiments (e.g., Insha’allah “God willing,” Ilhamdulillah “thank God”). How-
ever, in the context of jihadi writings, phrases that mention “Allah” may also be used in their
“proper” religious register. The differentiation between the religious and the cultural uses of the
word Allah is therefore crucial in mitigating the over-estimation of religious sentiments in the
writings of suicide bombers by confusing bona fide religious expressions with colloquial bound
phrases—as would be the case in computerized text-analysis.” Based on their use in modern
Palestinian Arabic, the full list of phrases that include the word “Allah” and their attribution in
this study to either the religious or the cultural register is provided in Appendix B.

Word-in-Context (Concordance) Analysis

Concordance Analysis is a venerable linguistic technique for the disambiguation and charac-
terization of a word meaning through a systematic examination of the context in which this
word appears. For this study, however, I used this analysis for further qualifying the results
of Word Frequency Analysis and Computerized Text-Analysis. Despite the extensive use of
this technique in traditional philological and semantic paradigms, its computerized form is a
relatively novel practice, but one that has already resulted in a significant increase in the
validity of results that were obtained from “off the shelf” text-analytical software that do not
take the word context into account.®® This practice is even more pertinent to this study, due
to the highly morphogenetic nature of Arabic, in which the same word form can have vastly
different meanings depending on its context. For example, in the CoPSBFL the word lae g,
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depending on its context could mean (1) a promise; (2) they (both) promised; (3) they (both)
considered; (4) and calculating; (5) and except for; (6) and he attacks.

As a general rule, I used Concordance Analysis to qualify every ambiguous, polysemous,
or homographic word that was identified by Word Frequency Analysis and Computerized
Text software. In the Concordance Analysis that I wrote for this study, the key word was pre-
sented flanked by the 20 words immediately to its right and left, for each of its appearance in
the entire corpus.

Results
Computerized Thematic Analysis

As mentioned in the method section above, the initial exploration of the broad themes in the
CoPSBFL was carried out on its English version using the LIWC software package. After omit-
ting the non-thematic dictionaries from the LIWC analysis (e.g., pronouns, punctuation marks,
auxiliary verbs), the thematic landscape of the last wills in general, as captured by the various
LIWC thematic dictionaries, is presented in Figure 1. The results in Figure 1 indicate that,
broadly speaking, the last wills are replete with words that are used for explication and persua-
sion (corresponding to the “Cognitive Mechanisms” dictionary in the LIWC), social concerns,
emotion (both in general, and positive emotions in particular), and religious concerns. As
Figure 1 indicates, the rest of the LIWC themes appear in considerably lower prevalence.

Word Frequency Analysis

A more detailed characterization of the concerns and preoccupations that the average suicide
bomber might have was accomplished using a Word Frequency Analysis of the entire
CoPSBFL (N = 211 wills; 98,501 words).

After constructing the word frequency table for the entire corpus, the 500 most frequent
words, accounting for 54.64 percent of the entire text, were selected for further analysis.
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Figure 1. General thematic survey of the Corpus of Palestinian Suicide Bombers Farewell Letters
(CoPSBFL), in its English translation, using Pennebaker’s Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) internal
thematic dictionaries.



Downloaded by [Orta Dogu Teknik Universitesi] at 12:02 07 April 2016

STUDIES IN CONFLICT & TERRORISM (&) 761

Table 1. Refinement of the categories from the LIWC general thematic survey (Figure 1) based on the first
500 most frequent content-words in the CoPSBFL.

LIWC general Word-frequency-

theme based sub-theme Examples

Cognitive mechanisms  Persuasion and explication | ask/implore/admonish you, I'd like to say/argue, | know,
opinion, my will, by Allah (vow), etc.

Social Social embeddedness My mother, my father, my brothers, beloved, the mujahideen,
members, Hamas, Islamic Bloc, your brother, etc.

Religion Islamic formulae and bound “God willing,” “thank God’,” “May God's and the prophet’s

phrases blessings and compassion be with you,” etc.
Spiritual entities Allah, God, almighty, Muhammad, the messenger

(Muhammad'’s unique title), the prophet, “peace be upon
him,” etc.

Abstract religious concepts The path (of seeking god), paradise, heavens, martyrdom, Godly
covenant, belief, etc.
Concrete religious concepts Jihad, mosque, prayer, (prayer of) dawn, supplication, Imam,
worship, etc.
Emotion Love, suffering, benevolence, heart (keyword for emotion
expressions), forgiveness, etc.

Note: Noun phrases such as “my mother” or “your brother” and even entire clauses such as “and | admonish you” or “forgive
me, you two” appear as one word-form in Arabic. For the ways in which this study’s results addressed this phenomenon
please refer to the text.

Following standard procedures in Arabic corpus linguistics, function words that carry no
thematic meaning in the Arabic language (e.g., the Arabic equivalents to “in,” “to,” “that,”
“on,” “this”) were omitted—leaving 204 thematic words. Categorizing these 204 words based
on their root (which in Arabic serves as a general indicator for the theme of the word), along
with consideration of their use and context revealed a similar thematic composition as the
one that the LIWC has found. However, the word-by-word resolution of the word frequency
table allowed for the identification of distinct sub-themes within the broad LIWC ones.
Table 1 presents both the LIWC themes and the specific sub-themes that were identified
using the most frequent content words in the corpus.

Examination of the individual word forms in the Word Frequency table also allowed for
estimating the prominence of words whose meaning convey extreme, absolute or overgener-
alized quality, such as extremizers and superlatives. The function of these Arabic words is
similar to the English extremization markers “all,” “any,” “
“uniquely,” “excluding,” and so on.

Figure 2 shows a word cloud of the entire corpus in its original form, and gives an overall
visual sense of the most frequent words and themes therein. The word cloud, in which a
word-form prevalence is proportional to its size, was rendered using the Wordle algorithm®
on the most frequent 146 words of the CoPSBFL corpus, excluding general syntactic particles
(see above), but including grammatical particles that are used for reasoning, persuasion and
extremization—in recognition of their unique role in ideological texts. In doing so, the word
cloud technique goes beyond merely providing information on the most prevalent themes
and words in the text, as it also gauges the relative prominence of the various themes in the
corpus. This use of content analysis is particularly important in the psychology of motivation
and meaning making, as the relative prevalence of the various themes in personal communi-
cations has been consistently shown to correspond to their relative importance in the mind
of the communicator—whether or not the communicator is aware of it.”

» « » «

specifically,” “never,” “even if,”
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Figure 2. Word clouds of the most frequent words in the CoPSBFL. The size of the word is proportional to
its prevalence in the corpus. The upper cloud is the original raw data in Arabic while the lower one is a
translation of the word frequency table that was made with roughly the size proportion as the original.
Note: The word “Allah,” which was the most frequent word in the corpus (3.817 percent), was not included
due to its disproportionate size.

Computerized-Text Analysis

As explained in the methods section, the exhaustiveness of the word frequency table was
exploited to create specific text-analytical dictionaries to capture constructs that were men-
tioned in the literature as individual drivers of jihadi suicide terrorism. This section reports
the prevalence of a few such constructs, for which text-analytical dictionaries could be con-
structed with adequate sensitivity and specificity.”' For example, both Table 1 and Figure 2
indicate that paradise is a major preoccupation for the Palestinian suicide bomber. Thus, a
list of words and synonyms that are used in the last wills to refer to paradise is expected to
be sensitive enough to gauge the prominence of the construct in the bomber’s mind. How-
ever, all occurrences of these words will also have to be examined for their context (using
Concordance Analysis)—lest the bombers use them non-specifically to refer to something
outside the scope of the paradise promised to the martyrs in Islam. Similarly, based on
Islamic law (see introduction), we expect the welfare of the martyr’s parents (and that of the
mother in particular) to be of great concern for the jihadi terrorist. Indeed, both Table 1 and
Figure 2 show that the words “my mother,” “my father,” and “my parents” loom large over
the last wills in the corpus. Here, too, constructing an exhaustive dictionary of family
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relationship terms would ensure the sensitivity of the dictionary to this construct, while
ascertaining the unambiguity of these words based on their context would ensure its
relevance.

Following this paradigm for optimizing sensitivity and specificity, Computerized Text
Analysis dictionaries were constructed for the following frequent themes: “mother,” “father,”
“parents,” “paradise,” “virgins,” “intercession” (on behalf of family members, to be forgiven
and admitted to paradise) and “revenge.” For specificity’s sake, I selected only the words that
are uniquely associated with each of these themes (usually due to their Quranic origin), and
ascertained, using Concordance Analysis that they were not used for any other purpose. The
exact words, word-stems, and word forms in the original Arabic (including their diacritic
variations) that comprise these dictionaries are available from the author on request.

Figure 3 shows the results of the computerized text-analysis for the select themes,
and suggests that preoccupations regarding paradise, the bomber’s parents and the abil-
ity to intercede on behalf of their family far surpass the average martyr’s preoccupation
with revenge. This pattern is further buttressed considering that the sensitivity of the
“revenge” dictionary was equal or higher than that of the other dictionaries, as it con-
tained more words and synonyms for the concept. The relative sensitivity of the dictio-
nary suggests that the low frequency in which the concept was mentioned in the wills
is not due to an experimenter bias but is rather a reliable reflection on the relative
importance of pro-social and interpersonal themes have in the mind of the Palestinian
suicide bomber over antisocial ones like revenge.

» <«

Concordance Analysis

As noted in the methods section, Concordance Analysis is mostly used to qualify and disam-
biguate keywords that were identified as prominent in the corpus using Word Frequency
Analysis or Computerized Text Analysis. One of the intriguing results in Figure 2 is the
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Figure 3. Computerized text-analysis of the prominent themes in the CoPSBFL, as identified through Word
Frequency Analysis.
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prominence of requests and imperatives (sometimes known as “supplications” in the context
of a last wills), bearing the general meaning of “and don’t” or “and do not” (both are repre-
sented as one word in Arabic, due to its morphogenic nature—as discussed above). Since the
farewell letters are (at least in the mind of their writers) the last communication of the sui-
cide bomber with their family and loved one (see introduction for details), this feature of
their language may be of considerable importance. From a sociolinguistic perspective,
requests and imperatives, especially when they are phrased in negation, serve three prag-
matic functions: The first is to communicate a concern or fear that the suicide bomber may
have; The second is to express a wish to address and mitigate this fear, and the third is to
relate to their readership (either as a suggestion or a command—depending on the urgency
of the concern) their opinion how to best address or mitigate this concern or fear. Naturally,
the finality of the situation is likely to augment and intensify all three functions—which is
why last requests are given special heed in most societies. Of the 722 occurrences of the
word “don’t” in all its variations, 121 occurrences were omitted due to being part of Quranic
bound phrases and not representing original ideas. Figure 4 lists the top 10 verbs that came
after “don’t” (accounting for 41.21 percent of all occurrences of the word in the CoPSBFL),
along with examples from the corpus.

Discussion

This article introduces a novel approach to the study of the mindset and motivations of Pal-
estinian suicide bombers based on the language of the personal farewell letters they sent to
their families shortly before embarking on their mission. The paradigm that was used in this
study integrates “bottom-up” and inductive linguistic procedures with “top-down,” or
hypothesis-driven ones to reach a comprehensive characterization of the mindset associated
with religio-political self-sacrifice. Such multi-pronged approach is purported to mitigate
and/or complement existing paradigms for the study of suicide terrorism on the individual
level, such as “post-mortem” interviews with friends or relatives and interviews of “would-
be” suicide bombers whose mission was intercepted or failed. Unlike existing paradigms, the
proposed method is non-coercive, shareable in its raw data form, and amenable to a variety
of linguistic pattern analyses (in the original Arabic), of which the bombers are presumed to
have little conscious awareness or control. The ecological validity of the method is further
buttressed by the “canonization” and preservation of the martyrs’ last words and the strong
ties that the writers had with their families and loved ones-ties that are likely to confer hon-
esty and intimacy to their farewell letters.

Representativeness of the Sample in this Study

Before elaborating on the findings of this study, it would be useful to gauge the extent
to which the 211 last wills that make up the corpus in this study are representative of
the population of Palestinian suicide bombers in general. However, as with the method-
ological barriers that pervade the field, this endeavor, too, is subject to definitional,
methodological, and political uncertainties. One of the most fundamental ways in which
political considerations intersect with methodological ones in this study is the choice of
a group of reference against which the sample should be compared. Thus, to assess the
representativeness of a sample, the sub-population of Palestinian suicide bombers in
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Top 10 most frequent verbs after the word "don't"

|5 % be sad (said to a group)
s forget me (said to a group)
+»5 be sad (to a woman)
<S5 cry (said to a woman)
1555 cry (said to a group)
4. »3 be sad (said to a man)
I forget (said to a group)
1% abandon (said to a group)
=i forget me (said to a woman)
L3 forget us (said to a group)

Example of Concordance items associated with the top 10 most frequent verbs:

Al Zaaly Y 15 5a0 ¥ Sl Al
to my brothers and sisters - do not be sad for my departure forever
sledll o S g VoS sl L gl L
my family and loved ones, | beg you don't forget me in your prayers
Lae go il elE 05 A a5 PERE R
do not be upset and do not be sad, and God's willing we will meet
i L S Y oolal e gad 55 e
why would you be tearing up, my mother, do not cry my beloved
e 18 P PR
my brothers and sisters do not cry over me
s;)i)gL..a.'.\c.nm\J Jad ‘)'g.‘.LiJ'l__'__,I
my dear father don't be sad, for God is with the patient ones
dgle U 55 oM agall ) o Yol i e A Kl a
My Allah reward you do not forget the pledge we took
Gl | S PG L .
and my wish to you is that you do not abandon our youth

lall A eledll (o s Y o dmall Sl 5 b dlaasl

and | ask you my beloved mother that you don't forget to pray for me

Al afilatis ¢ U g Vs Bl e SV
expand your non-obligatory prayers and don't forget us by the name of God

Figure 4. Concordance Analysis of the overrepresented imperative “Don't”: The upper portion lists the top
10 most frequent uses of the imperative (accounting for 41.2 percent of all occurrences in the CoPSBFL),
while the bottom portion exemplifies the technique by listing sentences that correspond to the upper
portion. The translations were made by the author.

this study could potentially be contrasted with (1) the number of completed suicide ter-
ror attacks as reported by the Israeli government (i.e., mainly those that infiltrated into
Israeli borders and inflicted damage that the Israeli authorities admitted); (2) the sum
of completed and foiled attacks (with the latter being largely unknown due to Israeli
national security concerns); (3) the number of suicide attacks that targeted Israelis at
large (i.e., both civilians and soldiers within Israeli borders and Israeli Defense Forces
[IDF] soldiers in Palestinian-inhabited areas or in checkpoints)—to name but a few via-
ble reference groups for this task. Arguably, these methodological barriers may partially
explain why most studies of individual Palestinian suicide bombers do not mention the
representativeness of their sample. In a rare exception, Ariel Merari and colleagues’”
attempted to calculate how representative their sample of would-be suicide bombers is,
by comparing them to those bombers whose mission was intercepted before they could
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push the trigger. However, the small sample size (four would-be suicide bombers and
eleven foiled bombers) did not permit a formal hypothesis testing. Other studies involv-
ing would-be Palestinian suicide bombers either explicitly state that they are not repre-
sentative,”> or are mum on the issue altogether.”* The representativeness of these
samples is likely low considering that estimates of the total number of incarcerated
would-be suicide bombers in Israeli prisons range from about a hundred,” to 200,”° to
250.”” Due to a variety of reasons in addition to the ubiquitous security concerns, there
is no consensual or official statistics on this population from either Israeli or Palesti-
nian sources.

This study adopted a more psychological approach to the definition of suicide bomb-
ers and included any Palestinian who died and left a personal farewell letter. This
inclusion criterion seems the most ecological and appropriate for studying religio-politi-
cal self-sacrifice, regardless of whether the suicide bomber died within Palestinian terri-
tories while inflicting minimal damage to Israeli soldiers (in which case the incident is
not likely to be reported in either the Israeli or the international media). This inclusion
criterion is consistent with both the social and religious perspectives, since both the
Palestinian community and Islamic doctrine (as interpreted by most Palestinian Imams)
would consider them as martyrs for all intents and purposes. This inclusion criterion is
also consistent with Claude Berrebi’s findings’® that although 93 percent of Palestinian
martyrs write last wills, only 89 percent of the attacks were planned and only 40 per-
cent of those were suicide attacks in the strict sense of the word (i.e., the bomber initi-
ated the attack and controlled the timing of his self-detonation). Using Berrebi’s 2007
data, which seems the most complete and inclusive, the sample in this study constitutes
211/373 = 57 percent of the suicide bombers in the years 2000-2006. This is consistent
with Palestinian data claiming 367 suicide bombers,”® putting the representativeness of
this study at 211/367 = 57.5 percent of the Palestinian suicide bombers population. It
should be noted that Israel Security Forces official data, which only tallies completed
suicide missions in the strict sense of the word within Israeli borders (see above), esti-
mates the number of suicide bombers between 2000-2005 (which mostly overlap the
period covered in this study) as N = 161.% This is also roughly consistent with our
data, considering the estimated number of Palestinians in Israeli prisons at the same
time period for different degrees of involvement in suicide bombing, which, using
Israeli sources ranges between 200 to 250.®" Thus, by most viable estimates, the sample
in this study represents roughly 56 percent of the overall population of Palestinian sui-
cide bombers for the Second Intifada (2000-2006).

The Predominance of Pro-Social over Antisocial Motives in Palestinian Suicide
Bombers

Taken as a whole, one of the most consistent patterns across all levels of analysis in this study
is the predominance of pro-social sentiments over antisocial ones in the language of the fare-
well letter—and presumably in the minds of Palestinian suicide bombers. Apart from the fre-
quent use of words denoting straightforward social relations (e.g., mother, father, brothers),
most of the cognitive verbs that were used in the letters were also interpersonal in nature,
consisting mainly of linguistic markers of social reasoning and persuasion. Even the religious
words were preferentially used in their social context, and were mainly used by the bomber
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to justify his decision to engage in suicide terrorism. Furthermore, the most frequent reli-
gious words in the corpus (see Figures 2 and 3) suggest that even the duty of jihad, which is
considered by jihadi terrorist ideology worldwide as an individual duty (“Fard Al Ayn”)* is
nonetheless construed by most Palestinian suicide bombers largely as a relational wish to
attain paradise and be close to God and the prophets and thus able to intercede on behalf of
family members so they, too, can attain paradise. In fact, the intertwined nature of these two
related wishes (i.e., to attain paradise and to intercede from there on behalf of family mem-
bers) can be reliably demonstrated using Computerized Text Analysis, since the language
that is used to describe them is Quranic in origin and is not used for any other discourse.
Computerized Text Analysis further suggests that the pro-social or interpersonal preoccupa-
tions with attaining paradise in order to intercede on behalf of family members, along with
the general concern for the parents are stronger than any mention of antisocial sentiments
such as revenge (for which an exhaustive Arabic text-analytical dictionary could also be reli-
ably constructed).

The prominence of pro-social themes in the personal farewell letters of Palestinian suicide
bombers lends a minimally biased empirical support to theories of suicide terrorism that
have long suggested that a pro-social set of motives fundamentally undergirds the otherwise
antisocial acts that characterize it. In particular, this pattern of results is consistent with theo-
ries that highlight the strong social and relational ties of terrorists as a major motivator
behind their commitment to the cause.”” This is particularly true of Palestinian suicide
bombers, above and beyond other campaigns of jihadi suicide terrorism, which generally
seem to rely on disenfranchised and/or second generation Muslims, who may or may not be
committed to local or national causes.** Palestinian suicide bombers, in contrast, are often
reported to have stronger sense of altruism, presumably borne by their relative ethnic homo-
geneity and strong sense of social embeddedness and commitment: To their families, their
organizations and cells, and to their people and culture in general.**

The results of this study also concur with theories concerning the fundamentally interper-
sonal nature of religion as a motive for suicide terrorism. This was accomplished by carefully
differentiating between religious words that the bombers (1) Used to communicate their
understanding of Islam as a religious doctrine; (2) Used as part of common Arabic phrases
whose religious origin was largely inconsequential; and (3) Used to communicate their
understanding of Islam as an interpersonal relationship to Allah, including the wish to be
closer to him, the Prophets and the Righteous that surround him, and leveraging this prox-
imity to intercede on behalf of other family members. The results of this study, which dem-
onstrate the prominence of the interpersonal—rather than the instrumental or
procedural®*—construal of religious commitment in the mind of the Palestinian suicide
bombers, are consistent with evolutionary and psychoanalytic theories of suicide terrorism.
These theories suggest that the unwavering fanaticism over religious or sacred values is fun-
damentally an interpersonal process.”” This insight may have important counterradicaliza-
tion implications, as it advocates a shift from the popular rational focus on either scholastic
disputation of jihadi doctrine or tilting the cost-benefit ratio (utility function) using individ-
ual incentives and punishments. Rather, the insights from this study are consistent with
counterradicalization interventions that (re)integrate jihadists into a social context that pur-
ports to fulfill their pro-social motives and values using nonviolent tactics.®®

Lastly, the results of this study shed light on the role of revenge in suicide terrorism. Over-
all, the “revenge” theme was downplayed in the personal farewell letters of Palestinian
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suicide bombers, as is expected based on Islamic and cultural norms (see introduction). This
finding seems at odds with several studies concerning the motives for Palestinian suicide ter-
rorism.*” A closer look at Ariel Merari’s unprecedentedly detailed 2010 sample indeed shows
that 7 of 12 incarcerated would-be suicide bombers listed personal revenge as “high” or “very
high” in their list of motives. Yet, based on psychological reasons that were discussed in the
introduction, one should expect a shift towards political and rational explication style under
conditions of failure, incarceration and possible coercion. Nevertheless, the heightened sen-
sitivity to pro-social sentiments compared to antisocial ones that was found in this study
may help contextualize this revenge motive and perhaps even resolve Merari’s somewhat
incongruous contention that “examination of the would-be suicides’ background hardly
revealed any reason for personal revenge. ... Still, several would be suicides indicated per-
sonal revenge was important in their willingness to carry out the mission” (p. 125). Thus,
consistent with the results of this study, of the four cases that Merari features as examples of
high personal revenge motive, only two avenged a primarily personal grievance, while the
other two avenged a second-degree relative.”® Similarly, the two would-be suicide bombers
that were featured in Anat Berko’s 2007 sample (Jalal and Rifat) cited a non-personal
revenge motive. Rather, their actions purported to avenge the Palestinian people at large.

Wishes and Fears of Palestinian Suicide Bombers as expressed in their Personal
Farewell Letters: Implications for Counterterrorism

Above and beyond their generalized pro-social sensitivities, this study shows that Palestinian
suicide bombers are particularly preoccupied with minimizing the pain to their parents—
and especially their mothers. This finding, whose quantification is unique to this study,”" is
consistent with the position of Islamic scriptures, laws, and traditions concerning the impor-
tance of tending to the parents’ needs over and above any obligations for militant jihad (see
introduction for more details). This concern for the parents, and in particular the mother
(who is mentioned in the average farewell letter 1.5 times more than the father, as Figure 3
shows) is disproportional to the representation of other social concerns in the letters, and as
such may serve as a direct evidence for a link between religio-political ideology and the inter-
nal preoccupations of suicide bombers. In contrast to this religion-bound preoccupation
with the welfare of the parents, none of the bombers in this study explicitly acknowledged
any of Islam’s numerous exhortations to put the parents’ farewell before any violent jihadi
endeavor. As such, the finding of this study point to an internal conflict in Palestinian sui-
cide bombers vis-a-vis the stark incompatibility of the violent jihadi doctrine with the larger
Islamic religion and laws.

Another set of concerns that loom large over the individual decision to engage in suicide
terrorism was uncovered in this study using a paradigm that combined Word Frequency
Analysis and Concordance Analysis. Following up on the unexpectedly high prevalence of
words that denote the imperative “don’t” (see Figure 2), Concordance Analysis showed that
individual Palestinian suicide bombers are acutely concerned about (1) the emotional reac-
tions of their family members to their act and (2) to the possibility that their loved ones will
forget them. This specific set of concerns can also be viewed as directly related to the fears of
the bombers that the hegemonic Hamas ideology might be wrong in its interpretation of Islam
and they may not achieve paradise by becoming suicide bombers. Although these fears are not
mentioned explicitly in the wills, they nevertheless provide the most straightforward
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explanation to the frequency and intensity of these particular exhortation. They are also con-
sistent with in the stipulations of achieving paradise that mainstream Islam posits while the
Salafi-jihadist ideology downplays or ignores. As was discussed before, attaining paradise in
the context of jihad in mainstream Islam is stipulated on it not upsetting the parents (and in
particular the mother). However, if the mujahid, as is often the case in Palestinian suicide ter-
rorism, concealed their joining the jihad, several traditions claim that the Prophet will not
admit the martyrs’ souls to heaven unless their survivors express content with the martyrdom
and pray for their souls. These considerations may explain why jihadi ideology oftentimes
invests considerable propaganda efforts in promising paradise to its fighters and in justifying
its attainment. Taken together, the findings of this study demonstrate that known ideological
fault lines between mainstream Islam and its Salafi-jihadist offshoot—although not explicitly
admitted—are nonetheless detectable through the verbal behavior of suicide bombers.

Conclusion

This study introduces a methodology that could greatly advance our understanding of the
intimate workings of suicide bombers minds. As such, it may complement the common
practice of extrapolating the motives and rationales of individual terrorists from the ideolog-
ical communications of Salafi-jihadist leaders and ideologues. Similarly, counterterrorism
efforts that purport to address the ideology of terrorist organizations as communicated by
their leaders may, using the proposed paradigm, tailor their counter-messaging to the con-
cerns of the actual perpetrators of the terrorism act, rather than assume that the hegemonic
terrorism ideology is espoused by each and every suicide bomber—a notion that is inconsis-
tent with the results of this study (among a few others).

Further studies may augment the reliability of the approach proposed in this study by
combining it with procedures that involve human raters and judgment. The combination of
the accuracy and sensitivity of human judgment with the expediency of computerized lin-
guistics can potentially detect even more nuanced (and implicit) attitudes, motivations, and
internal conflicts or dissonance in the minds of suicide bombers.
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Appendix B. Identification and Categorization of Bound Phrases Containing
the Word “Allah”

To increase the specificity and accuracy in estimating the prevalence of religious themes in
the texts, and to differentiate them from references to God that may be more mundane or
“manner of speech,” a sequence of linguistic procedures was carried out: First, bound
phrases were identified using the n-gram detection algorithm in.*> Then, the computer soft-
ware written by the author (see method section) identified any three-word combination in
the CoPSBFL that could potentially be a part of those n-grams that contained the word
“Allah.” This two-prongs approach “bootstrapped” the detection of complex sentences that
might not be otherwise detected by the computer due to morphological variations, including
typos and/or inconsistent diacritics (e.g., tashkeel, shadda, tanween, qashida, etc.). These
accommodation of morphological variability were necessary due to the diverse level of liter-
acy among the bombers, compounded by the highly morphogenic nature of the Arabic lan-
guage—whereby the same word can be written in many different forms.

The categorization to “primarily religious” or “primarily cultural” phrases was based on
previous empirical linguistics work of the author in mixed-register Palestinian Arabic,”” and
is presented in the following table:

Primarily Religious Primarily Cultural
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