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Preface

Is it possible to identify the main root causes of the various forms of terrorism? Will
terrorism decline or disappear if such root causes are removed and grievances are
addressed? Is the root cause approach to reducing terrorism a fruitful and realistic way
to deal with this problem?

These are questions asked by policy-makers as well academic researchers and
students of terrorism. The answers given may have great bearings on how we respond
to the problem of terrorism, which has become a main challenge to international secu-
rity and civil society. However, a one-sided focus on military means and repressive
responses may become a greater threat to civil society and the process of democratiza-
tion in many countries than the threat posed by terrorist violence itself. For that
reason, there is a need to search for alternative approaches. This book represents an
effort by leading experts in the field to explore and analyse the factors and circum-
stances that give rise to terrorism, and to seek the possibilities and limitations of
reducing terrorism by addressing its causes.

This book has evolved out of a meeting of some 30 international experts on
terrorism, who gathered in Oslo on 9-11 June 2003. Organized by the Norwegian
Institute of International Affairs (NUPI), this expert meeting on Roor Causes of
Terrorism was initiated and financed by the Norwegian Government. The purpose of
the meeting was to summarize and document what leading academics within the
community of terrorism research know regarding the causes of terrorism, and to pass
on this information to the high-level conference Fighting Terrorism for Humanity,
which was held in New York on 22 September 2003.

This book is based on a selection of the papers presented at the Oslo expert
meeting. These contributions were thoroughly revised and edited to fit into this
collection. We believe the book will fill a need not only among academic experts and
policy-makers in the field, but also serve well as a textbook for undergraduate and
graduate courses on terrorism.

I wish to extend my thanks to the Prime Minister of Norway, Kjell Magne
Bondevik, for his initiative, and to ambassador Morten Wetland and coordinator Erik
Giercksky at the Norwegian Foreign Ministry for their generous support and collabo-
ration in making the expert meeting possible. Anja K. Bakken and Anders
Romarheim at the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs provided invaluable
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assistance before, during and after the Oslo conference. I also want to thank Vibeke
Sand, Liv Heivik, Jan Risvik, Susan Heivik, Geir Arne Fredriksen and Ole Dahl
Gulliksen for their assistance at various stages in the process of realizing this book.
Finally, I express my gratitude to the international experts who have contributed their
knowledge and insights.

Tore Bjorgo



1 Introduction

Tore Bjorgo

In the aftermath of September 11 and the declaration of the “War on Terrorism’, some
would say that it is irrelevant and apologetic to address root causes of terrorism.
Terrorism, they stress, is evil, and it must be crushed and uprooted. This is not the
time to show understanding of its causes." Others argue that if we focus solely on the
symptoms of terrorism, without addressing the conditions that produce it and provide
fertile ground in which extremism and violence can grow and take root, then the war
on terrorism will only produce more terrorism. Some even point to a specific root
cause which they see as ‘the mother of all terrorism’, be it poverty, the festering Israeli—
Palestinian conflict, state sponsorship of terrorism, or some other favourite reason.
Only if that particular problem is solved, they argue, will terrorism come to an end.

A complex picture

Terrorism, however, is an extremely complex set of phenomena, covering a great
diversity of groups with different origins and causes. Thus, it is 7oz the ambition of
this book to come up with any new magic bullets. The aim should rather be to provide
a more nuanced discussion on the causes of terrorism and, it is hoped, indicate some
possibilities for influencing factors that may actually have an impact on the level of
terrorism.

Identifying these root causes is a complex task, for several reasons. The many failed
attempts to find one common definition of terrorism have been frustrated by the fact
that the label ‘terrorism’ is used to cover a wide range of rather different phenomena.
Rebellious groups and powerful states may both use terrorist methods to intimidate
target groups, but the nature of ‘terror from above’ and ‘terror from below’ differs in
several fundamental ways. Moreover, left-wing revolutionary terrorists use terrorist
means in different ways and for different strategic and tactical purposes than do reli-
giously motivated terrorists. Obviously, we will not be able to identify one set of root
causes that will cover all forms of terrorism.

The statements ‘researchers have identified more than 200 definitions of terrorism
but failed to agree on any one’ and ‘one person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom
fighter’ have become clichés. However, there is actually a growing consensus among
researchers as well as among governments about the core meaning of the concept of
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terrorism. Most agree that terrorism is a set of methods or strategies of combat rather
than an identifiable ideology or movement, and that terrorism involves premeditated
use of violence against (at least primarily) non-combatants in order to achieve a
psychological effect of fear on others than the immediate targets. However, beyond
this core meaning of terrorism, there is heated disagreement regarding the delimita-
tion of the phenomenon of terrorism, and particularly when it comes down to which
specific groups or violent campaigns should be included or excluded under the label
‘terrorism’. Some definitions specifically exclude state actors as possible terrorists,
whereas others include states. Some definitions restrict the notion of terrorism to
attacks on civilians only, whereas other definitions would include military and police
targets under non-war conditions. Some limit terrorism to violent acts with a political
purpose, whereas others also include terrorism for criminal purposes. Most definitions
(implicitly or explicitly) consider terrorism as an illegitimate method, irrespective of
its political goals or purposes. However, a few (rather exceptional) definitions specifi-
cally claim that armed struggle for certain just purposes is legitimate, irrespective of
means.” The emerging consensus, however, is that terrorism is primarily an extremism
of means, not one of ends.*

This book will focus mainly on terrorism by non-state actors. Although state
terrorism may be seen as a different phenomenon, it is nevertheless addressed in
several chapters, partly because state sponsorship is frequently considered a root cause
of terrorism but also because brutal state repression may be a significant trigger of
oppositional terrorism.

Among researchers, there is also a growing agreement that there is not one single
‘terrorism’, but several different ‘terrorisms’. Because there are different types of
terrorism with highly disparate foundations, there are very diverse types of causes and
levels of causation.” The notion that there is one single ‘prime mover’ behind
terrorism is therefore not tenable. Terrorism occurs in poor countries as well as in rich
ones, in authoritarian societies as well as in democracies. What seems likely is that
certain forms of terrorism are outcomes of certain combinations of factors: some of
which may be more fundamental than others.

One basic question we need to address is whether the concept of ‘root causes of
terrorism’ is really useful at all. The notion of ‘root causes’ is taken more from the
realm of political discourse than from terrorism research and social theory. The idea is
that no long-term success in the ‘war on terrorism’ can be expected as long as the root
causes remain, continuing to spawn new terrorist actors. The underlying, and some
would say naive, assumption is that if we can manage to identify and remove these
root causes, then terrorism will end.

One problem with this assumption is that the more deep-rooted a cause (as with
‘poverty’ or ‘modernization’), the more general it becomes, and the less directly it is
related to terrorism.® Such causes act to produce all kinds of social outcomes, of which
terrorism is just one. Moreover, some of the ‘root causes’ that we can see as precondi-
tions to international terrorism, such as modern news media and various moderniza-
tion and globalization processes, have both positive and negative (side) effects; and
these should not or cannot be ‘removed’.
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A counterpart to such deep-seated and general root causes is what is sometimes
called ‘trigger causes’: those immediate circumstances and events that provoke people
to have recourse to terrorist action. Here there is a short and direct link between cause
and outcome. Examples are the police killing of a student, Benny Ohnesorg, in West
Berlin in 1967, which helped to trigger the formation of the Red Army Faction; the
‘Bloody Sunday’ massacre by British soldiers in Belfast (1972), which unleashed a
wave of IRA bombings; and Ariel Sharon’s 2000 visit to the Temple Mount/al-Agsa
Mosque in Jerusalem, which set off the Second Intifada. Although such triggering
events have very direct causal relations to terrorist action, they will have such effects
only if other, more basic, preconditions for terrorism are also present. Terrorism tends
to be the product of a long process of radicalization that prepares a group of people for
such extreme action.

Another limitation of the ‘root cause’ approach is that it may give the impression
that terrorists are merely passive objects of social, economic and psychological forces:
puppets obeying what these ‘causes’ compel them to do. It may be more useful to see
terrorists as rational and intentional actors who develop deliberate strategies in order
to achieve political objectives. They make their choices between different options, on
the basis of the limitations and possibilities the situation offers.” When applying such
an actor-oriented approach we would be interested in understanding dynamic
processes rather than focusing on more or less static causes.

Levels of causation

With these reservations in mind, let us look at the various levels of causes of terrorism,
some of which are more remotely and some more closely and directly linked with
terrorism. The simplest way to organize them is to make a distinction between
preconditions of terrorism and precipitants of terrorism. Preconditions set the stage
for terrorism in the long run, whereas precipitants are the specific events or
phenomena that immediately precede or trigger the outbreak of terrorism.® This can
be further differentiated, as follows:

o Structural causes (demographic imbalances, globalization, rapid modernization,
transitional societies, increasing individualism with rootlessness and atomization,
relative deprivation, class structure, etc.) are causes which affect people’s lives in
ways that they may or may not comprehend, at a rather abstract macro level.

o Facilitator (or accelerator) causes make terrorism possible or attractive, without
being prime movers. Examples include the evolution of modern news media,
transportation, weapons technology, weak state control of territory, etc. Propo-
nents of the so-called ‘ecology of terrorism thesis’ even claim that international
terrorism occurs mainly because modern circumstances have made it exception-
ally easy to employ terrorist methods.’

o Motivational causes are the actual grievances that people experience at a personal
level, motivating them to act. Ideologues and political leaders are sometimes able to
translate causes from a structural level up to a motivational level, thereby moving
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people to act. The role of ideology and rhetoric is to explain how things really are,
and persuade individuals and groups to take action. Motivational causes may also
be seen as concrete ‘symptoms’ of more fundamental structural causes.

o Triggering causes are the direct precipitators of terrorist acts. They may be
momentous or provocative events, a political calamity, an outrageous act
committed by the enemy, or some other events that call for revenge or action.
Even peace talks may trigger opponents of political compromise to carry out
terrorist action in order to undermine negotiations and discredit moderates.

Another way to organize the various causes of terrorism is to distinguish between
explanations at the individual and group level, explanations at the societal and
national level, and explanations at the systemic or international level."’

Some root factors may impact differently on various types of terrorist groups, and
on individuals with different positions within a group. For example, it has been found
(in the context of Europe) that the level of modernization makes a strong significant
impact on the level of ideological terrorism in a country, whereas there is almost no
systematic relationship between modernization and ethnonational terrorism.'" It is
also likely that in such organizations as al-Qaeda, relative deprivation has differing
impacts on the well-educated, upper-middle-class leaders and on the less-educated,
lower-class foot soldiers. It is also a well-known phenomenon in the history of
terrorism that middle-class students and well-paid professionals take on roles as repre-
sentatives and champions of the poor and repressed of the world. They are not
deprived themselves, but they use (some would say exploit) the issue of poverty as a
justification for terrorism.

In many cases, terrorist groups emerge due to one set of causes, and continue to
operate over time for quite different reasons. Similarly, individuals may remain in a
terrorist group for reasons other than what led them to join in the first place.
Domestic terrorism and international terrorism are also likely to emerge for different
reasons.

In most cases, terrorism is an extension and radicalization of various types of
conflicts (between different ethnonational groups, between ethnic minorities and
governments, between ideological groups and governments, between rival ideological
groups, etc.).'” Obviously, the root causes of such conflicts are also root causes of
terrorism. On the other hand, most conflicts, even many armed conflicts, do not lead
to terrorism, which is a set of more specific violent strategies, differing from civil war
or guerrilla warfare."” A main task of this book should be to identify the factors,
processes and circumstances that tend to produce such a radicalization into terrorism;
as well as to find which factors tend to prevent such conflicts from generating
terrorism.

Questions to address

This book will address a number of questions, although we will hardly be able to
provide all the answers. Still, we may start to identify some of the more promising
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avenues, and rule out others as blind alleys. The authors were asked to address the
following questions:

e Are there some root causes or fundamental processes that are common to all (or
most) forms of terrorism? Or do different types of terrorism reflect only superfi-
cial similarities in their forms of violent expression, whereas their origins and
basic processes are totally dissimilar?

*  Why do some dissident groups or movements radicalize into using terrorist
means? And why do people join such militant groups? Some of these motivations
and processes may be relatively similar across different types of terrorist groups.

e Is religious fundamentalism by itself a root cause of terrorism? Or is it just a
reflection of more fundamental political and social tensions? What is the role of
religion in conflicts leading to terrorism? Are religious differences a fundamental
cause, or merely an organizing principle of violent conflicts between social
groups? Some conflicts involving terrorism are organized along religious lines,
even if the fundamental causes are more social than religious. Examples here are
conflicts in the former Yugoslavia and Northern Ireland. How and at what stage
does religion become a factor in itself?

e Is radicalized ideology a root cause of terrorism, or is it adopted subsequently so
as to justify acts of terror carried out for other reasons? What roles do ideological
leaders and entrepreneurs play in channelling people’s frustrations and anger into
a terrorist movement?

e What role does the weakness or strength of the state play in spawning local
terrorist groups? And to what extent can international terrorist groups be seen as
products and instruments of states? Is state sponsorship actually causing terrorist
groups to emerge, or is it just a way to reinforce (and perhaps influence) groups
that are already committing terrorism for their own reasons?

e Why do some terrorist groups globalize their agendas or their operations, whereas
others choose to remain local?

e We should also try to identify possible vicious circles that act to reinforce and
perpetuate terrorism. What role do notions of revenge or retaliation play in such
circles? And how do overreactions to terrorism by the state reinforce terrorism?
Are there any possibilities for breaking the vicious circle?

All the experts invited to contribute to this book have been asked to try to identify the
main causes behind the terrorism they describe in their papers. Which of these causes
or processes can be influenced through various forms of policies of prevention or
intervention? Which are more promising for achieving a reduction in terrorism? And
what alleged ‘root causes’ are dead ends that will lead to nothing, either because the
causal relationship to terrorism is weak, or because this cause is something that either
cannot or should not be removed or dealt with?

Is the notion of ‘root causes’ really useful? Is it meaningful to distinguish a ‘root’
cause from less ‘rooted’ causes or factors in the complex processes of generating
terrorism? Perhaps our recommendation to the politicians should be that they drop
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the ‘root’ part from their discourse, and focus instead on more specific and immediate
causes of terrorism? Or could it be that the concept of ‘root causes’ leads us astray by
inducing us to look for very general social ills that actually have little to do with
causing terrorism? It is likely that the more general we make the problem, the more
impossible it becomes to address and handle the more specific causes of terrorism by
targeted intervention or preventive measures.

The organization of this book

The purpose of this book is to address a wide range of relevant causes of terrorism in
order to assess their relative importance in producing terrorist outcomes, and to
provide the basis for a comprehensive discussion on which causes are amenable for
intervention. The chapters are organized in a thematic sequence, where adjacent chap-
ters provide supplementary perspectives and examples to what comes before and after.

Following this Introduction, in Chapter 2, Exploring roots of terrorism, Dipak
Gupta asks why are people participating in collective action in general, and in terrorist
action in particular? What are the rationalities and motivations for joining terrorist
organizations and being involved in violent action, frequently at great personal cost?
He points to the importance of ideology and the role of political entrepreneurs in
providing prospective terrorists with a coherent motivation. However, in any move-
ment we will find that different types of participants are involved for highly different
reasons. Some are ‘true believers’ motivated by ideology and the cause, others are
‘mercenaries’ who are in it for their own selfish interests, whereas a third type are the
‘captive participants’ who are involved for the fear of not going along with the group.
Based on his discussion on motivations for joining terrorist organizations, he ends up
with a list of suggestions for dealing more effectively with terrorist organizations. In
particular, he advises that we must devote much greater effort to understanding the
dynamics of their demise.

In Chapter 3, Impoverished terrovists: stereotype or realiry?, Jitka Maleckovd
addresses one of the most commonly held ideas about the root cause of terrorism,
particularly popular with politicians and even some scholars: the idea that people
become terrorists because of poverty and despair caused by economic deprivation.
However, her critical examination of available data lends little support to this thesis.
Specifically, she and her colleague Alan Krueger have investigated the determinants
of participation in militant activities in the Middle East, in particular suicide terror-
ists. They also looked at cross-country data on the connection between economic
conditions on the national level and the occurrence of terrorism by individuals from
various countries, and analysed public opinion polls on the strength of support for
attacks against Israeli targets in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Their investigation
suggests that any connection between poverty and terrorism is indirect and probably
quite weak. In fact, most of their results point in the opposite direction: a higher
living standard is positively associated with support for or participation in terrorism.
The roots of terrorism, and thus also the possible ways and means to stop it, should
therefore be sought elsewhere. Maleckovd argues that terrorists are more likely to
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come from countries that lack civil liberties, suggesting that freedom of expression
may provide an alternative to terrorism.

The next three chapters address the root causes of terrorism from social and psycho-
logical perspectives. In Chapter 4, John Horgan discusses 7%e social and psychological
characteristics of terrorism and terrorists. He calls for a measure of realism in our expec-
tations to prevent terrorism by addressing its root causes. We are usually not in a posi-
tion to address terrorist grievances per se until the terrorist campaign has developed,
he argues. At the social and psychological level, the question of what causes people to
act as they do is very complex, depending on the stage in the process of terrorist group
membership. Why and how persons become involved in a terrorist group may have
little bearing on what they do in different roles as terrorists. And what keeps people
involved with a terrorist organization may have surprisingly little, if any, bearing on
what subsequently sees them disengaging from the organization. Thus, unless we
recognize these different stages in the process of involvement in terrorism, we may
force our answers to the question of “What are the root causes of terrorism?’ into
misleading singular explanations. Thus, terrorism must be seen as a complex process,
and our efforts to prevent it must reflect this complexity. Furthermore, Horgan
dismisses the common idea that terrorists represent a special type of person, with
personal traits or characteristics that make them special or very different from the rest
of us: a point also made in the two following chapters.

In Chapter 5, Jerrold M. Post describes The socio-cultural underpinnings of rerrorist
psychology. He shows that different types of terrorist groups (namely the social-revolu-
tionary terrorists, the nationalist-separatist terrorists, and the religious fundamentalist
terrorists) have fundamentally different pathways into terrorism. Although attempts
have been made to identify a terrorist personality, in fact terrorists are not mentally
disturbed. Indeed, terrorist groups regularly exclude emotionally disturbed individ-
uals, who represent a security risk. Rather, it is to social psychology (the psychology of
groups, organizations, and indeed societies) that we must turn to understand what
impels these individuals. And insofar as the process of socialization to hate the enemy
and justify violence against them begins in childhood, Post argues that countering
terrorism must have as a central component combating the ‘war for hearts and minds’,
with four central elements being: inhibiting potential terrorists from joining the
group in the first place; creating dissension in the group; facilitating exit from the
group; and reducing support for the group and its leadership.

In Chapter 6, Social, organizational and psychological factors in suicide terrorism,
Ariel Merari claims that actempts to explain suicide terrorist attacks have so far been
speculative, and have focused on religious fanaticism, ‘brainwashing’, and personality
factors. Empirical evidence, however, leads to different conclusions: religion is neither
a prerequisite nor a major factor in the etiology of suicide terrorism. In fact, until
recently, most suicide attacks have been perpetrated by secular terrorist groups.
Terrorist suicides tend to be young, unmarried persons. In Islamic groups they are
almost exclusively males, except for Chechen rebels, among whom females have
constitued about 40 per cent. Other than that, they have no common psychological
and demographic profile. Terrorist suicides do not fit the characteristics of ‘ordinary’
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suicides. There is no evidence that the wish to take revenge for personal suffering plays
a major role in an individual’s readiness to carry out a suicide attack. Terrorist suicide
is not associated with poverty. Merari concludes that suicide terrorism is the product
of manipulative group influences, rather than the result of individual characteristics.

In Chapter 7, Palestinian resistance and Suicide bombing’: causes and consequences, the
Palestinian political scientist Hisham H. Ahmed provides findings and perspectives that
are in support of, as well as in contrast to, those of his Israeli colleague in the preceding
chapter. Ahmed agrees that religious motivation is not the decisive factor in causing young
Palestinians to blow themselves up in ‘martyrdom operations’, and that these young
people are not suicidal or committing suicide in the usual sense. In Palestinian society and
culture these actions have a completely different meaning;: they are acts of self-sacrifice.
However, in Ahmad’s analysis, the main motivation for committing these extreme acts of
self-sacrifice is found not so much in group processes as in the heavy repression of the
Israeli occupation as experienced in Palestinian everyday life. Coupled with the failure of
the political process in bringing relief and hope, the overwhelming force of the occupation
regime has caused general despair and frustration among the Palestinians. Traditional
forms of military resistance have been seen as futile. However, ‘martyrdom operations’ in
the form of ‘intelligent human bombs’ represented a tactic of asymmetric warfare that had
a prospect of equalizing Israeli hi-tech military power, shaking Israeli society and morale.
Ahmed describes how such ‘martyrdom operations’ were seen as justified by the Pales-
tinian public as well as by Islamic scholars. The misery and personal traumas caused by
living under a brutalizing occupation and seeing children being killed and family
members humiliated, created an immense anger, bitterness and hatred. Ahmad argues
that suicide bombing should be seen as an act of ultimate despair, a horrific reaction to
extremely inhumane conditions in a seriously damaged environment of hopelessness.

In Chapter 8, Abdullah Sahar Mohammad analyses 7he roots of terrorism in the
Middle East: internal pressures and international constraints. He provides a critique of
Western ‘terrorology’, and gives a useful survey of what Arab analysts have to say
about the causes of terrorism in the Middle East. He then sets out to apply a multi-
dimensional cause—effect methodology to study these causes. He investigates how the
levels of four main variables — socio-economic development, literacy, democracy and
extremism — relate to the level of terrorist violence in Arab countries. Regardless of
highly different levels of economic well-being, all Arab societies experience a certain
degree of social and economic injustice. In the vast majority of these countries, a
feeling of inequality is felt among the general population. Still, those who have
committed terrorist actions in countries like Kuwait, Saudi Arabia or Egypt have
never based the justification for their actions upon economic factors of any kind, but
rather on issues of foreign policy, such as American involvement in the region or the
conflict (or peace) with Israel. Mohammad also points out that in spite of growing
levels of literacy in the Middle East, terrorism has grown. One possible explanation is
that education reinforces people’s awareness of the surrounding political ills, such as
frustrating economic and social conditions. Regarding democratization, Arab
countries lag far behind, and the lack of regime legitimacy and pathways for oppo-
sition are likely to cause people to turn to violence. Still, small measures towards
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democratization in countries like Kuwait and Jordan have not minimized terrorist
incidents. Concerning extremism, Mohammad shows how it has spread in different
forms throughout the Middle East. Islamic extremism became increasingly attractive
as a political alternative due to lack of regime legitimacy and effectiveness. Islamic
groups provided credible alternatives for interpreting political realities as well as for
action. Mohammad concludes that terrorist incidents occur in almost all the Arab
states regardless of their levels of societal dissatisfaction, economic injustice, political
liberalization or extremism. He then sets out to construct a multidimensional model
to explain this puzzle.

The next two chapters address ethnonationalist terrorism. In Chapter 9, Fernando
Reinares discusses Nationalist separatism and terrorism in comparative perspective.
Nationalist movements often include political organizations seeking the separation of
a certain territory and its population from the state or states under which they are
currently governed. However, only some independentist or irredentist organizations
engage in violence. Reinares states that nationalist separatism does not in itself explain
nationalist separatist terrorism. Exclusionary ethnic nationalisms are more likely to
justify terrorism than moderate and inclusive civic nationalisms. The radicalization of
nationalist protest into terrorism is more likely under authoritarian regimes and in the
context of democratic transitions. Consensual democracies seem to have been less
affected by nationalist separatist terrorism than majoritarian democracies. Terrorism
is typically adopted by nationalist separatist organizations expelled from relevant
public decision-making processes as a result of state coercion or pluralistic competi-
tion. Unless there is some kind of external sponsorship or assistance, the persistence of
any independentist or irredentist terrorist organization depends on the support or
tolerance mobilized among its population of reference, particularly among people
from the lower social classes. These terrorist organizations tend to follow a logic of self
maintenance. This has implications for governmental initiatives aiming at peaceful
regulation of nationalist conflicts. Reinares argues that democratic governments must
make decisions considering the plurality of collective identities and political alle-
giances existing among the citizens affected. Such plurality may well limit the scope of
nationalist achievements and make it impossible to satisfy the expectations of
independentist and irredentist terrorist organizations.

In Chapter 10, D.R. Kaarthikeyan provides A case study of the Tamil insurgency and
the LTTE, discussing the root causes of this bloody conflict and the possible pathways
out of it. He argues that the rise and growth of the Tamil insurgency in Sri Lanka and
particularly the growth of the LTTE, Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (known as the
Tamil Tigers) was born out of systematic discrimination against the Tamil minority,
bred under oppression and strengthened through orchestrated state violence. The
leaders of the LTTE, on their part, ruthlessly killed off leaders of rival Tamil organiza-
tions, thereby getting rid of the more moderate voices of Tamil rights. The LTTE’s
campaign remains one of the longest lasting insurgencies in contemporary politics. It
commenced fighting for a separate homeland and continues to do so, unlike other
similar outfits that have adapted their goals to suit the evolving dynamics of state and
international politics. After having identified the various causal factors that have
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spawned the growth of the LTTE, Kaarthikeyan discuss the two main options before
the Sri Lankan government. The first one is to give up peace talks and to continue
with the military option in order to suppress or subjugate the Tamil rebels. This mili-
tary option has been tried for two decades, at great cost, but has not worked. The other
option is to continue peace talks, accommodate the LTTE’s more reasonable demands
and go for a genuine democratic federal solution. Kaarthikeyan argues that addressing
the root causes of the conflict in this way is the only viable option.

The next three chapters discuss the use of terrorism by right-wing, left-wing and
organized crime groups, respectively. In Chapter 11, Right-wing terrorism, Wilhelm
Heitmeyer points out that there are very different forms of right-wing violence and
perpetrators. In Europe, the groups have been small and violence has been directed
mostly against ethnic minorities and the democratic system in general. In South and
Central America the right-wing terror in the 1970s was much more comprehensive
and the central aim was to stabilize the dictatorships. Thus, different explanations are
needed. In the European situation, Heitmeyer points to several constellations: a
violent form of right-wing extremism is more likely to develop where there is no polit-
ical representation through political parties or channelling mechanism in the form of
electoral success at national level. However, right-wing extremist violence can exist or
develop without electoral successes for the far Right, but can never survive without
xenophobic and right-wing moods and attitudes among the population. The greater
the level of violence perpetrated by right-wing extremist groups, the lower is the
political weight attached to legitimate power-sharing. And finally, political mar-
ginalization of right-wing extremist parties and groups produces variable results. In
some cases it leads to fragmentation of the extreme Right, while in others it may lead
to radicalization into violence and even terrorism. The process of radicalization into
terrorism is a function of political interaction. The role of the state is crucial in this
interaction because both underreaction and overreaction may well accelerate this esca-
lation process.

In Chapter 12, Peter Waldmann makes a comparative analysis of Social-revolu-
tionary terrorism in Latin America and Europe to assess whether it is a promising path
to try to discover the ‘root causes’ of these two varieties of terrorist movements. He
argues that the structural conditions in which the European and Latin American
groups emerged were vastly different in terms of economic development as well as
level of democratization in their respective countries. The social-revolutionary terror-
ists themselves have, in the vast majority of cases, a middle-class academic back-
ground. The decision to employ terrorist violence depends less on deep-rooted
‘causes’ than on the social and geographic opportunity structures under which the
violent groups have to operate. Waldmann claims that ‘subjective’ factors (rooted in
frustrated career expectations, status problems, generation conflict, affinity to global
ideological currents, etc.) offer a far better key for understanding the violent behaviour
of these groups and their members than ‘objective’ factors such as social misery and
injustice, corrupt governments and so on. The appearance of terrorist groups must be
seen in the broader context of a general predisposition to apply political violence.
Whether this predisposition takes the concrete form of a protest movement, a guerrilla
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campaign or terrorist attacks depends less on specific ‘causes’ than on strategic deci-
sions of the leaders of these groups when coping with the structural conditions of a
given situation. Without a hinterland to retire to and hide in, and a sympathetic
peasant population to provide support functions, running a guerrilla campaign is not
possible, thus making terrorism or protest movements more realistic alternatives to
social-revolutionary rebels.

In Chapter 13, The use of terrorism by organized crime, Alison Jamieson argues that
organized crime and terrorism should always be viewed as quite distinct phenomena
in terms of motivation, operational tactics and ultimate objectives. In cases where
these phenomena overlap, Jamieson distinguishes between (a) the self-financing of
terrorist groups by typical ‘organized crime-type’ activities, (b) pragmatic collabora-
tion between terrorist and organized crime groups for mutually beneficial ends, and
() the use of terrorism by organized crime groups for political purposes. Essentially,
the terrorist is a revolutionary seeking to overthrow the political order, whereas orga-
nized crime actors tend to be inherently conservative, tending to resist political
upheaval and seeking conditions of stability that are more conducive to their ultimate
goal of financial accumulation. In her discussion about the Sicilian Mafia, the Cosa
Nostra, she argues that their recourse to a car bomb campaign on the Italian mainland
in 1993 was atypical, and marked the collapse of a long-standing equilibrium between
the privatized Mafia state and the public or institutional state. The aim of the
campaign was to intimidate and destabilize Italy’s institutions and open up space for
mediation with new political interlocutors. Jamieson also makes a comparison with
the left-wing Brigate Rosse (the Red Brigades), discussing the significance of group
identity, the relationship to violence and the importance of consensus. Cosa Nostra has
survived by adherence to core values and a capacity to adapt and modernize whereas
inflexibility and alienation from their intended constituency of support led to internal
dissent and the defeat of the Brigate Rosse.

The following three chapters discuss the role of the state in facilitating, sponsoring
or perpetrating terrorism. In Chapter 14, Farid el Khazen analyses Parterns of state
Jailure: the case of Lebanon. States fail for several reasons ranging from the loss of
monopolistic control over the means of legitimate coercion to the failure to deliver
and regulate services. There are also different degrees of state failure. First, one
extreme degree of state failure is when centralized authority within internationally
recognized borders of the state collapse (e.g. Somalia) or where a recognized authority
exists but no borders are defined and the ‘state’ is ruled by another country (e.g. Pales-
tine, and Kuwait in 1990—1). A second degree is represented by deficit in the capacity
of the state to exercise power (e.g. Cambodia, Sri Lanka, Haiti, Columbia). A third
degree is states kept together only by an authoritarian order (Tibet under Chinese
rule, Iraq, the former Soviet Union). During the war years in Lebanon, 1975-90, a
number of local militias, international foreign and guerrilla organizations and foreign
armies could operate more or less at will, without a central government able to enforce
a monopoly of violence. However, el Khazen argues that the state in post-war
Lebanon does not present a classic case of a failed state but a state that provides an
arena for armed conflict involving several regional state and non-state actors. But
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unlike patterns of failure forced upon the state for political and/or military reasons,
(e.g. Somalia, Liberia, Afghanistan, Indonesia), state failure in post-war Lebanon is
‘engineered’ by the state to the benefit of another state (Syria) fighting proxy wars in
Lebanon and/or pursuing political objectives ranging from relations with the USA to
a multifaceted regional agenda that includes the Arab—Israeli conflict, Iran, and Arab
countries. If not contained, this state-designed security vacuum provides the possi-
bility of armed conflict and political violence: terrorism or otherwise. Only when the
vacuum is filled would the state in Lebanon be held accountable for its deeds and for
whatever developments occur over its territories.

In Chapter 15, State sponsorship: a root cause of terrorism?, Louise Richardson argues
that, contrary to the prevailing view of the US administration in the 1980s (a view that
has re-emerged in the present Bush administration), state sponsorship is not a root
cause of terrorism. For various reasons, these administrations have preferred to
consider terrorism primarily as a problem of rogue states, sponsoring and directing
their terrorist clients. However, states across the political spectrum have used
terrorism as an instrument of foreign policy; even impeccably liberal democracies have
been known to do so. In these instances, states have capitalized on pre-existing
terrorist movements rather than created them. Relationships between terrorists and
their sponsors in fact can be quite nuanced, and range from alliances of convenience
occasioned by sharing an enemy at one extreme, to covert actions of agents of the state
masquerading as terrorists, on the other. Terrorist movements, rather than states, have
often been the initiators of these relationships and have been known to play off one
state against another. The popularity of the view that state sponsorship is a root cause
of terrorism is largely attributable to the fact that it is easier for a state to retaliate
against another state with military means than against a more inchoate enemy. That
said, state sponsorship can, and on many occasions does, significantly enhance the
lethality of terrorist groups by providing resources, training and safe havens.

In Chapter 16, Expected utility and state terrorism, Michael Stohl explores the condi-
tions under which states have resorted to the use of violence, repression and terrorism
against their own and others’ populations. He also sets out to detect the conditions that
resulted in these behaviours and explore different forms of state terrorist behaviour in
both domestic and international affairs. The argument is that a regime is more likely to
employ terrorism as a means of governance when it believes that terrorism is more effec-
tive relative to other means of governance, and when costs associated with the behav-
iours are relatively low. This approach locates terrorism as a strategy of action in a
conflict situation. State terrorism within the domestic context presupposes a regime in
conflict with at least some of its citizenry which estimates that terrorism will perform
better than alternative means in eliminating or quieting some actual or perceived poten-
tial challenge or threat. Within the international realm, the same logic applies. Stohl
asserts that states (and other terrorist actors) might choose terrorism paradoxically both
when they perceive themselves as powetless — in the sense that other policy instruments
of rule are unavailable or less useful — and when they are in a situation that may be
labelled confident strength — when the costs were perceived as low and the probability of
success believed high in relation to other means. Two forms of costs are identified.
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Firstly, the response costs associated with the reaction of targeted groups and bystanders
(domestic and international) and secondly, production costs, which are the actual mate-
rial as well as psychic costs of performing acts which are generally defined as unaccept-
able. The approach suggests that this will generally place socially marginal or socially
distant groups at the greatest risk because the response and production costs associated
with these groups as a target are relatively low in comparison to their vulnerability, and
the perceived chances of success for policies directed against them are considered rela-
tively high because of their relative powerlessness and marginalization. However, Stoh!’s
perspective also provides insight in how bystanders and audiences can increase the cost
and hence the udility of terrorist behaviour.

The final four chapters seek to extract from our understandings of root causes of
terrorism lessons that can be translated into policies to prevent the emergence of
terrorism or to reduce actual terrorist campaigns.

In Chapter 17, Joshua Sinai sets out to provide A conceptual framework for resolving
terrorism’s causes by assessing the spectrum of response measures, whether coercive or
conciliatory, that are appropriate to resolve a terrorist-type conflict’s underlying root
causes. A primary assumption is that when a terrorist rebellion succeeds in gaining the
support of a significant segment of the population and in protracting the insurgency,
and the government’s coercive measures are unable either to decisively defeat the
insurgents on the battlefield or to resolve the insurgency peacefully, then a new
counter-terrorism strategy is required to resolve the conflict. In a situation of such a
protracted ‘hurting stalemate’ that is damaging to both sides, long-term resolution can
only come about when governments begin to address a conflict’s underlying root
causes; but only when the insurgents’ grievances are considered to be legitimate and
grounded in some aspects of international law. It is also up to the insurgents to incor-
porate into their demands, grievances and other objectives that are amenable to the
‘give-and-take’ of compromise and negotiations.

In Chapter 18, Prevention of terrorism: towards a multi-pronged approach, Alex P.
Schmid briefly discusses trends and perceptions of terrorism and the UN draft defini-
tion of terrorism. He then introduces a ‘toolbox’ of eight types of counter-terrorism
measures. In particular, he discusses Political and Governance Measures, where he
pleads for anti-terrorism policies based on (a) good governance, (b) democracy, (c) rule
of law, and (d) social justice. Concerning Economic and Social Measures, he tests statis-
tically whether or not poverty is a causal factor by comparing UNDP poverty indica-
tors with a self-developed terrorism index. Data show that the correlation between
poverty and terrorism is much weaker than the correlation between (the lack of) rule
of law and terrorism.

In Chapter 19, Fire of lolaus: the role of state countermeasures in causing terrorism and
what needs to be done, Andrew Silke draws an analogy between counter-terrorism
measures and the myth of the Hydra. When Hercules chopped off a head of the
Hydra, more simply grew in its place. On the verge of defeat in his battle with the crea-
ture, Hercules was only saved when his nephew, lolaus, used fire to cauterize the
Hydra’s wounds and thus prevented more heads from growing. Silke’s paper considers
why some counter-terrorism and anti-terrorism policies and tactics have proven so
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unsuccessful and have often seemed to create more terrorism than they stopped or
prevented. Examples of such counter-productive strategies include extra-legal assassi-
nations (e.g. South Africa, Israel); military retaliations (e.g. USA against Libya 1986);
and internment without trial (e.g. Northern Ireland). The paper considers the
circumstances in which such policies have been adopted by various states. An argu-
ment is made that a better understanding of human psychology, particularly as it
relates to the needs for retribution and punishment, provides the key for an objective
understanding of the impact of high-risk counter-terrorism policies. The paper ends
with a consideration of the lessons to be taken away from such experiences.

In the final chapter, the editor reviews the main findings of the book. One main set
of findings concerns several widely held assumptions of what causes terrorism: the
alleged causal relationship between poverty and terrorism; that state sponsorship is a
root cause of terrorism; that suicide terrorism is predominantly motivated by religion;
and that terrorists are insane and irrational actors. These assumptions get little or no
support from the data on which the present studies were based. Although it is, as
expected, not possible to identify a single root cause that explains the emergence of
most terrorist campaigns, the authors identified a number of preconditions that often
set the stage for the emergence of terrorism, and several more specific precipitants
(types of specific events or situations that immediately precede, motivate or trigger the
outbreak of terrorism). However, terrorism is often sustained for reasons other than
those which gave birth to it in the first place. This chapter ends with a discussion
about the possibilities and limitations of reducing terrorism by addressing its root
causes.

Notes

1 DPolitically, this opposition to the root causes approach has been articulated by, for example, some
‘neo-cons’ within the present Bush administration, although these circles also frequently emphasize
certain root causes (such as rogue states and lack of democracy) as essential to address in order to fight
terrorism. From academic quarters, Walter Laqueur (2003a, Chapter 1) has expressed strong scepti-
cism about the udility of preventing terrorism by addressing its root causes.

2 The figure is provided by Silke (2003: 2).

3 The Arab League Convention on the Suppression of Terrorism from 1998 states that ‘All cases of
struggle by whatever means, including armed struggle, against foreign occupation and aggression for
liberation and self-determination, in accordance with the principles of international law, shall not be
regarded as an offence’ (UN Office of Legal Affairs 2001: 153—4). A more moderate version of this
argument was expressed in the Convention of the Organization of the Islamic Conference on
Combating International Terrorism (2000).

4 Schmid and Jongman’s handbook on terrorism research (1988: 14) contains a highly influential anal-
ysis and discussion on the definitions of terrorism.

5 Fora good overview and discussion, see Lia and Skjolberg (2000).

6 For example, research has not been able to establish a direct linear relationship between the level of
poverty and the level of terrorism. This does not mean, however, that there are not important links,
rather that these relationships are of a more complex kind. Thus, some studies have found significant
relationships between the degree of unequal distribution of wealth and the level of terrorism in
various European countries (see Engene 1994, 1998). Others, focusing on relative deprivation, have
shown that in countries with rapid economic growth, the gap between increasing expectations and
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insufficient satisfaction generates frustration, which in turn may lead to collective civil violence and
terrorism (Gurr 1970; Huntington 1968).

7 For a discussion of terrorism as strategic choice and as sets of strategies, see Crenshaw (1990) and
Bjorgo and Heradstveit (1993).

8  See Lia and Skjelberg (2000) and Crenshaw (1990).

9 See Kegley (1990: 105ff), Laqueur (2003b), and Lia and Skjelberg (2000: 22—4).

10  Liaand Skjolberg (2000) provide a detailed and useful discussion of different theoretical perspectives
on the causes of terrorism.

11 See Engene (1994, 1998).

12 There is an extensive literature within the peace and conflict research tradition exploring the various
causes of armed conflict. For an overview, see The World Bank (2003, Appendix 2: ‘A selected bibli-
ography of civil war and rebellion’).

13 For a discussion of typologies of terrorism, see Schmid and Jongman (1988, Chapter 1).
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2 Exploring roots of terrorism

Dipak K. Gupta

Factors of individual motivation

Terrorism has a long history, but its systematic analysis has a short past. Within this
relatively brief period of time, spanning perhaps not much longer than three decades,
analytical literature on the causes of terrorism has mushroomed.' The rate of publica-
tion of academic and journalistic books and articles is even more accelerated since the
days when the USA and other Western countries started to feel terrorism’s nefarious
effects. If there are a few thin but resolute threads running through this rapidly
burgeoning literature, despite its sheer volume and diversity, they are:

e Itis nearly impossible to define ‘terrorism’.

e The link between socio-political and economic structural factors, such as
poverty, lack of economic opportunity, etc. and terrorism is weak.

e There is no single profile of a ‘terrorist’.

All of these above conclusions define the contours of not what we know, but what we
don’t know about terrorism. In favour of this meagre harvest, we may do well to recall
the Socratic wisdom: “What you know may be less important than what you don’t
know’.

Facing such a conundrum in looking for the ‘root causes’ of terrorism, in this
chapter, I would like to start with a different approach. Any act of ‘terrorism’, however
defined, is a collective action, a quintessentially political act taken in the name of a
group based on ethnicity, religion, nationalism or ideological orientation.” If it were
not, it would fall under the category of common criminal behaviour, undertaken
solely for the enrichment of the participants. Hence, in our quest for the ‘root causes’ I
begin by asking the question, “Why do people participate in collective actions?’.

A comparison between what an individual might feel in the midst of a deeply reli-
gious or ideological movement or during horrific sectarian violence, and what psychi-
atrists and psychologists might call ‘paranoia’, ‘schizophrenia’ or ‘delusion’ is
inevitable. For instance, Glass (1985: 38) notes, ‘It occurs to me after listening for
several months to the delusional utterances that some connection may exist between
internal emotional structures and construction of ethical, political systems of belief’.
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He further adds that in their delusion, his patients, similar to demagogues and their
followers all over the world, develop a more or less coherent belief system. This belief
system is characterized by inner images of sharp dichotomies between ‘good/bad,
God/devil, American/communists, black/white’ (ibid.: 61), and so on. A number of
psychiatrists have sought causes of abnormal behaviour, which allows people to target
innocent people through individual personality traits (Akhtar 1999; Haroun 1999).
Investigations by other clinical psychologists have also produced a mixed bag of
tangible outcomes. For instance, Sarraj (2002), a noted Palestinian psychologist
argues that the primary motivations behind suicide bombing are a mix of guilt,
shame, and an overwhelming desire to avenge the perceived injustice wrought to their
land by the Israeli authorities.” Others have found evidence of repressed sexual fanta-
sies in the young men (Konet 2001) and women (Morgan 2002) in their decision to
participate in the acts of self-immolation. Yet, the problem with such analyses is that
two separate individuals are not chased by the same demon; mental illness, unlike
infectious disease, does not contaminate an entire population.

Among social scientists, only economists make explicit behavioural assumptions.
They argue that individuals participate in an action if, in their estimation, their
benefits resulting from their involvement outweighs the costs. That is:

Benefits — Cost > 0 (1)

The introduction of a ‘rational choice’ hypothesis has expanded the domain of
economics significantly. Originally developed to explain market behaviour, economic
principles have been used to explain a vast array of human activities from criminal
behaviour (Becker 1976) to marriage (Grossbard-Sechtman 1993), and even to the
choice of religious faith (Innaccone 2002). The assumption of self-utility maximiza-
tion, however, runs into two interrelated conceptual problems in explaining collective
action (Olson 1965). First, the problem with explaining collective action with the
assumption of self-interest is that these acts are undertaken for the welfare of the entire
group. Hence, the benefits stemming from their attainment cannot be restricted to
those who would be participating. Second, to the participants, the outcome is not
directly linked to the effort, particularly when the group size is large. Let me explain
the problems.

Suppose, there are two individuals both of whom would benefit from a political
change (e.g. the removal of a tyrant from power, or even going to vote in a national
election to choose a candidate). One has decided to participate in an act of political
dissidence, the other has not. In our formulation this would appear as:

Participant = Benefit— Cost 2)
Non-participant = Benefit 3)

As we can see from these formulations, since a non-participant does not have to pay
any cost (from loss of time, income to even loss of life) to get benefits from a collective
good, there is no reason for any rational human being to participate in a collective
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action. Furthermore, as the group size increases, a single participant’s contribution to
the cause becomes increasingly insignificant. A single voter cannot affect the outcome
of a national election. Nor can a single Islamic suicide bomber expect to establish a
global Islamic state with his or her sacrifice. Therefore, nobody would have any reason
to contribute to a collective cause. Thus, the conclusion of this line of argument is that
having realized the insignificance of his or her own participation, for instance in
bringing about a free Palestinian state, no rational Palestinian would ever join an act of
rebellion against Israel. As a result, no collective action will be undertaken, no war will
ever be fought, and much of what we see around us as public goods will cease to exist.
In the literature, this is known as Olson’s Paradox or, alternatively, Social Dilemma
(Olson 1965). The reason it is important to start from this theoretical perspective is
because otherwise, while looking for ‘root causes’ of terrorism, we would have to
assume that those who take part in the acts of dissidence while sacrificing their own
welfare are either irrational beings or are masking their ulterior motives of selfish goals
with claims of ideology, religion, or nationalism (Tullock 1971). The most pressing
problem with the traditional economic assumption of self-utility maximization is that
it provides us with a truncated view of a human rationality, which ultimately can lead
to faulty policy prescriptions for eliminating the threats of terrorism.

In order to overcome the Paradox, I have proposed an expanded behavioural
assumption, which combines individuals’ self-utility along with their desire for a
greater welfare of the groups in which they choose to belong (Gupta 1990, 2001,
2002). In my expanded formulation, individuals maximize their self-utility (personal
welfare) as well as what they perceive as their group-utility or the welfare of their entire
group. Thus, my expanded formulation states:

Participant = Personal benefit+ Group benefic— Cost 4)

Therefore, according to my assumption of human behaviour, a rational individual can
join a collective action even if his or her own net personal welfare is negative, as long as
the perceived benefit to the group is large enough to compensate for these losses. I
argue that unless we understand the need for an individual to belong to a group and
strive for its betterment, we will not understand the motivation of human beings as
social animals. Furthermore, the perception of group welfare is the result of a number
of external factors, such as socialization process, religious beliefs, culture and, perhaps
most importantly, the influence of a leader, known in the literature as a ‘political
entrepreneur’. These ‘political entrepreneurs’, from Carlos Marighela to Osama bin
Laden, mix history, religion and mythology to ‘frame’ an issue, thereby creating a
coherent story, replete with the archetypes of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, that resonates with a
large number of people.” Their vision defines the contours of the group identity for
their followers, who respond with violent actions (Gupta 2001). These visions are
spread through fiery sermons in the mosques, taught in the madrasas (religious
schools) and through political speeches (Stern 2003; Juergensmeyer, 2000). For
instance, having interviewed 35 incarcerated terrorists in the Middle East, Post,
Sprinzak, and Denny (2003: 176) correctly observe that in the process of becoming a



Exploring roots of terrorism 19

soldier for a cause a recruit submerges his/her identity to the collective: ‘As an indi-
vidual succumbs to the organization, there is no room for individual ideas, individual
identity and individual decision-making’. Hence a proper understanding of the root
causes of terrorism must include both economic as well as socio-psychological dimen-
sions of human motivations.

This expanded behavioural precept carries two broad implications. First, it implies
that political grievance is a necessary factor but not a sufficient cause for terrorism. In
other words, there can be wide-ranging social, political, economic, and even religious
grievances in the society, but, following the predictions of Olson’s Paradox, these will
not necessarily lead to violence. Political violence takes place when a leader gives voice
to the frustration by formulating a well-defined social construction of collective
identity and paints in vivid colour the images of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Since factors of struc-
tural deprivation are the only necessary conditions, any attempt to correlate terrorism
and other acts of political violence with poverty and lack of political or religious
freedom will only produce a weak statistical correlation. By drawing the same line of
reasoning we can clearly see why researchers fail to find a stable profile of a terrorist.
None of the 19 perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks suffered from poverty, lack of educa-
tion or lack of exposure to the privileged lifestyle of the Western world. Few of them
were literal followers of the Qur’an. The reason they took part in this action is because
they felt inspired by a group of Islamic preachers and revolutionaries, like Osama bin
Laden.’ Since the existence of a ‘political entrepreneur’ presents us with the ‘sufficient’
cause, and the rise of these individuals cannot be predicted, it will not be possible to
develop a predictive model for the rise of terrorism based on factors of deprivation
alone. However, at the same time, when a group is formed, it would follow its
interests, which would include among other factors, the advancement of its ideolog-
ical position, the increase of influence among its constituents, and the promotion of
power, influence, and even the financial gains of the group and its leader(s).

Second, my expanded behavioural model indicates that those who would partici-
pate in acts of political dissidence would not have a single motivating factor. By exam-
ining my proposed formulation in equation (4), we can see that in any movement,
there will be those who would participate because participation offers them opportu-
nities for promoting their selfish interests, by offering them the ability to loot, rape,
acquire power or, simply, the respect of their followers. I call them the ‘mercenaries’.
Also, in any political movement, we are likely to encounter those for whom the
primary motivating force is ideology or the desire to enhance the welfare of the entire
group. I call them the ‘ideologues’ or ‘true believers’. Finally, we will find a group of
participants whose presence can be accounted for by their fear (cost) of not going
along with the group. I call them the ‘captive participants’. It is important to point out
that these three basic sources of motivation — greed (self-utility), ideology (group-
utility), and fear (cost) — are often indistinguishable from each other. We can only
gauge their importance by analysing the revealed preferences of the group members.
For instance, one cannot say, without invoking a serious flaw of circular reasoning,
that those who are taking part in suicide bombings are doing so to maximize their
individual utility. Similarly, when groups engage in kidnapping and drug trafficking,



20 Dipak K. Gupta

many of their members become more interested in their own selfish interests. The
infusion of large sums of money can truly change the character of a political
movement. Reflecting the multiplicity of motivations, primarily between ideology
and profit motive, we can see that terrorist groups all over the world engage in
combating their adversaries based on their most favoured tactics.

The global pattern of violent protest

Although data on terrorism are difficult to obtain, recently a number of research
outfits are engaged in collecting relevant information. In this chapter, I have used data
provided by the Israeli-based International Policy Institute for Counter-Terrorism.
The Institute’s website (ICT 2005) provides the most comprehensive information on
each event of terrorism that is available in public domain. Also, Pape (2003) provides
us with a dataset on suicide attacks. For this study, I have combined the two sources to
create a more complete dataset.

Based on the dataset compiled by the ICT I have presented activities of a number of
significant terrorist organizations around the world in Table 2.1. This table presents a
thumbnail portrait of these groups indicating their specialized nature. Each cell of the
table indicates the percentage of each activity for a particular group. The last row
presents the sum of the three most prevalent acts of violence as a percentage of each
group’s total activities. From this list we can easily discern the specialized nature of the
various groups. For instance, the Basque Fatherland and Liberty (ETA) and the Irish
Republican Army’s activities are primarily concentrated on bombings, car bombings
and shootings (96 per cent and 94 per cent of their total activities, respectively). The
Peruvian group Sendero Luminoso (the Shining Path) prefers car bombing, shooting
and kidnapping (90 per cent). The Islamic rebel group of the Philippines (the Abu
Sayyaf group) and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), on the
other hand, specialize in kidnapping and hostage taking. These comprise 91 per cent
and 82 per cent of their respective activities.

Only a handful of the world’s terrorist organizations engage in suicide bombings: of
the 52 major groups listed by the ICT, only 10 engage in suicide bombings. It is
apparent from the table that the Hamas and the PIJ follow the path of violence by
choosing to concentrate on suicide bombings, shootings and knife attacks. Thus, we
can clearly see that violent opposition groups do not choose their weapons of terror in
a random fashion but are guided by their internal organizational logic. It is also inter-
esting to note that among the major groups listed in Table 2.1, only the Kurdish
Workers™ Party, Patiay Karkeren Kurdestan (PKK) seems to be less specialized in its
choice of terrorist activities. Their top three activities comprise a relatively low 62.1
per cent of their total activities. Since suicide attacks are a specialized activity, I have
presented their frequencies in Table 2.2.

In order to empirically establish the clustering of terrorist activities, I performed a
Principal Component Factor Analysis on the data from the 17 most active groups in
the world.® The results, shown in Table 2.3, clearly demonstrate the validity of our
hypothesis. I have arranged the components according to their highest loading
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within their factor in the five categories. This table further bolsters the argument
that dissident groups do not choose their activities randomly, but do so with careful
consideration; they pick those which are closest to their ideology, expertise, oppor-
tunity and the general modus operandi. Let us look at the logic of association of
violent activities as identified by Factor Analysis. We may gain a deeper under-
standing of the categories by focusing on the activities that have the highest loading
within each category. Thus, suicide bombings define the first category and we can
call them ideological terrorist acts, since they are inspired by ideological fervour
(Hamas), religious extremism (the PIJ and al-Qaeda) and the personal charisma of a
leader (the LTTE). I call them ‘ideological” because, apart from the technical know-
how and complex logistical needs required to carry out successful suicide attacks,
they need supremely dedicated cadres who would be willing to give their lives for the
cause. This is so rare in the world of violent conflict that only a handful of the groups
can have a ready supply of suitable candidates. If we examine the other activities
within this factor, we see that shootings and grenade attacks require being physically
close to the target, which indicates the assumption of considerable personal risk by
the attacker.

In contrast, the second category of attacks is designed for groups with specific
professional skills. They include bombings and car bombings, which involve a
number of specialized skills, but usually are seldom motivated by acts of religious
zealotry, although religion may be one of their principal reasons for conflict. These
attacks are usually done with remote control devices, which allow the attackers time to
escape. The IRA (see Coogan 2002) and the ETA (Alexander ez a/. 2002) fall in this
category. [ call these groups ‘professional terrorists’.

The third category of activities is promoted primarily by a group’s need to make
financial gain. The preferences of groups such as the FARC in Colombia (Pulido and
Alberto 1996) and the Abu Sayyaf in the Philippines (Roger 2004) are revealed
through hostage taking and kidnapping. Their vehicle attacks are usually related to
the attempts at taking hostages. Since the hostages are held for ransom, and usually for
quite a large amount, we may conjecture that those taking part in these activities are
motivated primarily by their personal pecuniary considerations. In other words, we
may expect to find a larger proportion of what I call ‘mercenaries’ among these groups.
We may call them ‘anomic terrorists’, since they attempt to operate within an environ-
ment of anomie or lawlessness and thrive in failed states or in nations with weakened
central control.

We may call the fourth group ‘hooligan terrorists’ since their activities (arson and
vandalism) do not usually require specialized skill or disciplined self-sacrifice.
Although, in the Factor Analysis, they form a separate category, I can find no groups
in our list that depend primarily of these activities.

The fifth group consists of two separate components, each with a single activity:
lynching and stoning. We can conceptually consider them to be expressions of a single
type, which I call ‘vigilante terrorists’. These activities require a large number of
participants indulging more in mob violence than small bands of people involved in
the acts of covert planning and execution typical of other terrorist acts.
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Table 2.2 Incidents of suicide attacks, 1980-2002

Groups Number of attacks  Percentage of total
al-Agsa Brigade 14 6.9
al-Qaeda 6 3.0
Chechen rebel groups 4 1.9
Fatah 2 1.0
Fatah-Tanzim 1 0.5
Hamas 39 18.9
Hezbollah 30 14.5
Kashmiri Separatist groups 3 1.4
Kurdistan Workers’ Party 9 4.3
Palestine Islamic Jihad 19 9.2
Popular Front For The Liberation 1 0.5
of Palestine (PFLP)

Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka (LTTE) 75 36.2
Unknown 4 1.9
Total 207 100.0

Sources: Pape 2003 and ICT 2005.

Figure 2.1 summarizes my categorization of the various terrorist groups and their
operations. Based on a-priori logic this diagram presents a picture that shows the
typical need for organizational capability and ideological strength in carrying out
various kinds of terrorist activity. We can safely conjecture that it takes the greatest
amount of organizational skills along with ideological strength to turn individual
followers into a living H(uman)-bomb: the smartest of weapons in the arsenal of any
nation. We may also hypothesize that as we move from right to left along the x-axis,
violent acts of political dissidence turn increasingly from a law and order problem to a
political problem.

Empirical evidence suggests (Gupta et al. 1993) that the relationship between
government coercion and political violence is essentially shaped like an inverted U;
lower levels of coercion only add fuel to the fire of dissent, while dissident activities
can be brought down beyond a certain point of high violence and high coercion by
resorting to extreme forces of brutality.” This research also found that this point of
draconian force is generally beyond the capabilities of democratic nations. Thus,
what Stalin, Mao, Pol Pot and their likes could do to bring down political opposi-
tion cannot be done within the constitutional limits imposed by liberal democra-
cies.® Therefore, in democracies, a solution to the problems of terrorism with a high
ideological content must be sought within the political arena and not the battle

field.
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Figure 2.1 Classification of terrorist groups and their ideologies.

Evolution of choice of terrorist strategies

In our pursuit of the ‘root causes’ of terrorism I have presented a complex picture of
multiple motivations. The world of terrorism that is currently threatening the basic
fabric of the Western world cannot be understood without shedding some of the
popular misperceptions that are drawn from the media, which portray them as reli-
gious fanatics or simply bloodthirsty sociopaths. Tamil Tigers are not inspired by reli-
gious fanaticism. Nor can many of the suicide bombers be comfortably classified as
religious fanatics. It is religion and ethnic nationalism that are being used by the polit-
ical entrepreneurs which give rise to acts of terrorism.

The most interesting question that can be raised from our taxonomy of the terrorist
groups and their motivations is whether these groups evolve over time from a low level
of terrorism, based on widespread feelings of frustration and anger, to the most
destructive kind, inspired by deep ideological orientation, group cohesion, overreac-
tion to their adversaries and/or attachment to a charismatic leader. For instance, avail-
able data lend limited support to the hypothesis that a number of terrorist groups start
out with lesser attacks and then due to repression and other external events change to
more deadly forms of attacks: the Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka evolved from a small band
of rebels to a full-blown terrorist organization with an estimated income of $100
million per year (Gunaratna 2001: 188). As the movement progressed so did their
terrorism strategies (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 1994; Narayan Swamy 1994).
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Table 2.3 Factor analysis of violent activities by selected terrorist groups 1980-2002

Component factors

Ideological ~ Professional ~ Anomic Hooligan

Activities terrorists  terrovists terrorists  terrorists Vigilante terrorists
Shooting 0.759 -0.228 0.338 0.050 0.414 0.242
Knife attack 0.698 0.710 0.599 0.083 -0.236 -0.084
Grenade attack 0.678 0.377 0.302 0.391 -0.187 -0.062
Vehicle attack 0.661 0.284 0.650 0.156  -0.039  -0.045
Suicide bombing 0.659 0.128 0.502 0.052 0.179 0.021
Bombing 0.274 0.631 -0.444 0.307 0.313 -0.099
Car bombing 0.403 0.621 0.590  -0.112 0.204 -0.135
Letter bombing 0.358 0.452 -0.698 -0.021 0.195 0.275
Mortar attack -0.561 0.384 0.308 0.438 0.191 0.066
Rocket attack -0.459 0.364 0.301  -0.362 0.110 -0.230
Kidnapping -0.519 0.257  0.528 -0.107 0.184 0.400
Hostage taking -0.601 0.246  0.308 -0.338 -0.044 0.303
Arson -0.331 -0.005 0.017 0.928 0.076 0.046
Vandalism —-0.331 -0.005 0.017 0.928 0.076 0.046
Incendiary devices -0.387 -0.005 0.012 0.887  0.004  0.060
Lynching 0.129 -0.631 0.100 -0.112 0.726 0.123
Stoning 0.271 -0.062 -0.329 0.062 —0.349 0.729
Percentage of variance 26.91 18.81 16.68 13.12 6.83 5.78
Cumulative percentage 26.91 45.72  62.40 75.52  82.34  88.12

Note: Cumulative percentage of explained variance 89.0%.

To illustrate the point of evolving strategy, I have provided a plot of suicide bombing
within Israel (Figure 2.2). This figure shows that Hamas, a product of the First Inti-
fada movement, was involved in small scale-attack events in the late 1980s. However,
the demonstrated effectiveness of Hezbollah’s suicide attacks in Lebanon in driving
out the Americans and then the Israelis contributed toward the choice of suicide
bombings by the Hamas in the early 1990s. The successes of Hamas prompted a
much smaller radical group, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, to adopt the same tactics.
Being increasingly sidelined by the Israelis and the PLO during the Oslo peace
process, the Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad responded with a sustained series
of suicide bombings.o However, when it became apparent that the peace process had
come to a dead end, in desperation to maintain support among the disaffected youths
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, the PLO-affiliated groups, the Fatah, Fatah-
Tanzim, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and the newly
created al-Agsa Brigade unleashed a relentless campaign of suicide bombings.'
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Figure 2.2 Suicide bombings by the rebel groups within Israel and the Palestine territories.

Discussion of findings

Serious study of terrorism must start with the proper understanding of human moti-
vations for joining a terrorist organization. In this chapter, I have attempted to fuse
economic reasoning with those of social psychology to formulate a more comprehen-
sive framework within which the ‘root causes’ of terrorism can be understood. Based
on my theoretical model, along with the findings of the existing literature on
terrorism, the following conclusions may be drawn:

Distinguish among ideologies. We have to learn to distinguish among ideologies that
threaten and those that do not threaten the Western world and the larger global
community. For instance, the transnational ideologies of Pan Islamism of today,
professed by the likes of Osama bin Laden, similar to the ideology of global commu-
nism of the 1970s, pose a far greater threat to the Western world than does the nation-
alistic fervour of groups such as the Hamas and the LTTE of Sri Lanka. However, the
dangers emanating from these latter groups with a limited global objective may menace
the world in a different way through their nexus with organized crime.

Not all grievances are baseless. In our zeal to fight terrorist atrocities, it is easy to
disregard legitimate grievances. Although absolute poverty and other aspects of
economic deprivation have a weak link to terrorism, a pervasive sense of humilia-
tion and hopelessness does not. The global community must recognize the need
to address the legitimate grievances of disaffected people in a meaningful way.
Not addressing the legitimate grievances of a large segment of the populace will
only add fuel to the fire of resentment and will increase threats of terrorism.
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Recognize the power of communication. Since it is extremely important to have the
presence of a strong ideology to overcome the collective action problem, we must
realize the power of political discourse that reduces another group of people as
contemptible enemies. It is indeed difficult for Western democracies, established on
the foundation of free speech, to recognize the danger resulting for it. However, the
incendiary potential of unrestrained incitement to a small group of people cannot be
minimized. Hence, we must pay a great deal of attention to hate speech coming from
the leadership of various groups from all around the world. Whenever possible, the
global community must find ways of discouraging the sponsorship of hate.

Don’t play with people’s extreme emotions. 1f we look at the history of most of the
extremist groups, particularly those that are based on religious fundamentalism,
we find that they were promoted by governments as a strategic deterrent to some
other force. For instance, the USA found it expedient to befriend religious zealots
and to direct their fury toward the Soviet occupiers of Afghanistan. India’s Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi found a Sikh religious extremist group to be a good ally
against a moderate political party that was about to defeat the Indian Congress
Party in a state election. There is evidence to suggest that for some time the Israeli
government saw the Hamas as a counterweight to Mr Arafat and the PLO. In
each of these cases, it backfired; the US support for the mujahidin produced
Osama bin Laden and the Taliban, Indira Gandhi was assassinated by the Sikh
extremists, Hamas became the largest source of suicide attacks within Israel.
Don’t overreact. Understand the aims of the extremists. The causes of the
extremist groups are best served when the society becomes polarized. For instance
Hamas routinely stages suicide bombings and other acts designed to create
outrage among the Israelis at critical points of peace process and national elec-
tions. In such a situation, the organized governments must resist the temptation
to dig into national anger and mete out collective punishment. Instead, they may
do well to draw upon the natural wellspring of human sympathy at the sight of
tragedy to promote the moderate middle.

Reach political accommodation whenever possible. There are limits to power when
it comes to applying coercion within a constitutional democracy. Therefore,
democracies cannot hope to bring order through police and military action alone.
Whenever possible, it is best to come to a political compromise with the dissident
groups, particularly when there is a broad-based popular support for the groups’
stated goals.

Constrict the life-blood of the terrorist groups by restricting money. Money is the life-
blood of any organization, including the ones waging clandestine wars. These
funds come from both illegitimate and legitimate sources. Studies of terrorist
group funding reveal a consistent pattern of fund raising. Some of the funds come
from trafficking in drugs, cigarettes, alcohol, etc. Others are raised through small
contributions by the domestic constituents as well as the diaspora. Also, it is not
unusual for a dissident group to acquire a few extremely wealthy financiers.
Money can also be raised by laundering money and investing it into legitimate
businesses. Finally, many terrorist groups are funded by state sponsorship. If we
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are to stop the scourge of international terrorism, the political leadership must
develop a global consensus to stop the flow of money.

Fight terrorism on ideological grounds. The battle against terrorism cannot be
fought only on military grounds. We must recognize that the allure of such
movements is also group-centric. Therefore, if there is any hope of controlling
terrorism it must come also by offering ideological alternatives to the people. This
may require long-term planning in the educational system, social service delivery,
and the use of the media promoting ideals of tolerance.

Use more human intelligence rather than scientific surveillance. Terrorists wage
people-oriented wars. From the earliest writings on terrorism and guerrilla
warfare, it has been recognized that the terrorists use their ability to melt into the
general populace. Therefore, its suppression would require infiltration and other
aspects of surveillance based on human assets.

No country can address the issue of multinational terrovism unilaterally. Since
terrorism is rarely confined within the political boundaries of a single nation, we
need to recognize the need for a multinational approach for its suppression. Given
the fact no country wants to give up its political and/or ideological position by
defining terrorism (evinced by the absence of a universal definition of terrorism
accepted by the United Nations), the international community should at least
consider terrorism, case by case, and act multilaterally to suppress its most virulent
forms, particularly those which deliberately aim at mass murder of civilians.

Be realistic in expectation. We must know that while terrorism may never be totally
eradicated, in time the allure of specific ideologies may wane. In the past, there were
many terrorist movements, particularly the radical Marxist groups, that posed great
threats to the global community, but these ultimately became spent forces. As
scholars, we must devote a much greater effort to understand the dynamics of their
demise. The most troubling aspect of terrorism is that, with the advent of tech-
nology in the areas of communication, transportation and the capability of the
weapons, the ability of the future terrorist groups to bring widespread death and
destruction is going to increase. Given this frightening scenario, the government
leaders are well advised to increase their support of terrorism studies.

Know what we are fighting against and what we are fighting for. If the clash is about
conflicting world views, we cannot win by attempting to destroy political
extremism by becoming extremists ourselves. Our fight must be waged under the
universally accepted norms and standards of human rights and procedural
justice. If there is a conflict between civilizations, in our fight against terrorism,
we must not lose sight of what we are fighting for.

Notes

1

2

For some of the earlier behavioural explanations of political violence, see Feierabend, Feierabend and
Nesvold (1969), Gurr (1970) and Hibbs (1973).

Although there is no general official definition of terrorism, there are many functional descriptions.
For instance Wilkinson (2001: 206) describes it as a special form of political violence with five charac-
teristics: 1) it is premeditated and aims to create a climate of extreme fear or terror; 2) it is directed ata
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wider audience or target than the immediate victims of the violence; 3) it inherently involves attacks
on random or symbolic targets, including civilians; 4) the acts of violence committed are seen by the
society in which they occur as extra-normal, in the literal sense that they breach social norms, thus
causing a sense of outrage; and 5) terrorism is generally used to try to influence political behaviour in
some way, for example to force opponents into conceding some or all of the perpetrators’ demands, to
provoke an overreaction, to serve as a catalyst for more general conflict or to publicize a political or
religious cause, to inspire followers to emulate violent attacks, to give vent to deep hatred and the
thirst for revenge, and to help undermine governments and institutions designated as enemies by the
terrorists.

See also Butler (2002).

4 The importance of ‘framing’ with the use of symbols has been extremely well researched. For a theo-

(S8}

retical discussion see Schuessler (2000) and for empirical verifications in the area of political science
see Nelson and Oxley (1999).

5 It is interesting to note that followers of al-Qaeda offer a substantially different socio-economic
profile from those groups in Israel. For instance the study by Post ez a/. (2003) reveals the portrait of
an individual without much hope, whilst Sageman (2004) finds quite a different profile of the al-
Qaeda operatives.

6 These groups include the Abu Sayyaf Group (the Philippines), al-Agsa Brigade, al-Qaeda, the Basque
Homeland and Freedom Party (ETA in Spain), Fatah, Fatah-Tanzim, the Front for the Liberation of
Palestine (PFLP), Hamas, Hezbollah, The Irish Republican Army (IRA), the Kurdish Workers’ Party
(PKK in Turkey), Lashkar-e-Toiba (Kashmiri separatist group), the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE in Sri Lanka), the Palestine Islamic Jihad (PIJ), the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Columbia (FARC) and Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path in Peru).

7 Foranalternative explanation of the relationship between repression and dissent see Moore (1998).

8 Itis interesting to note that while extreme coercion may work to put down active opposition in the
most repressive regimes in the short run, it is questionable whether such policies would ever succeed
over a longer period of time. Pol Pot was defeated, the Soviet system eventually collapsed and the
future prospect of the rule of the Chinese Communist Party is difficult to predict.

9 For a rational choice explanation of strategic behaviour by the rebel groups see Kydd and Walter
(2002). Also see Pape (2003).

10 For a detailed discussion see Gupta and Mundra (2003).
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3 Impoverished terrorists

Stereotype or reality?

Jitka Maleckovd

The stereotype

Despite much evidence to the contrary in the scholarly literature, a common stereo-
type of a terrorist is nonetheless that of a poor (usually male and often Muslim) youth
with low education, if not illiterate. Such stereotypes tend to perpetuate themselves,
narrow our vision, and can misdirect public policy.

If there is one view concerning terrorism on which public opinion, media and poli-
ticians from opposing political camps seem to agree it is that poverty is a root cause of
terrorism. This consensus is not new, but it was further strengthened after September
11. American politicians, including George W. Bush and Al Gore, and other public
figures, emphasized that the fight against poverty is necessary in order to defeat
terrorism. ‘At the bottom of terrorism is poverty. That is the main cause’, stated the
South Korean Nobel Peace Prize laureate Kim Dae-Jung, and his view is shared by
other Nobel Peace Prize winners. (Jai 2001)

Scholars also aligned themselves with the economic explanations of terrorism,
though their appeals for a new Marshall plan to fight terrorism were more complex. In
December 2001, Laura Tyson, then Dean of the Haas School of Business at the
University of California at Berkeley, called for the removal of political tyranny and
intolerance and the eradication of crushing poverty because in the interconnected
world ‘poverty and despair in a remote region can harbor a network of terrorism dedi-
cated to our destruction’ (Tyson 2001).

Richard Sokolsky and Joseph McMillan, research fellows at the National Defense
University’s Institute for National Strategic Studies, wrote in February 2002:

To crush this threat, we need a program of tightly focused foreign aid to address the
economic, political and social conditions that will otherwise continue breeding new
terrorists ... Although there is a great deal we do not understand about the causes of
terrorism, one major factor is clear: the historic failure of development in a swath of
countries running from North Africa to Pakistan. Our foreign assistance should go
up by at least $4 billion to $5 billion annually to finance programs that promote
modernization and economic opportunity in the Islamic countries of the Middle
East and Central and South Asia.'
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Yet, the authors did not limit the recommended aid to developing economy, but
suggested also ‘supporting nascent institutions of civil society; promoting pluralism of
information and opinions ... and creating modern educational systems that give
young people in Muslim societies the tools they need to flourish in a world where
global connections become ever more important’ (ibid.).

In view of this broad consensus, Alan Krueger, an economist from Princeton
University, and I investigated whether there is a causal link between poverty, educa-
tion and terrorism (Krueger and Maleckovd 2002, 2003).” Our research concentrated
primarily (though not exclusively) on international terrorism and incidents of polit-
ical violence that involve citizens or the territory of more than one country.
Specifically, we analysed the determinants of participation in militant activities in the
Middle East and public opinion polls on the strength of support for attacks against
Israeli targets in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. We also looked at cross-country
data on the connection between economic conditions on the national level and the
occurrence of terrorism by individuals from various countries.

This chapter focuses on the hypothesis about poverty as a root cause of terrorism. It
describes two types of research that can be carried out when studying the causes of
terrorism. The first type concentrates on micro-forces, the individuals’ social back-
grounds as a potential motivation for joining and supporting militant or terrorist
movements, and the second type considers the broader societal conditions that could
influence participation in terrorist acts. The combination of these two approaches
should provide some insights into the question about the economic motivation of
terrorism.

Social background of the participants

It is often emphasized that various types of terrorism differ substantially and so do
their causes. Many question both the possibility and the utility of any attempts to
create a ‘profile’ of the terrorist because terrorists represent the population from which
they are drawn and its diversity. Yet, scholars have studied the social background and
other characteristics of the perpetrators of various types of terrorist acts in different
settings, from Europe through the Middle East and Asia to Latin America.

In their influential research, Russell and Miller (1978) were able to create profiles of
350 individuals active in groups operating from Latin America to Europe, and Japan
to Turkey. They found that over two-thirds of arrested terrorists ‘came from the
middle or upper classes in their respective nations or areas’ (Russell and Miller 1978:
54). Their work has been criticized for generalizations based on comparisons of
terrorist groups in various regions. Their conclusions could be challenged also from
the temporal perspective; in other words, do the terrorists of the 1990s or the early
twenty-first century resemble those of the 1960s and 1970s studied by Russell and
Miller? Another concern is that Russell and Miller’s sample was drawn from news
accounts, and likely over-represented the leaders of terrorist movements. However,
their work still provides not only useful information, but also a good example of a
comparative approach to the study of terrorism across countries.
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A 1999 report on the sociology and psychology of terrorism prepared by the Federal
Research Division of the Library of Congress for the US Central Intelligence Agency
agrees with Russell and Miller in that ‘the occupations of terrorist recruits have varied
widely’ and that ‘terrorists come from middle-class families’, but the report limits this
characterization to terrorists in the most developed countries (Hudson 1999).
According to the author, ‘European and Japanese terrorists are more likely the products
of affluence and higher education than of poverty’. Except for Latin America, ‘terrorists
in much of the developing world tend to be drawn from the lower sections of society.
The rank and file of Arab terrorist organizations include substantial numbers of poor
people, many of them homeless refugees’ (ibid.). The report also states that the only
professions that are over-represented among the terrorists are students and the unem-
ployed. Little evidence was provided to buttress the claim that terrorists in Third World
countries were more impoverished than their countrymen, however.

Our findings, as well as studies by other scholars (Sageman 2004), challenge the
report’s division between the developed world and the less developed world. In particular,
the poverty paradigm does not seem to prevail among the Middle East extremist groups.

Lebanon-based Hezbollah with its Shia Muslim membership is an example of a
religious-political movement devoted to various types of activities, including educa-
tion, health care and politics. In order to achieve its goals — to end Israeli occupation of
Lebanon and to establish a Shi’ite state in Lebanon, inspired by Iran — Hezbollah used
both political and illegal means, such as taking Western hostages and carrying out
suicide bombings. Krueger and I compared the social characteristics of 129 members
of Hezbollah’s militant wing who died in action in the 1980s and early 1990s
(Hurvitz 1998)° with the general Lebanese population from which they were drawn.*
The comparison indicated that the Hezbollah militants did not come from the most
impoverished groups of the population. Poverty rate is 28 per cent for the deceased
members of the Hezbollah’s militant wing and 33 per cent for the Lebanese popula-
tion. The difference is not statistically significant if the members of Hezbollah are
compared with the Lebanese population as a whole. However, if the comparison is
limited to the regions from which Hezbollah militants were mostly drawn (i.e.
districts with a higher proportion of Shia population and Beirut) the difference
becomes statistically significant. In this sample, our statistical analysis revealed that
poverty has a rather strong negative effect on the likelihood that someone will become
a Hezbollah fighter, or, to put it differently, a 30 percentage point reduction in
poverty is associated with a 15 per cent increase in participation in Hezbollah
(Krueger and Maleckovd 2002).

The results are not qualitatively different for other militant groups in the Middle
East. For example, Berrebi compared biographical information on 285 militants from
the Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hamas with the Palestinian population of roughly
the same age. He also focused on the social backgrounds of the extremists from these
two groups. Between 1987 and 2002, neither the perpetrators of violence against
Israeli targets in general nor the suicide bombers in particular came from more impov-
erished families than the population as a whole. In a sample of 48 suicide bombers, the
poverty rate is less than half of the poverty rate of the Palestinian population of the
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same age. Moreover, the suicide bombers were much more highly educated than the
general population (Berrebi 2003).

In the past, Arab, and particularly Arab Muslim organizations, were believed to
reject women’s participation in militant activities. Yet, there have always been some
organizations that used women as perpetrators of violent acts. Leaving aside the
German terrorist groups of the 1970s, which seem to have been more ‘egalitarian’
regarding the sex of their members, even the Popular Front for the Liberation of Pales-
tine had a woman, Leila Khalid, among its leaders. Usually, though, women are
assigned only support roles in terrorist organizations (Russell and Miller 1978: 49-50;
Galvin 1983: 30-1).

Since the outbreak of the latest Intifada there have been repeated suicide attacks
against Israel carried out by women. The Intifada had strong support among women
and many women were inspired to join militant groups. Some Muslim religious
leaders and the leaders of Palestinian resistance organizations gave legitimacy to the
inclusion of women in the fight against Israel. Some of the women who carried out
suicide attacks against Israel were considered, or felt themselves, marginalized (e.g.
divorced women), others were educated women with respected professions or college-
enrolled women on their way to respected careers.

And yet another example, from the other side of the Middle Eastern conflict: the
biographies of 27 members of the Jewish Underground, which killed a couple of
dozen and injured nearly 200 Palestinians in the early 1980s, provide information on
their social backgrounds. Nothing suggests that the Jewish extremists came from
economically disadvantaged groups; they included army officers, scholars, students,
engineers, a land dealer and a computer programmer (Segal 1988: viii—xii).

Although these findings are limited to one region, they provide little support for the
view that those who live in poverty are disproportionately drawn to participate in
terrorist activities.

Where do terrorists come from?

One of the major criticisms of the inference that poverty is not a root cause of
terrorism because terrorists are less likely to come from impoverished backgrounds
than their non-terrorist countrymen is that terrorists may act out of concern for their
poor countrymen or other disadvantaged groups of population, not out of their own
personal desperation. For example, one scholarly report claims, “Well-off young
people, particularly in the United States, West Europe and Japan, have been attracted
to political radicalism out of a profound sense of guilt over the plight of the world’s
largely poor population’ (Hudson 1999). Yet, little data exist to date to support or
disprove such a view.

There are several, far from perfect, ways by which to address this issue; for example
to compare various countries where terrorist attacks occurred or did not occur. Todd
Sandler and Walter Enders used a data set of international terrorist acts, [nternational
terrorism: attributes of terrorist events ITERATE), recorded according to the country
where international terrorist acts took place (Sandler and Enders 2004). An
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alternative route that Krueger and I pursued was to follow the country of origin of the
perpetrators of major international terrorist events. In particular, we created a data set
on the country of origin of the terrorists from the US Department of State’s annual
description of significant international terrorist incidents. The international terrorist
event is defined in the description as a terrorist attack involving citizens or the territory
of more than one country. Although this data set has some shortcomings (e.g. it does
not include smaller incidents), it can be used in order to estimate whether interna-
tional terrorists tend to come from rich or poor countries.

When the number of terrorists originating from each country is related to charac-
teristics of the country such as the GDP per capita, literacy rates, prevailing religion,
religious and ethnic fractionalization, and political and civil freedoms, one should get
an idea about the characteristics of the countries that produce most terrorists. The
variable that is most consistently associated with the number of terrorists is popula-
tion: larger countries tend to have more terrorists. In a simple model that omits other
factors it also appears that poorer countries have more international terrorists.
However, when one controls for various variables in order to see if income is a cause or
stands for something else, GDP per capita is unrelated to the number of terrorists
from a country. Most importantly, controlling the extent of civil liberties in a country
renders the effect of GDP per capita statistically insignificant and of minor impor-
tance (Krueger and Maleckovd 2003).

The prevailing religion in a country, measures of religious and ethnic
fractionalization, and illiteracy in general, or the male and female illiteracy rate sepa-
rately, do not seem to have any effect on participation in international terrorism. The
proportion of religious believers has a positive impact on the extent of international
terrorist acts that arise from members of a country. However, this is the case with any
of the major religious groups: Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism and Islam. We do
not find that citizens of countries with a larger share of their population affiliated with
any of the major religious faiths are more or less likely to be involved with interna-
tional terrorism. None of the religions has a monopoly on terrorism.

Public opinion and support for terrorism

Terrorism does not occur in a vacuum. Public support can be viewed as a relevant
condition for the lasting appeal of political violence and its perpetuation. Some
scholars emphasize that social support differs according to the type of terrorist
movement. While social-revolutionary (e.g. anarchist) groups can hardly hope for
much public approbation, nationalist-separatist groups can rely on substantial
support among the broader population of the same ethnic group (Hudson 1999). The
latter could be applied to various Middle Eastern movements as well.

Public support may also affect the process of joining a militant or terrorist group.
New members often come from public sympathizers of the group. They may be radi-
calized by personal encounters with violence on the part of the official state represen-
tatives against extremists. This was the case with many Palestinians, men and women.
Women, in particular, are reported to join militant groups such as ETA and the IRA
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from the ranks of sympathizers and passive supporters. They are motivated by their
political commitment as well as by their sensitivity to the sufferings of the imprisoned
or injured terrorists (Galvin 1983: 23-4).

Public opinion polls can provide information on which segments of the population
support terrorist or militant activities. A survey among both Catholics and Protestants
in Ulster in 1968 showed that extreme views concerning the solution to the problem of
Northern Ireland were more widespread among the poorer (53 per cent) than among
the more affluent (42 per cent) Protestants, while income did not make a substantial
difference for the views of the Catholic respondents (Rose 1971, 1975).” These results
concern a situation before the escalation of violence in Ireland and leave open the ques-
tion of whether and how the support changed in the following years. Other settings,
such as the Middle East, are even more relevant in the context of this chapter.

The Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research, based in Ramallah,
conducted several public opinion polls among the Palestinian population concerning
their attitudes towards the relations with Israel and violence as a solution of these rela-
tions. The survey of 1,357 Palestinian adults (over 18) in the West Bank and Gaza
from December 2001 is particularly interesting because it includes questions about
the attacks of September 11 and views about attacks on Israeli targets in their after-
math. It is important to note, however, that the public opinion poll took place in the
middle of a rather tense period in the Middle East and in international relations in
general. Later surveys conducted by the Center showed somewhat different results,
including higher support for a mutual cessation of violence. Views expressed in a
public opinion poll at that specific point in time also have to be distinguished from
active support for, and participation in, violent attacks against Israel or terrorist activi-
ties worldwide.

According to the 2001 survey, the support for armed attacks against Israeli targets
by the Palestinian population ranges from 73.9 per cent among the unemployed to
86.7 per cent among the merchants, farmers and professionals and to 89.7 per cent
among students. Most Palestinians believed that ‘armed attacks against Israeli civilians
inside Israel so far have achieved Palestinian rights in a way that negotiations could
not’ (Krueger and Maleckovd 2002).

At the same time, however, such attacks were generally not interpreted by the Pales-
tinian public as terrorism. When asked, ‘In your opinion, are there any circumstances
under which you would justify the use of terrorism to achieve political goals?’, only
34.6 per cent of craftsmen, labourers and employees, 41 per cent of students and 43.3
per cent of merchants, farmers and professionals answered ‘yes or definitely yes’, while
48.3-58 per cent of the Palestinians answered a clear ‘no’.

It is worth noting that with education the support for attacks against Israeli targets
increases, but so does also the disagreement with the attacks. Palestinians with lower
education had less clear views on the issues of the survey. Interestingly, the unem-
ployed were less likely to report ‘no opinion’ than employed Palestinians.

Breaking the data down by occupational status also yields remarkable patterns.
According to the 2001 public opinion poll, support for armed attacks against Israeli
targets was strongest among students, and among farmers, merchants and
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professionals. The same groups supported most intensively (95.7 per cent of students
and 94.2 per cent of merchants, farmers and professionals) attacks against Israeli
soldiers in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and agreed that there were some circum-
stances under which they would justify the use of terrorism to achieve political goals.
In contrast, the unemployed were less likely to support armed attacks against Israeli
targets (73.9 per cent) and against Israeli soldiers in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip
(89.9 per cent). These results are particularly interesting.

The survey also shows that the women who carried out suicide attacks against
Israeli targets were not merely manipulated dupes. It is noteworthy that housewives’
responses were quite similar to those of the general public. Eighty two per cent of
housewives supported armed attacks against Israeli targets (compared to 73.9 per cent
of the unemployed and 80.8 per cent of the labourers, craftsmen and employees) and
91.3 per cent among the housewives supported the attacks against Israeli soldiers in
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip (compared to 89.9 per cent of the unemployed and
93.4 per cent of the labourers, craftsmen and employees).

A new direction for investigation

Leaving aside those who believe that various manifestations of terrorism are so
different that there is no sense in analysing them as one phenomenon, there are two
approaches to the study of terrorism. The first one reflects a belief that, despite all the
differences, there is something that connects all or most of the heterogeneous cases of
terrorism and thus it is possible to find the common characteristics of the terrorists or
the ‘root cause’ of terrorism (e.g. in poverty). The second approach limits the
common features and causes to a group of terrorist incidents, whether a ‘type’ of
terrorism, a wave of terrorism typical of a certain period in time, domestic versus inter-
national incidents or political violence in either the developed or the developing
world.

Thus, the Report of the Library of Congress, criticizing the work of Russell and
Miller (which emphasized that terrorists come from the middle classes) as dated,
mentions that:

Increasingly, terrorist groups are recruiting members who possess a high degree of
intellectualism and idealism, are highly educated, and are well trained in a legiti-
mate profession. However, this may not necessarily be the case with the younger,
lower ranks of large guerrilla/terrorist organizations in less-developed countries,
such as the FARC, the PKK, the LTTE, and Arab groups, as well as with some of
the leaders of these groups.

(Hudson 1999)

The members of the latter organizations are recruited largely from poor people,
according to the Report.

Our research suggests that at least in some regions outside the Western world,
namely the Middle East, terrorists are also predominantly drawn from the ranks of the
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middle and upper income classes. Marc Sageman, who studied 172 participants of the
militant movement led by al-Qaeda, also shows that the activists do not come
prevailingly from the most impoverished and ignorant segments of the population
(Sageman 2004).

In fact, international terrorist organizations may prefer highly educated individuals
with established careers and special skills to poor, unsophisticated and uneducated
people, even for suicide bombings. The more educated, experienced and qualified
individuals better fit into a foreign and strange environment, and thus have a better
chance of success. It is likely that, in the future, international terrorists who threaten
economically developed countries will belong largely to the ranks of the relatively well
off and highly educated, and will include women.

Our research dealt particularly with the Middle East and with international inci-
dents and thus it does not exclude variations in different contexts or regarding
domestic terrorist acts. An aspect worth mentioning is the relationship between
terrorism and civil war. While it remains unclear whether countries undergoing civil
wars are more likely to create conditions that enable or provoke (international)
terrorism, poverty is often quoted among the ‘root causes’ of civil wars. Thus James
Fearon and David Laitin, who studied the occurrence of violent civil conflicts around
the world for the period 1945 to 1999, rank poverty, which ‘marks financially and
bureaucratically weak states and also favors rebel recruitment’, among the most
relevant conditions that promote the onset of civil wars (Fearon and Laitin 2003: 75).
Paul Collier, concentrating on the period between 1965 and 1999, emphasizes the
difference between civil war and international wars, and shows that lack of democracy,
inequality, and ethnic and religious divisions have no systematic effect on the occur-
rence of civil wars. In contrast, such economic conditions as low national income or
dependence upon primary commodity exports are significant predictors of civil wars
(Collier 2001: 143-61).

Of course, the connection between economic conditions and civil wars does not
mean that a similar relationship exists between poverty and terrorism. Interestingly,
Claude Welch’s study of political violence in China, India, Kenya and Zaire in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries suggests that economic conditions and social
inequality may have facilitated, but not directly caused the rebellions. ‘Political acts
such as rebellion require political explanations. It is in the weakness of governments
that rebellion arises...” (Welch 1980: 335). Nevertheless, the above-mentioned works
on economic causes of civil wars can serve as examples of cross-country analyses also
for the study of the relationship between national income and the incidence of inter-
national terrorist acts.

Cross-country analysis studying terrorism as a phenomenon with potential common
features should yield some insights in the question of the ‘root causes’ of international
terrorism. Once we allow for the fact that poor countries tend to have fewer civil liber-
ties, poverty does not appear to be a predictor of the number of international terrorists
coming from a country (Krueger and Maleckovd 2003).

In our cross-country analysis comparing the number of terrorists originating from
individual countries, apart from population, the only variable that was consistently
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associated with the number of terrorists was the Freedom House Index of political
rights and civil liberties. Civil liberties are defined by the Freedom House organization
as the ‘freedom to develop views, institutions, and personal autonomy without inter-
ference from the state’. Ata given level of income, the countries that lack civil liberties
tend to be more likely to produce international terrorists (ibid.). If the opportunities
for political involvement are limited, terrorism may appear to extremists as the only
viable means of communication or influence.

This finding is in agreement with the understanding of terrorism as mainly an
answer to political complaints and of terrorists as motivated by political involvement
and belief in a political cause, rather than by economic considerations. Just as political
participation is much more typical of people who are wealthy enough to concern
themselves with more than mere economic subsistence while the impoverished are less
likely to vote, the poor are also less likely to become engaged in terrorist organizations.

However, this does not explain why ‘civil liberties’ should matter more than ‘polit-
ical freedoms’, another Freedom House variable that we tried for predicting participa-
tion in terrorism. Further research should develop these preliminary findings, check
them in other quantitative comparative frameworks and analyse the qualitative aspects
of ‘civil liberties’ as well.

Conclusions

The increasing agreement among scholars that no single root cause of terrorism exists
(and their doubt about the very question of root causes) does not mean that it is neces-
sary to give up searching for causal explanations of terrorist incidents. Poverty and lack
of opportunity still occupy a prominent place among the potential causes of terrorist
acts, not only in politicians” speeches, but also in scholarly works.

The two modes of empirical research described in this chapter come to the same
conclusion about the connection between poverty and (international) terrorism. The
first approach introduced here was a micro-level analysis studying both the individ-
ual’s characteristics for participation in militant movements and the support for these
movements. It concentrated on one region, the Middle East. This research suggests
that neither the participants nor the adherents of militant activities in the Middle East
are recruited predominantly from the poor.

The second approach, the cross-country analysis of the relationship between economic
conditions in various countries and the number of international terrorists originating from
these countries, shows that poverty on the national level does not predict the number of
terrorist attacks carried out by individuals coming from a country. It also suggests that
there is no other single common cause of terrorism, such as religion, though there may be
some conditions under which terrorism becomes more likely. These conditions seem to be
political, rather than economic. According to the cross-country analysis, a lack of civil
liberties is a relevant factor in creating such conditions.

In our research, the evidence on both the individual and the national level indicated
that there is no direct connection between poverty and terrorism, at least in the case of
international terrorist activities. The perpetrators of international terrorism are more



42 Jitka Maletkovd

likely to be drawn from the middle and upper classes than from impoverished families.
Yet, there is no need for similar qualifications, a well-to-do background and educa-
tion, in various local settings and militant groups, which may be more likely to choose
their foot soldiers and support personnel from among the poor, unskilled and unedu-
cated. Therefore, the stereotype of a poor and illiterate terrorist should not be simply
replaced by another stereotype: of an educated representative of the middle or upper
classes.

However, even if poverty is not a root cause of terrorism, it is a cause of much
suffering around the world, and this should be enough reason to pursue policies to
eradicate it.

Notes

1 Sokolsky and McMillan (2002).

2 This chapter is based on the research in these papers.

3 Weobtained the data on the members of Hezbollah who died in action from the biographies gathered
by Eli Hurvitz that included the individuals’ age at death, highest level of school attended, poverty
status, region of residence and marital status. It should be noted that the Hezbollah fighters died while
engaged in activities that cannot always be considered terrorist.

4 These data are from the Lebanese Population and Housing Survey in 1996 conducted by the Admin-
istration Centrale de la Statistique.

5 Tam grateful to Christina Paxson for bringing this survey to my attention.
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4 The social and psychological
characteristics of terrorism
and terrorists

John Horgan'

The history of terrorism teaches us many things. One valuable lesson is that those who
employ terrorism as well as those affected by it are capable of holding a number of
seemingly incongruous and ambiguous views about the nature of terrorism, and polit-
ical violence more generally. It is important to acknowledge the implications of this
for our understanding of terrorism particularly if we are to help psychological perspec-
tives on terrorism move beyond their still pre-paradigmatic nature. Upon closer
inspection, it is not difficult to see how the strategy of terrorism is littered with para-
doxes. Terrorists seek to establish a captive audience through the propagation of
terrible deeds, while simultaneously erecting barriers between them and their
intended audience as a result of what they have just done. Similar paradoxes are found
in the actions of those who are tasked with responding to the terrorist. We may well be
aware of how certain responses to terrorism increase support for the terrorist, yet we
find it inhuman and absurd to resist engaging terrorists in ways other than those we
assume are deserving of the acts of cowards. It is naturally easier to attempt to prevent
future instances of some action by immediately punishing it than it is to try to find
some other way of perhaps redirecting that behaviour, or what underpins it (i.e. the
expected consequences of engaging in that behaviour) elsewhere. The idea may appear
unusual because by implication then we admittedly already know how, in several
ways, we probably should not respond to terrorism. The issue then becomes not ‘How
do we fight terrorism?’, but “Why aren’t we doing it in ways we all seem to agree on as
being appropriate?”.

An uncomfortable realization we are going to have to accept sooner or later is that
terrorism is no longer incomprehensible or mysterious, yet the ways in which we pose
questions relating to the psychology of the terrorist obscure this. That realization is
obscured further because we rarely appreciate that analyses of terrorism have an
unerring tendency to mix fact and fiction in varying quantities.” It is partly from this
realization, and from a sense of frustration due to the continuation and expansion of
forms of insurgent political violence that the issue of there being a ‘root cause’ to
terrorism arises.

The notion that a homogeneous factor (or unique set of attributes) contributes to
the emergence of terrorism is attractive for many reasons; in terms of understanding
terrorism, we could easily then dilute what is in reality an exceptionally complex
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process into a more discrete and manageable problem. I would argue that it is
somewhat misleading, if not naive, to assume that we can remove the grievances of
terrorists in an attempt to prevent terrorism from occurring. The uncritical accep-
tance of such an assumption represents a fundamental misconception about the
nature of terrorism (in particular its use as a strategy to influence the political process)
as well as what creates and sustains it. The realities of responding to terrorism might be
more appropriately grounded in, for example, avoiding the consequences that sustain
terrorism by encouraging developments to engage the terrorism process in different,
more flexible, ways.

Expressing such a sentiment about terrorist grievances in this way may appear
negative, and to some will seem consistent with heavy-handed approaches to the
problem. However, this should not be the case, and it is not unless we pay close atten-
tion to the language and psychology of terrorist movements that we appreciate why
such sentiments are not necessarily negative at all. The grievances of most terrorist
groups, we should remember, may well be virtual, imaginary or historical (each or all
of which are invoked as a means of interpreting and working through current events),
self-serving, and often susceptible to change between the onset of terrorist violence
and various stages of its subsequent development.” Terrorist behaviour most certainly
involves callousness, arrogance, barbarity, injury and death, but the reality of
terrorism in today’s world is that political movements that use terrorism skilfully
manipulate events, and their media coverage, to create for their existing or potential
audiences deliberate and often sophisticated impressions and interpretations serving
their own particular purposes. Moreover, and particularly since the 1990s, the
continued expansion of religious terrorism, single-issue terrorism, and organized
crime-related terrorism as well as other expanding ‘grey areas™ relate to exploitative
ideologies that in reality pose immense stumbling blocks if the notion of addressing
grievances is seen as a way forward in tackling terrorism. One outcome of recognizing
this is that in any case, and it may appear contradictory, we are often not realistically in
a position to address terrorist grievances per se until the terrorist campaign has devel-
oped. Only subsequently might we be able to seek to address grievances within a
mutually beneficial framework, regardless of the reality assumed or represented by the
terrorist group or its enemy.

There are further important issues to recognize in attempting to develop a conceptual
framework for understanding terrorism within which meaningful psychological perspec-
tives might develop. Organized terrorist-directed political violence is usually part of a
much more complex set of activities related to the attainment of a social or political goal,
and accordingly what we see or hear about terrorism is always one small (albeit the most
public via its dramatic impact) element of a wider and ultimately, more complex array of
activities (both in terms of, for instance, a specific incident itself and its broader political
significance). Terrorism may often be well organized, it may be technically adept and it
can have sophisticated political ends as many of the larger and well-known movements
such as the Islamic Jihad, Hamas, the Provisional IRA and al-Qaeda show. A valuable
lesson to learn from the ongoing “War on Terrorism’ is that it is wrong for us to uncriti-
cally attribute such qualities to all terrorist groups at all times. In fact, this is an important



46 John Horgan

theme in analyses of terrorism that relate both to pure and applied research especially, as
well as policy concerns which might relate to some form of threat assessment and the
management of the security problems posed by terrorist groups. The capacities, abilities
and presumed intentions of terrorist organizations (as well as what terrorism can and does
realistically achieve: indeed what perhaps it should be allowed to achieve) should neither
be over- nor underestimated, but examined critically using what intellectual, conceptual
and other tools we have at our disposal. This is a principle we must value, that the
tendency for uncritical analyses has not infrequently happened to give much ground for
the trenchant criticism against many contributors to terrorism research. The nature and
extent of how terrorism has been used has undergone radical evolution even since the
1990s. International terrorists are now truly borderless and flexible in ways most of us only
appreciate following successful terrorist operations (e.g. a bombing), and this poses major
challenges to responses to terrorism. Yet, we must always strive to tackle the problem (at
whatever level is adopted) with perspective and experience.

However, we must be realistic in attempting to build on this. An uncomfortable
reality is that we are currently nowhere near an agreed understanding of terrorism, let
alone a proper formulation of the questions that might emerge from any one perspec-
tive (in this case, a psychological one). As academics, we might sometimes be guilty of
presupposing the existence of a certain level of thinking (at a political level) about
terrorism, but part of the problem is that we cannot agree on its nature (that the
perceived essence of terrorism may be constantly changing is an important feature of
this), and ironically our responses to it are often such that we only engage in and
sustain the problems we are discussing.

The notion of a ‘root cause’, and perhaps by implication, a ‘root response’, needs
careful clarification, because the implications of not doing so are dangerous and
potentially misleading as far as the systematic formulation of strategic responses to
terrorism are concerned. An example might be useful to illustrate this. An account of
the social and psychological characteristics of terrorists and terrorism might relate to
any or all of the following empirical factors, each of which would have a unique
preventative implication:

®  why people want to become involved in a group that engages in terrorist violence;

e how people become involved;

e what roles or tasks they fulfil once a member;

e how and why they move within and through the terrorist organization;

®  how the individual both ‘assimilates’ the shared values and norms of the group,
and how he/she then ‘accommodates’ to engagement qualities not previously
considered or expected prior to membership (and why different members ‘assimi-
late’ and ‘accommodate’ at varying rates, as well as whether or not this relates to
some individual qualities as opposed to post-recruitment processes experienced at
individual levels);

®  how the members engage in specific acts of violence;

e why and how they affect other members (and are themselves influenced by
others) at various stages of their own and others’ involvement;
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®  why they ultimately want to, or have to, leave the organization;
®  how they ultimately want to, or have to, leave the organization.

A critical conceptual point to note, and one that is simultaneously vital in formulating
responses, is that the issues these questions address (a) may not be necessarily related to
each other, and (b) answering one may not necessarily reflect upon another. For
example, answering questions about why people may wish to become involved in
terrorism may have little bearing on what they do as terrorists. Similarly, answering
questions about what keeps people involved with a terrorist organization may have
surprisingly little if any bearing on what subsequently sees them disengaging from the
organization.

Again, it is possible that when we ask “What are the root causes of terrorism?” we
may in fact be trying to force the answer to all of these ‘routes to, through, and away
from terrorism’ and other questions in some singular explanation.” We ought to
clearly realize then that if we do not ask the right questions, we most certainly will not
arrive at meaningful answers, regardless of the perspective we take in trying to
approach the problem in the first place. We can realize that the question ‘How do we
prevent terrorism?’ is as complex as “What causes it?”. The relevance of making these
distinctions is not an academic exercise, but I believe represents the defining quality of
the need to see terrorism not as a social movement, or a homogeneous threat deriving
from some homogeneous origin, but as a process which is susceptible to, and limited
by, among other things, strategic and psychological factors. Thinking about terrorism
as a process of course reflects its complexity, but thinking in this way can also help us
to prioritize the questions we need to answer, and better focus policy decisions and
resource allocation, which after all, should reflect the reality of any response.

Another concern that simultaneously relates to finding root causes as well as to how
psychological approaches to terrorism have developed over the years is one of perspec-
tive, the relationship between perspective and evidence, and how this matters in a
more practical sense for our efforts at understanding terrorism. Reich (1990) warned
about the limitations of the perspectives we adopt in considering terrorist behaviour.
A danger, he stressed, is in allowing any one individual perspective to be pushed
beyond its own explanatory power. This problem has long been evident in many
approaches to terrorism. However, since the events of 11 September 2001, we have
seen a promising resurgence of empirical data-driven research® that may have more
hopeful long-term benefits for our understanding. Such efforts must be actively
encouraged as the only answer to settling disputes about how best to understand and
respond to terrorism is to regard rigour and evidence as the most important qualities
of our research.

Although there are signs that we are beginning to critically examine our perspec-
tives on terrorism, problems of perspective remain a reflection of the complex bases of
terrorist behaviour. Another obvious significant ongoing challenge is to understand
how the broader social problems relate to smaller, individual ones. On the one hand,
we have an array of socio-political issues that would seem in some way to be relevant to
the creation of conflict within and between societies and groups. On the other, we
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have smaller individual qualities that drive action, the relevance of which we
frequently misinterpret, often through needless interdisciplinary tensions and unfor-
tunate representations of different perspectives. Individual qualities in the process of
terrorism are important: given the extent of the conditions assumed to generate
conflict, why is it still that so few people engage in terrorism? (Perhaps as important,
we rarely ask the opposing empirical question, “Why is it that so many do not engage
in terrorism?’. Posing the problem in this way generates quite different issues for the
kind of analysis we undertake.) The answer to questions like this will vary enormously
depending on what level and range of activity we are willing to classify as terrorism,
but we can identify three possible starting points or assertions which authors have used
(sometimes implicitly) to help clarify answers to problems of this kind.

e That the person who engages in terrorism is different or special (this argument
becomes heightened when we limit our perception of ‘terrorist behaviour’ to
planting bombs or engaging in other acts of violence).

e That the label ‘terrorism’ is misleading, and skews our perception of the problem.
This has nothing to do with arguments about the perceived legitimacy of armed
resistance by an insurgent group or any similar ‘moral” argument, but relates to
the conceptual point made above: if we broaden our thinking on the concept,
then ‘terrorism’ encompasses more activity and more people.’

e Wedon’t really know (buct still assume) that a core ‘causal’ factor in terrorism lies
in the connection between the broader conditions and individual perceptions of
those conditions; an area that might be understood with reference to the qualities
of ideological control.®

An over-reliance (although constantly changing in nature) on the first assertion has
led to attempts to identify common features (often in terms of presumed inner or
mental qualities) of people who engage in political violence.” Such inner qualities are
assumed to play a significant role in predisposing a supposed ‘type’ of person towards
political violence as well as causing terrorism altogether. The notion of a terrorist
profile may be administratively attractive (even seductive, since it enables us to
simplify an enormously complicated process into misleading and simplistic
answers),'" but it is unhelpful."" Many of the personal traits or characteristics we
attempt to identify as belonging to the terrorist are neither specific to the terrorist nor
serve to distinguish one type of terrorist from another. Neither are the routes into and
through terrorism distinct in a psychological sense from other kinds of social move-
ments nor are such features homogenous between terrorist movements (we often
forget that terrorism represents a limited, albeit public and dramatic, element of much
broader activity in some of the larger extremist movements). Indeed many of the
psychological attributes presumed unique to terrorists are implicitly suggested and
interpreted as social or psychological deficiencies. I will not engage in this discussion
here, but such accounts present us with neat, plausible ways of reducing what is in
reality a set of idiosyncratic circumstances and events that shape individual attitudes
and behaviours;'” in so doing, they serve to confuse and limit understanding. There



The social and psychological characteristics of terrorism and terrorists 49

are no a-priori qualities of the terrorist that enable us to predict the likelihood of risk
of involvement and engagement (which is, after all, the true scientific test of such
profiles) in any particular person or social group that is valid or reliable over a mean-
ingful period of time.

We may, however, achieve a greater understanding of the relevance of individual
qualities when we consider the second assertion above (namely the label ‘terrorism’
and its implications for our analyses of the problem). A recent example that might
help us consider this point is that Donald Rumsfeld, the US Defense Secretary
reminded us that a ‘new vocabulary’ would emerge from the “War on Terrorism’” and
the Bush administration’s doctrine of pre-emption. It would be dangerous to overlook
how the use of such language impacts on the identification of terrorism and the
terrorist. This is an enormously important issue that has the potential to both singu-
larly skew, or improve, our understanding of the process of terrorism.

The point is worth considering further. The relationship between the terrorist and
his/her environment is central to understanding the relevance of agreeing in our
analysis on ‘who or what a terrorist is’, and this has been repeatedly exposed since the
events of September 11. Again this is not so much a question about the legitimacy of
the label ‘terrorist’ per se, but has more to do with an issue of both the scope and
management of the problem. In the days after the al-Qaeda atrocities, President Bush
made a series of then significant speeches in preparation for the Administration’s
attempts at solidifying American and world opinion towards their impending
campaign. A critical warning, repeated in several speeches within the same week by the
President, was that: ‘anybody who houses a terrorist, encourages terrorism will be held
accountable’ (Office of the Press Secretary 2001a), ‘we’re talking about those who fed
them, those who house them, those who harbor terrorists’ (Office of the Press Secre-
tary 2001b), ‘it is a different type of battle ... a different type of battlefield’ (Office of
the Press Secretary 2001a), ‘if you harbor a terrorist, if you aid a terroris, if you hide
terrorists, you're just as guilty as the terrorists’ (Office of the Press Secretary 2001c).

Given the intense public fallout from political negotiations at the time, both in the
USA and Great Britain, one might argue that at the heart of such sentiments is the
assumption that there is no legitimacy to some kinds of protest or dissent. Equally,
however, it reveals a change in what might be thought of as ‘terrorist behaviour’,
broadening our perceptions of who the terrorists are and what it is they do.'* In one
way, this does lend support for the need to consider a model of violence within the
political process as a more viable way of understanding the relationship between non-
state terrorism and the actions of the state in response to, or as a provocation to non-
state actors. It represents, however, a stark contrast with the first assertion we consid-
ered. In ways perhaps unintended from the expected consequences of the Bush
speeches, the question “What is a terrorist?” has been focused and clarified, and the
goals of counter-terrorism have become much more pointed, both in the time leading
up to and beyond the “War on Terrorism’ and the war on Iraq. Indeed, President
Bush’s comments in those speeches lead us to the identification of some distinctive
goals we might tentatively consider in why we want to identify (or attempt to identify)
the root causes of terrorism at all:
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e thesuppression of violent political dissent; after all, this is a clear message that has
come from both the preparations for and engagement with both the “War on
Terrorism’ as well as the intervention in Iraq; or

e the control or management of violence; or

e understanding the broader processes.

There is no reason why these objectives cannot or could not coexist, but the distinc-
tions are important. If the overall goal in discussions of terrorism is one of prevention,
then the starting point is an acceptance that, deriving from the foregoing analytical
principles, prevention can only be understood in terms of what position and time in
the terrorism process we are facing. For the same reason that the head-counting of
captured or killed terrorists tells us relatively little about the progress of a broad coun-
ter-insurgency campaign, shooting terrorists, infringing basic human rights, or
corrupting the democratic process will not work because it only feeds into and engages
with the processes inherent in political violence by sustaining the legitimization of the
imperative strategy of terrorism at all junctures.

Efforts at viewing terrorism as a process might help develop our understanding of
psychological approaches to terrorism. Some approaches have been developed, and
one of the more detailed recent ones is grounded in a behavioural approach (Taylor
and Horgan 2002), drawing on approaches to understanding other forms of illegal
activity (significantly, where the preoccupations about finding root causes have tradi-
tionally led to failure to manage and control the problem). It is not possible in this
chapter to fully discuss this model, but perhaps the most significant features to
emphasize are that:

e we already have clear and unambiguous ways of identifying focus points of
dangerousness and risk assessment for involvement in terrorism;

®  we can appreciate and understand the significance of problematic cognitions as a
factor in the escalation of engagement with terrorism (an argument which must
not be confused with issues to do with attempts at establishing the presence of
‘personality traits’ or other presumed essential qualities of terrorists);

e we can also already establish the nature of the relationship between ‘relevant
offending behaviour’ (i.e. engagement with violent terrorist activity) and other
forms of both illegal and legal political activity.

A process-based approach is valuable for many other reasons, although I do not believe
we have fully considered the broader social and political implications of such an
approach. By taking a process perspective, we can see in social and psychological terms
how disparities in profiles, individual backgrounds and routes into terrorism can
become focused against and resistant to the consequences of responses to terrorism
(which, from the terrorist perspective, is a vital psychological quality of such organiza-
tions in times of threats from external sources). It is important to realize that a process-
grounded social psychological model of terrorism need not seek to invalidate case
histories of terrorists, but its true value may be that it allows us to see how different
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people, with different backgrounds, and each with distinct routes into and through
the terrorist movement, engage with the process in different ways. In practical terms,
it can help us both to draw distinctions between phases of the process and to develop
clearer policy focuses. The potential significance of this analytical framework should
not be underestimated in terms of its potential to contribute to policy.

Until we arrive at clearer prioritization of our expected outcomes in understanding
and responding to terrorism, continued conceptual confusion about the phases of
engagement with terrorism contributes to the narrow policy measures aimed at under-
mining it. The benefits of comparing the phases of terrorist engagement as similar to
engagement in criminal behaviour have been described by Taylor (1988) (i.e. in
recognizing that the influences on decisions to become, remain and disengage from
terrorist activity are not necessarily similar), and these must be explored further.
However, the relevance of recognizing this aspect of the process is in itself often still
lost when considered from a broader perspective.

I will conclude this chapter by highlighting some further issues I believe will
continue to negatively affect our analyses. Another reality of terrorism (and another
perhaps unintended feature of President Bush’s speeches) is the recognition that it is
neither a military nor a police problem in essence. At its core, terrorism has
throughout history remained, and will continue to remain, a problem of civil society.
Terrorism exists within and between societies, often most visibly through its claimed
‘representation’ (be it real or imagined) for specific communities. We may be familiar
with the notion that terrorists are not markedly different from the members of the
communities they claim to represent, but the reverse is naturally also true. This high-
lights the need for an analysis of the social factors that sustain support for a terrorist
group, and in particular the apparent contradictions that underpin terrorist support.
Paramount among these is the fact that although a community represented by the
terrorist may abhor or reject individual atrocities, they may remain supportive of the
terrorist campaign in a broader sense. If there is any more obvious reason why a
doctrine of military pre-emption or extra-legal moves against suspected terrorists are
laden with serious risk in light of these realities and how they relate to sustaining the
terrorism process, then it would be worth identifying.

One final consequence to highlight the effort to identify relevant psychological
processes in the development of terrorism is the realization that terrorism, like other
forms of deviant behaviour, can have its roots in mundane, non-deviant behaviours.
The argument has been made in detail that one of the most important aspects of
terrorist psychology is in understanding the effectiveness and limitations of ideolog-
ical control over behaviour (Taylor and Horgan 2002). It is an argument that is often
difficult and unsettling to grasp, and to some this point leads to the unfortunate
assumption that this in some way legitimizes political violence. It does not, nor should
we allow it to, but despite how we often dismiss it in our analyses, it appears that this
may well be the defining attribute that will ultimately, and despite the long-term
benefits of such an approach, lead to the idea of a terrorism process becoming unac-
ceptable to our political leaders.
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Notes

1 Tam grateful to Max Taylor for discussion on some of the concepts presented here, and to Lorraine
Bowman for comments on an early draft. Responsibility for what is presented here rests with me, the
author.

2 Although given the political fallout in Britain and the USA arising from the nature of the intelligence
reports that supposedly contributed to the decisions to invade Iraq in 2003, this may be rapidly changing.

3 The Provisional IRA in Northern Ireland being a prime example.

4 See Raufer (2000)

5 And even at that, we need to distinguish how and why an individual becomes part of an existing
terrorist group from that person who becomes part of an effort aimed at creating a zew terrorist group.

6 About a dozen articles have emerged in the last 12 months. For a very recent example of first-hand
research see Post, Sprinzak and Denny (2000).

7 Although the point may seem obvious it is worth restating that the activities that immediately merit
the label ‘terrorism’ are typically the most dramatic and obvious acts of what we might in some cases
describe as social movements. Certainly the point becomes clearer when we consider the extensive
range of activities engaged in by some of the larger groupings such as the Republican movement in
Northern Ireland, or Hamas. In some ways, to define such movements by focusing on the most illegal
and abhorrent of their activities is not in itself inappropriate, but it can skew our analysis. This is
important when considering the factors that contribute to and sustain individual engagement in
terrorist violence for individuals who may have previously engaged in the organization in other ways
(not necessarily illegal).

8  See Taylor and Horgan (2002)

9 For reviews see Horgan (2003a), Crenshaw (1986) and Silke (1988).

10 See Taylor (1988).

11 For an overview see Horgan ez al. (2003).

12 For detailed discussions see Horgan (2003b) and other chapters in Silke (2003).

13 See Shultz and Vogt (2003).

14 A mirrored implication is a changing perception about the identification and role of civilians in
conflict, from the point of view of terrorist groups. Al-Qaeda statements post-11 September stressed
that civilians are not innocents because they elected and sustained the US government: this is what
makes them guilty and necessary targets. Rarely do terrorists make such a link explicitly, regardless of
how groups in the past justified or explained civilian casualties (usually as by-products of, or casualties
in, a war, but rarely deliberately targeted in such a systematic manner). The relevance of this point to
the present discussion relates to the broadening of an already blurred category within the process.

Bibliography

Crenshaw, M. (1986) The Psychology of Political Terrorism’, in Hermann, M.G. (ed.) Political
Psychology: Contemporary Problems and Issues. London: Josey-Bass, pp. 379-413.

Horgan, J. (2003a) “The Search for the Terrorist Personality’, in Silke, A. (ed.) Terrorists,
Victims, Society: Psychological Perspectives on Terrorism and its Consequences. London: Wiley,
pp. 3-27.

Horgan, J. (2003b) ‘Leaving Terrorism Behind’, in Silke, A. (ed.) Terrorism, Victims, Society:
Psychological Perspectives on Terrorism and its Consequences. London: Wiley.

Horgan, J., O’Sullivan, D. and Hammond, S. (2003) ‘Offender profiling: a critical perspec-
tive’, The Irish Journal of Psychology, 24(1-2), 1-21.

Office of the Press Secretary (2001a) President building worldwide campaign against terrorism.
Remarks made by President Bush and President Megawati of Indonesia at a ‘photo opportu-
nity’, The White House Oval Office, 19 September.

Office of the Press Secretary (2001b) President urges readiness and patience. Remarks by



The social and psychological characteristics of terrorism and terrorists 53

President Bush, Secretary of State Colin Powell and Attorney General John Ashcroft, Camp
David, Thurmont MD, 15 September.

Office of the Press Secretary (2001c) International campaign against terror grows. Remarks made
by President Bush and Prime Minister Koizumi of Japan at a ‘photo opportunity’, The
White House Colonnade, 25 September.

Post, J.M., Sprinzak, E. and Denny, L.M. (2003). “The terrorists in their own words: interviews
with 35 incarcerated Middle Eastern terrorists’, Terrorism and Political Violence, 15(1), 171—
84.

Raufer, X. (2000) ‘New World Disorder, New Terrorisms: New Threats for Europe and the
Western World’ in Taylor, M. and Horgan, J. (eds) 7he Future of Terrorism. London: Frank
Cass and Co., pp. 30-51.

Reich, W. (ed.) (1990) Origins of Terrorism: Psychologies, Ideologies, Theologies, States of Mind.
Washington DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press.

Shultz, R.-H. and Vogt. A. (2003) ‘I’s war! Fighting post-11 September global terrorism
through a doctrine of preemption’, Terrorism and Political Violence, 15, 1-30.

Silke, A. (1988) ‘Cheshire cat logic: the recurring theme of terrorist abnormality in psycholog-
ical research’, Psychology, Crime and Law, 4, 51-69.

Silke, A. (ed.) (2003) Terrorism, Victims, Society: Psychological Perspectives on Terrorism and its
Consequences. London: Wiley.

Taylor, M. (1988) The Terrorist. London: Brassey’s.

Taylor, M. and Horgan, J. (2002) “The psychological and behavioural bases of Islamic funda-
mentalism’, Terrorism and Political Violence, 13, 37—71.



5 The socio-cultural underpinnings
of terrorist psychology

When hatred is bred in the bone
Jerrold M. Post

The spectrum of terrorism

There is a broad spectrum of terrorist groups and organizations, each of which has a
different psychology, motivation and decision-making structure. Indeed, one should
not speak of terrorist psychology in the singular, but rather of terrorist psychologies.
Figure 5.1, which is a modified version of Schmid’s well-known typology (see Chapter
18)," depicts the many categories of terrorist types. In the top tier, I differentiate polit-
ical terrorism from criminal and pathological terrorism. Studies of political terrorist
psychology do not reveal severe psychiatric pathology (Post 1993). In fact, political
terrorist groups do not permit emotionally disturbed individuals to join as they repre-
sent a security risk. Seriously disturbed individuals tend to act alone.

Considering the diversity of causes to which terrorists are committed, the unifor-
mity of their rhetoric is striking: polarizing and absolutist, it is a rhetoric of ‘us versus
them’. It is rhetoric without nuance, without shades of grey. ‘They’, the

| I Political terrorism | |II Criminal terrorism | |III Pathological terrorism |

| Sub-state terrorism | | State-supported terrorism | | Regime or state terrorism |

Social-revolutionary Right-wing || Nationalist-separatist Religious extremist || Single-issue
terrorism (Left) terrorism terrorism terrorism terrorism

Religious fundamentalist New-religions
terrorism terrorism

Figure 5.1 Modified version of Schmid’s typology of terrorism.
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establishment, are the source of all evil in vivid contrast to ‘us’, the freedom fighters,
consumed by righteous rage. And, if ‘they’ are the source of ‘our’ problems, it follows
ineluctably in the special psycho-logic of the terrorist, that ‘they’ must be destroyed. It
is the only just and moral thing to do. Once one accepts the basic premises, the logical
reasoning is flawless.

What accounts for the uniformity of the terrorists’ polarizing absolutist rhetoric?
My own comparative research on the psychology of terrorists does not reveal major
psychopathology, agreeing with the finding of Crenshaw (1990): ‘the outstanding
common characteristic of terrorists is their normality’. Similarly, in a review of The
Social Psychology of Terrorist Groups, McCauley and Segal (1987) conclude that ‘the
best documented generalization is negative; terrorists do not show any striking
psychopathology’.

Nor does a comparative study reveal a particular psychological type, a particular
personality constellation, a uniform terrorist mind. But while there is a diversity of
personalities attracted to the path of terrorism, an examination of memoirs, court
records, and, on rare occasions, interviews, suggests that individuals with particular
personality traits and personality tendencies are drawn disproportionately to terrorist
careers; in particular, frustrated individuals, who tend to externalize, seeking an
external cause for their difficulties. Unable to face their own inadequacies, the indi-
viduals with this personality style need a target to blame and attack for their own inner
weakness, inadequacies and lack of success. Such individuals find the polarizing abso-
lutist rhetoric of terrorism extremely attractive: ‘it’s not us — it’s them’. “They are the
cause of our problems’ provides a psychologically satisfying explanation for what has
gone wrong in their lives. And a great deal has gone wrong in the lives of individuals
who are drawn to the path of terrorism.

To summarize the foregoing, terrorists as individuals for the most part do not
demonstrate serious psychopathology. While there is no one personality type, it is the
impression that there is a disproportionate representation among terrorists of individ-
uals who are aggressive and action-oriented and place greater than normal reliance on
the psychological mechanisms of externalization and splitting. There is suggestive
data indicating that many terrorists come from the margins of society and have not
been particularly successful in their personal, educational and vocational lives. The
combination of the personal feelings of inadequacy with the reliance on the psycho-
logical mechanisms of externalization and splitting makes especially attractive a group
of like-minded individuals whose credo is ‘It’s not us — it’s them. They are the cause of
our problems. And it therefore is not only not immoral to strike out at them — it
becomes a moral obligation’. Terrorism is not a consequence of individual psycholog-
ical abnormality. Rather it is a consequence of group or organizational pathology that
provides a sense-making explanation to the youth drawn to these groups.

In the middle tier of Figure 5.1, state terrorism refers to the state turning its resources
(i.e. police, judiciary, military, secret police, etc.) against its own citizenry to suppress
dissent, as exemplified by the ‘dirty wars’ in Argentina. When Saddam Hussein used
nerve gas against his own Kurdish citizens, this was an example of state CBW (chemical
and biological weapon) terrorism. State-supported terrorism is of major concern to the
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USA. Currently on the list annually distributed by the US Department of State are Iran,
Iraq, Libya, Sudan, North Korea and Cuba. In these situations, when states are acting
through terrorist groups, fearing retaliation, the decision making of the state leader-
ship will be a significant constraint upon the group acting under their influence or
control.

In the lower tier, a diverse group of sub-state terrorist groups is specified: social-
revolutionary terrorism, nationalist-separatist terrorism, right-wing terrorism, reli-
gious extremist terrorism, subsuming both religious fundamentalist terrorism and
terrorism perpetrated by non-traditional religious groups (such as Aum Shinrikyo),
and single issue terrorism.

Social-revolutionaries

Social-revolutionary terrorism, also known as terrorism of the Left, includes those acts
perpetrated by groups seeking to overthrow the capitalist economic and social order.
Social-revolutionary groups are typified by the European ‘fighting communist organi-
zations’ active throughout the 1970s and 1980s (e.g. the Red Army Faction in
Germany and the Brigate Rosse in Italy). Social-revolutionary terrorist groups have
experienced a significant decline over the last two decades, paralleling the collapse of
communism in Europe and the end of the Cold War.

Nationalist-separatists

Nationalist-separatist terrorism, also known as ethno-nationalist terrorism, includes
those groups fighting to establish a new political order or state based on ethnic domi-
nance or homogeneity. The Irish Republican Army, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (L'TTE) of Sri Lanka, the Basque Fatherland and Liberty (ETA) in Spain, and
radical secular Palestinian groups such as Fatah, the Abu Nidal Organization and the
Palestinian Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General Command (PFLP-GC) are
prominent examples. Nationalist-separatist terrorists are usually attempting to garner
international sympathy for their cause and to coerce the dominant group. Thus ETA
is attempting to pressure Spain to yield to its demands for an independent Basque
state. These causes of the nationalist-separatist terrorist groups and organizations are
particularly intractable, for the bitterness and resentment against the dominant ethnic
group have been conveyed from generation to generation (Post 1993). Hatred has
been ‘bred in the bone’. In these organizations, the young revolutionaries are often
extolled as heroes within their communities, for their mission reflects their people’s
cause. Among the incarcerated Palestinian terrorists that my research group have been
interviewing, with support from the Smith-Richardson Foundation, the regularity
with which Palestinian youth chose to enter these groups was striking. The responses
of the interview subjects indicated, ‘Everyone was joining. Everyone was doing it. It
was the thing to do’. They have heard the bitterness of their parents and grandparents
in the coffee houses in Jordan and the occupied territories about the economic injus-
tices they have suffered. Youths drawn to the path of the IRA heard similar bitter
stories in the pubs of Northern Ireland.
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Parents’ relationship to regime

Youth’s isloyal
relationship I oyal D amaged
to parents issident
Nationalist—
I oyal separatist
terrorism
Social
D isloyal revolutionary
terrorism

Figure 5.2 Generational pathways to terrorism.

As reflected in Figure 5.2, the generational dynamics of these nationalist-separatist
terrorists are the very opposite of the social-revolutionary terrorists discussed earlier.
They are carrying on the mission of their parents and grandparents who have been
damaged by, or are disloyal to, the regime. They are loyal to families that are disloyal
to the regime. Their acts of terrorism are acts of vengeance against the regime that
damaged their families. This is in vivid contrast to the social-revolutionary terrorists
who are rebelling against the generation of their parents who are loyal to the regime.
They are disloyal to the generation of their families that is loyal to the regime. Their
acts of terrorism are acts of revenge against the generation of their family, which they
hold responsible for their failures in this world.

The modern era of terrorism is usually dated to the early 1970s, represented by the
iconic images of the radical Palestinian terrorist group seizure of the Israeli Olympic
village at the 1972 Munich Olympics. This event captured an immense international
television audience and demonstrated powerfully the amplifying effect of the electronic
media in the Information Age. In the beginning of the modern era, these two groups
(the social-revolutionary terrorists and the nationalist-separatist terrorists) were respon-
sible for the large majority of terrorist acts. They were attempting to call the attention of
the West to their cause, and regularly claimed responsibility for their acts.

Religious fundamentalist terrorism

In the 1970s and 1980s, most of the acts of terrorism were perpetrated by nationalist-
separatist and social-revolutionary terrorists, who wished to call attention to their cause
and accordingly would regularly claim responsibility for their acts. They were seeking to
influence the West and the establishment. But in the following decades, no responsi-
bility has been claimed for more than 40 per cent of terrorist acts. I believe this is because
of the increasing frequency of terrorist acts by radical religious extremist terrorists. They
are not trying to influence the West. Rather the radical Islamist terrorists are trying to
expel the secular modernizing West. And they do not need recognition by having their
name identified in a New York Times headline or in a story on CNN. They are ‘killing in
the name of God’ and don’t need official notice; after all, God knows.
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Traditional groups include Islamic, Jewish, Christian and Sikh radical fundamen-
talist extremists. In contrast to social-revolutionary and nationalist-separatist terror-
ists, for religious fundamentalist extremist groups, the decision-making role of the
pre-eminent leader is of central importance. For these true believers, the radical cleric
is seen as the authentic interpreter of God’s word, not only eliminating any ambiva-
lence about killing, but endowing the destruction of the defined enemy with sacred
significance.

The radical cleric, whether ayatollah, rabbi or priest, has used sacred text to justify
killing in the name of God. Ayatollah Khomeini employed a radical interpretation of
the Qur’an to provide the ideological foundation for his Islamic revolution, and
selected verses to justify terrorist extremity, such as ‘And slay them where ye catch
them, and turn them out from where they have turned you out ... Such is the reward
of those who suppress the faith’ (2: 190-3). In a radio broadcast on 5 June 1983,
Khomeini exhorted his followers, “With humility toward God and relying on the
power of Islam, they should cut the cruel hands of the oppressors and world-
devouring plunderers, especially the United States, from the region’. To those who
died fighting this holy cause, Khomeini assured a higher place in paradise. In inciting
his followers during the Iran—Iraq war, he rhetorically asked, “Why don’t you recite
the sura of killing? Why should you always recite the sura of mercy? Don’t forget that
killing is also a form of mercy’. He and his clerical followers regularly found justifica-
tion for their acts of violence in the Qur’anic suras calling for the shedding of blood
(Robins and Post 1997: 153—4).

These organizations are hierarchical in structure; the radical cleric provides inter-
pretation of the religious text justifying violence, which is uncritically accepted by his
‘true believer’ followers, so there is no ambivalence concerning use of violence, which
is religiously commanded. These groups are accordingly particularly dangerous, for
they are not constrained by Western reaction, indeed they often wish to expel secular
modernizing influences. They have shown a willingness to perpetrate acts of mass
casualty terrorism, as exemplified by the bombings of Khobar Towers in Saudi Arabia,
the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, the USS Cole, and, on a scale never seen
before, the coordinated attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and the
Pentagon in Washington, DC. Osama bin Laden, responsible for these events has
actively discussed the use of weapons of mass destruction in public interviews.

While not a religious authority, Osama bin Laden is known for his piety, and has
been granted the title emir. Like Khomeini, Osama bin Laden regularly cites verses
from the Qur’an to justify his acts of terror and extreme violence, employing many of
the same verses earlier cited by Khomeini. Consider this extract from the February
1998 fatwa:

In compliance with God’s order, we issue the following fatwa to all Muslims:

The ruling to kill the Americans and their allies — civilians and military — is an
individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is
possible to do it, in order to liberate the al-Agsa Mosque and the holy mosque
[Mecca] from their grip, and in order for their armies to move out of all the lands
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of Islam, defeated and unable to threaten any Muslim. This is in accordance with
the words of Almighty God, ‘and fight the pagans all together as they fight you all
together’, and ‘fight them until there is no more tumult or oppression, and there
prevail justice and faith in God’.

We —with God’s help — call on every Muslim who believes in God and wishes
to be rewarded to comply with God’s order to kill the Americans and plunder
their money wherever and whenever they find it.

Jihad Against Jews and Crusaders, World Islamic Front Statement

Note it is not Osama bin Laden who is ordering his followers to kill Americans. It is
God! Osama bin Laden is the messenger, relaying the commands of God, which are
justified with verses from the Qur’an.

But as the events of September 11 make clear, for the al-Qaeda organization, there is no
constraint against mass casualty terrorism. And it is the willingness, indeed the goal to take
as many casualties as possible that is the dynamic of the ‘true believers’ of the al-Qaeda
group under the destructive charismatic leadership of Osama bin Laden that places this
group at high risk to move into the area of CBRN (chemical, biological, radiological,
nuclear) terrorism. They have already crossed the threshold of mass casualties using
conventional terrorism, demonstrating a willingness to perpetrate super-terrorism.

Al-Qaeda, Hamas, Hezbollah and the Islamic Jihad all have found an abundance of
recruits, eager to join these Islamic fundamentalist terrorist organizations. For them,
like the youth drawn to the path of nationalist-separatist terrorism, hatred has been
‘bred in the bone’.

These two groups (nationalist-separatist terrorists and Islamist religious fundamen-
talist terrorists) represent the major threats to contemporary society and will be the focus
of the remainder of this chapter. I will use the words of terrorists themselves as examples
to allow the reader to enter their minds, drawing on material from the research project
involving semi-structured interviews with 35 incarcerated radical Palestinian terrorists,
both radical Islamist terrorists from Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and Hezbollah, and secular
terrorists from Fatah and the Palestinian Front for the Liberation of Palestine, as well as
interviews conducted with an Abu Nidal terrorist and al-Qaeda terrorists in connection
with federal trials. It should be emphasized that (1) the terrorists were incarcerated, and
(2) the quotes are from terrorists who agreed to be interviewed. While offering valuable
insights into the psychology of these terrorists, these quotations should not be taken as
representing the psychology of all terrorists for the interview subjects assuredly cannot
be taken as a statistically representative sample.

Nationalist-separatist secular Palestinian terrorism
The cauldron of life experiences of an Abu Nidal terrorist

In 1997, I had the opportunity and challenge of assisting the Department of Justice as
an expert on terrorist psychology at the trial in Federal Court in Washington DC of
Mohammad Rezaq, an Abu Nidal terrorist who played a leading role in the skyjacking
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of an Egypt Air passenger jet in which more than fifty lost their lives in the skyjacking
and the subsequent SWAT team attack on the hijacked plane in Malta.

The defendant epitomized the life and psychology of the nationalist-separatist
terrorist. He assuredly did not believe that what he was doing was wrong. From
boyhood, Rezaq had been socialized to be a heroic revolutionary fighting for the Pales-
tinian nation. Demonstrating the generational transmission of hatred, his case can be
considered emblematic of many from the ranks of ethnic/nationalist terrorist groups,
from Northern Ireland to Palestine, from Armenia to the Basque region of Spain.

In 1948, when the subject’s mother was eight years old, as a consequence of the
1948 Arab—Israeli war, her family were forced to flee their home in Jaffa in Israel.
They left for the West Bank, where Rezaq was raised. In 1967, when Rezaq was eight,
the family fled their pleasant West Bank existence during the 1967 war, ending up in a
crowded Palestinian refugee camp in Jordan. Her mother told him bitterly that this
was the second time this had happened to her.

At the camp he went to a school funded by the UN and was taught by a member of
Fatah whom he came to idolize. At the time Arafat’s stature as a heroic freedom fighter
was celebrated in the camps. He was taught that the only way to become a man was to
join the revolution and take back the lands stolen from his parents and grandparents.
He first joined Fatah after going AWOL from the Jordanian Army. When he first
participated in a terrorist action, he felt at last he was doing what he should do. He left
Fatah after becoming disillusioned with Arafat’s leadership and ended up in the most
violent secular Palestinian terrorist group, the Abu Nidal organization. When he ulti-
mately was assigned a command role in the skyjacking of an Egypt Air airliner, he felt
he was at last fulfilling his destiny. He was taking a bold action to help his people. He
was a soldier for the revolution and all actions that led to major loss of life were seen as
required by his role as a soldier for the cause.

Interview extracts

While most Fatah members reported that their families had good social standing,
their status and experience as refugees were paramount in their development of self-

identity.

I belong to the generation of occupation. My family are refugees from the 1967
war. The war and my refugee status were the seminal events that formed my
political consciousness, and provided the incentive for doing all I could to help
regain our legitimate rights in our occupied country.

For the secular terrorists, enlistment was a natural step. And it led to enhanced social
status.

Enlistment was for me the natural and done thing ... in a way, it can be compared
to a young Israeli from a nationalist Zionist family who wants to fulfil himself
through army service.
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My motivation in joining Fatah was both ideological and personal. It was a
question of self-fulfilment, of honour and a feeling of independence ... the goal
of every young Palestinian was to be a fighter.

After recruitment, my social status was greatly enhanced. I got a lot of respect
from my acquaintances, and from the young people in the village.

In addition to causing as many casualties as possible, armed action provided a sense of
control or power for Palestinians in a society that had stripped them of it. Inflicting
pain on the enemy was paramount in the early days of the Fatah movement.

I regarded armed actions to be essential, it is the very basis of my organization and
I am sure that was the case in the other Palestinian organizations. An armed
action proclaims that I am here, I exist, I am strong, I am in control, I am in the
field, I am on the map. An armed action against soldiers was the most admired ...
the armed actions and their results were a major tool for penetrating the public
consciousness.

The various armed actions (stabbing collaborators, martyrdom operations,
attacks on Israeli soldiers) all had different ratings. An armed action that caused
casualties was rated highly and seen to be of great importance. An armed action
without casualties was not rated. No distinction was made between armed
actions on soldiers or on civilians; the main thing was the amount of blood. The
aim was to cause as much carnage as possible.

Islamist fundamentalist terrorism
Interview with a Tanzanian embassy bomber

In the spring and summer of 2001, I had the opportunity of interviewing at length one of
the defendants in the al-Qaeda bombing of the US embassy in Tanzania. Raised on
Zanzibar off the coast of Tanzania, he was eight years old when his father died. He was
then educated in a madrasa, where he was taught to never question what you are told by
learned authorities. When he was the equivalent of a junior in high school his brother
directed him to leave school and help him in his grocery store in Dar es Salaam. There he
was miserable — alone, friendless, isolated — except for his attendance at the Friday prayer
services at the mosque, where he learned from the imam that they were all members of the
umma, the community of observant Muslims, and had an obligation to help Muslims wher-
ever they were being persecuted. He was shown videos of Muslim mass graves in Bosnia and
the Serbian military, of the bodies of Muslim women and children in Chechnya and the
Russian military. He became inspired and vowed to become a soldier for Allah. But he was
informed, I infer by a spotter from al-Qaeda, that he could not do this without obtaining
training. So, using his own funds, he went to Pakistan and then on to a bin Laden training
camp in Afghanistan, where he was taught weapons and explosives handling in the
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mornings and had four hours of ideological training each afternoon. After seven months,
when he could not join the struggle in Bosnia or Chechnya, although offered the opportu-
nity to fight in Kashmir, he returned to Dar es Salaam, where he again pursued his menial
existence as a grocery clerk, frustrated at his inability to pursue jihad. Three years later he was
called in the middle of the night and asked, ‘Do you want to do a jihad job?’ and without
further inquiry, he accepted. What had been a positive motivation to help suffering Muslims
gradually was bent to his participating in this act of mass casualty terrorism.

Interview extracts

The mosque was consistently cited as the place where most members were initially
introduced to the Palestinian—Israeli conflict, including members of the secular
groups. Many of the secular members report that while activism within the commu-
nity was most influential in their decision to join, their first introduction to the cause
was at the mosque or in another religious setting. Authority figures from the mosque
are prominent in all conversations with group members, and most dramatically for
members of the Islamist organizations. The introduction to authority and unques-
tioning obedience to Allah and authority is instilled at a young age and continues to be
evident in the individual members subservience to the larger organization. This
preconditioning of unquestioning acceptance of authority seems to be most evident
among the members of the Islamist groups such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad.

I came from a religious family, which used to observe all the Islamic traditions.
My initial political awareness came during the prayers at the mosque. That’s
where [ also was asked to join religious classes. In the context of these studies, the
sheikh used to inject some historical background in which he would tell us how
we were effectively evicted from Palestine.

The sheikh also used to explain to us the significance of the fact that there was an
IDF (Israeli Defense Force) military outpost in the heart of the camp. He
compared it to a cancer in the human body, which was threatening its very
existence.

At the age of 16 I developed an interest in religion. I was exposed to the Moslem
brotherhood and I began to pray in a mosque and to study Islam. The Qur’an
and my religious studies were the tools that shaped my political consciousness.
The mosque and the religious clerics in my village provided the focal point of my
social life.

Community support was important to the families of the fighters as well:
Families of terrorists who were wounded, killed or captured enjoyed a great deal

of economic aid and attention. And that strengthened popular support for the
attacks.
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Perpetrators of armed attacks were seen as heroes, their families got a great deal of
material assistance, including the construction of new homes to replace those
destroyed by the Israeli authorities as punishment for terrorist acts.

The emir blesses all actions:

Major actions become the subject of sermons in the mosque, glorifying the attack
and the attackers.

Joining Hamas or Fatah increased social standing:

Recruits were treated with great respect. A youngster who belonged to Hamas or
Fatah was regarded more highly than one who didn’t belong to a group, and got
better treatment than unaffiliated kids.

Anyone who didn’t enlist during that period (intifada) would have been
ostracized.

View of armed attacks

Armed attacks are viewed as essential to the operation of the organization. There is no
p &
question about the necessity of these types of attacks to the success of the cause.

You have to understand that armed attacks are an integral part of the organiza-
tion’s struggle against the Zionist occupier. There is no other way to redeem the
land of Palestine and expel the occupier. Our goals can only be achieved through
force, but force is the means, not the end. History shows that without force it will
be impossible to achieve independence. Those who carry out the attacks are

doing Allah’s work ...

The more an attack hurts the enemy, the more important it is. That is the measure.
The mass killings, especially the martyrdom operations, were the biggest threat to
the Israeli public and so most effort was devoted to these. The extent of the damage
and the number of casualties are of primary importance.

The justification of suicide bombings

The Islamist terrorists in particular provided the religious basis for what the West has
called suicide terrorism as the most valued technique of jihad, distinguishing this from
suicide, which is proscribed in the Qur’an. One in fact became quite angry when the
term was used in our question, angrily exclaiming:

This is not suicide. Suicide is selfish, it is weak, it is mentally disturbed. This is
istishhad (martyrdom or self sacrifice in the service of Allah).
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Several of the Islamist terrorist commanders interviewed called the suicide bombers
‘holy warriors who were carrying out the highest level of jihad’.

A martyrdom operation is the highest level of jihad, and highlights the depth of
our faith. The bombers are holy fighters who carry out one of the more important
articles of faith.

(Hassan Salame)?

It is attacks when their member gives his life that earn the most respect and
elevate the bombers to the highest possible level of martyrdom.

Sense of remorse, no moral red lines

When it came to moral considerations, we believed in the justice of our cause and
in our leaders ... I don’t recall ever being troubled by moral questions.

In a jihad, there are no red lines.

But the Palestinian suicide bombers differ significantly from the suicidal hijackers of
9/11. While the following description has been shifting, for the most part the suicide
bombers of Hamas and Islamic jihad are 17-22 years old, unmarried, uneducated,
unemployed. Unformed youth, they have been told by their recruiters that they face
bleak prospects but can do something significant with their lives, that by becoming a
shaheed, they will enter the hall of martyrs, bringing prestige and monetary rewards to
their families.

In contrast, the suicidal hijackers of 9/11 were older (28-33 years old) and a
number of the 19 hijackers were well educated and came from comfortable middle-
class Saudi and Egyptian families. These are fully formed adults who have subordi-
nated their individuality to the destructive charismatic leadership of bin Laden.

While many drawn to the path of religious fundamentalist terrorism are poor and
uneducated, for some of these terrorists there are suggestive similarities to the genera-
tional dynamics of the social-revolutionary terrorists. Osama bin Laden himself is the
most striking example of these generational dynamics. He is the seventeenth of 25
sons of a multi-billionaire Saudi construction magnate, whose financial empire and
wealth came from a special relationship with the Saudi royal family. When he railed at
the corruption of the Saudi royal family and their lack of fidelity to Islam in permit-
ting the American military to establish a base on holy Saudi land, he was striking out at
the source of his family wealth, leading not only to his being expelled from Saudi
Arabia, but also severely damaging his family, who also turned against him.

Fusion of the individual and the group

Once recruited, there is a clear fusing of individual identity and group identity, partic-
ularly among the more radical elements of each organization. This is true both for the
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Islamist terrorists of Hamas and Islamic Jihad as well as for those of al-Qaeda. Many of
the interviewees reported growing up or living in a repressed or limited socio-
economic status. Their ability to work was regulated, the ability to travel freely was
severely restricted and there was a general impression that they were denied the oppor-
tunity to advance economically. There was a common theme of having been ‘unjustly
evicted’ from their land, of being relegated to refugee status or living in refugee camps
in a land that was once considered theirs. Many of the interviewees expressed an
almost fatalistic view of the Palestinian—Israeli relationship and a sense of despair or
bleakness about the future under Israeli rule. Few of the interviewees were able to
identify personal goals that were separate from those of the organization to which they
belonged. The appeal of al-Qaeda is to alienated youth; often feeling they are blocked
in societies where there is no real possibility of advancement.

There is a heightened sense of the heroic associated with fallen group members and
the community supports and rallies around families of the fallen or incarcerated. Most
interviewees reported not only enhanced social status for the families of fallen or incar-
cerated members, but financial and material support from the organization and
community for these families as well. ‘Success’ within the community is defined as
fighting for ‘the cause’: liberation and religious freedom are the values that define
success, not necessarily academic or economic accomplishment. As the young men
adopt this view of success, their own self-image then becomes more intimately inter-
twined with the success of the organization. With no other means to achieve status
and ‘success’, the organization’s success becomes central to individual identity and
provides a ‘reason for living’. Again, while this dynamic emerged clearly for the youth
of Islamic Jihad and Hamas, it is also probably a strong characteristic of those
attracted to the path of radical Islam elsewhere.

The subordination of individual identity to collective identity is found across all
organizations regardless of ideological affiliation. As individual identity succumbs to
the organization, there is no room for individuality — individual ideas, individual
identity and individual decision making — while at the same time self-perceived
success becomes more and more linked to the organization. Individual self-worth is
again intimately tied to the ‘value’ or prominence of the group, therefore each indi-
vidual has a vested interest in ensuring not only the success of the organization, but to
increase its prominence and exposure. The more prominent and more important (and
often the more violent) a group is the greater the prestige that is then projected onto
group members. This creates a cycle where group members have a direct need to
increase the power and prestige of the group through increasingly dramatic and
violent operations.

As the individual and group fuse, the more personal the struggle becomes for the
group members. There is a symbiotic relationship created between the individual need
to belong to a group, the need to ensure success of the group, and an enhanced desire
to be an increasingly active part of the group. There is a personalization of the struggle,
with an inability to distinguish between personal goals and those of the organization;
they are one and the same. In their discussion of armed action and other actions taken,
the success or failure of the group’s action is personal: if the group succeeded, then as
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an individual they succeeded; if the group failed, they failed. Pride and shame as
expressed by the individual are reflections of group actions, not individual actions,
feelings or experiences. There is an overarching sense of the collective that consumes
the individual. This fusion with the group seems to provide the necessary justification
for their actions and absolution, or loss of responsibility, to the individual: if the group
says it’s OK, then it’s OK. If the authority figure orders an action, then the action is
justified. Guilt or remorse by the individual is not tolerated because the organization
does not express it. Again this is intensified among Islamist groups who feel they have
a moral obligation to the cause and a religiously sanctioned justification for their
actions.

Most interestingly and illustrative of this concept of individual and group fusion is
the perception or characterization of ‘the enemy’. While there are slight differences
between the secular and Islamist groups in the exact definition of the enemy, the
overall experience in defining the enemy is remarkably similar. The Islamist groups
are fighting for a pure Islamic state. Many interviewees cite Iran as an example of the
type of state they would like to create. While the secular groups have a type of
constraint by the nature of their view of the struggle, the Islamist groups have no such
restraint. There is no concern about alienating any ‘earthly’ population, as the only
‘audience’ they are seeking to satisfy is Allah. With their direction coming in the form
of fatwas (religious edicts) and sanctioned by religious clerics and other figures, the
identification of the enemy is clear and simple for these Islamist groups: whether it is
Israel or the USA, it is anyone who is opposed to their worldview.

Terrorist psychology: implications for a counter-terrorist
strategy

If these conclusions concerning the individual, group and organizational psychology
of political terrorism are valid, what are the implications for anti-terrorist policy? (It is
interesting to observe how passionately arguments are waged concerning counter-
terrorist policies given the relative lack of reliable understanding of terrorist
psychology.) This emphasizes that this is no mere academic exercise, for after all,
policies designed to deter terrorists from their acts of terrorism should be based on an
understanding of ‘what makes terrorists tick’.

Since terrorisms differ in their structure and dynamics, counter-terrorist policies
should be appropriately tailored. As a general rule, the smaller and more autonomous
the group, the more counterproductive is external force. When the autonomous cell
comes under external threat, the external danger has the consequence of reducing
internal divisiveness and uniting the group against the outside enemy. The survival of
the group is paramount because of the sense of identity it provides. Terrorists whose
only sense of significance comes from being terrorists cannot be forced to give up
terrorism, for to do so would be to lose their very reason for being. To the contrary, for
such individuals violent societal counter-reactions reaffirm their core belief that ‘it’s us
against them and they are out to destroy us’. A tiny band of insignificant individuals
has been transformed into a major opponent of society, making their ‘fantasy war’, to
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use Ferracuti’s (1983) apt term, a reality. One can indeed make the case that left to
their own devices these inherently unstable groups will self-destruct.

Similarly, for terrorist organizations for which violence is defined as the only legiti-
mate tactic for achieving their espoused goals, outside threat and a policy of reactive
retaliation cannot intimidate the organizational leadership into committing organiza-
tional suicide and ceasing to exist. For that is what ceasing committing acts of political
violence would be if those acts were the sole self-definition.

For complex organizations dedicated to a cause, such as Basque separatism, where
an illegal terrorist wing operates in parallel with a legal political wing as elements of a
larger loosely integrated organization, the dynamics, and the policy implications, are
again different. In such circumstances, if the overall organizational goals (in this case
Basque separatism) are threatened by societal reactions to terrorism, one can make a
case that internal organizational constraints can operate to constrain the terrorist
wing. However, insofar as the terrorist group is not fully under political control, this is
a matter of influence and partial constraint, for as has been noted earlier, ETA has its
own internal dynamics and continues to thrive despite the significant degree of sepa-
ratism already achieved.

For state-supported and directed terrorist groups, the terrorist group is in effect a
paramilitary unit under central governmental control. In this situation, the indi-
vidual, group and organizational psychological considerations discussed thus far are
not especially relevant. The target of the anti-terrorist policy in this circumstance is
not the group per se but the chief of state and the government of the sponsoring state.
Since the survival of the state and national interests are the primary values, there is a
rational case to be made that retaliatory policies can have a deterring effect, at least in
the short term. But even in this circumstance, to watch the children in the camps in
the aftermath of bombing attacks shaking their fists in rage suggests such tactics are
contributing to rising generations of terrorists.

Just as political terrorism is the product of generational forces, so too it is here for
generations to come. When hatred is bred in the bone, and passed from generation to
generation, it does not yield easily to peace talks. There is no short-range solution to
the problem of terrorism. Once an individual is in the pressure cooker of the terrorist
group, it is extremely difficult to influence him. In the long run, the most effective
anti-terrorist policy is one that inhibits potential recruits from joining in the first
place, for once an individual is in the grip of the terrorist group the power of the group
and organizational psychology will increasingly dominate his psychology.

Political terrorism is not only a product of psychological forces, its central strategy
is psychological. For political terrorism is, at base, a particularly vicious species of
psychological warfare. It is violence as communication. Up until now, the terrorists
have had a virtual monopoly on the weapon of the television camera as they manipu-
late their target audience through the media. Countering the terrorists’ highly effec-
tive media-oriented strategy through more effective dissemination of information and
public education must be key elements of a proactive programme.

As important as it is to inhibit potential terrorists from joining, so too it is impor-
tant to facilitate terrorists leaving. The powerful hold of the group has been described
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in detail. By creating pathways out of terrorism, that grip can be reduced. Amnesty
programmes modelled on the highly effective programme of the Italian government
can usefully contribute to that goal.

And reducing support for the group, both in its immediate societal surroundings
and in the nation at large, are further long-range programmes to foster.

Terrorists perpetuate their organizations by shaping the perceptions of future
generations of terrorists. Manipulating a reactive media, they demonstrate their power
and significance and define the legitimacy of their cause. To counter them, effective
education and dissemination of objective information are required.

One does not counter psychological warfare with smart bombs and missiles,
although they can certainly play a useful role in a military campaign against
harbouring states. One counters psychological warfare with psychological warfare. In
the long run, the most effective ways of countering terrorism is to:

o [nhibit potential terrorists from joining the group: Security alone cannot accom-
plish this. Alienated youths must be able to envisage a future within the system
that promises redress of long-standing economic and social inequity and come to
believe that political activism can lead to their finding a pathway to these goals.
Otherwise, striking out violently in despair will continue to seem like the only
course available.

®  Produce dissension within the group: The groups are virtual hothouses of tensions
and rivalries. Active measures are required to magnify these tensions and
pressures.

o Facilitate exit from the group: Once a terrorist has become a member of a group
and committed terrorist acts, he/she is a wanted criminal with seemingly ‘no way
out’. Yet, as noted above, with the pentiti programme in Italy, a similar
programme in the Basque region, and the so-called ‘super-grass’ programme in
Northern Ireland, where reduced sentences or amnesty are offered for coopera-
tion with the authorities (in effect a ‘protected witness’ programme, including for
the Basque region plastic surgery and resettlement in Latin America), this can not
only ease exit but also can produce dissension within the group as well.

®  Reduce support for the group: This is particularly important, as important as inhib-
iting potential recruits from joining in the first place which indeed contributes to
this goal. Thus the group or organization must be marginalized, its leader
delegitimized. Osama bin Laden at the present is a romantic hero to many alien-
ated youths in the Islamic world; his organization, al-Qaeda, a highly attractive
option to consider. An effective strategic communication programme will
increasingly marginalize al-Qaeda as an aberrant extremist group that is contrary
to mainstream Islam, and will depict bin Laden not as a heroic figure, but as a
self-consumed individual whose extreme actions damage all of Islam and the
future of aspiring Muslim youths.

All of these goals are components of a strategic communication process that must be a
central component of our anti-terrorist policy. This is not a policy that will swiftly end
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terrorism, but a process that must be put in place. Just as many of the attitudes that
have made the path of terrorism attractive to alienated youths have taken root over
decades, it will require decades to reduce the attractiveness of terrorism for those who
have been raised in a climate dominated by hopelessness and despair, with hatred bred
in the bone, so that extremism and violence have increasingly come to be seen as the
only course.

Notes

1 Alex P. Schmid’s typology is displayed in Figure 18.1. My version has expanded the category Religious
extremist terrorism with two subtypes: Religious fundamentalist terrorism and New religions terrorism.

2 Hassan Salame was responsible for the wave of suicide bombings in Israel in 1996 which killed 46
people. He is now serving 46 consecutive life sentences.
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6 Social, organizational and
psychological factors in
suicide terrorism

Ariel Merari

Introduction

For many people suicide attacks are the symbol of terrorism. More than any other
form of terrorism these attacks demonstrate terrorists’ determination and devotion, to
the extent of killing themselves for their cause. The vigour of this resolve is frightening
and, as it is probably intended to do, instils the impression that people who are willing
to sacrifice themselves cannot be stopped and their cause is bound to win. Suicide
attacks have also been more lethal than other forms of terrorism. The attacks of 11
September 2001 in the USA caused nearly 10 times more fatalities than any previous
terrorist attack in history. In Israel, suicide attacks in the course of the Palestinian
intifada have constituted less than one per cent of the total number of terrorist attacks,
but resulted in 51 per cent of the Israeli fatalities. The lethality of suicide attacks may
explain the increasing attractiveness of this method for terrorist groups. Robert Pape
(2003), for example, has attributed the proliferation of suicide attacks to their
apparent effectiveness, arguing that campaigns of suicide terrorism have often
succeeded in gaining at least partial concessions from the targeted governments.

Suicide terrorism is proliferating. Systematic use of suicide attacks by terrorist
groups started in the early 1980s, but more than 50 per cent of the attacks have taken
place since 2000. The growth is not only in the frequency of attacks, but also in their
geographical spread and the number of groups involved. In the period of 1981-99,
suicide attacks took place in seven countries (Lebanon, Sri Lanka, Israel, Turkey,
Yemen, Kenya and Tanzania), whereas in the period of 2000 to March 2004 suicide
attacks have occurred in 18 countries (Israel, Sri Lanka, the USA, Russia, Afghanistan,
Pakistan, Morocco, Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Indonesia, Philippines, Kashmir,
Iraq, Kenya, Turkey, Spain, and China). The problem is, therefore, growing rapidly.

Suicide terrorism has been mostly explained as being a result of religious fanaticism.
Other explanations viewed suicide terrorism as a result of personality characteristics (Stein
2003), poverty and ignorance (Weinberg ¢z /. 2003), psychological trauma (Sarraj 2002),
and revenge for personal suffering or for the loss of a family member (Joshi 2000; Margalit
2003). These explanations, however, have relied on indirect or secondary data and are,
therefore, conjectural or speculative. This chapter examines these explanations in light of
empirical data that has been gathered on suicide terrorists, mainly in Israel.
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Some of the misconceptions of suicide terrorism have their roots in erroneous defi-
nitions of this phenomenon. Some of the writers, for example, have regarded as
suicide terrorism also acts in which the perpetrator carried out the attack knowing that
death was highly likely, but did not actually happen (Atran 2003). This inclusion is
problematic because of several reasons. First, although many of the perpetrators of
these attacks, which Margalit calls ‘no escape attacks’, have indeed been killed, some
of them survived after being caught or even managed to escape despite the meagre
chance. Second, it is practically impossible to determine the precise subjective or
objective likelihood of being killed in a given action. Soldiers in the First World War
who climbed out of the trenches to charge against machine gun and artillery fire and
were killed by the thousands, had a very high chance of getting killed. The likelihood
of death for a British or French soldier in the battle of the Somme was probably no less
than the chance of a Palestinian terrorist who fires an automatic weapon at Israeli
inhabitants of a West Bank settlement. Even if we agreed that there is no meaningful
difference between a perceived sure death and a subjective 90 per cent chance of being
killed, there is no way of determining the actual or subjective likelihood of dying in
action. And, most importantly, presumably, there is a fundamental psychological
difference between the act of self-immolation and the situation of being killed by
others. The difference is not only in the perceived certainty of dying in the case of
suicide and the chance, however meagre, of surviving enemy’s fire, but in the mental
state that allows a person to destroy himself/herself by his/her own hands.

It is therefore necessary to define this form of behaviour at the outset of this chapter.
A suicide terrorist attack is a situation in which a person intentionally kills himself (or
herself) for the purpose of killing others, in the service of a political or ideological goal.
This definition excludes situations in which the person does not know that his/her
action would result in certain death, as has occasionally happened when an explosive
charge that a person was carrying was detonated from a distance by remote control oper-
ated by another person, so as to make it look like a suicide attack, although the courier of
the device was unaware of this plan (Merari 1990). A definition such as that offered by
Ganor (2000), which reads ‘operational method in which the very act of the attack is
dependent upon the death of the perpetrator’ does not exclude these false suicide cases.'

The purpose of this chapter is to explain the phenomenon of suicide terrorism.
Following a description of the history of this phenomenon and its temporal and
geographical scope, the chapter portrays the personal characteristics of suicide bombers,
as gleaned from interviews with the families of completed suicides and with would-be
suicides that failed to complete their mission. The paper then examines the question to
what extent can general theories of suicide account for this particular form of self-immo-
lation, reaching the conclusion that suicide terrorism is sui generis in the sense that
existing theories of suicide fall short of explaining it. On the basis of empirical evidence,
the chapter then proposes an explanation, which focuses on social pressure and commit-
ment to the group as main factors. Having reached the conclusion that suicide terrorism
is a group rather than an individual phenomenon, the paper examines the question of
what factors lead a terrorist group to embark on a campaign of suicide attacks. The
paper concludes with suggested avenues for coping with suicide terrorism.
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History and incidence

Some authors have suggested that the practice of suicide terrorism can be traced in
history to ancient groups such as the Jewish Sicarii (first century AD) and the Assassins
(Hashishiyun), who operated in the eleventh to thirteenth centuries AD. However,
bearing in mind the nature of suicide attacks as defined here, this claim is erroneous
because of the absence of the element of self-immolation. Both the Sicarii and the Assas-
sins killed their opponents by dagger. They took a very high risk of being caught and
executed in the process, but they never killed themselves. In that, they are not different
from many terrorists in the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, who took
extremely high risks in carrying out their attacks, including nineteenth-century anar-
chists, early-twentieth-century Russian social revolutionaries, as well as Latin American
and Middle Eastern terrorists in the second half of the twentieth century.

Genuine suicide attacks in a military context took place in the Second World War,
most notably by the Japanese kamikazes. In these cases soldiers did kill themselves on
purpose so as to kill enemy fighters. These actions, however, were done in the frame-
work of a military unit rather than by members of a terrorist group.” Conceivably, as
explained below, the psychological process involved in the making of a military
suicide unit is somewhat different from the process of making an individual suicide
terrorist. Nevertheless, the processes involved in suicide attacks (i.e. involving self-
killing) by an insurgent organization that operates in military formations in the frame-
work of a guerrilla struggle, are probably quite similar to those that drove the Japanese
kamikazes. So far, the only insurgent group that has used suicide attacks in the setting
of a unit’s battle against enemy soldiers has been the Tamil Tigers.

Apparently, the first terrorist suicide attack took place in Beirut on 15 December
1981. On that date a suicide driver reportedly drove an explosives-laden car into the
Iraqi embassy, killing himself as well as 61 other persons and injuring more than 100.
Iraq claimed that the attack was carried out by the Iranian and Syrian intelligence
services. The use of suicide attacks as a systematic tactic, however, began only in 1983.
On 18 April that year, a truck containing a large amount of explosives crashed against
the American embassy in Beirut, killing 80 and wounding 142. More attacks followed:
On 23 October, the US Marines’ barracks and the French paratroopers’ headquarters
were concurrently attacked by car bombs driven by suicides. The attack on the Marines’
barracks resulted in 276 dead (including 243 Marines and 33 Lebanese civilians) and
the attack on the French paratroopers caused 58 deaths. On 4 November 1983, a
suicide driver crashed a car laden with explosives into the Isracli Government Building
in the city of Tyre in South Lebanon, killing 88 and wounding 69. Another suicide
attack in 1983 against an American embassy took place in Kuwait on 12 December.

Whereas the initial attacks were done by militant Islamic groups (which later
formed Hezbollah), more groups adopted this mode of terrorism. By 1986 it became
clear that most of the suicide attacks in Lebanon had been perpetrated by secular
groups, most of them pro-Syrian, such as the Syrian Socialist National Party (SSNP),
the Syrian Ba’ath Party, the Lebanese Ba’ath Party, and even the Communist Party.
Most, if not all, of the secular groups’ attacks were prepared by Syrian intelligence
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agents, who recruited the suicides, trained them and provided the explosive charges.
Most of the suicide attacks in Lebanon were directed against military personnel:
American and French soldiers of the Multi-National Force in 1983, and Israeli and
South Lebanese Army soldiers thereafter. Two attacks targeted the American
Embassy, and a couple of attacks targeted political parties in Lebanon.

In 1987, following the Lebanese example, the Tamil Tigers for the Liberation of
Eelam (LTTE) adopted the tactic of suicide attacks. Until the ceasefire agreement on
23 February 2002, this organization carried out more than 170 suicide attacks,
exceeding any other single group around the globe (Gunaratna 2000; Schweitzer
2001). The great majority of the attacks were directed against the Sri Lankan army
and navy. Several attacks targeted politicians.

The number of suicide attacks carried out by Palestinian groups is about as large as
the number of such attacks perpetrated by the LT TE. The first Palestinian suicide attack
took place in April 1993. As of 1 May 2004, the total number of Palestinian suicide
attacks reached 176. Of these, 78 attacks have been carried out by Hamas. The Pales-
tinian Islamic Jihad (PI]) carried out 44 attacks. Two other groups adopted this tactic in
the Second Intifada: Fatah (under the name of al-Agsa Martyrs’ Brigades) carried out 34
attacks, and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) carried out eight.
Most of the attacks targeted random Israeli civilians, in public places (public transporta-
tion, shopping malls and coffee shops), but some were directed against Israeli soldiers.

The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) was responsible for 15 suicide attacks,
starting from June 1996. Until it declared a ceasefire in July 1999, this group carried
out 15 suicide attacks, most of them by women. The targets were mostly Turkish
police and military personnel.

Al-Qaeda started using suicide attacks in August 1998, simultaneously targeting
the American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. The combined number of casualties
of these attacks reached 301 dead and 5000 wounded. In October 2000, al-Qaeda
carried out a suicide attack on an American ship, the USS Cole, off the coast of
Yemen. Seventeen seamen were killed and 39 wounded. On 11 September 2001, the
group carried out the largest terrorist attack of all times: the crashing of hijacked
planes on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, which resulted in more than
3,000 fatalities. After the American occupation of Afghanistan and the demise of the
Taliban regime, suicide terrorist attacks by anti-American, militant Islamic groups
continued around the world. Although the precise organizational affiliation of the
perpetrating groups with al-Qaeda has not been quite clear in most cases, the ideolog-
ical affinity is beyond doubt. Suicide attacks inspired by anti-Western and/or anti-
Jewish sentiments have been carried out in Tunisia, Morocco, Turkey, Iraq, Saudi
Arabia, Yemen, Indonesia and Kenya.

Chechen rebels have carried out at least 16 suicide attacks, starting from 7 June
2000. Existing evidence suggests that the adoption of suicide attacks as a main mode
of operation has been due to al-Qaeda’s inspiration (Paz 2000).

In Iraq, suicide attacks started on a large scale soon after the US occupation. Simi-
larly to other countries where suicide attacks have been used by terrorist groups, this
form of attack has by far caused more casualties than any other mode of terrorist
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operation. Most of the attacks have, apparently been carried out by Salafiya Jihadiyya,
an al-Qaeda affiliated group led by Mus’ab al-Zarqawi, although some of them have
also been attributed to two other militant fundamentalist Islamic groups, Ansar al-
Islam and Ansar al-Sunna, as well as to followers of Saddam Hussein.

Strategic consequences

Suicide attacks have proved to be a highly effective terrorist tactic. This statement
seems self-evident in the wake of the 11 September 2001 al-Qaeda attacks in the USA.
Yet, both before and after that crucial date in modern history this terrorist mode of
operation has had far reaching strategic consequences. In the 1980s, a multi-national
force, composed of American, French and Italian soldiers, was sent to Lebanon to
ensure the pacification of the country and the institution of an independent govern-
ment following the Israeli invasion of 1982. Suicide attacks against the Force (as well
as against the US embassy) were the direct cause of the participating countries’ deci-
sion to withdraw from Lebanon, leaving that country to the mercy of Syrian influ-
ence. No doubt, this move has had a significant effect on Lebanese politics in
subsequent years.

Suicide attacks carried out by Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PI]) after
the Oslo agreement of 1993 have also had a momentous impact on the Israeli—Pales-
tinian peace process and, as a secondary consequence, on Israel’s relations with the
Arab world in general. While the peace process was going on, Hamas and the PIJ tried
to abort it by carrying out numerous suicide attacks against civilians in Israel’s main
cities. Large segments in the Israeli public interpreted these attacks as an indication
that the Palestinian Authority under Yasser Arafat’s leadership is doing nothing to
stop anti-Israeli terrorism and that the Palestinians do not genuinely want peace. In
the electoral campaign of early 1996, the incumbent Labour Party Prime Minister,
Shimon Peres, was initially leading by about 20 percentage points. Yet, following a
series of suicide attacks in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, right-wing candidate Benjamin
Netanyahu closed the gap and defeated Peres by a small margin. The ensuing policy
change virtually froze the peace process for a long time. Thus, suicide attacks have
been a main factor in bringing about a confidence-destruction process that continues
at this time.

Following the American occupation, Iraq has been the leading country for the
number of suicide attacks: 51 attacks which caused about 700 fatalities by the end of
March 2004 (Atran 2004). While it is too early to assess at this fluid stage the impact
of these attacks on the future of Iraq in particular and on the American War on
Terrorism and the US political-strategic stature in general, it seems likely that they
will have a considerable effect.

The profile of suicide terrorists

Psychological data on suicide terrorists of most groups has not been published. Since
1983 I have collected data on suicide terrorism around the globe from a variety of
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sources, using mainly media reports that included demographic and biographical
details of suicides, sometimes based on interviews with the suicides’ families. Valuable
information was gained from interviews with jailed would-be suicides. Particularly
useful as a basis for psychological autopsy was a systematic set of data on 34 of the 36
suicide Palestinian terrorists in the period of 1993-8.* These data were based on inter-
views with family members (parents and siblings) of the suicides. Other data included
interviews with persons who attempted to carry out suicide attacks but failed, and
with Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PI]) trainers of suicide bombers. Data on
suicide terrorists in Israel after 1998 and on suicide attackers in Lebanon in the period
of 1983-9 (almost all suicide attacks in Lebanon took place within this time frame)
are mainly based on media sources and include some demographic characteristics, as
well as on interviews with jailed would-be suicides. These data, supplemented by
information on other groups, are summarized below.

Demographic characteristics

®  Age: The mean age of the Lebanese suicide bombers was 21, and the age range was
16-28. The mean age of the Palestinian suicides prior to the Second Intifada was
22, with a range of 18—38. The age range of the Palestinian suicides in the Second
(current) Intifada has been somewhat broader (17-53), but the average remained
the same at 22. The age of LTTE suicides is younger, most of them under 15, as a
matter of the organization’s policy (Joshi 2000).

o Marital status: Data for the Lebanese sample are lacking, but clearly almost all of
the suicides were single. In the Palestinian sample, 91 per cent were single. The
fact that almost all suicides have been single may suggest that single persons are
more willing to volunteer for suicide missions. However, in the Palestinian case,
it has also been the policy of the organizations to refrain from recruiting married
persons for such missions.

e Gender: In the Lebanese case, 84 per cent of the suicides were males (all the females
were sent by secular groups). All of the Palestinian suicides prior to the Second Inti-
fada were males. This, however, was a result of the fact that until recently, the Pales-
tinian organizations that used suicide attacks were religious groups, which objected to
the use of women in combat missions. During the Second Intifada the secular groups
of Fatah and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) also espoused
suicide attacks. These groups used women as well as men for suicide missions. It is
also noteworthy that left-wing Turkish and Kurdish groups, as well as the Tamil
Tigers, have used women as often as men for suicide attacks. In the LTTE there is a
special women suicide unit, called ‘Birds of Freedom’ (Joshi 2000), and women have
comprised about 40 per cent of the terrorist suicides. Of the 15 suicide attacks
dispatched by the Workers” Party of Kurdistan (PKK), 11 were carried out by
women (Ergil 2001). Thus, the greater number of male suicides in the Lebanese and
Palestinian cases only reflects the preference of religious Islamic groups.

o Socio-economic status: Reliable data are only available for the Palestinian sample.
In general, contrary to some claims that poverty has been a major factor in the
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inclination to embark on a suicide mission, the economic status of the Palestinian
suicides’ families is about the same as a cross-section of the Palestinian society in
the Occupied Territories. The education level of the suicides at the time of their
suicidal attack was also a close representation of Palestinian society; 88 per cent of

the suicides had a full high-school training or higher.

Other potentially relevant factors

e Religion: Suicide attacks in Lebanon were initially carried out by the radical Shi’ite
groups, which eventually formed Hezbollah. For this reason the phenomenon of
suicide terrorism, especially the Middle Eastern brand, has been associated in public
perception with religious fanaticism. This notion also permeated academic writings.
However, by 1986 it became clear that nearly two-thirds of the suicide attacks in
Lebanon were carried out by secular groups (Merari 1990). The conclusion that reli-
gious fanaticism is neither necessary nor a sufficient factor in suicide terrorist attacks
gains further support from the fact that several non-religious groups have resorted to
this tactic. Thus, the Tamil Tigers (LTTE), is composed of Hindus, and motivated by
nationalist-separatist sentiments rather than by religious fanaticism. Suicide attacks
have also been carried out by Marxist (and therefore clearly non-religious) groups
such as the Kurdish PKK and the Turkish Revolutionary People’s Liberation Front.

®  Revenge for personal suffering: Some observers have suggested that the suicides have
been motivated by the wish to take revenge on the enemy for suffering that they
had personally undergone (Joshi 2000; Fisk 2001). Whereas this explanation is
clearly incorrect in the case of the September 11 attackers, it may still be true with
regard to suicide attacks in most other places, such as Lebanon, Israel, Turkey and
Sri Lanka. This question was directly examined in the study of the Palestinian
1993-8 suicides. In that study, the suicides’ families were asked about events that
could, presumably, provide a reason for a personal grudge. These included the
killing of a close family member by Israeli forces, killing of a friend, wounding or
beating of the suicide in clashes with Israeli soldiers, and arrest of the suicide. Anal-
ysis of the results suggests that a personal grudge has not been a necessary factor,
and apparently not even a major factor in creating the wish to embark on a suicide
mission, although it presumably was a contributing factor in some of the cases.

Personality factors and psychopathology

In none of the cases did interviews with would-be suicides, or parents and siblings’
descriptions of the suicide’s personality and behaviour (for complete suicides) suggest
the existence of clear symptoms of psychopathology. Furthermore, the descriptions
did not reveal a common personality type for all or most of the suicides. About one-
third of the cases, however, revealed suicidal tendencies, although they did not display
the main recognized risk factors for suicide, namely, clinical depression, alcoholism or
drug abuse, and a record of suicide attempts (see, for example, World Health Organi-

zation 1993; Jacobs et a/. 1999).
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Furthermore, existing sociological and psychological theories of suicide seem to be
inappropriate for explaining suicidal terrorism. A full survey of the compatibility of
suicide theories with the phenomenon of terrorist suicide is beyond the scope of this
chapter and I shall therefore address this issue rather succinctly. Of the sociological
theories, the closest to explaining this phenomenon seems to be Durkheim’s concept
of altruistic suicide, more specifically, his subcategory of ‘optional’ altruistic suicide
(Durkheim 1951). Optional altruistic suicides are cases in which suicide is considered
a merit by society but is not obligatory, such as the Japanese samurai custom of
seppuku (or hara-kiri). However, the suitability of Durkheim’s concept to the
phenomenon of terrorist suicide is questionable on several grounds. Durkheim used
the concept of altruistic suicide to characterize societies, not individuals. He explained
the differences in suicide rates of various societies by the attributes of these societies.
He inferred the motivation for committing suicide from the characteristics of the
society to which the suicides belonged. Thus, he regarded suicides in the military as
‘altruistic’ because of the characteristics that he attributed to the army, such as obedi-
ence and sense of duty. He related to altruistic suicide as a stable rather than a situa-
tional characteristic of the society in question. Altruistic suicide characterizes societies
that are highly ‘integrated’, in Durkheim’s terms, that is very cohesive and, therefore,
exert much influence on their members. Hence, to apply Durkheim’s concept of
altruistic suicide to the phenomenon of terrorist suicide is to attribute these suicides to
the traits of the societies (a religious group, an ethnic community, a caste or a social
organization such as the army) in which they occur. Terrorist suicide, however, has
taken place in very diverse societies. In addition to Lebanese Shi’ites, Lebanese Sunnis,
secular Lebanese, Palestinians, Egyptians, Armenians, Marxist Kurds, and Tamil
Hindus, suicide for a political cause has also been committed by communist Germans,
Catholic Irish, and Protestant Americans (John Wilkes Booth, who assassinated Presi-
dent Lincoln, committed suicide after the murder). It can be argued that the impor-
tant factor is not the larger social unit (the ethnic group, religious group or nation) but
the micro-society of a terrorist group itself that provides the social milieu amenable to
generating self-sacrificial suicide, in accordance with Durkheim’s altruistic variety.
They are highly cohesive, rigorous, create rules of conduct and behaviour ethics that
members are expected to abide and live by. Yet, the great majority of the terrorist
groups, regardless of their structure, have not resorted to suicide attacks at all. Further-
more, there is no evidence that terrorist groups, which maintain a particularly strict
discipline and a tight structure, have resorted to suicide tactics more than the looser
groups. On the contrary: among the Palestinian groups, the Popular Front for the
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) has a much tighter structure and discipline than
Hamas. Yet, the PFLP has only generated a few suicide attacks whereas Hamas has
carried out many.

Psychological theories of suicide cannot readily explain the phenomenon of
terrorist suicide either. Psychoanalytic theories view suicide as a result of an ‘uncon-
scious identification of the self with another person who is both loved and hated. Thus
it becomes possible to treat oneself, or some part of oneself (typically one’s disavowed
body) as an alien and an enemy’ (Maltsberger 1999: 73). While my study did not
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provide tools for examining the suicides’ unconscious processes, no external
supportive evidence of this theoretical explanation of suicide was found either. But
these theories would find it hard to explain the waves of suicide terrorism in the
Lebanese, Palestinian and Sri Lankan cases, as well as the episodes of cluster suicides,
such as the 11 September 2001 attacks in the USA, the Irish hunger strikers in 1981,
and the cases of Palestinian suicide attacks in duo or trio.

One of the most influential theories on suicide is that of Shneidman. Whereas
psychoanalytical theories have basically viewed suicide as aggression (directed inter-
nally), Shneidman emphasizes the element of despair. In his view, the wish to commit
suicide is almost always caused by intense psychological pain, which is generated by frus-
trated psychological needs. Suicide is committed by persons who view it as the best way
to stop the pain. The prevailing emotion of suicides is the feeling of hopelessness-help-
lessness (Shneidman 1985, 1999). Farber (1968) also underscored the role of hopeless-
ness in generating the wish to commit suicide. The greater the feeling of hope, the less
the likelihood of suicide. Hope is the perceived ability to influence the world, and to be
satisfied by the world. Farber’s concept of hope, however, relates to the individual’s
expected ability to function within his own social milieu, rather than to a general
communal situation, such as being under occupation. Lester and Lester (1971: 45)
noted in this regard that suicidal people tend to see not only the present but also the
future as bleak, expecting to be socially isolated in the future. With regard to terrorist
suicide, however, whereas it can be argued that at least in some cases the suicide attacks
are motivated by despair at the national or community level, despair that is associated
with frustrated national needs, there is no evidence that the persons who carried out the
suicide attacks suffered from despair at the individual level. The profile of the suicide in
none of the cases studied resembled a typical suicide candidate, as described in the litera-
ture. The young persons who eventually committed suicide had no record of earlier
attempts of self-immolation, were not in strife with their family and friends, and most of
them expressed no feelings of being fed up with life. In the suicides’ notes and last
messages the act of self-destruction was presented as a form of struggle rather than as an
escape. There was no sense of helplessness-hopelessness. On the contrary, the suicide
was an act of projecting power rather than expressing weakness. Although in a signifi-
cant number of the cases the suicide expressed interest in paradise and admiration for
martyrdom, only a few talked openly about their personal wish to commit an act of
martyrdom. With all due caution, it seems that most terrorist suicides in the Palestinian
sample were not ‘suicidal’ in the usual psychological sense.

The key to understanding terrorist suicide should, therefore, be sought in a realm
other than personality disorders and suicidality.

Terrorist groups as suicide production lines

An important clue to understanding the phenomenon of terrorist suicide can be
gained from the hunger strike of ten IRA and INLA members in Belfast’s Maze prison
in 1981 (Beresford 1994; O’Malley 1990). Ten Irish nationalists, led by Bobby Sands,
starved themselves to death when their demand to be recognized as political (rather
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than common criminal) prisoners was rejected by the British government. Although
this event does not qualify as an act of suicidal terrorism because the hunger strikers
did notkill anyone but themselves, it was an act of self-destruction for a political cause
and, as such, can teach us much about the psychological mechanisms involved in
suicide terrorism. Self-starvation is an extremely demanding way to die, much more
difficult than the instantaneous death caused by a self-inflicted explosion: it took the
hunger strikers from 50 to more than 70 days to die. During that time mothers,
fiancées and priests begged the strikers to stop their self-destruction. Moreover, the
hunger strikers were Catholics, for whom suicide was a mortal sin. The force that led
them to continue their strike to the very end, ignoring all these pressures, must have
been very strong. What was this force that sustained their determination? The
assumption that all ten were suicidal persons, who happened to be in jail at the same
time, is rather implausible. It is also unlikely that they were motivated by religious
fanaticism and the promise of a place in paradise. The only way to understand this
frightening demonstration of human readiness for self-sacrifice is to look at the influ-
ence of the group on its individual members. The chain suicide was a product of a
group contract that one could not break. The group pressure in that situation was as
strong as the group pressure that led hundreds of thousands of soldiers in the First
World War to charge against enemy machine-gun fire and artillery to almost sure
death. And, it was even stronger once the first hunger striker died. From that point on,
the contract to die could not be broken any more, because the person who could
release the next in line from their commitment was already dead.

A more comprehensive picture of the process of making suicide bombers was
gained from data collected on Palestinian suicide terrorists, including interviews with
trainers for such missions and surviving would-be suicides. The findings of these data
are supported by circumstantial evidence from suicide terrorism in other countries.
The data suggested that there are three main elements in the preparation of a suicide
bomber by an organization, namely, indoctrination, group commitment and a
personal pledge. These elements are described below.

o Indoctrination: Throughout the preparation for a suicide mission, the candidate
is subjected to indoctrination by authoritative persons in the group. Although the
candidate is, presumably, convinced from the start in the justification of the
cause for which he/she is willing to die, the indoctrination is intended to further
strengthen the motivation and to keep it from dwindling. Indoctrination in the
religious Palestinian groups (Hamas and PIJ) included nationalist themes (Pales-
tinian humiliation by Israel, stories of Arab glory in the days of Mohammad and
the Caliphate, examples of acts of heroism during the Islamic wars), and religious
themes (the act of self-sacrifice is Allah’s will, and description of the rewards guar-
anteed for shaheeds (martyrs) in paradise).

o Group commitment: The mutual commitment of candidates for suicide operations
to carry out the self-sacrificial attack is a very powerful motivation to stick to the
mission despite hesitations and second thoughts. The chain suicide of the Irish
hunger strikers in 1981 is an example of this social contract that is extremely hard
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to break (Merari 1990). In Hamas and the P1J, the preparation for suicide attacks is
often done in cells, consisting of three to five volunteers. These cells are character-
ized in the organization as ‘martyrdom cells’ (kbaliya istishhadiya), to differentiate
them from ordinary ‘military cells’ (khaliya askariya). Members of these cells are
mutually committed to each other in this kind of an unbreakable social contract. In
the LTTE, male and female suicides are trained in special units, called ‘Black
Tigers’ and ‘Birds of Freedom’, respectively. Presumably, they are also bonded in a
social contract to commit the suicidal mission. In fact, the power of a group
commitment and inability to break it was also the basis of the willingness of Japa-
nese pilots in the Second World War to fly on kamikaze missions. Last letters of
kamikazes to their families, written shortly before they took off for their last flight,
indicated that while some of them went on their suicidal attack enthusiastically,
others regarded it as a duty that they could not evade. Presumably, the group
commitment element was also influential in the 9/11 attacks in the USA.

o Personal pledge: Many Middle Eastern groups adopted a routine of releasing to the
media a videotape shortly after a suicide attack. These tapes are also usually
presented by the organization to the suicide’s family, after the operation, as a fare-
well message. Typically, in this tape, the suicide is seen, rifle in hand (and, in
Islamic groups, a Qur’an in the other hand), declaring his intention to go on the
suicide mission. This act is not only meant for propaganda. It is primarily a cere-
mony intended to establish an irrevocable personal commitment of the candidate
to carry out the suicide attack. This ritual constitutes a point of no return. Having
committed himself in front of a television camera (the candidate is also asked at
that time to write farewell letters to his family and friends, which are kept by the
group alongside with the videotape for release after the completion of the suicide
mission), the candidate cannot possibly turn back on his promise. In fact, in both
Hamas and the PIJ, from that point the candidate is formally referred to as ‘the
living martyr’ (al-shaheed al-hai). This title is often used by the candidates them-
selves in the opening sentence of the video statement, which routinely starts with ‘I
am [the candidate’s name], the living martyr ... . At this stage, the candidate is,
presumably, in a mental state of a living dead, and has already resigned from life.

Public support

The magnitude of public support for suicide operations seems to affect both the terrorist
group’s willingness to use this tactic and the number of volunteers for suicide missions.
Most, if not all, terrorist groups that have used suicide attacks are not indifferent to the
opinions and attitudes of what they view as their constituency: the population whose
interests they claim to serve and from which they recruit their members. In choosing
tactics and targets, the group tends to act within the boundaries of its constituency’s
approval. During the last six months of 1995, for example, Hamas refrained from
carrying out suicide attacks, because its leadership realized that such actions would not
be supported by the Palestinian population at that time and would thus have had an
adverse effect on the organization’s popularity. In the Palestinian case, public support
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for terrorist attacks against Israel in general and for suicide attacks in particular has
waxed and waned since the Oslo agreement of 1993, ranging from as low as 20 per cent
support in May 1996 to more than 70 per cent in May 2002 (Center for Palestine
Research and Studies 2000; Jerusalem Media and Communication Centre 2002; Pales-
tinian Center for Policy and Survey Research 2002). The great increase in the frequency
of suicide attacks during the Second Intifada (the ‘al-Agsa Intifada’) reflects the greater
willingness of Palestinian youth to volunteer to, or to be recruited for, what is generally
regarded in the community as acts of ultimate patriotism and heroism. Songs praising
the shaheeds are the greatest hits, the walls in the streets and alleys of Palestinian towns in
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip are covered with graffiti applauding them, and their
actions are mimicked in children’s games. In this atmosphere, not only the terrorist
groups see a public licence to continue the suicide attacks, they also have a constant flow
of youngsters ready to become human bombs. The role of the preparation of the suicide
candidate as described in the previous section, is to make sure that the youngster who,
because of social pressure, said ‘yes’ to an offer to become a shaheed, or even the enthusi-
astic volunteer, would not have second thoughts and change his mind.

The importance of public attitude notwithstanding, it should be emphasized that
so far there has not been even a single case of a person who carried out a true terrorist
suicide attack (i.e. intentionally killing himself/herself while killing others for a polit-
ical cause) on his or her own whim. In all cases it was an organization that decided to
use this tactic, chose the target and the time, prepared the explosive charge, and
arranged the logistics necessary for getting the human bomb to the target.

Which groups use suicide attacks?

Although the use of suicide terrorism is spreading, only a minority of the active
terrorist groups around the globe have so far resorted to this tactic. An important
question is, therefore, whether these groups have common characteristics that could
be identified as factors that have influenced their decision to use suicide attacks. Table
6.1 lists the groups that have used suicide attacks, the cause of their struggle and the
period in which they have operated.

Most of the groups that have used suicide terrorism are militant Islamic organiza-
tions. Since 1983, 30 groups have carried out suicide attacks. Seventeen of these groups
could be characterized as militant Islamic, 11 as non-religious nationalist/ethnic, and
two as radical Left wing. These characterizations, however, may be somewhat
misleading, as some of the Islamic groups were also ethnic-nationalist. Arguably, the
main motivation of at least some of these groups is nationalist rather than Islamic.

This is certainly true for the Palestinian Hamas and Islamic Jihad, the Chechen rebels,
and perhaps also for the Kashmiri groups Lashkar i-Toiba and Jeish e-Muhammad.

The share of Islamic groups in suicide terrorism has grown dramatically in recent
years. Of the 23 groups that used suicide terrorism before 11 September 2001, only 10
(43 per cent) were Islamic groups, whereas of the 17 groups that have used suicide
attacks after 9/11, 13 (76 per cent) are Islamic. These facts clearly show that, at least
under the present circumstances, the characteristic of militant Islamism is a significant
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contributing factor in determining a group’s proclivity to use suicide attacks, although
it is neither a necessary nor a sufficient factor. However, the importance of the Islamic
factor has still to be explained. As noted above, some authors have attributed the use of
suicide attacks by Islamic groups to Islamic traditions and practices, as well as to
cultural traits of Islamic societies in general and Arab societies in particular. This view
fails to account for the fact that not all Islamic groups have resorted to suicide attacks,
and those that did have done it over a limited period of time. This fact suggests that
the political context, as perceived by the group, may be more important than the
group’s religious and cultural background.

Under what circumstances does a group, Islamic or not, decide to resort to suicide
attacks? Asking members to kill themselves is an extreme step, which is contradictory
to basic psychological tendencies. For this reason, it is logical to expect that only under
extreme circumstances would a group be willing to resort to this extreme way of
fighting. Extreme circumstances are situations in which, by the group’s perception, its
main cause or its organizational existence are in grave danger.

This logical hypothesis seems to be supported by empirical facts in some, but not all
cases. Hamas, for example, started using suicide attacks in 1993, at the beginning of
the Israeli—Palestinian peace negotiations. The peace process was perceived by Hamas
as an existential threat, both because it antagonized the very basis of Hamas ideology,
but also because it was perceived as a danger to the organizational existence of the
group under PLO control. The LTTE started using suicide attacks in 1987, at a time
when the group was in retreat under the blows of the Sri Lankan army (Gunaratna
2000). Likewise, the Kurdish PKK decided to use suicide attacks at a time when the
group was in distress, suffering heavy blows from the Turkish army, which resulted in
a deteriorated morale among the group’s fighters. The group intensified the use of
suicide attacks after the capture of its leader, Abdullah Ocalan (Ergil 2001; Schweitzer
2001). A back-to-the wall situation has also been a major factor in the decision of
some other groups to resort to suicide attacks, for example the Chechen rebels and the
Turkish DHKP-C. The latter group staged a couple of suicide attacks at a time when a
mass-hunger strike to death of its members in Turkish prison (an act of desperation in
itself) failed to achieve any effect on the Turkish authorities.

At odds with these groups, however, the context of suicide attacks carried out by
several other groups, notably al-Qaeda and its satellite groups in Indonesia, Saudi
Arabia, Morocco, Tunisia and Turkey, cannot be described as a back-to-the-wall situ-
ation. Al-Qaeda was not under a devastating American offensive when it decided to
carry out the suicide attacks in 1998, 2000 and September 2001. And, despite the
American “War on Terrorism’, nor did al-Qaeda’s affiliated groups in Muslim coun-
tries, such as Turkey and Indonesia, face a threatening turn of events, at least in their
local habitats, that prompted them to resort to the most extreme measures in their
power. Possibly, the use of suicide attacks by these groups reflects the fact that this
terrorist method has become fashionable and a routine trademark of militant Islamic
groups. This fashion has set a new standard of operation that obliges these groups.

Fashion alone, however, is apparently insufficient to sustain a massive campaign of
suicide terrorism. All the groups that have carried out a large number of suicide attacks
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Table 6.1 Nationality and motivation of groups that have used suicide attacks

Group Nationality Motivation Period
Hezbollah' Arab—Lebanese Islamic, sectarian-ethnic ~ 1983-99
al-Amal Arab—Lebanese Ethnic 1984-97
SSNP’ Arab-Lebanese Nationalist 1985-7
Ba’ath Arab—Lebanese Nationalist, socialist 1985-6
SNO* Arab—Lebanese Nationalist 1985
Lebanese Communist Party ~ Arab-Lebanese Nationalist, communist 1985
Egypt-Arabism Arab-Egyptian Nationalist 1987

PFLP Arab—Palestinian Nationalist 1989-2004
PFLP-GC Arab-Palestinian Nationalist 1988
Hamas Arab—Palestinian Nationalist, Islamic 1983-2004
Palestinian Islamic Jihad Arab—Palestinian Nationalist, Islamic 1993-2004
Fatah Arab-Palestinian Nationalist 2001-4
Gama’ah al-Islamiyya Egyptian Islamic 1993-5
al-Jihad Egyptian Islamic 1995
Chechen rebels Chechen Islamic-nationalist 2000-4
GIA Arab-Algerian Islamic 1995
Lashkar e-Toiba Kashmiri Islamic 1999-2004
Lashkar i-Thangvi Pakistani Islamic 2003-4
Jeish e-Muhammad Kashmiri Islamic 2000-3
Harkat-ul Mujahideen Pakistani Islamic 2002
al-Alami (Harkat ul-Ansar)

al-Qaeda International Islamic 1998-2004
Ansar al-Islam Iraqi-Kurdish Islamic 20034
Ansar al-Sunna Iragi-Kurdish Islamic 20034
Salafia ]ihadiyyad Jordanian—Gulf Islamic 2003—4
PKK Kurdish Nationalist 1996-9
DHKP-C Turkish Socialist 2001-3
TIKKO® Turkish Socialist 1999

Hizb ut-Tahrir Uzbekistani Islamic 2004
LTTE Tamil Ethnic-separatist 1987-2003
Jama’ah Islamiyya Indonesian Islamic 2002-3

o Ao o

Including constituent groups.
The Syrian Social Nationalist Party (a Lebanese group).

The Socialist Nasserite Organization (a Lebanese group).
A group affiliated with al-Qaeda, led by Ahmad al-Khalayla, also known as Abu Mus’ab al-Zarkawi.
The Turkish Peasants and Workers Liberation Army.
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over a long period of time, notably the Palestinian groups, LTTE, the PKK and the
Chechen rebels, have indeed felt an existential threat to their cause, the survival of
their organization, or both. It therefore seems that in a group’s decision to use suicide
attacks, cultural background and ideology play a less important role than perceived
necessity.

Coping with suicide terrorism

What can be done to prevent suicide terrorism? Three levels of counter-action should
be addressed: physical defensive measures; deterring the group; and influencing the
opinions and attitudes of the terrorists’ constituency. In the context of this chapter I
shall only address briefly the deterrence and public opinion aspects.

®  Deterring individual suicides: A major difficulty in coping with suicide terrorism
is the problem of deterring people who are willing to die. In a search of punish-
ments that may deter suicides, it has been suggested that even a person who is
ready to sacrifice himself would not want his loved ones to suffer. Indeed, so far
the terrorist suicides in the Palestinian and Lebanese arenas could be sure that
their families would be rewarded socially and materially rather than be punished.
However, the idea of punishing the relatives of suicide terrorists is morally and
legally problematic and is likely to prove politically counter-productive.

®  Deterring groups: Because suicide terrorism is a group rather than an individual
endeavour, effort to deter this tactic must be mainly directed at the groups that
use it, rather than at the individuals that carry it out. While some individuals may
be suicidal or at least willing to sacrifice themselves for a cause, all organizations,
with the exception of some irrational cults, ascribe the highest importance to
their continued survival and are, therefore, deterrable. A credible threat of severe
punishment that implies the demise of the group would, presumably, deter that
group from using suicide attacks (or any other mode of struggle defined by the
deterrer as intolerable and therefore punishable behaviour). I believe that bin
Laden would not have carried out the 9/11 attacks had he known that they would
lead to the destruction of his organization and the Taliban regime that hosted it.
It should be emphasized, however, that for achieving an effective deterrent, the
threatened punishment must be both extremely severe and highly credible.
When he carried out the 9/11 attacks, bin Laden regarded the US counter-threats
as neither severe nor credible (bin Laden 1996).

o Influencing the terrorist group’s constituency: Both the terrorist group’s policy and
the number of volunteers for suicide missions are influenced by the attitude of
the population that the group claims to represent. Arguably, changing the atti-
tudes of this population has the best long-range effect on the use of suicide attacks
by the group.
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Notes

1 This definition was adopted by some other writers, for example Weinberg et a/. (2003).

2 For the purpose of this chapter, I use the US Department of State’s definition of terrorism: “The term
terrorism means premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant
targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience’ (US
Department of State 2000).

3 Theattack was carried out in the context of the Iran—Iraq war (see Mickolus ez al. 1989; webref 2005).

4 My thanks are due to Ms Nasra Hassan who conducted the interviews.

Bibliography

Atran, S. (2003) ‘Genesis of suicide terrorism’, Science, 299, 1534-9.

Atran, S. (2004) ‘Mishandling suicide terrorism’, The Washington Quarterly, 27(3), 67-90.

Beresford, D. (1994) Ten Men Dead. London: Harper Collins.

bin Laden, O. (1996) ‘Declaration of war against the Americans occupying the Land of the
Two Holy Places’, 23 August.

Center for Palestine Research and Studies (2000) http://www.cprs-palestine.org

Durkheim, E. (1951) Suicide: A Study in Sociology. New York: The Free Press.

Ergil, D. (2001) ‘Suicide Terrorism in Turkey’, in Ganor, B. (ed.) Countering Suicide
Terrorism: An International Conférence, The International Policy Institute for Counter-
Terrorism at the Interdisciplinary Center, Herzliya, Israel, pp. 105-28.

Farber, M.L. (1968) Theory of Suicide. New York: Funk and Wagnalls.

Fisk, R. (2001) “What drives a bomber to kill the innocent child?” The Independent, 11 August.
Ganor, B. (2000) ‘Suicide terrorism: An overview’, The International Policy Institute for
Counter-Terrorism at the Interdisciplinary Center, Herzliya, Israel, heep://www.ict.org.il
Gunaratna, R. (2000) ‘The LTTE and suicide terrorism’, Frontline, 17(3), 5-8 February, http:/

/www.flonnet.com/f11703/17031060.htm

Hoffman, B. (1998) Inside Terrorism. London: Victor Gollancz.

Israeli, R. (1997) ‘Islamikaze and their significance’, Terrorism and Political Violence, 9(3),
96-121.

Jacobs, D.G., Brewer, M. and Klein-Benheim, M. (1999) ‘Suicide Assessment: An Overview
and Recommended Protocol’, in Jacobs, D.G. (ed.) The Harvard Medical School Guide to
Suicide Assessment and Intervention. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, pp. 3-39.

Jerusalem Media and Communication Centre (JMCC) (2002) http://www.jmcc.org

Joshi, C.L. (2000) ‘Sri Lanka: suicide bombers’, Far Eastern Economic Review, 1 June.

Lester, G. and Lester, D. (1971) Suicide. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Maltsberger, J.T. (1999) ‘“The Psychodynamic Understanding of Suicide’, in Jacobs, D.G. (ed.)
The Harvard Medical School Guide to Suicide Assessment and Intervention. San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass, pp. 72-82.

Margalit, A. (2003) “The suicide bombers’, The New York Review of Books, 16 January, http://
www.nybooks.com/articles.15979

Merari, A. (1990) “The Readiness to Kill and Die: Suicidal Terrorism in the Middle East’, in
Reich, W. (ed.) Origins of Terrorism: Psychologies, Ideologies, Theologies, States of Mind.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 192-207.

Mickolus, E., Sandler, T. and Murdock, J.M. (1989) International Terrorism in the 1980s: A
Chronology of Events, Vol. 1. Ames, IA: Iowa State University Press, pp. 233—4. Also http://
www.wordspy.com/words/suicidebomber.asp

O’Malley, P. (1990) Biting at the Grave. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.



86  Ariel Merari

Palestinian Center for Policy & Survey Research (PSR) (2002) http://www.pcpsr.org

Pape, R. (2003) "The strategic logic of suicide terrorism’, American Political Science Review,
97(3), 343-61.

Paz, R. (2000) ‘Suicide terrorist operations in Chechnya’, ICT Commentary, htep://
www.ict.org.il

Post, J. (2001) Killing in the name of God: Osama bin Laden and radical Islam, A presentation at
the New York Academy of Medicine, 30 October. Also http://www.theapm.org/cont/
posttext.html

Sarraj, E. (2002) ‘Suicide bombers: dignity, despair, and the need for hope’, Journal of Palestine
Studies, 1 June, 71-6.

Schweitzer, Y. (2001) ‘Suicide Terrorism: Development and Characteristics’, in Ganor, B. (ed.)
Countering Suicide Terrorism: An International Conference, The International Policy Institute
for Counter-Terrorism at the Interdisciplinary Center, Herzliya, Israel, pp. 75-85.

Shneidman, E.S. (1985) Definition of Suicide. New York: Wiley.

Shneidman, E.S. (1999) Perturbation and Lethality’, in Jacobs, D.G. (ed.) The Harvard
Medical School Guide to Suicide Assessment and Intervention. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass,
pp- 83-97.

Stein, R. (2003) ‘Evil as Love and as Liberation: The Mind of a Suicidal Religious Terrorist’, in
Moss, D. (ed.) Hating in the First Person Plural: Psychoanalytic Essays on Racism, Homophobia,
Misogyny and Terror. New York: Other Press.

Taylor, M. (1988) The Terrorist. London: Brassey’s Defence Publishers.

US Department of State (2000) Patterns of global terrorism 1999, Department of State Publica-
tion 10687, April.

Weinberg, L., Pedhazur, A. and Canetti-Nisim, D. (2003) “The social and religious characteris-
tics of suicide bombers and their victims with some additional comments about the Israeli
public’s reaction’, Terrorism and Political Violence, 15(3), 139-53.

World Health Organization (WHO) (1993) Guidelines for the primary prevention of mental,
neurological and psychosocial disorders, 4. Suicide, Geneva, Division of Mental Health, World
Health Organization (publication No. WHO/MNH/MND/93.24).
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‘suicide bombing’

Causes and consequences

Hisham H. Ahmed

Introduction

Since 28 September 2000, the Palestinian—Israeli conflict has taken a new turn. A
qualitatively more dramatic phase has characterized relations between the Israeli occu-
pation authorities and the Palestinian people in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.
Needless to say that tensions have reached a watershed and the calamity of the situa-
tion has become almost unprecedented.

Triggered by Ariel Sharon’s calculated, provocative violation of the Muslims’ Aqsa
Mosque, the people of Palestine launched the Aqgsa Intifada in reaction to Israeli
measures of widespread killings, mass arrests, large-scale confiscation of lands and
increased house demolitions. It was also in response to the crippling of the Palestinian
economy and chokehold on ordinary people’s lives at the numerous Israeli
‘checkpoints’ during the arduous seven-year-old political process known as the Oslo
Accords. Certainly, as the ‘resolution of the plot’ of dashed expectations and hopes
was marked by the failing Camp David talks during the summer of 2000, all that was
needed to stir an already volatile environment was just a trigger. To embarrass his
political rival at the time, Prime Minister Ehud Barak, and in an attempt to win the
hearts and the minds of the Israeli public by highlighting his courage and bravery,
Sharon took the perfectly calculated step which would allow him to dominate the
Israeli political arena since then, and which would impact on political, psychological,
military and other developments.

Psychologically, as a result of Sharon’s injurious provocation, the dream of peace
by Israeli and Palestinian societies was shattered. Politically, the Oslo Accords, as well
as consequent Palestinian—Israeli agreements, were put on hold and/or scrapped, as
Sharon publicly declared on more than one occasion and especially after he assumed
office. Those Palestinian forces who strived for conciliation were completely over-
whelmed by the daily oppressive confrontation with Israeli occupation forces and
policies. Even the idea of negotiations, within Palestinian society, was outmanoeuvred
by the determination to put an end to the occupation, not in the least by a variety of
different resistance operations. Certainly, Islamic groups, most notably Hamas and
Islamic Jihad, have manipulated the failure of the Oslo Peace process to advance their
agenda and to discredit the Palestinian Authority.
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Palestinians were no longer content with symbolic expressions of protest through
stone throwing, as was the case during the 1987 six-year-old Intifada, and more
importantly here, as was the case during the first few weeks of the Agsa Intifada. With
intensified Israeli policies of targeted assassination, brutalizing reoccupation, mass
incarceration and starvation, Palestinians apparently were no longer willing to be the
only recipients of death and terror. Hence, more Israelis were killed and injured, espe-
cially under Sharon’s rule, than at any previous stage of the conflict. The ratio of
Israelis killed compared to Palestinians was narrowed dramatically, to reach 1:3
during Sharon’s rule, compared to 1:10 under Barak and 1:15 under Benjamin
Netanyahu.

By and large, the terms of the game were profoundly changed, and new modes of
conduct were introduced: Israeli troops reoccupied all of the ‘Occupied Territories’
and the remnants of Palestinian hopes for coexistence were crushed. Of course, the
logic of cause-and-effect relationship with regard to events and consequences notwith-
standing, the argument of which came first, ‘the chicken or the egg’, only further
muddied the discourse on the Palestinian—Israeli conflict. The reinstitutionalization
of the Israeli occupation regime; the lack of realization of ‘legitimate’ Palestinian
hopes and ambitions and the continued denial of Palestinian national rights estab-
lished a new more worrisome era, dominated by the proliferation of random killing by
one side and ‘suicide bombing’ by the other. Inevitably, there was more death,
destruction and suffering.

Why did Palestinians rely heavily (but, certainly, not exclusively) on ‘suicide
bombing’ operations against Israelis during the course of the Agsa Intifada? Why and
how was this form of resistance adopted by secular resistance groups, such as the Agsa
Martyrs Brigades of Fatah and the Abu Ali Mustafa Brigades of the Popular Front for
the Liberation of Palestine, after it had previously been the monopoly of Islamic reli-
gious resistance groups, namely Hamas and the Islamic Jihad? What factors could lead
ayoung Palestinian woman/man to explode her/himself against Israeli targets? Why is
there strong Palestinian public support for ‘suicide bombing’ operations in spite of
worldwide media condemnation of such attacks? And finally, how do Palestinians
view themselves being perceived as ‘suicidal’ and/or *homicidal’?

A muldplicity of factors stand at the heart of this complex phenomenon in Pales-
tinian society that are conceptual, military, psychological, social, religious and polit-
ical in nature. A careful consideration of the mindset and the rationale surrounding
the carrying out of such attacks necessitates a deeper than the surface examination of
the interplay between the dominant overall internal and external culture. Undoubt-
edly, no one is believed to assume that such operations are genetically innate to Pales-
tinian society or that they are a monopoly of Islamic and Arab culture. Were they as
such, ‘real’ solutions would perhaps be easier to introduce to such critical issues.

Operational definitions

Conceptually, it is rare to think of a phase in the history of the Palestinian—Israeli
conflict where Palestinian resistance against the Israeli occupation has not been
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associated with terrorism, especially by Israel and its supporters in the West. The
terms ‘terrorist’ and ‘terrorism’ have almost always been associated with Palestinians
and their struggle. Since the founding of the Palestine Liberation Organization in
1964, it has had to contend with its label as a ‘terrorist’ organization for almost 30
years. In the West, a blanket judgement was passed on nearly every form of PLO
activity as an act of terror. The ‘battle of concepts and ideas’ in the Palestinian—Israeli
conflict was a fundamental part of the process to discredit the Palestinian drive for
freedom, independence, statehood and self-determination. The Palestinian people
under occupation had (and continue) to reckon with their dehumanization and
demonization no less than they had to withstand their dispossession, loss of dignity,
homelessness and oppression. Even as the unarmed Palestinians relied exclusively on
peaceful means of protest and resistance against the Isracli occupation throughout the
1987 Intifada, little progress was achieved as far as the exercise of their national rights
is concerned. In broad terms, Palestinians continued to be viewed as the main obstacle
to peace in the region by Israel and its supporters in the West as late as the failure of the
Camp David talks in the summer of 2000. In essence, the battle waged on the Pales-
tinians from the start of the conflict was moral as well as material in nature. Its over-
arching objective has been to legitimize the subjugation of Palestinians by
systematically ‘blaming the victim’ for the fate it is worthy of receiving.'

Therefore, the compelling label of Palestinian ‘bombing operations’ as ‘suicidal’ and/
or ‘homicidal’ acts of terrorism is to be understood in that context. Particularly as the
conflict became more intense and bloodier in the last few years, the compulsion for the
dismissal of reasoning phenomena, acts and events apparently grew in strength.
Although both Palestinian and Israeli societies respectively reached a stage of ‘mutual
vulnerability’ during the Agsa Intifada, albeit with material and human losses having
been substantially greater in the former rather than the latter, the conventional wisdom
in the West continues to propagate the idea that Palestinians (under occupation) rather
than Israelis (the occupiers) are the root cause for the absence of peace and stability, and
hence, for terrorism. ‘Suicide bombing’ operations are used as the tool for enhancing
this prevalent notion. In the process, concepts, meanings, dynamics and resolutions
have been convoluted, only setting the stage for further deepening rifts and profound
hatred. Peace in the Middle East seems to be untenable more than at any other stage in
the past: Palestinians are viewed as ruthless, merciless and uncivilized ‘suicidal’ killers
more than in any previous period. ‘Suicide bombing’ in Palestinian society, however,
does not reflect a culture of death, but a despair of occupation. As the renowned Pales-
tinian poet, Mahmoud Darwish, stresses, “We have to understand, not justify, what
gives rise to this tragedy ... Palestinian people are in love with life. If we give them hope,
a political solution, they’ll stop killing themselves’.”

Are acts of resistance, in which Palestinians explode themselves against Israelis,
indeed acts of suicide as the predominantly held portrayal insistently suggests? Obvi-
ously, proponents, many analysts and observers view such acts otherwise. When ques-
tioned while in his prison cell by the former Israeli Defence Minister, Benjamin Ben-
Eliezer about the reasons behind his attempt ‘to commit suicide’ before he was
captured, Rasan Stiti, vehemently rejected the notion, ‘No, that’s not it. That’s not
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right. I didn’t go to commit suicide. I went to die a martyr’s death ... I learned how
important it is to be a shaheed > A leading Palestinian lawyer, Jonathan Kuttab, ques-
tions whether ‘suicide’ should always be viewed as ‘a zerrorist tactic that should be
outlawed by the international community’. He reasons (2003), ‘if the target of the
attack is clearly military and not civilian, the willingness of the fighter to die or take a
100 per cent risk of fatality (while strange to the Western mind) is not prohibited
under current international laws’. Kuttab reminds us,

... unfortunately, all war and armed struggle involves high risks of fatality both to
the perpetrators and their enemies. This includes the perpetrator taking the
supreme sacrifice in an effort to inflict maximum casualties on his enemies and as
a method for drawing attention to his cause.

A ‘martyrdom operation’, as it is articulated in the Palestinian lexicon, is considered
‘the loftiest objective’ a Palestinian can pursue in the national struggle against Israeli
occupation (Levy-Barzilai 2002). ‘It must be a great feeling to be able to do that,’
thinks Neda Taweel, sister of the ‘suicide-bomber’ Diya Taweel (Baker 2001).

A ‘suicide bomber’ is considered a shaheed (a martyr). The concept of martyrdom
(istishhad) in Islam is, of course, in diametrical contradiction to suicide (intzhar), that
is taking one’s life because of mental disturbance or illness. An individual commits
suicide when ‘the balance of the mind is disturbed’. As Bassam Jarrar, director of Al
Noon Center for Qur’anic Studies in Ramallah stresses (Baker 2001), martyrdom is
‘the denial of the self for the benefit of the whole’. And for him, ‘this is the epitome of
human qualities’. While ‘anyone who commits suicide cannot do anything good for
himself or his country’, Diya’s sister explains (Baker 2001). He who commits suicide
is ‘someone who is sick, not someone who can sacrifice his life for others,” she
concludes. In fact, ‘the recruiters [of would-be martyrs] are scrupulous in turning
away those whose motives would “taint” a mission, such as people in debt or with a
history of mental instability — those seeking a glorious exit to an ignominious life’
(Goldenberg 2002a).

Islam strictly forbids suicide and considers it an unforgivable, sinful act:

O ye who believe ... do not kill yourselves ... If any do that in rancour and injus-
tice, soon shall We cast him into the Fire.

(Qur’an (Surah Al Nisaa) Chapter 4: The women, v.29)
The Qur’an does not consider martyrs to be dead. Rather,

... they are alive who are cared for by God.
(Qur’an (Surah Al Baqarah) Chapter 2: The cow, v.154)

‘It is usually the enemy who calls them suicide bombers,” says Bassam Jarrar (Baker
2001). The leading Islamist authority, Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, differentiates
between ‘suicide” and martyrdom:
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Attacks on enemies are not suicide operations but ‘heroic martyrdom operations’

in which the kamikazes act not out of hopelessness and despair but are driven by

an overwhelming desire to cast terror and fear into the hearts of the oppressors.
(Pipes 2001)°

Qaradawi’s definition, although using different terms and stemming from a vastly
different ideological orientation, is corroborated by the politically motivated defini-
tions of such attacks by ‘experts’. The Israeli terrorism expert, Yoram Schweitzer
(2000), views ‘a suicide terror attack’ as a ‘politically motivated violent attack perpe-
trated by a self-aware individual (or individuals) who actively and purposely causes his
own death through blowing himself up along with his chosen target’. Isn’t this the
readiness to sacrifice one’s life in the process of destroying or attempting to destroy a
target to advance a political goal?

Therefore, it follows that what is considered an act of suicide by some is viewed as
a form of self-sacrifice for a noble ideal and/or cause, that is martyrdom, by others.
Any self-respecting society views its selfless heroes with the utmost degree of ideal-
ization. This is certainly applicable to Western as well as to Eastern civilizations. In
fact, ‘suicide was of comparatively rare occurrence’ in traditional Muslim society, as
Franz Rosenthal points out (Pipes 2001). ‘Suicide’ attacks, though, date far back to
ancient times when they were employed by the Jewish Sicairii and the Islamic
Hashishiyun (Schweitzer 2000). ‘Self-sacrifice is a way of legitimizing a cause,
inspiring imitation, and promising individual glory,” according to Martha
Crenshaw of Wesleyan University (Pipes 2001). British regiments fighting in
France during the First World War ‘are covered with commemorations to men who
supposedly “laid down their lives” or “gave their lives” for their country’ (Fisk
2001). During the Second World War, Japanese resistance dramatically introduced
kamikaze missions where fighter pilots would blow themselves up on impact with
enemy ships (Baker 2001; Pipes 1986). In recent times, such forms of self-sacrifice
against military targets and/or personnel are called guerrilla warfare and those who
engage in them are deemed freedom fighters.

In Palestinian society, self-sacrificial attacks against Israelis started in 1994, only
after the extremist physician-settler Dr Baruch Goldstein massacred (under the obser-
vation and supervision of the Israeli army) 29 Palestinian worshippers while they were
kneeling in prayer at dawn in the Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron during the Muslims’
holy month of Ramadan. Hamas retaliated by sending one of its attackers on a
‘bombing operation’ against an Israeli target in Afula. Subsequently, Islamic Pales-
tinian resistance groups engaged in ‘suicide bombing attacks’, but rather on a limited,
infrequent basis until the start of the Agsa Intifada in late September 2000. Then, no
longer were such attacks confined to Islamic religious groups. Secularists have also
adopted this tactic in their resistance activities against an increasingly entrenched
Israeli occupation. In other words, this tactic has acquired more prevalence and popu-
larity in Palestinian resistance, to the extent that it has greatly characterized Pales-
tinian—Israeli relations in recent years.
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Military considerations

The asymmetrical balance of power between Israelis and Palestinians in favour of the
former may have been the cause as well as the result of the ineptness of the Arab
regional political system. The role of the Arab state in providing for the welfare of its
citizens has continued to dwindle, giving rise to the prominence of non-state actors
(groups and organizations). In the case of the Palestinians, the inability of the Pales-
tinian political body, that is the PLO/PNA, to deliver the promised peace of the Oslo
Accords has deepened frustration and despair among the people on the one hand, and
has created the compulsion to consider alternatives other than negotiations on the
other. The pressure cooker the occupation regime has established in the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip only helped define the nature and dynamics of such alternatives.
Encouraged by the successful Lebanese model of popular resistance to drive the Israeli
occupation out of South Lebanon in May 2000 against the failure of the formal state
to achieve this objective, Palestinians in the occupied territories have aspired to arrive
at a strategic ‘balance of terror’ with their rival, especially in the absence and the
seeming impossibility of a strategic ‘balance of power’. The advantage of the ‘balance
of terror’ compared to a ‘balance of power’, as Mahmoud El-Maraghi (2001) posits, is
that it ‘does not provide for equality or the interaction of peers’.

As Israel enjoys a distinct regional superpower status, Palestinians are left with
bitter options: either to give in to Israel’s military superiority or to resist. Of course,
regular warfare is unthinkable, for Israeli air-, land- and sea-power superiority is not
challengeable. The Israeli army possesses the means and the know-how to inflict (as it
actually does) irreparable damage on Palestinians: the sheer thought of a head-on
collision with one of the world’s best equipped armies is certainly irrational, if not
suicidal. The outcome is, undoubtedly, predestined and the conclusion is a for gone
one. Symbolic resistance through stone throwing did not seem to be a viable, satisfac-
tory option. The odds seemed very high. For the twenty-year-old electrical engi-
neering student at Bir Zeit University, Diya Taweel, resistance was not a stone thrown
at a powerful military machine, as his sister recalls from discussions with him. For
Diya, it had to be much more:

Once I asked him if he threw rocks. He said he didn’t because there was no point.
He said if you go to throw a rock you are committing suicide because a rock
doesn’t do anything. If you want to face their guns, you have to have something
better than a rock.

(Neda Taweel (Baker 2001))

What would be ‘better than a rock’? Searching for an easier-to-make and easier-to-use,
cheaper, effective, almost risk-free and precise weapon was dictated by the need to
reciprocate the volatility of advanced fighter jets and helicopters and tanks.® Although
categorized as collateral damage, the Israeli killing and wounding of thousands of
Palestinian civilians on an ongoing basis has ruptured the moral deterrent of resorting
to ‘suicide bombing attacks’ against Israelis, including civilians.” This compromised
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morality is in great part the product of the realization that all Israelis are army reserv-
ists, if not actually serving in the regular army: military service is mandatory. This
psycho-military compulsion is compounded by the fact that

the Palestinians had suffered so many civilian casualties since the Intifada began
that Palestinians found joy in any suffering inflicted on their enemy. There was a
feeling that ‘they should suffer too’; which is exactly how Air Marshal Sir Arthur
Harris explained his area-bombing policy against German civilians.

(Fisk 2001)

Also important to note here is that most Israeli seemingly-civilian sites are not devoid
of military presence, since Israel is one of the most militarized states in the world.
Government-owned buses are used for transporting army soldiers and it is hard to
think of any location that does not have military and/or security personnel present
(Carlson 2002). Indeed, Suzanne Goldenberg of The Guardian makes the same point
in her observations about ‘suicide bombing’, except that the cause and effect seem to
be reversed:

This is a conflict that has been fought without rules. On one side stands an army
of volunteers, ready to kill and be killed, intent on inflicting the maximum [...]
casualties. They can strike anywhere, at any time ... On the other side stands a
regional superpower which unleashed F-16s and Apache helicopters, gunboats
and tanks against Palestinian refugee camps and towns, and assassinated leading
activists.

(Goldenberg 2002b)
In essence,

If it is considered moral and justifiable for the Israeli army to kill over 19 Pales-
tinian civilians, including many children, and destroy their houses on top of their
heads just to kill a wanted Palestinian activist, why is it not OK for Palestinians to
go after settlers and soldiers while other Israelis stay indifferent as we are getting
slaughtered on a daily basis?

We do not have highly-advanced weaponry with which to face a regular army.
All we are in control of are our bodies. We do not like or want to die. But if
this is what it takes to terrorize them as they brutalize us all the time, why not
do ie?

(Palestinian youth)®

This is the same logic Dr Ramadan Abdallah Shallah, secretary-general of the Pales-
tinian Islamic Jihad, uses to explain the rationale behind using ‘body bombers’ against
Israeli targets:
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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. It is easy and
costs us only our lives. Human bombs cannot be defeated, not even by nuclear
bombs.

(Sprinzak 2000)

The words of the Palestinian young man and the analysis made by Shallah are echoed
by none other than Ted Turner, vice-chairman of AOL Time Warner, the parent
company of CNN. In an exclusive interview with 7he Guardian, Turner highlighted
the impact of the asymmetrical military structure of Palestinian resistance: “The Pales-
tinians are fighting with human suicide bombers, that’s all they have. The Israelis [...]
they’ve got one of the most powerful military machines in the world. The Palestinians
have nothing’ (Burkeman and Beaumont 2002).

Of course, the military underpinnings behind martyrdom operations stem from
a number of interrelated sets of factors. It is strongly believed that the reputed
Israeli intelligence service can have less control over Palestinian resistance relying
on ‘suicide attacks’. The details of planning and execution are gone with the
attacker. No escape plan is required. ‘Unlike other operations that can be better
contained by the Israeli army, these operations make the Israeli citizen feel that the
danger is close to him,” as Bassam Jarrar put it (Baker 2001). For Jarrar, this kind
of attack also aims to achieve a variety of objectives. First, the feeling of fear they
generate negatively influences Jewish immigration, which is usually done at the
expense of Palestinian land and people who have to make room for the new immi-
grants: ‘Anyone thinking of immigrating to Israel will think twice’ (ibid.). And
second, fear will also make the Israeli economy suffer: ‘Anyone considering
investing in Israel will think again and anyone who is considering leaving the
country will think even harder’ (ibid.).

Thus, while inflicting damage, such ‘smart’ or ‘intelligent’” human bombs which
have a human guidance system are considered ‘the most accurate missile: the bomber
can pick exactly where to stand’.” For example, ‘Hamas uses these tactics and means of
struggle,” according to Abdulaziz Al Ranteesi, a Hamas leader in Gaza, ‘because it
lacks F-16s, Apaches, tanks and missiles, and so we use any means that we have [...]
because we are under occupation and are weak’ (Goldenberg 2002a)." It is also
believed that ‘this kind of operation really hits the Israelis where it hurts,” as Anwar
Ayam, the brother of a ‘suicide bomber’ from Tulkarem, put it. Moreover, such
attacks ‘will destroy their economy [and] cause [...] more casualties than any other
type of operation’ (Goldenberg 2002a). Not only that, but this tactic ‘will destroy
their [Israeli] social life. They are scared and nervous, and it will force them to leave
the country because they are afraid’ (ibid.).

For its part, the association of Palestinian religious scholars lent its backing to ‘mar-
tyrdom operations’ on several grounds. First, they are legitimate because they ‘destroy
the enemy and put fear in the hearts of the enemy, provoke the enemy, shake the foun-
dations of its establishment and make it think of leaving Palestine’ (ibid.). Secondly,
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they are expected to ‘reduce the numbers of Jewish immigrants to Palestine, and [...]
will make them [Israel] suffer financially’ (ibid.).

In addition, it is also believed that such attacks are expected to generate the
maximum amount of publicity for the Palestinian cause: “The relatively high number
of casualties guaranteed in such attacks, which are usually carried out in crowded
areas, ensures full media coverage’ (Schweitzer 2000)."" A ‘suicide attack” also serves as
a weapon of retaliation and deterrence. Above all, it is intended to have a ‘profound
negative impact on the Israeli public’s sense of personal security,” as it ‘is aimed at
causing devastating physical damage, through which it inflicts profound fear and
anxiety’ (ibid.). Furthermore, such attacks are used ‘to instil a feeling of helplessness in
the [targeted] population’ and to make them conclude ‘they have no way of protecting
themselves against such attacks’. Accordingly, ‘these feelings strike a blow to public
morale, creating fear and panic’ (ibid.). In other words,

What the Palestinian suicide bombers are doing with these acts is telling the
Israelis that we can reach anywhere. We are there. As long as you don’t recognize
us and don’t want us to have a state, Israel can claim that it’s establishing security,
but they must also know that we can reach them anywhere. This is what the
Palestinian suicide bombers are demonstrating by their actions. Israelis will not

have security as long as they don’t want to give us our state.
(Nura Karmi (2003), Coordinator of Women’s Programmes for Sabeel, the
Ecumenical Liberation Theology Center, Jerusalem)

Psychological motivations

The fact is unmistakable and the message comes over loud and clear: a deep sense of
injustice beyond the stage of profound frustration and despair stands at the heart of
the issue. The Palestinian drive for freedom has been hampered by Israeli occupation
atrocities. Resorting to ‘body bombing’ signifies failure of other attempted tactics, to
the same extent that it reflects the immensity of pain and feeling of demoralization
that engulfs Palestinian society. Israeli repression has, indeed, created a strange state of
mind in Palestinian society: as a result of this abnormal environment, the psyche of
many Palestinians has been scarred. Wherever and whenever you look around in
Palestinian society, you are bound to see and feel innumerable cases of severe indi-
vidual and collective anguish created by the occupation. The lack of normalcy of life
can be seen on the streets torn up by army ‘chokepoints’; in the demolished homes; in
the burnt and destroyed farmland; and on the faces of children whose childhood has
been stripped away due to deprivation and hopelessness. The profundity of frustration
a Palestinian feels is bound to have mobilized a variety of psychological motives for
resisting the Israeli occupation and all of its institutions and components, be they
material or human.

Almost every Palestinian young man has suffered severe hardship at the hands of
the Israeli occupation, such as arrest, beatings, injury and deportation. ‘Every Pales-
tinian, without exception, has felt the suffocating strangle of Israeli military control on
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their life’ (Baker 2001). Diya Taweel, for example, could have been impacted by the
view of the Psagot settlement at the hilltops of Ramallah, as he was able to see it
brightly lit from his house every night. Alternatively, it could have been his daily
encounters with the many roadblocks on his way to Bir Zeit University or the friends
he saw wounded or imprisoned that triggered his desire for revenge (ibid.).

However, the story of Arin Ahmed, a would-be bomber, is even more telling.
During her conversation with the Israeli former minister of defence, Ben-Eliezer, she
unequivocally states that her motive for considering a ‘body attack’ on Israelis was not
military or religious in nature. Rather, it was exclusively personal: ‘I was in distress.
was depressed ... You [Israelis] killed my friend. We were friends for a year and a half’
(Levy-Barzalai 2002).

Most experts feel that there is a common denominator among ‘suicide bombers’,
that is the lack of a horizon, a lack of hope, that they are people who had lost faith in
life. ‘Certainly, there is misery. Certainly, there is frustration. Certainly, they feel
hopelessness’ (ibid.). This already bad situation for Palestinians is usually exacerbated
by Israeli army military operations that ‘become a hothouse that produces more and
more new suicide bombers’. Such operations ‘kindle the frustration, hatred and
despair and are the incubator for the terror to come’ (ibid.).

For Ted Turner of CNN, ‘poverty and desperation are the root cause of Palestinian
suicide bombings’ (Burkeman and Beaumont 2002). For Robert Fisk of The Inde-
pendent, ‘suicide bombings’ are the product of societal instability generated by condi-
tions of anguish: “What happens when the balance of a whole society’s mind has been
disturbed?” he wonders. Illustrating the point, Fisk describes his own feelings as he was
experiencing Palestinian misery:

Walking through the wreckage of the Sabra and Chatila Palestinian refugee
camps in Beirut ... the same camps in which up to 2,000 civilians were massa-
cred in 1982 and for which, on page 103 of its report, the Israeli Kahan
Commission held Ariel Sharon ‘personally responsible’ — I could only wonder
at the stability of the survivors who still lived there amid the concrete huts and
the garbage and the football-sized rats. If I lived here, I remember thinking, I
would commit suicide.

(Fisk 2001)

For him, therefore,

When a society is dispossessed, when the injustices thrust upon it appear
insoluble, when the ‘enemy’ is all-powerful, when one’s own people are
bestialized as insects, cockroaches, ‘two-legged beasts’, then the mind moves
beyond reason.

(ibid.)

Thus, as Fisk stresses, ‘the suicide bomber was the logical product of a people who
have been crushed, dispossessed, tortured and killed in terrible numbers’.
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The daily conditions of Palestinians living under occupation are bound to create
immense anger, bitterness and hatred. The sights of Palestinian children being
killed,"* women and children going hungry," a civilian population being brutalized
(Aloni 2003), and constant curfews (Levy 2002) are enough to create dozens of new
‘suicide bombers’.

Iyad Sarraj, a psychiatrist who heads the Gaza Community Mental Health Project,
and who studied the bombers, and the would-be bombers who crossed his path,
concludes that the motive behind ‘suicide bombing’ is rooted in trauma: injury to a
father or brother in the First Intifada, or the death of a friend or even a distant relation
in the present upheavals. To clarify this, he states that ‘in every case of suicide
bombing, there is a personal tragedy or a trauma’. More specifically, ‘the people doing
the suicide bombing today are the children of the First Intifada and they have
witnessed or suffered personal trauma in one form or another that is humiliating’
(Goldenberg 2002b). Sarraj succinctly sums up the psychological dynamics behind
‘body bombings’ as follows:

The Palestinians have been driven to a state of hopelessness and despair, the kind
of despair that comes from a situation that keeps getting worse, a despair where
living becomes no different from dying. Desperation is a very powerful force — it
is not only negative, but it can propel people to actions or solutions that would
have previously been unthinkable. [...] The rapid Israeli military deployment
and its immediate shoot-to-kill policy have deepened the sense of victimization,
helplessness and exposure of the Palestinian masses. [...] Suicide bombing is an
act of ultimate despair, a horrific reaction to extremely inhuman conditions in a
seriously damaged environment of hopelessness. Suicide bombing is the ultimate
cry for help.

(Sarraj 2003)

For Shafiq Masalha, a clinical psychologist and lecturer at the Tel Aviv and Hebrew
Universities, who conducted research on the dreams of Palestinian children between
the ages of 10 and 11, there is an abnormally high percentage, 15 per cent, who dream
of becoming martyrs, which indicates ‘that ... life is very difficult, to the point that
children are starting to think of death’, and ‘that a certain image has been drawn in
people’s minds that the martyr will enjoy a wonderful life in heaven’. For Masalha,
this becomes ‘especially true because there is such a great difference between reality
and what they are “promised” ” (Baker 2001)."

Istish-hadiyyin (‘suicide bombers’) are by and large motivated by sights of hurt they
have witnessed. Therefore, most of them are moved to act by their sweeping desire to
take revenge. The continuation of Israeli brutalities serves as a fierce provocation for
many Palestinian youngsters to expend their life of hopelessness and despair for the
sake of their society. Most of the Istish-hadiyyin tend to be young, aged 18-27, unem-
ployed, poor and witnesses of torture and/or death at the hands of Israeli soldiers. As
the will of the shaheed, Hisham Ismail Abd-El Rahman Hamed (who blew himself up

in November 1994, killing three Israeli soldiers and wounding two Israelis) shows, the
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feeling of hurt is always present. ‘Dear family and friends! I write this will with tears in
my eyes and sadness in my heart. I want to tell you that I am leaving ... because ... this

. is by all means more important than staying alive on this earth’.”” The will of
another shaheed, Salah Abed El Hamid Shaker, who blew himself up with another
shaheed at Beit Lid on January 1995, killing 18 Israelis and wounding 36, is even more
illustrative: ‘T am going to take revenge upon the ... enemies of humanity’.'® Ariel
Merari, a psychologist at Tel Aviv University has depicted ‘that intense struggles
produce several types of people with the potential willingness to sacrifice themselves
for a cause’. An attacker might be concerned with ‘imitating the glorious acts of
others, responding to a perception of enormous humiliation and distress, [and with]
avenging the murder of comrades and relatives’ (Sprinzak 2000).

The story of Ayat Al-Akhrass is particularly poignant. A young 18-year-old girl
from Deheisheh refugee camp near Bethlehem blew herself up on 29 March 2002,
killing two and injuring 28 Israelis in the process. Ayat did not seem to suffer personal
disturbances from the brutally harsh conditions of life in the refugee camp. Spectacu-
larly beautiful, she was top in her class and engaged to be married. But the cruel living
conditions in her family’s one-room home'” in the camp and the ongoing sights of
Palestinians, especially children, brutalized by the Israeli army triggered her desire to
take revenge and to send a deep outcry to the inept Arab army generals, as her will
demonstrates: ‘Do view my martyrdom as an attempt to embarrass you and to break
the silence that engulfs you while our people are being slaughtered’.'® Indeed, her
action was a testimony to how some young Palestinians barely beginning their lives
react to conditions and circumstances around them. Ayat represents a great loss to
Palestinian society, to no less an extent that she did to the lives she lost with her. She
was as bright as a young lady of her age might like to be. She left home on a Friday
morning to go to school for makeup classes lost because of the curfews. Not even her
would-be husband could tell. She knew exactly what she was doing: As the story goes,
she warned some Palestinian women at the site of her bombing to leave immediately
so that they would not be hurt. Her story resonated loudly and widely in the Arab
world. Desperation is certainly to blame, not personal though, but national and
political.

Religious dynamics or orientalist fabrications

In Islam, a shaheed is promised paradise with all its glories and attractions. Certainly,
martyrs are assigned a special status in that they are not considered dead but alive, even
if they are not seen (Qur’an (Surah Al Bagarah) Chapter 2: The cow, v.154). In the
struggle (jihad), a Muslim aspires for one of the two: victory or martyrdom. To
become a shaheed, therefore, is a particularly noble achievement. It demonstrates
closeness to God and selflessness of behaviour. Moreover, a shaheed is one who is glori-
fied and idealized: he/she symbolizes personal sacrifice for the collective good.
However, at no point in the Qur'an is there any mention of the reductionist
conception of the virgins in paradise (the legendary reward for martyrs): 70 or 72
loving virgins, the notion is no less than stereotypical and delegitimizing. Of course,
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Islam as a religion serves as a very strong driving force behind the conviction of its
believers to act for the sake of God. The struggle over Palestine is not devoid of holy
values and the sanctity of holy places. Yet, if we were to assume that it is this fabricated
notion of virgins which drives a Palestinian to go on a ‘suicide bombing’ mission, what
would we say of non-Muslims who do the like: Palestinians, Kurds, or Tamils? What
do we say of Palestinian secularists who resort to ‘martyrdom operations’ in their resis-
tance against the Israeli occupation? Indeed, ‘there are rewards, certain enticements’,
as Bassam Jarrar explains. The most important rewards, however, are spiritual in
nature: ‘Although the spiritual reward is the most bountiful, more “simple” people are
lured by the physical rewards of martyrdom, or what they believe them to be’ (Baker
2001).
For most shaheeds, or would-be shaheeds,

Life here is just a pathway to life in the next world. The loss of life here is not such
a big thing. Here it’s just preparation. The next world is the true life, for the holy
ones who are worthy of reaching there.

(Levy-Barzalai 2002)

Hassan Nasrallah of Hezbollah views the rewards a shaheed seeks in psycho-religious
terms. Explaining how one considers becoming a shaheed, Nasrallah says:

Imagine you are in a sauna. It is very hot but you know that in the next room
there is air conditioning, an armchair, classical music and a cocktail. So you pass
easily into the next room. That is how I would explain the mind of the martyr to a
Westerner.

(Fisk 2001)

Ranteesi of Hamas emphasizes that ‘it is not just for paradise, or the virgins, but
because we are under occupation and are weak’ (Goldenberg 2002a). Among other
things, this led Suzanne Goldenberg to conclude that

religious indoctrination is no longer central to the preparation of the bombers —
especially for secular groups such as the al-Agsa Martyrs’ Brigades and the
Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine. But the iron fist of Ariel Sharon —
the incursions into West Bank towns and refugee camps by Israeli armour and
helicopter gunships, the mass arrests and lengthy curfews — has only increased the
determination of those who would embrace martyrdom.

(Goldenberg 2002a)

In fact,

it has no longer become a far-fetched conclusion that Sharon, by virtue of his
reckless assault on Palestinians, has created a societal factory of suicide bombers,
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not only among Muslims, but also among Palestinian Christians, hitherto unac-
customed to consider resorting to such measures.

(Ahmed 2003)

Islam is no more than a mobilizing ideology to indoctrinate believers into not
accepting oppression and subjugation. Undoubtedly, it is the fact that life under occu-
pation is intolerable and unbearable which leads Palestinian youngsters to sacrifice
their bodies and their targets to draw attention to the Palestinian cause.

Conclusion

The phenomenon of ‘martyrdom operations’ or ‘suicide bombings’ certainly deserves
the utmost care and concern. Palestinian society suffers no less by such operations
than the targeted Isracli population. The best, most courageous young men and
women are the ones whose lives are expended. No rewards and/or status can compen-
sate for the loss of life. The more military operations the Israclis conduct in the
occupied territories, it has been amply demonstrated by experience, the more ‘human
bombs’ are mobilized in Palestinian society.

Those who become shaheeds are sanctified by religion, idealized by society and
assigned the rank of heroes. Upon one’s martyrdom, a wedding-like celebration is
usually held. Families do not receive condolences but congratulations, perhaps to
boost the morale of the family after the loss. Pain and the sense of honour converge in
a most unique way. The occupation authorities impose collective punishment on
Palestinians to deter would-be ‘bombers’ from pursuing their operations. The Israeli
army, in addition to launching repeated military operations, engages in demolishing
houses of ‘suicide bombers’ in an attempt to halt future attacks. The occupation has
also conducted deportations of families of Palestinians engaging in resistance. Other
punitive measures have been undertaken against Palestinians in an effort to put an end
to such a phenomenon, but to no avail. The record is voluminous regarding the causal
relationship between Israeli occupation measures and Palestinian reactions. The cycle
of violence is vicious, indeed.

In fact, it is no exaggeration to suggest that the occupation regime, especially since
Ariel Sharon came to power, has become the greatest deterrent to Palestinian and
Israeli security alike. Sharon himself admitted to his cabinet that the Israeli occupation
was not a good thing."” The solution does not lie in increasing military preponderance
and ferocity: rather, it is definitely political in nature. For as long as a people are
deprived of the most basic of their rights, the chances remain high for further deterio-
ration. Hope primarily resides in the Israeli public’s perception that their security is
organically connected to Palestinian security and exercise of national rights. Despera-
tion needs to be replaced with a hopeful outlook on life. A positive vision for the
future needs to take over.
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Notes

1 For a more detailed analysis see Said and Hitchens (1988).

2 See Maya Jaggi (2002).

3 Fora first-hand understanding of how a proponent of martyrdom operations thinks and feels, see the
content of the conversations Benjamin Ben-Eliezer, the former Israeli Defence Minister, had with
two Palestinian ‘suicide-bombing’ candidates, Arin Ahmed and Rasan Stili, as he visited them in their
prison (Levy-Barzilai 2002).

4 Jonathan Kuttab is an attorney working in Jerusalem. He is a member of the New York, Israeli and
Palestinian Bar associations and is extremely active in human rights issues.

5 See also Lexington Area Muslim Network (2000).

6 For a discussion of the advantages of guerrilla warfare over conventional war see Sprinzak (2000).

7 The Gaza Community Mental Health Programme (2003) cites 2,292 Palestinians killed, 22,437 inju-
ries, over 3,100 homes destroyed, 227,995 trees uprooted and almost 100,000 dunums of Palestinian
land confiscated or razed by Israeli forces and/or settlers since the beginning of the Agsa Intifada.

8  Anextract from an interview conducted by the author in March 2003. The name of the interviewee is
kept anonymous for security reasons at his request.

9 See the comments made by Major General Eival Gilady, Chief of Strategic Planning for the Israeli
Army in Goldenberg (2002a).

10 For more on Ranteesi’s views see also Paz (2003).

11 See also Crenshaw (2003).

12 Asof 28 February 2003, at least 415 Palestinian children under 18 have been killed (American Educa-
tional Trust, Americans for Middle East Understanding, Black Voices for Peace, and Jews for Peace in
Palestine and Israel 2003). See also Levy (2003).

13 Almost 25 per cent of Palestinian children are suffering from acute or chronic malnutrition for purely
man-made reasons, and nursing and pregnant women are consuming 15-20 per cent fewer calories
than before the start of the Intifada. Peter Hansen, the Commissioner General of the UN Relief and
Works Agency (UNRWA) has stated that the consequent anaemia, low folic acid intake and lack or
proteins threaten women’s health and the normal development of their children (Hansen 2003).

14 Sece also Masalha (2003).

15 Maariv, 13 November 1994, p.15, cited in Ganor (2000).

16 Maariv, 23 January 1995, cited in Ganor (2000).

17 Her one-room house was so small that the Israeli army engineers did not deem her home worthy of
demolition as was their usual policy for resistance activists.

18  Her will was frequently broadcast on al-Jazeera television and many other networks.

19 “Sharon said continued Israeli rule over 3.5 million Palestinians is “bad for us and them”.” The Chris-
tian Science Monitor, 27 May 2003.
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8 Roots of terrorism in the
Middle East

Internal pressures and
international constraints

Abdullah Yousef Sahar Mohammad

Introduction

Arguably, one of the major developments in the ‘new world order’ since the collapse of
the Soviet Union has been the escalation of the phenomenon of terrorism. This does
not imply that the world was free from terrorism before that period, but the subject
was neither addressed nor recognized as such a major phenomenon in the interna-
tional system as other major issues were during the cold war era. Yet, despite interna-
tional efforts by states, institutions and academics, terrorism has still not been firmly
defined. In addition, there are several demanding questions that need to be carefully
considered, such as the following:

e What is terrorism?

e  Who is the terrorist?

®  What is the difference between terrorists and freedom fighters?
e What can be said about state-sponsored terrorism?

Without investigating these critical questions it will be very difficult to reach any
concrete results regarding the roots of terrorism. Therefore, theoretical and opera-
tional borders between what is considered terrorism and what is not form the basis for
identifying the causes of this phenomenon. This ambiguity as to the definition of
terrorism, which overshadows the notion of terrorism, may contribute to different
types of violence in the name of fighting or reacting to terrorism by the conflicting
parties. The ‘general practice of violence” has become the generator of the terrorism
cycle in many regions, particularly in the Middle East.

How to explain terrorism in the Middle East is the prime concern of this chapter.
Other related accompanying questions will be raised, such as:

e What are the main roots of terrorism in the Middle East?

®  Are the roots of terrorism related only to the regional political environment or are
they also linked to the international domain?

e Why is there an increase in terrorism in this area?

e How might terrorism be minimized?
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Explaining terrorism in the Middle East

Various scholars have developed integrated but contending approaches to
explaining terrorism in the Middle East. “Terrorology’ has become a popular field
for many reasons. Besides being an academic field of study, this science has become
an area of political propaganda and an ideological battlefield. In his work ‘Interna-
tional Terrorism: Image and Reality’ (1991), Noam Chomsky has indicated two
approaches to the study of terrorism. The first is the literal approach, where the
research is carried out seriously and objectively. The other is the propagandistic
approach in which the notion of terrorism is addressed on the bases of political and
ideological interests. Unfortunately, the most popular literature on terrorism adopts
the propagandistic approach. Edward Herman and Gerry O’Sullivan have discussed
this problem in a systematic way in their pioneering research “Terrorism as Ideology
and Cultural Industry’ (1991). Their research indicates that of 32 of the leading
recognized experts on terrorism, 31 fall into either the category of moderate estab-
lishment or right-wing establishment. Moreover, both the moderate establishment
and the right-wing establishment adopt the ‘patriotic model’. In their words, this
model is one

in which all virtues are ascribed to oneself and one’s friends and clients, all villainy
is attached to the enemy. It reiterates a litany of myths and fabrications which
have been built up to justify Western interests and policy.

(Herman and O’Sullivan 1991: 44)

In the same regard, some Middle Eastern scholars point to the contaminating effect of
the penetration of the Middle East by the West as the sole cause of terrorism
(Abdulmahdi 1992; Alsamak 1992; Aljahmani 1998). Many of these scholars view the
US policies in the Middle East as the main cause of terrorism in and of the area (Saleh
2003). Other scholars have suggested a combination of factors as the primary root
causes of terrorism in the Middle East. The literature that deals with the causes of
terrorism is fragmented over a broad and unorganized scheme, as detailed in the
following sections.

The political approach

Many works within this camp have related the causes of terrorism to both interna-
tional and internal politics. Fikri Abdulmahdi (1992) suggests that the major
factors behind terrorism are the conflict between the West and East during the
cold war era, the Israeli occupation of Arab lands, savage Middle Eastern security
intelligence forces, and the policing methods of dictatorial regimes in the Middle
East. Yasseen Al Saleh (2003) also sees these as major factors. According to Al
Saleh, the dearth of democracy in Arab states in combination with the collabora-
tion between the US government and many regimes in the Middle East prevent
certain opposition groups from expressing themselves. In effect, they have no say,
political or otherwise, in the running of their countries. As a result, they turn to
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suicide attacks as a weapon of last resort, and religion for divine validation. Thus,
terrorism has become a heroic means of influence for some of the banned political
opposition groups. The inequality, oppression and injustice perpetrated in this
region are also diagnosed as major causative factors resulting in the resort to

terrorism (Alakra 1993).

The socio-economic approach

The deterioration of socio-economic conditions in many Middle Eastern societies has
contributed in many ways to the eruption of terrorism. For Abdunaser Hariz (1996),
terrorism is a result of economic and social deprivation. While their countries are full
of economic potential and resources, many Middle Eastern youths and well-educated
citizens are left without either jobs or any of the other prerequisites of a satisfactory
life. The perceived inequities of the capitalist system are also seen as a main instigator
of the terrorist actions carried out by some groups. Najeeb Alshami (2002) pointed
out that economic corruption is manifested by both the internal economic elites and
by international capitalist powers. The collaboration among the capitalists around the
world is not above suspicion in accelerating poverty and other social-economic
malaises of the Arab world. Other scholars, such as Ahmad Abualroos (2001), sum up
the causes of terrorism in several interrelated ways. Economic conditions, a political
vacuum, a high rate of illiteracy, the collapse of the family system, and religious fanati-
cism are all related to the phenomenon of extremism: the vehicle of terrorists on the
road to their destiny.

The psycho-sociological approach

Many theories have been developed within this approach. Some scholars view
terrorism as the outcome of psychological defects at the personal level. Others see it as
inherited in-group thought which then leads on to the adoption of terrorism as a
collective action. At the personal level, scholars such as Khalil Fazil (1991) and Ehud
Sprinzak (1998) pay attention more to the psychological reasoning behind terrorist
actions carried out by certain individuals. Fazil relates what he sees as this psycholog-
ical defect to the personal disorder inherited from a deprived and aggravated environ-
ment. Sprinzak, on the other hand, focuses on the case of the radical group 7he
Weathermen which bombed a police monument in Chicago in 1969. In his analysis,
radicals typically go through several stages of radicalization in relation to the political
order before they become terrorists. He describes the stages as ‘crisis of confidence’,
‘conflict of legitimacy’ and ‘crisis of legitimacy’. Furthermore, the terrorist’s action is
mainly ‘a product of a profound delegitimization that a large number of people
undergo in relation to the established social and political order’ (p.85). It is worth
noting that terrorists find themselves opposed by stronger forces which, by means of
the law, prohibit direct confrontation.

Despite his lack of enthusiasm in reaching any firm findings regarding personality
factors of terrorists, particularly among those who committed suicide, Ariel Merari
(1998) thinks that a broken family background is acceptable as at least a partial
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explanation for acts of terrorism. Jerrold Post (1998) argues that the logic of the indi-
viduals involved in terrorism is grounded in their psychology and reflected in their
rhetoric. Their particular logic, according to Post, is utilized as a justification for their
violent acts (p.25).

Islamic extremism

In the work of many traditional and neo-orientalist scholars, such as Daniel Pipes
(1983), Bernard Lewis (1993) and Raphael Israeli (1993, 2000), we find that the
idea of an international Islamic threat against Western democracies is a given. One
of Israeli’s books, Fundamentalist Islam and Israel (1993), preaches, in essence, that
the Islamists believe in violence as an acceptable means to a political end. Islamists,
in his view, are not merely opposed to Israel or certain of the Arab regimes, but
against any and all who do not conform to their narrow-minded ideology (pp. 25—
46). Therefore, these Islamists are a threat not just to Middle Eastern powers, but
also to Western democracies (pp. 199-201). His recommendation to those Western
states, such as Great Britain and Germany, that have given political asylum to many
Islamic groups, is to be wary of Muslim communities because they will, sooner or
later, seek autonomy (pp. 183—4). Another work by Israeli, published seven years
later, “Western democracies and Islamic fundamentalist violence’, has little more to
add to his previous work other than to add the caveat to all Western democracies
that it is not just Islamic groups but also Middle Eastern regimes that ‘will turn
against the West’ (2000: 172).

Despite the fact that some radical Islamic organizations pose a real threat to any
perceived as ‘other’, it seems that this aggressiveness is not exclusively Islamic, but can
be seen in the narrow-minded and antagonistic behaviour of many fanatical groups
(including Christians, Jews and Hindus) against whoever holds views that differ from
theirs. Unfortunately, the current thinking of some concerning the nature of Islamic
movements is seriously flawed. This is particularly true of the perspective of adherents
to the orientalist school, who have a strong influence on the nature of the literature
and teaching of Islam to be seen in the West. Although this is not the place to expound
on this ontological problem, it is worth mentioning that this flawed perception of the
true nature of Islamic movements is infiltrating the theorizing and understanding of
terrorism by many intellectuals as well as governmental apparatus in the West. This in
turn causes great damage to the efforts of those involved in the battle against
terrorism. Indeed, it is far from the truth to say that Islamic groups represent one ideo-
logical orientation. In fact they are in disagreement over a wide spectrum of issues,
including the legitimacy of violence as a political tool, relations with the existing
regimes in the Middle East and the West, and even whether it is permissible to be
involved in politics at all. However, despite such ideological fragmentation among the
Islamists, they are fully united on the one issue of opposition to Israeli occupation of
parts of the Islamic Holy Land. It s this very unity of purpose among the Islamists that
refutes all attempts by such as Raphael Israeli to pigeonhole them as mere practitioners
of violence and intolerance.'
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The multidimensional cause-effect methodology

The above review of some of the approaches to the study of terrorism leaves us with a
mixture of both conviction and doubt. Accepting their holistic, disjointed or one-
dimensional arguments would be difficult. In his articulate study, “The Discipline of
Terrorology’, Alexander George (1991: 92) wrote:

Terrorology is intellectually sterile, if not bankrupt, because the construct of
‘terrorism’ employed by terrorologists was not developed in response to
honest puzzlement about the real world, but rather in response to ideological
pressure.

I would go further and maintain that the field of terrorism is contaminated by what
Noam Chomsky (1991) describes as a propagandistic approach, construing the
concept of terrorism as a weapon to be exploited in the service of those who would
maintain the prevailing system of power.

It is on that assumption that the argument of this study will be based. As indi-
cated earlier, terrorism is a subject preoccupied with value judgements and polit-
ical interests. For many scholars, it is very difficult to remain objective,
particularly when their lives have been overshadowed by the actions and reactions
of terrorists. This study attempts to apply ‘a multidimensional cause—effect meth-
odology’ in order to address the topic under study in a dynamic fashion rather
than as a static model.

Within the framework of this multidimensional, cause—effect methodology, the
causes of terrorism in the Middle East will be studied through four main independent
variables (Table 8.1): socio-economic, literacy, democratic and extremism.

The economic indicators of Middle Eastern economies (particularly the Arab
states) vary greatly. Although the economies of the United Arab Emirates and Kuwait
produce some of the highest national incomes in the world, the economies of the
majority of Arab countries, such as Sudan, Yemen and the occupied territories (West
Bank and Gaza), are best classified as feeble. The average annual per capita income for
Kuwait is $22,500, for the UAE $17,700, Sudan $940, Yemen $750 and the occupied
territories $2050. The unemployment rate also varies among the Arab states. Unem-
ployment rates are low in the Gulf states: Kuwait 1.8 per cent, UAE 2.6 per cent,
Oman 2.9 per cent, Bahrain 3.1 per cent, Qatar 5.1 per cent and Saudi Arabia 6 per
cent. In contrast, a very high rate of unemployment persists in some Arab countries:
Algeria 34 per cent, Libya 30 per cent, Yemen 30 per cent and Sudan 30 per cent. In
others, the unemployment rate ranges from 25 per cent in Jordan to 11.8 per cent in
Egypt. (See Table 8.2.)

Regardless of their level of economic well-being, all Arab societies experience a
certain degree of social and economic injustice. In the vast majority of these countries,
a feeling of inequality is felt among the general population. Even in the richest coun-
tries, such as Kuwait, there is a general perception of economic inequality whereby a
large portion of the national wealth is believed to be enjoyed by a small elite at the
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Table 8.1 The multidimensional cause—effect methodology

Independent variables Intervening variables Dependent variable

1 Socio-economic 1 Perceived American political bias
and double standards

2 Israeli occupation and politics
in Palestine

Terrorism in the

Middle East
2 Literacy rate
3 Democratic

4 Extremism

expense of the majority. However, those who have committed terrorist actions in
Kuwait have never based the justification for their actions upon economic factors of
any kind. In fact, all terrorist incidents that have taken place in Kuwait, thus far, have
been related to issues of foreign policy, such as American involvement in Iraq. Simi-
larly, most, or perhaps all, terrorism in Saudi Arabia and Egypt can be directly linked
to those countries’ foreign policies rather than local economic issues. Hence, it is
untrue to suggest that terrorism is a result of economic factors. It is also doubtful
whether economic factors are directly related to the causes of terrorism on the regional
level. This flies in the face of the view of America, as propounded in its proposals for
the Greater Middle East, that in order to tackle terrorism we must first deal with
economic factors. Similarly, Anatol Lieven (2001), in his work on the roots of
terrorism, has stated that economic factors are the main causative agents of interna-
tional terrorism. Developing the economies of Middle Eastern countries may be desir-
able as an end in itself. However, it is doubtful that any such economic development
will solve any serious political problems, particularly those related to the continuing
occupation of Arab lands in defiance of countless United Nations resolutions, and the
feeling of oppression and victimization experienced by the Islamic nation (Ummah) as
adirect result of America’s backing of the Israeli occupation. It is this very targeting of
the Ummah, the historically united Islamic entity, which has delivered the people of
the region into the arms of the Islamists. If the West fails to understand this elemental
truth, we can only look forward to a future of greater terrorism.

The level of literacy varies greatly from one Arab country to another. The highest
rate of illiteracy, 62 per cent, is found in Yemen, while the lowest, 13.6 per cent,
pertains in Jordan (see Table 8.2). Compared with the levels of illiteracy in the Middle
East twenty or thirty years ago, the current level of literacy is a great improvement.
Despite that progress, terrorism has grown. How can one explain this seeming contra-
diction? It is possible that a higher level of literacy reinforces people’s awareness of the
surrounding political ills, especially in frustrating economic and social conditions. As
a consequence, they become more aggressive and, since open criticism is outlawed by
the dominant political regimes, this aggression must be expressed through
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Table 8.2 Socio-economic dimensions in Middle Eastern societies

Age O—  Age 15— Age 40 and  Unemployment ~ Literacy  Per capita

Country 14 (%) 40 (%) above (%) (%) (%) income ($)
Kuwait 29.36  68.32 2.32 1.8 78.6 22,500
Saudi Arabia 43 54 3 6 62.8 10,500
UAE 30 68 2 2.6 79.2 17,700
Bahrain 29.2 67.7 3.1 3.1 85.2 15,900
Qatar 26 71 3 5.1 79.4 17,000
Oman 41 57 2 2.9 80 8,000
Egypt 35 6l 4 11.8 51.4 3,000
Syria 39.3 57.5 3.2 20 70.8 3,200
Lebanon 28 66 6 18 86.4 5,000
Yemen 47 49 4 30 38 750
Tunisia 30 64 6 16.5 66.7 5,500
Morocco 35 60 5 19 43.7 3,600
Palestine 45 52 3 14.5 — 2,050
Libya 36 60 4 30 76.2 7,900
Jordan 38 59 3 25 86.6 3,500
Algeria 34 62 4 34 61.6 5,600
Sudan 45 53 2 30 46.1 940
Iraq 41.1 55.9 3 60 58 2,500

underground means. Still, this classic explanation does not fully explain the contradic-
tion of rising levels of education and concurrent rises in levels of terrorism. This
contradiction is further compounded by the fact that Middle Eastern-related terrorist
acts take place in many countries, including democratic states with a reasonable
welfare system, such as the USA, and in less democratic countries with a higher per
capita income, such as Kuwait. In view of this, a more explicatory and problem-
solving method is required to explain terrorism.

Despite some slow-paced progress in democratization, most Arab countries lack open
political systems. According to Keith Jaggers and Robert Gurr (1995), when employing
a Polity III criterion that measures democracy, the Arab countries are far behind in the
process of democratization. By utilizing Jaggers and Gurr’s measurement, Lebanon is
the highest-ranked state in terms of democracy, scoring four on a ten-point scale. The
other Arab countries ranged between zero and one on the above-mentioned scale
(Alqasem 1999). Fragmented democratization processes are in progress in some coun-
tries, such as Qatar and Bahrain. A relaxation of political restrictions in countries such as
Kuwait and Jordan is under way. However, political pluralism, a free press, political
tolerance and other facets of democratic life are still lacking. It is worth noting that these
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small measures toward democratization in Kuwait and Jordan have not minimized
terrorist incidents. Taking this phenomenon at its face value, one might argue, errone-
ously, that democratization leads to further terrorist activities. Is it possible, theoreti-
cally, to argue that there is a direct correlation between the lack of democracy and
greater terrorism, while at the same time arguing that increased democratization does
notlead to a reduction in terrorism? This question will be dealt with later in this chapter.

Extremism has spread across most countries in the Middle East. It is true that reli-
gious extremism is the most conspicuous form, but other forms of extremism are
also emerging in the region: secular extremism as practised by the government in
Tunisia and the military elite in Turkey; racism against minorities, such as Kurds
and ethnic Iranians in Iraq; and schismatic extremism, as experienced by Shi’ite
Muslims in some Gulf countries. Religious extremism did not start in the 1980s, as
many scholars have presumed. It emerged following the 1967 defeat of the Arab
regimes by the Israelis and the resultant occupation of a large portion of Arab terri-
tories and, more importantly, the destruction of the Arab dream of pan-nationalism.
The 1967 defeat of some Arab states by Israel was not simply military, but also an
ideological defeat of secular nationalism as a mobilizing force. This defeat allowed
the ‘Islamic Alternative’, as propagated by the opponents of Jamal Abdul Nasser, the
Muslim Brethren (the Ikhwan Al Muslmeen Movement), in Egypt, and King Faisal
in Saudi Arabia.

Islam as a political force became more appealing to the common man, as well as to
some of the existing Arab governments, after the incineration of The Dome of the Rock,
the third holiest site for Muslims, in Jerusalem on 22 August 1969. As the occupying
power, Israeli forces were held responsible by many Arabs and Muslims for the confla-
gration at the Holy Mosque. This incident became the catalyst for the rise to dominance
of Islamic discourse over the hitherto prevailing secular and nationalistic doctrines.

Since the mid-1970s, Islamic groups have become deeply involved in the internal
political arena and gained popular support in a defective political and economic envi-
ronment. In addition, the external political inadequacy of the existing political
regimes has resulted in their being undermined. As the existing political regimes are
unable to respond successfully to the problem of daily political realities, these organi-
zations have become a political alternative for the frustrated majority. Thus, Islamic
groups, through the use of religious rhetoric, have become increasingly popular and
pose a real challenge to many governments in the region. Due to the undemocratic
nature of most, if not all, Middle Eastern countries, clashes between the two parties
(the Islamic groups and the governments) have swept away the possibility of any other
political alternative. Consequently, violence and terrorism have arisen as outlets for
political views. In addition, the Islamic groups have offered an acceptable explanation
of military and political defeats by utilizing irrefutable religious principles. Islamic
movements were able to employ Qur’anic verses to interpret reality and deliver
answers to many critical questions, such as how it was that Israel could defeat Muslims
despite being heavily outranked in terms of population and natural resources.
According to the Islamists, the answer is very simple: “We Muslims departed from the
path of the true followers of Allah’. In the Muslim holy book, the Qur’an, there are
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many verses calling on the faithful to adhere to the will of Allah. In return they are
assured of his blessing and support. An example of such verses is Verse 7, Mohammad:
‘Ye who believe if ye will aid (the cause of) God, He will aid you and plant your feet
firmly’. Within the vast majority of Muslim societies, this tenet of Islam has become
unchallengeable; it allows the promise of another reality to believers, especially
welcome in the midst of the breakdown of traditional secular and nationalist support
systems.”

At the same time, the Islamic groups have boosted their credibility with the public
through successful armed confrontation against two of the world’s most sophisticated
military machines: the Red Army of the Soviet Union in Afghanistan and the Israeli
forces in south Lebanon. By combining the previously-mentioned interpretation of
political realities with the military victories against Israel and the Soviet Union,
Islamic movements have generated not just more support for their socio-political
ideology, but also increasing patronage for their tactical methods, including the use of
violence, as a means of liberation from both internal pressures and external
constraints.

The Israeli defeat of the Arabs in 1967 and the burning of the Holy Mosque in
1969 were both events that were seen to have occurred under and, by implication, as a
result of a secular form of government. By contrast, the defeat of both the Russians in
Afghanistan and the Israelis in south Lebanon was seen as a direct result of the power
of the emerging Islamic movement. The effect of these historical events on the Arab
psyche cannot be underestimated. On the one hand, they served to generate a
uniquely honest self-critique of the deficiencies, and subsequent defeats, that secu-
larism and nationalism had brought to bear on the Arab nation. And, on the other
hand, they indicated a viable alternative route along the path of Islamic ideology.
Therefore, Islam has been operationalized as an episodic discourse to diagnose and
treat the political, economic and social defects of the Middle East. In the beginning,
this tendency was accepted or, at least, tolerated by most Arab governments.
However, it was not long before several demands for reform by many Islamic groups
were rejected by the mostly secular-dominated elites; clashes between the upper and
the lower echelons (the non-official civil Islamic societies) broke out. An unbridgeable
cleavage ensued between state-sponsored Islamic institutions and a public Islamic
Weltanschauung assumed by many charismatic Islamic groups. Furthermore, clashes
between the two parties intensified in the 1980s, on the heels of the Islamic revolution
in Iran.

The revolution in Iran has fired the ambitions of many Muslim groups to carry out
their programme of change through radical means. Consequently, many Middle
Eastern governments have become very sensitive about Islamic activists becoming
involved in politics. In the absence of any legitimate and accepted arena of rational
political dialogue, extremist views have coloured the actions of all parties involved.
Given this assessment, it is uncertain whether extremism is an independent cause of
the recent terrorism or if it is an effect of accumulated historical events punctuating
the episodes of interference by forces from without and exasperation with forces from
within.
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On the basis of the above argument, it seems that terrorist incidents occur in almost
all the Arab states regardless of their levels of societal dissatisfaction, economic injus-
tice, political liberalization or extremism. The real puzzle, therefore, is whether one
can exclude these variables from a causal correlation with terrorism. Is it possible to
suggest that there is no relation between these variables and terrorism and go against
the conventional assumption as addressed above? Could it be possible that these vari-
ables sometimes cause paradoxical outcomes, depending on space and time, or is there
another explanation?

By utilizing a multidimensional cause-effect methodology, two possible and
compatible explanations may be obtained. The first is based upon a conventional
correlation between independent and dependent variables, in addition to the inter-
vening variables. Basically, this explanation involves the four previously mentioned
variables (socio-economic, literacy, democratic, extremism). However, it assumes that
their effect on the dependent variable (terrorism) is inextricably linked with inter-
vening variables.

Two intervening variables are assumed (see Table 8.1). The first intervening
variable is the perceived American bias toward Israel and the double standard of
American policy toward Arab states. The second is the occupation of Arab territories
and the policies pursued by successive Isracli governments. In as far as political activ-
ists recognize these variables, their response is either violently for or against the USA,
Israel and collaborating Arab governments. Regardless of whether this presumption of
American, Israeli and/or collaborating Arab governments’ responsibility is real or
imagined, it plays a significant role in the Islamic activists’ ‘rationalization’ of their
violent acts.

For these activists, violence becomes a rational choice based on an assessment of the
other possible options, or lack of same. Furthermore, such a rationalization is made
not merely on the basis of materialistic calculations, but is also founded on divine
gains. It is worth mentioning that it is not religion alone that dictates the formula of
rationality; there are also other factors. The absence of other means of expression, the
imbalance in direct confrontations, and the wish to maintain mutual deterrents are
significant factors in rationalizing violent acts against adversaries. The other may see it
as an irrational act, but after careful assessment of the procedural accounting of gains
and losses as compared with the other possible alternatives, the violent option
outweighs other realistic alternatives as recognized by the committers. Martha
Crenshaw, in her study “The Logic of Terrorism: Terrorism Behaviour as a Product of
Strategic Choice’ (1998: 11), has stated:

... terrorism is often the last in a sequence of choices. It represents the outcome of a
learning process. Experience in opposition provides radicals with information
about the potential consequences of their choices. Terrorism is likely to be a reason-
ably informed choice among available alternatives, some tried unsuccessfully.

The second explanation, compatible with the first, is summarized in the /ntensification

of the Zero-Sum Terrorism Cycle 1ZSTC) model (see Figure 8.1). The more the
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Figure 8.1 Intensification of zero-sum terrorism cycle (IZSTC).

opposing parties engage each other in conflict, the more the cycle of violence is, thus,
perpetuated. This tit-for-tat type of engagement can only result in a deepening spiral
of violence. In this model, all variables (independent, intervening and dependent)
reproduce themselves in an intensified cycle. This cycle of terror is characterized by
the following:

1 All parties engage in the dilemma of a zero-sum game that does not permit
openings for negotiations or a settlement in which a win—win scenario is possible.
In this situation, any gain by any party is necessarily a loss for the other. There-
fore, an exchange of violence is the only existing option for all involved. Ulti-
mately, they employ the same argument to justify their violent actions aimed at
minimizing the other’s power. Indeed, some Arab countries, the USA, Israel and
some Islamic groups will all ultimately resort to the same instruments of death.
Whether they rationalize their killing of others by utilizing ‘consequentialism” or
‘deontology’ justifications, states and non-state actors fall in the same category of
ruthlessness, illegality and immorality.’

2 A rhetoric of blame is used to justify retaliation against the other(s). Rhetoric is
also used as a mobilizing machine that justifies the violation of international laws
and civil liberties, particularly by states. Unfortunately, democratic states such as
the USA have implemented policies and adopted laws that jeopardize civil liber-
ties and human rights. Influenced by domestic lobbyists (Lieven 2001), one-
sided traditionalists and neo-orientalists associated with right-wing politicians,
and by the heat of 11 September 2001, the USA government has pursued the
same policy against terrorism as Israel, which is best described by Pedahzur and
Ranstorp (2001) as an implementation of the ‘war model instead of the ‘criminal
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justice model’ to counter terrorism.* Thus, many in the Islamic world consider
these violations of democratic codes as clear contradiction of the liberalism
preached by Western politicians in general and the American government in
particular. This perception of American political behaviour has caused a great
deterioration in the public perception of the validity of democratization in many
Islamic countries. In turn, adopting the ‘war model’ in the battle against
terrorism has played into the hands of many Islamic movements, particularly the
more radical ones, whose aim is to portray the West as hypocritical and ready to
employ double standards when it suits their interests.

3 As the cycle of violence escalates, retaliation is designed to deliver greater impact
than the action committed by the opponent. In other words, retaliation is
vengeance that should inflict more damage to the challenger(s) than the oppo-
nent’s prior action. Over time, these tit-for-tat actions lead to ever more techno-
logically advanced and dangerous methods of deterrence and retaliation,
particularly when highly organized Islamic organizations that cannot consent to
defeat at the hands of ‘unbelievers’ are involved. Feeling overwhelmed by techno-
logical and organizational advances of states which rely also on the ‘war model’,
might lead certain Islamic organizations to seek non-conventional weapons to
use as a deterrent in confronting their foes. In the event of such a catastrophe, we
must expect the worst. Therefore, the Israeli policy of assassination targeting
Hamas figures such as Sheikh Ahmad Yasseen and Abdulaziz Al Ranteesi cannot
be expected to bring about an end to the Palestinian struggle against Israel.
Rather, it will bring about a further escalation of the cycle of violence which will
spill over not just into the region but will also pull in all countries involved or
associated with the endorsement of Sharon’s zero-sum game policies.

4 As this situation continues, casualties increase and the distance between the rivals is
widened. Therefore, possible chances for negotiations become very limited. That
leaves the opposing parties with a diminishing opportunity for a compromise exit.
Furthermore, this scenario will probably develop into an open-ended situation in
which more complications will surface in an already ghastly political environment.

5  With the zero-sum game mentality in control of political direction, the cycle of
reciprocal terror will further escalate as time passes. Furthermore, the tempo of
events will increase and more losses for the contestants can be anticipated over the
long term. That is especially true in the case of Sharon’s ‘war model’ policy’s aim
of ending violence between Palestinians and Israelis, and avoiding the ensuing
causalities and deaths. More than three years after his visit to the courtyard of the
Dome of the Rock, and despite his promises to put an end to the ‘Palestinian
violence’ within a year, Sharon is unable to cither end the Intifada or minimize its
ramifications.

6 Causes and effects become intermingled. It will be very difficult even for neutral
parties to judge who is right and who is wrong. Mediation will be a very compli-
cated task in which international arbitrators (states or organizations) may easily
be rejected by any side. Hence, any benign international intervention is jeopar-
dized, which, alas, may pave the way for perpetual conflict.
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7 Through this cycle, terrorism is committed not only by non-state actors, but also

10

by states; this produces further complications. Terrorism, thus, becomes
unsolved mystery. It is very clear that many states have committed terrorism,
without, however, ever being held responsible. The following are just four
examples of forgiven and forgotten state terrorism:

o The Israeli hijacking of a civilian aircraft operated by Syrian airlines in 1954
to negotiate the freeing of alleged spies caught by the Syrian authorities.

e The shooting down an Egyptian-owned civilian plane in 1956 by Israeli
forces and the subsequent deaths of 16 innocent people because Israeli intel-
ligence thought that Colonel Abdul-Hakeem Amer, the Egyptian defence
minister, was on board.

e The genocide of 69 farmers in Qebia town in 1950 by an Israeli military unit
of which Ariel Sharon was in charge.

e The current policy of demolition of houses and killing of innocent people in
the occupied territories because Israeli forces want to assassinate a suspected
terrorist or to punish some who are alleged to have given help.

The above are just a few examples that give an insight into how it is that non-
governmental Islamic organizations, particularly in the Middle East, can justify
their illegal and immoral actions to the public and find sympathy and support. It
is very obvious that some people in Gaza, the West Bank and in some Arab
capitals, who celebrated the tragedy in America on 11 September 2001, have
been at the receiving end of the double standards with regards to terrorism as
employed by Israel and the USA in the Middle East. The killing of innocent
people or the demolition of their houses is acceptable neither to democracy or
Islam. Alas, it appears that in reality a Machiavellian paradigm is the real gener-
ator of actual behaviour that overshadows the political restraints and moral order
of Islam and liberal democratic values.

Due to a broad spectrum of violence, terrorism is more likely to be globalized.
The extended capability of all contenders generalizes the contemporary practice
of terror as it is happening in the core and in the periphery. This may be expected
to produce structural conflict as supporters of the main challengers become
polarized. In such a scenario, the next international configuration will be
coloured by a bandwagoning alliance among states and non-state actors.” This
kind of alliance responds only to circumstantial and short-term interests rather
than to substantial and strategic issues related to perpetual peace.

Radicalization overwhelms rationalization. Indeed, rationality is now at the
service of radicalism. This course will definitely lead to further victimization and
the loss of innocent lives.

It is anticipated that the clash of civilizations will be intensified and extended to
the moderate elements in many societies. Thus, cultural dogmatism increas-
ingly overwhelms tolerance and openness as the cycle of violence and terrorism
escalates.
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Seeking an exit

The Middle Eastern countries need to be engaged in systematic progressive change if
conflict, violence and terrorism are to vanish. However, responsibility also rests on the
American side. The US government has played a significant role in Middle Eastern
politics. Unfortunately, that role has become more supportive of Israel at the expense
of the Arab nations. The recent developments in the region following the Iraqi
invasion of Kuwait, the collapse of Soviet Union power and the demolition of the
Iraqi regime have raised serious challenges to all parties, particularly the USA. As a
superpower and the major actor, it is always held liable by the other actors when polit-
ical defects emerge.

To end this human misery, bilateral and multilateral efforts have to be reinforced,
especially by the leading industrialized nations such as Japan and the more powerful
European states. With their political and economic qualifications, they can deliver
substantial help to the Middle Eastern nations as well as exerting a certain degree of
pressure on America and Israel to adopt a more moderate position in regard to the
Arab-Israeli conflict. Finally, it is very important to recognize that the mentality of
militarism in zero-sum game theory has no future in the region. Instead, a win—win
game scenario based on economic cooperation and interdependence must pertain.
Otherwise, war, fanaticism and the hegemony of the few will continue to deny to the
majority a just peace and collective security.

Notes

1 For more discussion on the internationalization of the Islamic threat sece Mohammad and Al-
Abdullah (2002).

2 See Hussain (1988: 75-100) for a brief discussion on Islamic views of confrontation adopted by main
Islamic figures such as Hassan al-Bana, Sayyid Qutb, Abdul Salam Farag, Ayatollah Khomeini, Ali
Shariati, and Sayyid Muhammad Hussein Fadlallah. In addition see Beinin and Stork (1997) for a
comprehensive view of contemporary political Islam. Also see Ruedy (1996), particularly Chapter 2,
in which a balanced discussion is introduced regarding Islamic conceptualizations of temporary polit-
ical issues.

3 Garrett O’Boyle defines ‘consequentialism’ justifications as *.... the doctrine that says that the rightact
[in] any given situation is the one that will produce the best overall outcome in terms of the identified
end — is often regarded by its critics as a reformation of the rude concept of the “end justifying the

>

means” (p.25). ‘Deontology’, in O’Boyle’s words, ‘refers to a moral system in which states of affairs
or actions are judged only, or primarily, by their accordance with a preordained set of moral rules and
codes. Religiously (sic) based morality is an example’” (p.26). For more details of this argument see
Boyle (2002).

4 In their study, ‘A tertiary model for countering terrorism in liberal democracies: the case of Israel’,
Pedahzur and Ranstorp (2001) identified both models as the following: ‘In the “war” model, a
stronger emphasis is placed on the actual restraint of terror than on the maintenance of liberal demo-
cratic rights, whereas in the “criminal justice model”, the preservation of democratic principles is a
fundamental premise in the fight against terror, even at the expense of a reduced effectiveness of
counter-terrorist measures’ (p.2).

5  For more elaboration on bandwagoning alliance see Schweller (1994: 72-107) and Walt (1987).
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9 Nationalist separatism
and terrorism in
comparative perspective

Fernando Reinares

Nationalist movements often include political organizations seeking the separation of
a certain territory and its society from the state or states to which these both formally
belong. Far from often, however, can independentism or irredentism be associated to
the use of violence and terrorism. Actually, contemporary nationalist movements vary
greatly not only as to the extent of support enjoyed within their populations of refer-
ence but also with respect to the scope and intensity of their separatist aims. Moreover,
in only some of the cases where demands for distinctive or unified statehood prevail
has terrorism been adopted by nationalist insurgents. Thus, there is no direct causal
nor unavoidable connection between separatist nationalism as expression of political
discontent, socio-economic grievances or identity claims and terrorist violence.
Contrary to what is frequently taken for granted not only outside academic circles but
even among scholars, nationalist separatism does not in itself explain nationalist sepa-
ratism terrorism. There has to be something else in between an ideology and its corre-
sponding mass mobilizations, on the one hand, and violence to achieve certain
political objectives, on the other.

Therefore it seems important enough to explore structural and situational variables
which intervene in making terrorism a more than probable choice by collective actors
endorsing nationalist separatist aspirations. This chapter aims precisely at summa-
rizing major socio-economic, cultural and political preconditions which increase the
likelihood for terrorist organizations to be formed out of a broader nationalist sector.
Additionally, precipitants observed in the actual option for terrorism by separatist
insurgents are also described and discussed, as well as factors explaining variations in
the duration and consequences of terrorist campaigns once finally initiated. In this
sense, the causes of nationalist separatist terrorism, like internal dynamics and external
constraints affecting independentist or irredentist terrorist organizations, would be
expected analytically to coincide with those held most relevant when enquiring into
the etiology of the terrorist phenomenon and the evolution of terrorist organizations
in general. Adopting a middle-range perspective and deriving arguments from a
comparative approach, this essay on nationalist separatism and terrorism focuses
mainly on cases observed since the late 1960s in Western industrial societies, though
noticing its immediate antecedents and current diffusion prospects across the world.
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Nationalist separatism and terrorist organizations

As already mentioned, it is not uncommon for nationalist movements to pursue sepa-
ratism, even if the emphasis on such aspirations may oscillate over time. This goal is
sometimes equated to the creation of a new sovereign state based on the collectivity
defined as a nation and the geographical space inhabited by them. Nationalist sepa-
ratism is then equivalent to independentism. However, separatist aspirations may also
refer to the subsequent merging of a given land and its population with an already
existing state. Nationalist separatism is then referred to as irredentism. By definition,
both independentism and irredentism imply a lack of state legitimacy among those
who adhere to these political objectives. Sometimes they constitute a very small
proportion of the people pertaining to a given minority, while at other times they
constitute a rather large percentage. This questioning of the adequacy and legitimacy
of an existing state and its institutions may be due to such diverse and not necessarily
overlapping factors as pre-modern reminiscences embedded in the political culture,
objective socio-economic and cultural discrimination, a generalized perception of
inefficient performance by central administration agencies or recurrent repression by
the ruling majority, just to mention those perhaps more salient ones.

Independentist and irredentist political organizations sometimes try to advance
their alleged ends by means of violence. Collective violence may then include
terrorism. What makes terrorism a distinctive form of violence? There are three basic
traits which combined allow us to distinguish terrorism from other types of violent
social interaction (Reinares 1998: 1345, 2003a). Firstly, an act of violence is to be
considered as terrorist when its psychical effects within a certain population or social
aggregate, in terms of widespread emotional reactions such as fear and anxiety, are
likely to condition attitudes and behaviour in a determined direction, and are out of
proportion with respect to its actual or potential material consequences, in terms of
physical damage inflicted to people and things. Secondly, for that violence to have
such impact it must be systematic and rather unpredictable, usually directed against
targets selected because of their symbolic relevance within a prevailing cultural frame
and in a given institutional context. Thirdly, the harming of such targets is used to
convey messages and threats that make terrorism a mechanism of both communica-
tion and social control.

Terrorism can thus be practised by different actors and with an ample variety of
purposes. Terrorism becomes political when it intends to affect the distribution of
power and social cohesion within a given state jurisdiction or in a wider, international
scenario. Therefore, terrorism practised with the intention to achieve nationalist sepa-
ratist objectives of an independentist or irredentist nature is political. Terrorism
acquires an insurgent character if it attempts to change the established political order
and a vigilante disposition when used in order to preserve existing relations of power
and social arrangements. Almost by definition, nationalist separatist terrorism corre-
sponds to insurgent terrorism. Thus conceptualized, terrorism can be incorporated
either on a tactical or strategic basis, that is, as part of a much broader repertoire of
violence or as the predominant method adopted by separatist insurgents. Actually,
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terrorist organizations, that is small armed clandestine groups specialized in the
practice of terrorism, can be and are actually found among the actors present in a given
nationalist movement sector. Indeed, the wave of contemporary terrorism initiated
during the late 1960s and nowadays probably in its late stages taken as a whole, was to
a large extent protagonized by terrorist organizations formed as radicalized expressions
of their respective nationalist movements.

Social structures and economic complexities associated to modernization,
including sophisticated networks of transportation and communication which create
vulnerabilities but also facilitate mobility and provide access to publicity, become
permissive preconditions for terrorism (Crenshaw 1981: 381-2; Targ 1988). Most
probably, this is why terrorist organizations espousing nationalist separatist aims
emerged or acted, since the late 1960s, mainly in Western industrial and highly
urbanized societies. The best known examples are those of the provisional IRA (Irish
Republican Army) in the United Kingdom and ETA (Euskads ta Askatasuna, Basque
Homeland and Freedom) in Spain. The former killed nearly 2,000 people until the
late 1990s, whereas fatalities produced by the latter amount to 800 during the same
period of time. Other significant cases include the FLNC (Fronte di Liberazione
Naziunale di a Corsica, National Liberation Front of Corsica) in France, the FLQ
(Front de Libération du Québec, Liberation Front of Quebec) in Canada, and both the
Puerto Rican FALN (Fuerzas Armadas de Liberacién Nacional, Armed Forces of the
National Liberation) as well as Macheteros in the United States of America. The overall
lethality of these terrorist organizations has ranged between one and several dozen
people killed, thus far from the previous figures. Many more, but less relevant cases,
both in terms of fatalities and the period during which such armed underground
groups were active, have also been noticed in these countries as well as other states for
the past four decades.

Worldwide diffusion of nationalist separatist terrorism

The model of terrorist organizations observed in advanced industrial societies has
been closely approached later on by irredentist armed groups particularly active
throughout the 1980s in economically and politically less developed environment,
although they were also responsible for episodes of transnationalized terrorism in
Western modernized countries. The PKK (Patiya Karkeren Kurdestan, Kurdish
Workers” Party), for instance, conducted a terrorist campaign since the mid-1980s,
mainly in the south-eastern region of Turkey with the alleged purpose of establishing
an independent Kurdistan, comprising also territories across the border in other coun-
tries such as Iraq. By the early 1990s, their militants numbered a few thousand and
had killed nearly 10,000 people. Though they eventually adopted a more conven-
tional guerrilla style repertoire of violence, tactical use of terrorism persisted over time.
Another relevant example is found among the various shadowy Sikh separatist groups,
which turned to insurgent terrorism in Punjab, in the north-west of India. From the
early 1980s until well into the following decade, their diffuse terrorist activities,
practised by around 4,000 armed activists in the context of a broader violent conflict
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between religious communities, resulted in nearly 12,000 fatalities while aiming at the
establishment of an independent Khalistan. The Abu Sayyaf Group, with a member-
ship of no more than 330 Muslim radicals who exert no territorial control, was formed
at the end of the 1980s and is also known for its basic reliance upon terrorism as a
means to achieve the goal of an independent Islamic theocratic state in Mindanao, in
the southern Philippines. Actually, these last two cases illustrate how separatist aspira-
tions may be framed in fanatical religious terms.

Nevertheless, a good number of other independentist or irredentist organizations
have systematically resorted to terrorism as an auxiliary method of violent action inside
and outside industrialized countries. South Moluccan extremists, as a matter of fact,
perpetrated acts of terrorism in the Netherlands during the 1970s, no doubt benefiting
from the aforementioned facilities common to open and modern societies. Moreover,
that form of violence has later been diffused worldwide in the context of violent nation-
alist conflicts, as a result of both emulation and adaptive behaviour of certain armed
groups to stalemate situations or asymmetry regarding their antagonists, a trend also
likely to be facilitated by the ongoing process of globalization. Tactical resort to
terrorism has been noticed, for instance, among radicalized factions of separatist insur-
gent movements in places as diverse as Sri Lanka and countries across south-east Asia.
For example, an armed secessionist group, the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam), has regularly complemented guerrilla warfare with terrorist actions since the late
1970s, against Singhalese civilians and state security officers, but especially during the
1990s in Colombo and other urban areas, in pursuit of an independent socialist state
comprising the northern and eastern island provinces.

Following the breakdown or reconfiguration of former communist regimes, terrorist
violence became noticeable in the context of bloody civil wars being fought in the periph-
eries of the Russian Federation and former Yugoslavia. As to the former, the UCK (Ushzrie
Cilimzare e Kosovés, Kosovo Liberation Army) was an armed organization created around
1995 in exile by insurgency diaspora entrepreneurs but with the long-term aim of uniting
in a common state all Albanians, including not only the ones living in Kosovo but also
those of Macedonia, Montenegro and southern Serbia, with currently existing Albania.
However, the irredentist group was disarmed and dismantled in September 1999 by inter-
national peace-keeping forces sent to the area, but not before it had launched a number of
terrorist attacks against Serbian people and interests in Kosovo, and grew from no more
than 200 members to a guerrilla movement involving several thousand fighters. Interest-
ingly enough, this violent antagonism stimulated nationalist separatist terrorism in nearby
countries. In Russia, the surge of terrorism throughout the 1990s is related to an armed
internal conflict in and around Chechnya. Drive for independence also coupled in this
case with Islamic fundamentalism, following federal military intervention in the region in
1994. Since the end of that decade, devastating bomb attacks against civilian targets,
perpetrated by Chechen rebels who in addition were Muslim extremists, have been taking
place in cities such as Moscow and Grozny.

Antecedents for the wave of nationalist separatist terrorism experienced in a number
of Western European and North American countries since the late 1960s, a cycle which
diminished greatly as the century closed, can be found in some notorious insurrections
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against colonial rule that followed the Second World War. Actually, the political
outcomes of this anticolonial wave of terrorism stimulated a subsequent one, this time
somewhat combined with new Left radicalism. However, those past achievements
proved illusory for independentist or irredentist terrorist organizations active
throughout the last four decades, since some of them have been particularly durable but
none succeeded (Rapoport 2004: 56). Nevertheless, examples such as the frgun Zvai
Leumi (National Military Organization) in Palestine around the mid-1940s, the EOKA
(Ethniki Organosis Kyprion Agoniston, National Organization of Cypriot Fighters) in
Cyprus and the FLN (Front de Libération Nationale, National Liberation Front) in
Algeria (the last two a decade later), demonstrated that urban terrorist campaigns could
be successful in undermining the prestige and control of existing authorities. They
mobilized support within and beyond the immediate geographical confines of violent
conflict, and ultimately achieved sovereign statehood and similar political objectives.
From then on, terrorism deployed in populated cities by clandestine organizations
comprising no more than a few hundred members or by larger armed groups composed
of thousands of militants, was to be perceived as an effective means to transform hith-
erto local conflicts into international issues (Hoffman 1998: 45-65).

Ideologies, politics and nationalist separatist terrorism

Are some nationalist doctrines more likely to justify and even promote independentist
or irredentist terrorism than others? May opportunity structures for terrorism denote
significant variations depending on the characteristics of different political regimes? In
an attempt to answer the first of these two questions, it is worth remembering that many
scholars commonly divide nationalisms into two types, namely ethnic and civic, based
on the content of their public demands and their criteria for including people in what is
defined as national collectivity (Greenfeld 1992; Brubaker 1992). Ethnic nationalisms
usually emphasize common race, culture, language, religion, shared historical experi-
ences or kinship myths. As a result, primordial attributes tend to determine inclusion or
exclusion from the imagined national community and shape the envisioned polity.
Civic nationalisms, by contrast, base their appeals on distinctive political traditions,
institutions and values. Belonging depends above all upon political loyalty and is typi-
cally acquired through birth or long-term residence in a given national territory.

It may plausibly be assumed that those nationalist ideologies closer to the civic type
tend towards moderation and inclusiveness. Accordingly, they are particularly
congruent with the foundations of open and pluralistic polities, though not neces-
sarily bound to be peaceful. Constitutional patriotism, for instance, would correspond
to what is conceptualized as civic nationalism. However, nationalist doctrines resem-
bling the ethnic version usually adopt an exclusionary character and would therefore
be prone to violent confrontation with the excluded aggregate inside or outside a
given country. Whereas civic nationalism would emphasize the protection of indi-
vidual rights and public liberties, ethnic nationalism concedes priority to the claims of
presumed aggregate demands, to the point of justifying or tolerating human rights
violations insofar as these shared aspirations are advanced. Ethnic nationalism
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resembles in this sense the somewhat earlier and more classical notion of integral
nationalism, opposed during the nineteenth century to that of liberal nationalism, to
the extent that the former was thought of as linked to a closed society in which the
individual counted for less than the national collectivity (Hayes 1931).

Surely not by accident, most of the contemporary terrorist organizations espousing
independentist or irredentist goals have been inspired by ethnic nationalisms turned
into ideologies of violence. Ethnic nationalism has provided exclusionary attitudes
and dichotomic beliefs to those who engaged in the most deadly and enduring sepa-
ratist terrorist campaigns since the late 1960s, largely carried out in the context of
democratic regimes. The trajectories of the IRA and ETA in relation to original Irish
and Basque nationalism respectively, or even that of the FLNC with respect to
Corsican nationalism, illustrate this assertion. Ethnic nationalism, coupled with
secular doctrines or religious creeds, also underlines the most relevant cases of
independentist and irredentist terrorist campaigns conducted in semiperipheral
regions of the world, as mentioned earlier. Conversely, nationalist ideologies of
predominantly discernible civic contents, such as Quebecois or Catalan nationalism,
provide rather different panoramas. For instance, mainstream parties and pressure
groups within the latter nationalist movement quickly reacted against the kidnappings
and bombings perpetrated in the mid-1980s by a minuscule and ephemeral separatist
underground organization called 7erra Lliure (Free Land), so as to prevent terrorism
from becoming normalized. The FLQ did not last long as the terrorist organization
was severely contested by leaders and followers of moderate nationalist parties. It
should be needless to specify all those other cases of civic nationalism which simply
did not produce separatist terrorist violence.

Ethnic nationalism often incorporates traditions of violence which may indeed
operate as societal and cultural facilitators for terrorism. That is, myths, legends,
customs or habits that sanction the use of violence against political adversaries, such
as, for instance, a given government or a rival out-group, so as to make those means
appear morally and politically justifiable. Ireland provides once again a good example,
because of the tradition of physical force dating from, at least, the nineteenth century,
which offered historical inspiration and partial excuses for terrorism practised much
more recently by the Provisional IRA in Northern Ireland (Alter 1982; Townshend
1983). Basque nationalism also portrays its population of reference as bellicose men
who fiercely resisted whatever attempts were made throughout centuries and even
millennia at invading or conquering the territories they inhabited. Basque separatist
terrorists thus tended to see themselves as contemporary gudaris, or, translated from
the vernacular, indigenous or autochthonous warriors who continue the same rebel-
lious and uncommitted disposition of their ancestors. This kind of legacy, as well as
the perception of previous national liberation struggles successfully fought around the
world, provide good basis for utilitarian motivations that some young people may rely
upon when deciding to join a terrorist organization such as ETA or the IRA (Reinares
2001; Alonso 2003).

As to the political opportunity structures for terrorism in general and nationalist
separatist terrorism in particular, those are thought much more conducive under
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authoritarian regimes and liberal democracies than in the context of totalitarian dicta-
torships (Wilkinson 1986; Reinares 1998: 58-68). The latter type of political systems,
totalitarian polities, offer little if any opportunity structure not only for violent but for
peaceful dissent as well. Preconditions for the radicalization of political and particu-
larly nationalist protest into terrorism, as well as the practice of terrorist violence itself,
are considered the more likely under authoritarian regimes, where paths to the legal
expression of opposition are very restricted or simply blocked; but where official
repression also tends to be largely inefficient. As a result, direct and permissive causes
then coincide (Crenshaw 1981: 384). ETA, as a matter of fact, was formed as a
terrorist organization during the 1960s, as the Francoist dictatorship entered into a
period of crisis and liberalization (Reinares 1996). However, its violence escalated
dramatically as the country underwent a transition from authoritarian rule and
nationalist conflicts entered a period of resolution. Actually, democratic transitions
from authoritarian or totalitarian rule often create fertile conditions for exclusionary
nationalism and violent ethnic conflict, including terrorist campaigns (Snyder 2000:
37-9).

Furthermore, elaborating from an analytical and empirical distinction proposed in
a comparative study on basic types of contemporary liberal democracies (Lijphart
1999), it can be argued that those closer to what is described as a consensual model
seem to have been far less affected by terrorism, including nationalist separatist
terrorism, than those other polities approaching the majoritarian type, where the inci-
dence of independentist or irredentist terrorist violence has been very limited. This
varying vulnerability, as to what the political opportunity structure is concerned, can
be explained in terms of differential institutional ability to regulate nationalist
conflicts before they may eventually radicalize, more or less rapidly, to the point of
becoming violent and thus provide ground for the formation of clandestine political
organizations specialized in terrorist activities. Likewise, it could be stated that
consensual democracies tend to be much better adapted to formulate and implement
not only timely but also efficient policies when needed to deal with a sudden, unex-
pected eventual outbreak of insurgent terrorism, as in the form of independentist or
separatist terrorism.

From ethno-nationalist mobilization to insurgent terrorism

Separatist grievances manifested within an identifiable collectivity or minority part of
a larger population are not in themselves a necessary and, at the same time, sufficient
cause for terrorism, though probabilities increase in those instances where ethnic
nationalism is highly influential and political opportunity structures initially permis-
sive to disruptive violence. Moreover, the basis for shared discontent prompting
independentist or irredentist terrorism varies greatly from one case to the other.
Sometimes, separatist terrorism emerges out of a social segment suffering from
economic disadvantages with respect to other racial, territorial, linguistic or religious
segments within the same state boundaries. However, nationalist terrorist campaigns
have been and are also launched by extremists belonging to minorities enjoying rather
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privileged welfare standards when compared to other people in the same region or
country. That is to say, there is no clear link between economic indicators and nation-
alist separatist terrorism (Hewitt 2001: 28-9). Furthermore, the issue in question can
as easily be one of secular or religious identity, cultural elements banned or simply
perceived as threatened and discriminated among those who consider themselves
aggrieved. Discontent translated into nationalist separatist violence may actually be
real or fancied, though defined as real and thus real in its consequences.

The fact is, however, that peaceful nationalist mobilizations of one or the other
kind tend to precede the actual formation of terrorist organizations endorsing
independentist or irredentist goals. For instance, their emergence may be linked to the
forced or unforced fall of a nationalist protest cycle. Should this be the case, overreac-
tion by legal authorities in response to conventional social protest conducted by
nationalist organizations (like coercion against public expressions of independentist
and irredentist discontent on the part of unofficial adversarial groups) can stimulate
retaliatory violence in the form of insurgent terrorism. In other words, critical inci-
dents may become a major variable in providing emotional as well as rational motiva-
tions to engage in terrorist activities. Protestant vigilante violence that met the
basically Catholic civil rights movement in Northern Ireland during the late 1960s, as
well as unexpected repression by the British armed forces and security agencies since
the early 1970s, prompted the Provisional IRA to terrorist retaliation and produced a
transfer of legitimacy among the affected population (White 1993). Republican and
Loyalist armed organizations engaged from then on in a process of sectarian terrorism
lasting for three decades.

More typically, though, terrorism is adopted by weakened nationalist separatist
organizations as a tactical innovation in their repertoire of disruptive collective action.
These political organizations may prove unable to reach influential stances through
conventional procedures, see themselves affected by time constraints in order to
benefit from changing opportunity structures or have been expelled from relevant
public decision-making processes, in this last case, either as a result of state coercion or
simply open pluralistic competition, electoral processes for instance. As it has been
suggested with respect to the FLQ in Quebec, decisions first to use violent means of
action early during the 1960s and then to escalate terrorist activities at the very end of
that same decade resulted not only from difficulties encountered by moderate sepa-
ratist associations in integrating their radical factions but also from a generalized
perception among activists, belonging to the fringes, of being ignored by both institu-
tions and major actors, or treated as an insignificant entity precisely when changes in
the distribution of power and influence were taking place in society at large (Breton
1972).

Indeed, the occurrence of separatist terrorism can sometimes be linked with a
decline in electoral mobilization supporting nationalist parties. For instance, a sharp
decline in the Puerto Rican independentist vote around the early 1960s was followed
shortly afterwards by a campaign of separatist terrorism perpetrated by the FALN
until the late 1970s and then by Macheteros until about the mid-1980s. However, it is
worth emphasizing that, in the context of democratic polities, the decision to opt for
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terrorism or maintain a terrorist campaign is commonly made by radical separatists
irrespective of the electoral strength of nationalism as a whole. There are several cases
where nationalism has been successful in electoral terms but the actual occurrence of
separatist terrorism shows important variations from one country to another, and
those cases where neither an evident relationship exists between a comparatively low
nationalist vote and the frequency of separatist terrorism experienced. In other words,
no obvious relationship has been found between nationalist separatist vote and sepa-
ratist terrorism (Hewitt 2001: 29-30).

What, then, would be the purpose of terrorism when finally adopted in pursuit of
separatist nationalist goals? What circumstances and calculations often lead to the
formation of a terrorist organization in pursuit of independentist or irredentist aspira-
tions? As it may well be deduced from some of the illustrations and examples offered
above, terrorism may be used with the proximate intention of gaining recognition or
attention. A method, for instance, to compensate the shortage of members and other
resources with some spectaculars carried out by just a few activists. Resorting to
terrorism may also be a procedure to violently differentiate a given group from similar
others within a multi-organizational and highly competitive nationalist sector, partic-
ularly when the contention for power intensifies. Finally, it can become a method to
advertise independentist or irredentist demands, either because these find no signifi-
cant support in the public opinion or because such goals have become marginalized by
the electorate. Hoping to gain international recognition, the Popular Front for the
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), as well as other similar nationalist groups, decided to
perpetrate acts of terrorism mainly in Western European countries since the late
1960s and through the 1970s. Nowadays, interdependency seems to encourage
transnational terrorist activities aiming at separatist goals and even the networking of
ethno-nationalist terrorist organizations.

On the maintenance of nationalist separatist terrorism

Unless there is some kind of active sponsorship or passive assistance coming from
outside the existing state boundaries, the persistence of any terrorist organization tends
to be highly contingent upon the amount of popular support or social tolerance mobi-
lized among its population of reference. Certainly, the IRA benefited from foreign aid
provided from descendants of Irish immigrants living in the USA or even from Libya.
ETA found sanctuary in the southwest of France and training facilities in the past from
Algeria and armed groups within the Palestinian Liberation Organization. And the
Puerto Rican FALN enjoyed the sympathy of Cuban authorities. Nevertheless, terrorist
organizations aiming at nationalist separatist goals develop calculated mobilization
strategies in order to achieve support or tolerance within their population of reference.
Actually, they engage in a struggle over legitimacy, trying to create and institutionalize a
subculture of violence (Burton 1978; Gal Or 1991; Laitin 1995; Llera 2003). The
success of these mobilization strategies is strongly determined by state responses to
terrorism. As with colonial powers during the 1940s and 1950s, industrialized societies
ruled by authoritarian regimes are more likely to unwillingly favour the terrorist
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organizations in that struggle over legitimacy. Functioning liberal democracies, where
both the rule of law and the strength of civil society are present, tend to prevent govern-
mental reactions from being disproportionate and therefore counter-productive.

Is there any relationship between the persistence of independentist or irredentist
terrorist organizations and the social class to which their members and constituents
mainly belong? A comparative study on the origins and evolution of violent nation-
alist conflicts in some Western industrialized societies found that educated activists
from the middle classes often prevail among those who initiate separatist terrorism.
However, the expansion and continuity of such violence were actually determined by
the extent to which young males extracted from lower strata of society became hege-
monic within an armed clandestine organization and working-class people were a
majority among its supporters (Waldmann 1989). This has been the case of lasting
ethno-nationalist terrorist organizations such as the ETA in the Basque Country and
the IRA in Northern Ireland, contrary to, for instance, the FLQ in Quebec or Terra
Lliure in Catalonia. The same research provided no confirmation whatsoever for a
hypothesis, often taken for granted in the social science literature, according to which
nationalist conflicts are more likely to produce violence and terrorism when cleavages
accumulate, so that the adversary group defined within a minority along ethnic and
cultural lines is at the same time the privileged one in social and economic terms.

It is commonly assumed that terrorist organizations or armed groups systematically
practising acts of terrorism tend to follow a logic of self-maintenance (Crenshaw
1985; Porta 1995). Terrorism ceases to be a means to achieve nationalist ends and
becomes an end in itself, both a way of life and a lifestyle for the terrorists. This logic
usually implies important changes in the victimization patterns adopted by insurgent
separatists. When organizational continuity is highly dependent upon active support
or passive tolerance from the population of reference, but popular sympathy or acqui-
escence subsides, people from the same ethnic or religious group of those who practice
terrorism become targets themselves. Since the mid-1990s, for example, as it became
clear for ETA leaders that the terrorist organization was in a stage of decline and facing
widespread criticism from within their surrounding population, Basque moderate
nationalists and, above all, non-nationalist citizens became a priority target for sepa-
ratist violence (Reinares 2003b). Likewise, following the prospects for conflict resolu-
tion derived from a period of political initiatives and negotiations between central
authorities and regional leaders, Sikh radical separatists changed their victimization
patterns to such an extent that it cannot be explained solely by factional rivalries
(Wallace 1995: 400). During the first half of the 1980s, the large majority of those
killed in Punjab by fundamentalist separatists were Hindus, whereas in the second
half an overwhelming proportion of people assassinated were Sikhs.

All this, no doubt, has important implications for governmental initiatives aiming
at peaceful regulation of underlying social and political antagonisms. The more a
terrorist organization becomes relatively successful in achieving a significant degree of
resource mobilization, the less effective would be, at least in the short term, whatever
processes of conflict regulation are eventually designed and implemented by demo-
cratic institutions to settle a nationalist separatist dispute which had turned violent.
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Evidence demonstrates that in the middle and long term, political reforms adopted in
the framework of representative institutions and by legitimate authorities are expected
to satisfy or at least accommodate nationalist demands, thus facilitating the decline
and even disappearance of terrorist organizations active in the pursuit of separatist
goals. Democratic governments, however, must make decisions necessarily taking
into account the plurality of collective identities and political allegiances already
existing among those citizens affected. Such plurality may well limit the scope of
nationalist separatist achievements and make it impossible to meet the usually radical
expectations of independentist or irredentist terrorist organizations.
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10 Root causes of terrorism?

A case study of the Tamil insurgency
and the LTTE

Shri D.R. Kaarthikeyan

Is the study of the root causes of terrorism really useful?

If terrorism has to be combated effectively, a study of the root causes is a requisite
precondition. A candid understanding and acknowledgement of deep-rooted senti-
ments that have provided an effective platform for the launch and growth of an armed
struggle that has translated itself into terrorism would be the first step towards
combating terrorism. Identifying the root causes and acknowledging the presence of
such factors help establish the much-required rapport with the masses behind any
terrorist group. Addressing the root causes comes only secondary as in all probability it
might be a Herculean and sometimes even an impossible task to reverse the course of
history that has given birth to these root causes.

In most developing countries, the state of governance leaves much to be desired.
Just grievances are ignored and the situation is left to deteriorate to such abysmal levels
after which brute force is the only viable option available to quell the armed rebellion.
At this stage, even an acknowledgement of the presence of root causes and a sincere
beginning to address such causes can weaken the terrorists’ case and bring in popular
support for counter-terror operations.

The study of the root causes of any terrorist movement is absolutely necessary, as
identifying and totally removing them should, at least in principle, end terrorism. Of
course, it may be close to impossible to identify each and every root cause and to
remove all of them, but the effort should be towards that ideal. As the root causes are
identified and removed, the raison d’étre for the birth, sustenance and growth of
terrorism is removed. To that extent, the rooting out of terrorism becomes possible.

Of course, there will always be some with grievances, either imaginary or impos-
sible to redress by any government, who continue to indulge in senseless acts of
violence and destruction. The aim should be to identify and address the genuine
causes in a pragmatic manner instead of boxing oneself in by setting a utopian goal of
removing them altogether. This has to be explained appropriately by the state to all
concerned so that the public at large are not misled by terrorists, who may magnify out
of proportion minor, or manufacture imaginary, grievances.

Sri Lanka is home to one of the longest surviving ethnic crises in the world, with
more than 60,000 people killed on both sides. The Tamils in Sri Lanka wanted an end
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to their discrimination. The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam’s (the LTTE or Tamil
Tigers) answer to their plea was a separate homeland.

When the legitimate and reasonable demands of the moderate Tamil leaders, led by
the Federal Party, the Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) and other organiza-
tions, through the democratic process inside and outside the parliament did not evoke
any positive response from the Sinhala-majority dominated Sri Lankan government,
several Tamil groups of youth took to arms. The LTTE, the most ruthless militant
group, eliminated moderate Tamil political leadership as well as other militant groups
such as TELO, EROS and EPRLF and became the most dominant Tamil militant
group. Today, the LTTE is the major dominant force claiming to represent the inter-
ests of the Sri Lankan Tamils.

While practically all other rival militant groups and moderate Tamil parties having
cither been silenced by elimination or won over by intimidation, it cannot be said,
even today, that it is solely the LTTE which represents all the aspirations and hopes of
all Sri Lankan Tamils. All the same, the LTTE does represent a considerable majority
of the Sri Lankan Tamil population inside and outside of Sri Lanka.

The Sri Lankan Tamil situation is so complex that we need to consider a large
number of isolated and interconnected causes and influences that have resulted in the
present complex situation today. Born out of discrimination, bred under oppression
and strengthened through orchestrated state violence, the LTTE remains one of the
longest insurgencies in contemporary politics. It commenced fighting for a separate
homeland and still continues to do so, unlike many similar outfits that have adapted
their goals to suit political developments. There are various causes that have made the
LTTE what it is now, but for want of space it is possible to discuss only a few.

Structural causes

According to the Sri Lanka Central Bank Survey in 1981/82, there was no disparity in
the per capita incomes of the Sinhalese and Sri Lankan Tamils, which stood at approx-
imately LKR1,184 and LKR1,189, respectively. However, the plight of the Indian
Tamils working there was pathetic at about LKR 519 (Sivarajah 1992). With regard
to employment, Sri Lankan Tamils in the Ceylon Civil Service was 13.1 per cent in
1981; it had been 24.7 per cent in 1948. The percentage of unemployed educated
Tamil youths was more than any other community in the country (Wriggins 1960).
While 48.9 per cent of Tamil students entered universities in 1969, this dropped to
only 22.1 per cent in 1983. This was a result of the system of ‘standardization’ intro-
duced in 1972 that mandated Tamil students to obtain a higher aggregate of marks
than their Sinhalese counterparts to gain admission. This discrimination in education
took its toll on employment as well. Additionally, the government indulged in a
number of measures to alter the demography of the Tamil-dominated areas that
resulted in Sinhalese settling in Tamil areas. The Tamils protested against this policy,
which they termed ‘colonization’ in the Veliyoa area. In the Triconmalee district, the
percentage of the Tamil populace decreased from 40.2 in 1946 to 33.6 in 1981 owing
to these demographic alterations. This too brought far-reaching consequences.
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It must be pointed out here that these causes were not the result of a natural
handicap that was left unaddressed, but a deliberate, forced, and state planned imped-
iment to place the Tamils at a distinct disadvantage.

Motivational causes

A list of motivational causes seems endless. Only a few are documented here to show
the crucial developments that resulted in the rise of Tamil militancy: primarily the rise
of the LTTE.

In June 1956, S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike, who had formed the government after
winning the elections with the promise that he would make Sinhala the only official
language within 24 hours of being voted to power, introduced the ‘Sinhala Only’ bill.
On 5 June 1956, Tamils led by Chelvanayakam’s Federal Party organized protest, in
which a Sinhala mob injured many of them. This was followed by violence in
Batticaloa and Gal Oya in which ‘between 20 and 200 persons were killed, depending
on which side was doing the tallying’ (Wriggins 1960). According to James Manor
(1990), ‘scores of Tamils, certainly well over one hundred, were massacred and
hundreds more were driven into hiding’. Incidents such as these resulted in the forma-
tion of an underground Tamil group called Pulip Padai (Army of Tigers) in 1961,
which faded away by 1965.

The adoption of a new republican constitution in 1972 became the ‘the critical
starting point’ which resulted in the growth of Tamil separatism (de Silva 1998). Sri
Lanka was declared a republic, Sinhala received constitutional status as the official
language and Buddhism became the state religion. This was a big blow to the Tamils,
who, having taken full advantage of the education the British had introduced, held
more state jobs; the ‘Sinhala Only’ legislation adversely affected this position. The
upward mobility of those who already had jobs was also jeopardized. As indicated
earlier, the government also introduced a ‘standardization’ system for admission to
institutions of higher learning, under which Tamil students had to score more marks
than their Sinhalese counterparts. Up to this time, admission to higher courses in
science, medicine and engineering were taken by Tamil students on merit in numbers
disproportionate to their population. This system now came under attack.

By disenfranchising the Indian Tamils working there, the numerical strength of the
Tamil was made to appear less than half of what it was; by projecting Sinhala as the
only official language, Tamil culture was suppressed; through resettlement, demo-
graphic changes were engineered in Tamil-majority areas to further weaken the
Tamils numerically; by giving special status to Buddhism, the religion of the Tamils
(Hinduism) was obscured; by constitutionally re-emphasizing the unitary character of
the government, moderate demands for federalism were foreclosed; and by ‘standard-
ization’, the future of the younger generation of the Tamils was damned. The Tamils
realized that they had been reduced to second-rate citizens in the land of their birth
and decided to fight back.

One of the earliest militant groups, the 7amil Eelam Liberation Organization
(TELO), emerged in 1971. It was followed in 1972 by the formation of the Tamil
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New Tigers led by 18-year-old Velupillai Prabhakaran. On 5 May 1976 he renamed
his organization the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). Many other militant
outfits soon mushroomed.

The Tamil political parties attempted to secure recognition of some of the Tamil
demands at the same time as the growth of the militant groups. With successive Sinha-
lese governments belittling and ignoring the demands expressed though peaceful and
democratic means, the voice and clout of the militants grew among the Tamil popula-
tion. Though several militant groups espousing the same cause were operating, the
LTTE emerged the most powerful not only because of their rigid policy of ‘no
compromise’ on their initial goal of a separate homeland for the Tamils, but also
because of their systematic annihilation of other rival groups to emerge as the sole
representatives of the Tamils. If and when the Sri Lankan government decided to
accede to the demands of the Tamils, it would be on LTTE’s terms, as is being
witnessed today.

The LTTE’s pre-eminence amongst other militant groups is largely due to its lead-
ership, headed by Prabhakaran. He is a demi-god to his cadres who would willingly lay
down their life for him. His ruthlessness and military genius have been crucial moti-
vating factors within the LTTE.

Trigger causes

Events in 1983 catapulted the struggle for a separate homeland to new levels, which
has not only triggered the growth of militancy but sustained it as well.

Assignificant event that took place in that year was the death, under tragic circum-
stances, of the man responsible for managing the LTTE when Prabhakaran was in
Tamil Nadu (India) following the promulgation of the Prevention of Terrorism Act
in 1979. This man was Seelan and his death triggered ‘a chain reaction’, which
altered the ‘course of Tamil militancy’ (Narayan Swamy 1994). In July 1983, the
LTTE attacked an army patrol, code named ‘Four Four Bravo’, near Tinneveli,
killing 13 Sri Lankan soldiers (Ratnatunga 1988). The massacre, the delay in trans-
porting the bodies from Jaffna to Colombo, and the Sinhala media ‘added fuel to the
mounting griefand rage’ (Tambiah 1996). It sparked off another bloody anti-Tamil
pogrom in Colombo and other major towns claiming hundreds of Tamil lives; over
3,000 Tamils were reported to be killed. More than 18,000 Tamil homes were
destroyed and over 150,000 Tamils became refugees in their own country.' The
violence was organized ‘by gangs which were obviously trained and who operated
with military precision’. Their targets were the economic bases of the Tamils in
Colombo and their homes (Dissanayake 1983). President Jayewardene had no
words of sympathy for the Tamils.

The 1983 riots changed the Tamil militant movement in Sri Lanka in many
aspects. Several factors were responsible for the changes: the anti-Tamil violence and
the 1983 riots; the vigorous drive for recruitment by the LTTE; the generation of
Tamil migrants; and the willingness of the Tamil population to join the militant
movements. According to William McGowan (1992):
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Tamil rebel groups launched intensive recruitment drives in the refugee camps of
Southern India and in Tamil areas under Sinhalese military occupation in the
north and the east. Issues such as national self-determination, university admis-
sions and equity in land settlement paled before the basic desire for vengeance
and the quest for safety in an independent Tamil State. Thousands joined the
movement.

The 1983 riots also made the Tamil community ignore the social differences that
existed among them. The deployment of armed forces against the militant in the north
and east ‘brought the Tamil youth together irrespective of both educational levels and
social differences (Sivathamby 1989). In short, it became a potent mobilizing factor.

Sustaining and facilitating causes

It would not be surprising to note that the fuelling causes (globalization and modern-
ization) behind many terrorist groups are also the pillars on which LTTE stands tall.
The LTTE was enterprising to the extent that it not only thrived because of these
factors, but it also managed to establish successful international business operations
that generated funds and ensured a constant supply of arms and ammunitions for its
fight against the Sri Lankan Army. Eighty to ninety per cent of the LTTE’s money
comes from its international dealings that range from collection from the diaspora to
illegal activities.

The Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora in Switzerland, Canada, Australia, the UK, the
USA and the Scandinavian countries is one source of funds for the LTTE. That apart,
there is regular diversion of donations made to non-profit cultural bodies for rehabili-
tation or related activities in Sri Lanka (Chalk 2000). According to one report, collec-
tion of money from Tamil expatriate sources is insignificant when compared to the
money accruing from narcotics (Williamson and de Silva 1998). One of the key links
to the LTTE’s international infrastructure is its own shipping business, with at least
ten freighters, equipped with sophisticated radar and satellite communication
systems, that carry legitimate cargo about 95 per cent of their time. The shipping
business is absolutely crucial for the LTTE in carting sophisticated weaponry from all
over the world to its war against the Sri Lankan government.

The LTTE has fully utilized technology to its advantage, sometimes even one step
ahead of what the Sri Lankan State could manage: the first rocket-propelled grenade
launcher was recovered from a LTTE camp. Similarly, night-vision glasses were used
for the first time in the Sri Lankan battlefield by the LTTE. The LTTE, at the fore-
front of insurgent technological innovation, has gained mastery in the use of dual
technology. The LTTE purchased (before the Sri Lankan military) Global Posi-
tioning Satellite systems to accurately target its projectiles. The LTTE have also used a
land-based satellite system to communicate with its overseas cadres.

As mentioned earlier, the factors listed above do not constitute the totality of causes
that have triggered and sustained the LTTE. It is but a modest attempt to highlight
the overall trends that have influenced the growth of the organization.
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Countering terrorism: the Sri Lankan response

The government’s response, though not letting up on the demands posed by the
Tamils, has been ‘vacillating and full of contradictions’. Soon after the 1977 general
elections, violence between the Sinhala and Tamil communities peaked resulting in
the deployment of the police and the military. Curfews were established in some areas.
This was followed by the promulgation of the Prevention of Terrorism Act in 1978
that gave sweeping powers to the law enforcement agencies. Soon after, in 1978, the
government introduced certain concessions to the Tamils, including a declaration of
Tamil as a national language. In 1979, legislation for the formation of District Devel-
opment Councils was introduced. However, in 1981, following the death of two
policemen at an election meeting in Jaffna, police who were brought in from other
parts of Sri Lanka went on a rampage by burning the marketplace, the office of the
Tamil newspaper Eelanadu and the priceless Jaffna Public Library. Jostled between
bouts of communal violence for the next two years, 2,000 Tamils were killed and
200,000 were rendered homeless. In 1984, the government made an unsuccessful
attempt at peace through the talks held in Thimpu (Bhutan) with India as the
mediator. Before the Indo—Sri Lankan Agreement could finally be signed in 1987, Sri
Lanka almost doubled its security forces and the LTTE increased the intensity of its
attacks. Ever since, the government’s attempts at dialogue interspersed with military
offensives have not yielded any result.

Even before the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) left the island, the Sri
Lankan government led by Premadasa held secret talks with the LTTE. It has been
reported that the Sri Lankan government even provided arms to the LTTE to fight
against the IPKF. After the IPKF left the island, the government held peace talks
with the LTTE, but these broke down in 1990. The LTTE’s main demand of
returning Jaffna was not acceptable to the Premadasa government. When the talks
failed, the LTTE began the next round of war: Eelam War II. It captured Jaffna in
1991 and the fight between the two forces continued until Chandrika Kumaratunge
came to power in 1994,

Chandrika announced new proposals that included devolution of power to Tamil
areas; merger of the north and east, where the Tamils were the majority and a major
role for the LTTE in the government formed at the provincial level. A new peace
process was initiated between the government and the LTTE. The talks however
broke down again, leading to Eelam War III.

The Sri Lankan Army captured Jaffna in 1996 and restricted the LTTE to the
Vanni region. From 1996 to 1998 the Sri Lankan Army had the upper hand, but after
that lost the initiative to the LTTE. In 2000, the LTTE captured the crucial Elephant
Pass, and ever since there has been a military stalemate.

The government changed after the 2001 elections. The new government led by
Ranil Wickremesinghe has initiated a new round of peace talks with the LTTE. There
were at least three significant breakthroughs during these peace talks, including an
agreement on humanitarian measures, a disarmament process and, more significantly,
the LTTE’s readiness, in principle, for a federal structure.
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The JVP (Janata Vimukti Peramuna) is a party which is neither Left nor Right, but
incorporates all features. Ever since its first uprising was put down with the assistance
from India in 1971, it has had a grudge against India. This grudge formed the main
reason for the renewal of its violence when the IPKF was undertaking operations in Sri
Lanka after the 1987 Indo—Sri Lanka Accord. The pressure from the JVP was crucial
to Premadasa in asking the IPKF to leave. In fact Premadasa used the JVP pressure as
an excuse to call for the removal of the IPKF. When Premadasa started cleaning up the
JVP cadres, it was alleged that the JVP had a pact with the LTTE in fighting
Premadasa. JVP was ultimately put down ruthlessly by Premadasa.

The JVP is now no longer considered to be an underground organization and has
been contesting elections since 1994. Though it won only one seat in the 1994 elec-
tions, it applied pressure against any concession to the Tamils. JVP in principle is
against even any federal solutions to the Tamil insurgency. It won 16 seats in the 2001
elections; its pressure on the streets against the Ranil-led peace process with the LTTE
came in handy for President Chandrika to dismi