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Abstract
SUICIDE BOMBERS IN CONUS by LCDR Philip E. Kapusta, USN, 50 pages.

This monograph analyzes recent (post-1980) suicide bombings and determines the probability
of the same in the Continental United States (CONUS). Analysis includes a brief history of
modern suicide bombing and an examination of the strategic, tactical, social and individual logic
of suicide bombing. It addresses the probable characteristics of suicide bombings against the
U.S., both within CONUS and abroad. The monograph also makes recommendations about what
can be done to mitigate future bombings. Finally, Appendix A lists 2,202 suicide bombings since
1980, and as of early 2007 is the best available open source suicide bombing database in the
world.

Suicide attackers have been a part of warfare for over two millennia, but the coupling of
suicide attackers and explosives greatly increased the importance and effectiveness of this tactic
in the 20" century. The modern phenomenon of suicide bombing had its genesis in the Iran-Iraq
War from 1980-88. Ayatollah Khomeini used his influence to motivate young Iranians to commit
suicide attacks, but he was successful in framing such attacks as martyrdom operations.
Concurrent with the Iran-lrag War, Iran influenced the development of Hezbollah in Lebanon.
Hezbollah tried suicide bombing on somewhat of a trial basis against the U.S. and France, and
then later against Israel. Unfortunately, Hezbollah achieved both strategic and tactical success
and proved the efficacy of suicide bombing.

Not surprisingly, other groups such as the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), the
Palestinians and the People’s Liberation Army of Kurdistan (PKK) started employing suicide
bombers in the 1980s and 1990s. As suicide bombing spread geographically and ideologically, it
also increased in sophistication. It advanced from being a simple bomb delivered by truck, to
include suicide vests, boat bombs, and eventually airplanes. Target sets similarly expanded.
Once the taboo against suicide was overcome, previous distinctions among civilian non-
combatants and uniformed military members became meaningless.

The vast majority of suicide bombings (98%) are part of an organized campaign. Thus, there
is a logic for the individuals blowing themselves up, since they believe that they are acting for the
common good. The scale of campaigns has also steadily increased. While Hezbollah mounted
some 50 attacks in Lebanon over years, suicide bombers in Irag commonly conduct 50 attacks in
a single month. Another trait that holds constant regardless of religion, geography or nature of
the conflict is that the side employing suicide bombers is always the weaker side. Given the U.S.
conventional military dominance for the foreseeable future, suicide bombing will be a staple
tactic of its opponents. For the most part, suicide bombings will be confined to those periods
when the U.S. is actively militarily intervening overseas.

The only group that conducts suicide bombings against the U.S. outside of active war zones is
Al-Qaida. Its methodology has morphed over time from being a traditional terrorist organization
that conducted attacks with its own operatives, to being a “venture capitalist” that sponsored and
financed others, to its present form of being a viral marketer. Al-Qaida still plans and attempts its
own attacks, and these Al-Qaida-sponsored attacks tend to be large-scale, involve multiple,
simultaneous attackers, and require extensive planning and coordination. Al-Qaida-inspired
attacks, however, usually feature first or second-generation attackers operating within their parent
country, are often self-financed, and use person-borne devices with locally procured explosives.
There will still be Al-Qaida-sponsored suicide bombings every few years, but the more likely and
numerous suicide bombings in CONUS will be Al-Qaida-inspired.
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SUICIDE BOMBING DEFINED

[You can] “never understand anything about the allure of martyrdom... until you realize
that someone who has decided to take this path as his own sees himself not only as an avenging
Ninja, but also as something of a movie star, maybe even a sex symbol — a romantic figure at the
very least, larger than life.” The Road to Martyr’s Square®

Suicide attackers such as the Jewish Zealots and Sicarii (4 BC to 70 AD) and the Ismaili
Assassins (11" and 12" centuries) have been a part of warfare for over two millennia.? However,
the coupling of suicide attackers and explosives greatly increased the importance and
effectiveness of this tactic in the 20™ century. Most notably, the use of suicide bombers started
increasing exponentially from the early 1980s through the present day. Several groups that
habitually employ suicide bombers are hostile to the United States, and they possess both the
intent and the capability to conduct attacks within the continental United States (CONUS). Since
defense of the homeland is the number one priority for the Department of Defense (DOD),
understanding and countering suicide bombers is of significant importance to the U.S. military.
This monograph assesses the likelihood and probable characteristics of future suicide bombers in
CONUS.

DOD defines terrorism as “the use of unlawful violence or threat of violence to inculcate
fear; intended to coerce or to intimidate governments or societies in the pursuit of goals that are
generally political, religious, or ideological.”® Interestingly, there is no formal U.S. government
definition for suicide terrorism. Instead, definitions for suicide terrorism can be culled from the
relatively large field of literature on the subject. For example, Dr. Boaz Ganor, executive director

of the International Policy Institute for Counter-Terrorism in Israel, defines a suicide attack as an

“operational method in which the very act of the attack is dependent upon the death of the

! Anne Marie Oliver and Paul Steinberg, The Road to Martyr’s Square, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005), 72.

% Mia Bloom, Dying to Kill, (Columbia University Press, New York, 2005), 4.

# Joint Publication 1-02, Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms, 12
April 2001, as amended through 14 April 2006.



perpetrator.”® Terrorism researcher Robert Pape offers a subtly different definition of suicide
terrorism as “the use of violence to intimidate or frighten a target audience where the attacker(s)
does not expect to survive the mission and often employs a method of attack that requires his or
her death in order to succeed.”® Similarly, Dr. Robert Bunker and John Sullivan offer that,
“Suicide bombing is the act of blowing oneself up while trying to kill (destroy) or injure
(damage) a target. The target might be military or civilian or both.”® Finally, Yoram Schweitzer
defines suicide terror, “as a politically motivated violent attack perpetrated by a self-aware
individual (or individuals) who actively and purposefully causes his own death through blowing
himself up along with his chosen target. The perpetrator’s death is a precondition for the success
of the mission.”’

In order to be of maximum use for U.S. government counter-terrorism efforts, this
monograph will conform closely with the DOD definition and define suicide terrorism as:
“unlawful violence or the threat of violence to inculcate fear in, coerce or intimidate governments
or societies in the pursuit of political, religious or ideological goals, where the method of attack
requires the perpetrator(s) to knowingly cause his or her own death as a precondition for success.”
Specifically, this monograph will examine suicide bombing in the continental United States
(CONUS), where bombing is defined as: “a method of attack using high-yield explosives (i.e.
trinitrotoluene (TNT)), improvised explosive devices (IED) or vehicle-borne improvised
explosive devices (VBIED).” The inclusion of improvised explosives in the definition captures

the use of unorthodox tactics such as deliberately crashing vehicles into targets to cause

* Boaz Ganor, “Suicide Terrorism: an Overview,” (15 February 2000): 1; available at
http://www.ict.org.il/articles/articledet.cfm?articleid=128 ; Internet; accessed 9 September 2006.

® Robert Pape, Dying to Win, (New York: Random House, 2005), 9.

® Robert J. Bunker, Ph.D. and John P. Sullivan, Suicide Bombings in Operation Iraqi Freedom,
(Military Review, Jan-Feb 2005), 69.

"Yoram Schweitzer, “Suicide Terrorism: Development & Characteristics,” (21 April 2000): 1;
available at http://www.ict.org.il/articles/articledet.cfm?articleid=112 ; Internet; accessed 9 September
2006.
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explosions as in the 9/11 attacks, whereby the terrorists may cause an explosion and do not have
to be in physical possession of an explosive device at the start of the operation.

Notably, the above definition of suicide terrorism excludes extremely high-risk attacks
where the possibility of death for the attacker is great but not necessarily a pre-condition of the
operation. For example, the 1972 attack at Tel Aviv’s Lod airport by three Japanese Red Army
members (24 dead, 78 wounded) would not qualify as suicide terrorism, since the perpetrators
were able to execute a successful attack and at least theoretically all could have remained alive at
the end. Indeed, one of the attackers, Kozo Okamoto, was captured while attempting to flee the
scene and was sentenced to life imprisonment before being released in 1983 during a prisoner
exchange.® It also does not include attacks where the terrorists carry arms or explosives to kill
themselves if the operation fails, since their deaths are not preconditions for success. In contrast,
the 9/11 attacks would be considered suicide terrorism, since there was no way for the hijackers
to crash their planes into the selected targets without also causing their own deaths.

Defining the violence as “unlawful” also excludes such actions as the massive Japanese
kamikaze (divine wind) campaign near the end of World War I1. To put the kamikaze effort in
perspective, in one month (April 1945), the Battle of Okinawa saw over 2,000 kamikaze attacks
and U.S. casualties of almost 5,000 dead, another 5,000 wounded, 36 ships sunk and 368 ships
damaged.® This amounts to almost as many attacks in one month as all suicide bombings from
1980-2006, and almost as many U.S. casualties as were suffered during the Pearl Harbor and 9/11
attacks combined. However, the Japanese tactic of using suicidal attackers was regarded as
lawful, since it consisted of uniformed military forces attacking opposing military forces, and no

Japanese leaders were charged with war crimes for ordering kamikaze attacks.

® Rui Kotani, “In the Spotlight: Japanese Red Army (JRA),” (9 October 2003); 2; available at
http://www.cdi.org/friendlyversion/printversion.cfm?documentID=1771 ; Internet; accessed 9 September
2006.

° Laura Lacey, “The Battle of Okinawa,” (2003): 1; available at
http://www.militaryhistoryonline.com/wwii/okinawa/default.aspx/ ; Internet; accessed 9 September 2006.
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RECENT HISTORY OF SUICIDE BOMBING

“The price we had to pay in Beirut was so great, the tragedy at the barracks was so
enormous...we had to pull out. We couldn’t stay there and run the risk of another suicide attack
on the Marines.” President Ronald Reagan in An American Life'

The modern phenomenon of suicide bombing had its genesis in the Iranian Revolution
and the Iran-lrag War 1980-88. Early in the war, Iran adopted innovative measures to combat
Irag’s conventional military superiority. Significantly, the Iranians employed legions of young
men to clear minefields with their bodies and/or directly assault Iragi tanks with explosives
attached to their bodies. The participants went far beyond simply conducting risky military
attacks with a high probability of death - a common enough scenario in militaries the world over.
Rather, the young Iranians entered battle with “keys to paradise” around their necks, fully
expected to die, and, in fact, believed that they would ascend directly to paradise only if they
were killed in the engagement.™

Suicide attacks were far from the norm for the Iranian military at the onset of the war,
and their adoption rested in great part upon Ayatollah Khomeini’s actions to promote them. He
used his powerful religious authority to replace the normally strong Islamic prohibition against
suicide (intihar) with the idea that the young men were instead conducting a praiseworthy act of
self-sacrifice (istishad) for the greater good. This distinction is roughly equivalent to the Judeo-
Christian difference between those who commit suicide and those who are martyred. Despite
some initial skepticism, the Iranian population gradually reached a point of general acceptance
and belief that the young men were martyrs.™

Concurrent with the Iran-lraq War, Iran exported features from its Islamic revolution
to turbulent Lebanon. There, Iranian ideology influenced both the Shiite Amal militia and the

Islamic Resistance, the predecessor of Hezbollah (Party of God). Specifically, Amal executed the

19U.s. Army TRADOC, Suicide Bombing in the COE, (Fort Leavenworth, KS: 15 Aug 2005), II-

' Bunker and Sullivan, 70.
12 Ami Pedahzur, Suicide Terrorism, (Great Britain: Polity Press, 2005), 160.



first confirmed vehicular suicide bombing in December, 1981 against the Iragi Embassy in
Lebanon (27 dead, 100+ wounded).*® Almost a year passed before the next attack; when 15-year-
old Ahmad Qasir detonated his car bomb at the Israeli military base in Tyre, Lebanon on 11
November, 1982 (62 dead, 28 wounded).™* Hezbollah then inaugurated what is often thought of
as the modern era of suicide terrorism by using a vehicle-borne suicide bomber to destroy the
U.S. Embassy in Lebanon on April 18", 1983 (63 dead, 100 wounded). Six months later on
October 23", Hezbollah conducted near-simultaneous suicide bombings against the U.S. Marine
and the French peacekeeping troop barracks in Lebanon (241 dead, 81 wounded and 58 dead, 15
wounded respectively). Hezbollah followed up these attacks two weeks later with another suicide
bombing of the Israeli headquarters in Tyre, Lebanon that killed 58, including 28 Israelis."
Suicide terrorism, with its unmistakable Iranian fingerprints, arrived on the world stage.
Hezbollah vaulted from being a relatively obscure minor faction among many in
Lebanon to being one the world’s premier terrorist organizations. In addition to the tactical
success in killing 241 American servicemen and 58 French paratroopers, the twin October
bombings resulted in phenomenal strategic success. Within four months, the U.S., British and
Italian peacekeeping contingents withdrew, and the French followed a month later. Just two
individuals willing to sacrifice their lives were able to alter the foreign policies of four major
Western powers.'® The clear lesson was that suicide bombing was efficient and highly effective.
Interestingly, suicide tactics were exceptionally controversial at the time, and Hezbollah
initially carefully guarded its role in the attacks. For example, Ahmad Qasir’s identity as the
bomber in the 1982 Tyre attack was kept secret for two years before a well-executed marketing

campaign secured his status as a hero in both Lebanon and Iran. The Iranians went on to erect a

3 Bunker and Sullivan, 71.
14 pedahzur,118.

> 1bid., 49.

8 U.s. Army TRADOC, I-3.



memorial for him in Tehran, and Hezbollah now annually commemorates his attack.'” However,
Hezbollah leaders were also careful never to issue an official religious ruling (fatwa) legitimizing
suicide attacks. Along with Iranian leaders, Hezbollah officials publicly extolled and justified
suicide attacks as legitimate. Nonetheless, they were careful not to commit themselves fully to an
official endorsement, and Hezbollah could have reversed its position in the face of widespread
condemnation or opposition.*®

Instead, Hezbollah found growing acceptance, if not full support, for its campaign as it
launched nine more suicide bombing attacks against the Israelis through the middle of 1985. In
the face of this campaign, the Israelis withdrew from central Lebanon and contented themselves
with loosely controlling southern Lebanon from a series of 45 fortified bases and support from
the Israeli-backed Southern Lebanese Army (SLA). The Israeli withdrawal amounted to yet
another victory for Hezbollah and further validated using suicide bombers. The novel use of this
tactic helped Hezbollah grow from just a few dozen members in 1982 to over 7,000 in 1986.
More impressively, numerically inferior Hezbollah accomplished what the 15,000-strong
Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) and 30,000 Syrian troops could not — forcing Israel to
cede territory.™® Once again, the clear and unequivocal lesson was that suicide bombing worked.

The Israelis repositioned into more defensible garrisons with reduced resupply
requirements and simultaneously increased their vehicles” armor and improved convoy tactics.
Thus, suicide bomber effectiveness against the remaining Israelis fell dramatically, and Hezbollah
effectively ended its suicide bomber campaign against the Israeli Defense Force (IDF). However,
the SLA became the new focus of an even more robust suicide bomber campaign, as Hezbollah
targeted the SLA with some 20 suicide bomb attacks from July, 1985 through November of 1986.

Thereafter, Hezbollah largely switched to attacking IDF and SLA forces with more conventional

7 pedahzur, 160.
18 pape, 138.
Y Ibid., 131-132.



means such as: mortar fire, rockets, ambushes, and concealed roadside explosives. The switch
from primarily using suicide bombers to more conventional attacks was likely due to the
combination of Hezbollah’s increased operational capability and improved countermeasures on
the part of the IDF and the SLA.?

Despite the fact that many of the suicide bombers in Lebanon were females, Christians
and/or Communists, suicide bombing was viewed as a Shiite Muslim phenomenon at the time.
However, just as the Hezbollah campaign was ramping down at the end of 1986, the Hindu-
dominated Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) introduced suicide bombing to the ongoing
Tamil-Sinhalese civil war in Sri Lanka. After emerging as the winner of a brutal struggle for
primacy among more than 20 Tamil resistance groups in the mid-1980s, the LTTE studied and
adopted Hezbollah’s proven suicide bombing tactics. In fact, the first LTTE suicide bombing was
almost an exact replica of the bombing of the U.S. Marine barracks four years earlier in Beirut:
on July 5", 1987, Captain Miller of the LTTE’s special Black Tiger suicide unit drove a truck
bomb into an army camp and killed 40 Sri Lankan soldiers and wounded 70 others.?

Captain Miller’s attack was just the opening salvo in the LTTE’s long-running and
innovative suicide bombing campaign that ultimately eclipsed Hezbollah’s in intensity and scale.
The LTTE’s 120 suicide bombings’ interesting features include: the extensive use of female
bombers, using suicide bombing against fellow ethnic Tamil rivals, development of extensive
naval suicide bombing elements, and unparalleled success in targeting senior political and
military leaders. Within the Black Tigers, an estimated 30% of the total suicide cadre and 60% of
the actual suicide bombers have been women. This is both to conserve male manpower for direct

combat and because of the greater ease with which women can conceal suicide bombs and pass

2 pedahzur, 50-51.
2 Christoph Reuter, My Life Is a Weapon, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004), 156-
158.



through security checkpoints.?? Although the vast majority of the LTTE’s attacks were directed
against the Sinhalese, the LTTE also employed suicide bombing against moderate Tamil rivals,*
as with at least three suicide bombings targeting fellow Tamil politicians in 1999.

Geography no doubt played a significant role in the LTTE’s development of an effective
maritime suicide bombing capability. The Tamil minority is concentrated along the northern coast
of Sri Lanka, and the LTTE needed a way to maintain contact with the ethnic Tamils living in
South India.?* Thus, it was a short bridge from maintaining maritime lines of communication to
building an attack capacity, and naval suicide bombings that employed both divers and suicide
boats became signature LTTE tactics. Similar to Hezbollah, the LTTE used suicide bombings to
rise from being one small, obscure guerilla movement among many to being the sole armed
opposition group within its minority population. Part of LTTE’s notoriety came from being the
only group, to date, to successfully assassinate two heads of state. In May 1991, a female LTTE
suicide bomber killed former Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Ghandi and 16 others when she
detonated herself at his feet. Two years later in May 1993, a male LTTE suicide bomber killed
Sri Lankan President Prendesa and 21 others. In addition to the numerous other senior military
commanders and ranking political figures killed by suicide bombers, the LTTE almost added a
third head of state to its list in December, 1999 when Sri Lankan President Kumaratunga survived
a suicide bombing but did lose one of her eyes. *

The final significant lesson from the LTTE’s use of suicide bombers is its secular nature.
The Tamils are majority Hindu, but there is a sizable 15% Christian Tamil minority, and Tamil
propaganda makes little mention of religious motivations. Indeed, the atheist Prabhakaran has led
the LTTE since its inception as a group of left-wing students. Although the LTTE did attack

Buddhist targets, this was more symptomatic of the relentless and indiscriminate nature of their

?2 1bid., 160-161.

%% Bloom, 61.

#*\Walter Laqueur, No End to War, (New York: Continuum, 2004), 80.
% Schweitzer, 3.



attacks than a religious ideology. Specifically, the LTTE attacked not only Sinhalese Buddhists,
but also fellow Hindus and occasionally Muslims and Christians.?® The defining characteristic of
the LTTE has been the calibrated use of suicide bombing as an effective tactic by the militarily
inferior side in a long-running insurgency.

The next major development in the progression of suicide bombing was its adoption as a
tactic by Palestinians. Hard-line religious groups such as Harakat al-Mugawama al-Islamiyyah
(HAMAS) and Palestinian Islamic Jihad (P1J) were the first to employ suicide bombers beginning
in 1993. Although the use of suicide bombers in Israel was probably inevitable, it was likely
accelerated by Israel’s decision to deport 415 HAMAS and P1J activists to Lebanon at the end of
1992. Hezbollah sheltered and cared for them on a mountainside until international pressure
forced Israel to allow them back into the occupied territories after only nine months. During the
activists’ time in Lebanon, Hezbollah provided them with military, religious and operational
training in addition to food and shelter. Thus, when the HAMAS and PIJ militants returned to the
West Bank and Gaza, the pump was primed for the use of suicide bombers against Israel proper.?’

No doubt inspired by Hezbollah’s success in forcing Israel to relinquish territory in
central Lebanon, the Palestinian groups sought, at a minimum, to force an Israeli withdrawal from
the occupied territories. While Hezbollah targeted only Israeli Defense Force (IDF) troops in
Lebanon, and the LTTE concentrated primarily on Sri Lankan military and police forces,
HAMAS and PI1J expanded suicide bombing to include the civilian population as a specific target
set. Resting upon the logic that most Israelis are subject to compulsory military service and that
Palestinian civilians suffer at the hands of the IDF, HAMAS and PI1J defended attacks against
virtually any target in Israel. Having already crossed the threshold of the cultural taboo against
suicide, attacks targeting civilians were not difficult to justify. Thus, the iconic pictures of ripped

open Israeli buses came to symbolize this suicide bombing campaign.

%6 |_aqueur, 80-82.
%" Bloom, 122-123.



Palestinian acceptance of suicide bombing was hardly instantaneous or fixed. As Mia
Bloom noted, there were two distinct periods that correlated strongly with the progress of peace
talks. Throughout the mid-1990s, when just HAMAS and P1J were conducting suicide bombings,
Palestinian support for this tactic never rose above one-third of the population. However, by the
start of the second intifada in late 2000, more than two-thirds of Palestinians were supportive of
suicide bombings.? Attack frequency correlated with social support: suicide bombings against
Israel averaged only five a year from 1993 through 2000, but there were an average of 47 attacks
a year from 2001 through 2003.

Another notable feature of Palestinian suicide bombing post-2000 was its evolution from
being an Islamic militant-only endeavor to its use by such secular groups as Fatah (al-Agsa
Martyrs’ Brigade faction) and the Marxist-based Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine
(PFLP). The secularization of Palestinian suicide bombing also led to a greater role for female
bombers. Despite the fact that many women served as suicide bombers against the Israelis in
Lebanon, it was not until January 2002 that the first Palestinian female bomber, Idris Wafa,
detonated herself at a Jerusalem mall (1 dead, 150 wounded). Subsequently, there were at least
eight other successful female Palestinian suicide bombers, and even HAMAS employed women
bombers by early 2004. %

The Palestinian campaign peaked in 2002, and by 2006, there were only five successful
suicide bombings against Israel. Interestingly, the campaign’s intensity declined despite a lack of
any meaningful progress on a political settlement. Improved Israeli security measures no doubt
accounted for some of the decline. By 2003, Israel finished construction of the first section of its
planned security fence,* and armed guards searched patrons at most major public venues.

Similar to its retrenchment in Lebanon, Israel also took steps to consolidate its more vulnerable

28 H
Ibid., 23.
2 Mohammed Hafez, Manufacturing Human Bombs, (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Institute of Peace,
2006), 20.
% pape, 240.
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positions by withdrawing entirely from the Gaza Strip and from some isolated West Bank
settlements. Other Israeli countermeasures such as targeted assassinations, home demolitions,
checkpoints and closures likely increased Palestinian support for suicide bombing.*"

One result of Palestinian suicide bombing was the increased power of and support for
once fringe groups. HAMAS, in particular, leveraged its employment of suicide bombers in
conjunction with its social outreach network to gain popular support. In 1999, there was genuine
hope for the peace process, and HAMAS enjoyed less than 12% popular support. However,
groups opposed to the peace process often used suicide bombings to scuttle any forward progress
while bolstering their own credentials.®® Thus, by 2006, HAMAS posted a decisive electoral
victory over the notoriously corrupt Fatah and become the freely chosen Palestinian government.

Again, the clear lesson for the groups employing suicide bombing was that it was
effective. Relatively small organizations were able to play a spoiler role in the peace process
while simultaneously enhancing their own legitimacy. Suicide bombing also conferred a sense of
power to the weaker side. Despite a massive Israeli overmatch in terms of conventional military
strength, suicide bombing allowed the Palestinians to inflict significant pain and suffering on the
general Israeli population. The abrupt Israeli withdrawal from the Gaza Strip also seemed to
validate the use of suicide bombers. Although numerous factors contributed to the Israeli
decision, suicide bombing advocates could only claim vindication and feel validation. Given the
at least perceived success of suicide bombing, it will remain a staple tactic in the long-running
Israeli-Palestinian conflict until a comprehensive peace agreement is finally reached.

Another group that started its suicide bombing campaign in the mid-1990s was the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). Started as a left-wing group in 1978, the PKK blended Marxist

ideology with the desire for Kurdish independence under the charismatic leadership of Abdullah

1 Mohammed Hafez, “Symbolic Dimensions of Suicide Terrorism” in Root Causes of Suicide
Terrorism, (New York: Routledge, 2006), 73.
%2 Bloom, 24-25.

11



Ocalan. PKK military arms began actively fighting the Turks in 1984, but they did not employ
suicide bombings until 1996. Explanations for the decision to embrace suicide bombing include
both a desire to demonstrate total commitment to the cause of Kurdish independence and a need
to strike back after successful Turkish military incursions into Kurdish areas. Likely influenced
by both considerations, Ocalan himself was instrumental in the PKK adopting this tactic.®

Partly resulting from effective, if heavy-handed, Turkish countermeasures, the PKK’s
campaign was relatively small and short-lived. Specifically, the PKK executed only 22 suicide
bomb attacks, of which about two-thirds were successful. Due to intense Turkish military
pressure and low popular support among the Kurds the PKK purported to represent, Ocalan was
forced to flee to a variety of nations before finally being captured in Kenya and extradited to
Turkey to stand trial. At his trial, Ocalan renounced suicide bombing and called upon the
remaining PKK members to halt their attacks. Because of his virtually unchallenged leadership,
his edict was dutifully obeyed, and the PKK’s suicide bombing campaign effectively came to an
end. Overall, the PKK accomplished very little by employing suicide bombers, mostly because
of its lack of genuine support among the Kurds. The Kurds generally viewed the suicide
bombings as the PKK’s attempt to remain relevant, and the Kurds also tended to blame the PKK
for subsequent Turkish security actions instead of rallying to the PKK’s cause. The PKK’s
actions were interesting, however, in that they demonstrated the sustained use of suicide bombers
by an avowedly secular group in a campaign that could be turned on and off by the decision of a
single individual.**

At the same time that the PKK started its campaign in the mid-1990s, various Islamic
militant groups also began incorporating suicide bombing into their operations. For example both
Al-Gama’a al-Islamiya and the Armed Islamic Group (GIA) conducted scattered suicide

bombings against Egyptian and Algerian targets respectively. Both groups largely abandoned
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suicide bombing after only a few attacks, but the stage was set for the further proliferation of
suicide bombing. While the GIA operated almost exclusively within Algeria, Al-Gama’a’s
attacks in such widespread locations as Pakistan and Croatia previewed the geographic dispersal
of suicide bombings. Previously, groups such as Hezbollah, the LTTE and HAMAS attacked
only within narrow geographic confines. This changed as truly transnational organizations
started to adopt the tactic.®

Although little noted at the time, al-Qaeda initiated its suicide bombing campaign against
the United States and its allies when it bombed a U.S. defense contractor building in Riyadh on
November 13", 1995 (5 dead, 11 wounded).*® Al-Qaeda suicide bombing has typically been
characterized by several distinctive features: meticulous and lengthy planning, a preference for
simultaneous and spectacular attacks, and the first truly trans-national suicide bombing capability.
Indeed, it was three years until the next al-Qaeda suicide bombing operation, the simultaneous
bombings of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania (291 dead, 4,000+ wounded and 10 dead,
77 wounded respectively). Much as Hezbollah made a name for itself with a limited number of
suicide bombings, so too did al-Qaeda emerge from relative obscurity to become one of the
world’s most prominent terrorist groups. Even though two more years passed until al-Qaeda’s
next suicide bombing against the U.S.S. Cole in Yemen in October 2000 (17 dead, 39 wounded),
it had already vaulted to the top of the list of threats against the United States.*’

As audacious as these attacks were, they paled in comparison with what remains the most
spectacular suicide bombing operation to date: the September 11", 2001 attacks on the United
States. Notably, the entire operation required extensive planning, synchronization and
operational reach. Just two days prior, al-Qaeda managed to assassinate Northern Alliance leader

Shah Masoud when two suicide bombers posing as journalists detonated their bomb hidden inside
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a camera. Presumably, al-Qaeda sought to cripple the Northern Alliance to mitigate potential
American military reaction to the upcoming 9/11 attacks. Although Masoud’s assassination did
not ultimately prevent al-Qaeda from losing its Afghan safe haven, three out of four hijacked
aircraft hit their assigned targets on 9/11, and this operation alone accounts for 20% of all suicide
bombing fatalities since 1980.%

Al-Qaeda’s most significant innovations to suicide bombing were to adopt a venture
capital approach, and once they lost their Afghan sanctuary, to transition to a distributed, and
often virtual training program. Previously, groups employing suicide bombers provided the entire
background infrastructure themselves. However, al-Qaeda was content to provide training to a
network of loosely affiliated terror organizations and then leverage those contacts to facilitate
geographically dispersed attacks that relied primarily upon locals. This artfully avoided having to
move personnel and explosives across international borders and resulted in a much lower
signature for security forces to track.

Al-Qaeda continued to conduct its own suicide bombings after its expulsion from
Afghanistan, but the overall campaign is now more accurately described as al-Qaeda inspired. By
replacing its Afghan training camps with ideological and technical material on the internet and
the occasional traveling expert, al-Qaeda replicated a significant portion of its pre-9/11 capability.
This was reflected by the July 2005 suicide bombings in England against three trains and one bus
(52 dead, 466+ wounded). British citizens who operated relatively independently and likely
received general assistance from al-Qaeda during visits to Pakistan perpetrated these attacks.
Similarly, Jemaah Islamiyah began employing suicide bombers to strike Western-related targets
in Southeast Asia based on its association with Al-Qaeda.*® Thus, al-Qaeda’s campaign against

the United States and allied governments continues in the form of both al-Qaeda-only bombings
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and a series of suicide bombings by associated groups that have received varying degrees of
ideological, financial and technical assistance.

Another Islamic group that initiated a clearly identifiable suicide bombing campaign was
the Chechen rebels. Operating under a variety of names such as the Riyadh-as-Saliheen Martyrs'
Brigade (RaS), the Special Purpose Islamic Regiment, and the International Islamic Brigade
(11B), the Chechens alternately claimed or denied credit for numerous suicide attacks that targeted
both Russian military and civilian targets. Chechen rebels continue to seek to pressure Russian
leaders to make concessions, with the overall goal of establishing an independent Islamic republic
in Chechnya. Much like al-Qaeda, the Chechens tended to favor fewer, more spectacular attacks.
They averaged only about 10 attacks a year from 2000 through 2006. However, nearly all attacks
featured large vehicle-borne bombs or coordinated assaults with multiple suicide bombers (73%
of all attacks).*’

Similar to the LTTE and the PKK, the Chechens made extensive use of female suicide
bombers. Popularly known as the “Black Widows,” many of these women are believed to have
lost male loved ones in the Chechen conflict. The Chechens initially restricted women to
traditional support roles such as medical care and supply, but the steady influence of outside
Islamic groups and battlefield losses resulted in an altered role for women. By 2003, women
were participating in the vast majority of Chechen suicide bombings, often to avenge brutal
Russian counterinsurgency methods. The attacks have also become even more violent over time.
Initial suicide bombings primarily concentrated on military and police targets, but as these targets
hardened, there was a gradual switch to softer, civilian targets.** Much like the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, the Chechen campaign can only be expected to continue until a comprehensive

settlement is attained.
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In Kashmir, groups such as Lashkar-e-Taiba (LET) and Jaish-e-Muhammed (JEM) also
adopted suicide bombing in their fight against India. However, suicide bombing has been more
of an occasional feature of a long-running armed struggle rather than the centerpiece. Thus, JEM
led its December, 2001 assault on the Indian Parliament with a car bomb, but it was just part of
the overall operation. The main reason for only 20 suicide bombings over the past decade is the
lack of infrastructure and societal support with Kashmir itself. Virtually all of the suicide
bombings have been by non-Kashmiris infiltrating in from Pakistan. Given the opposition to
suicide bombing by such truly indigenous Kashmiri groups as Hizbul Mujahideen, suicide
bombing in Kashmir is likely to remain the near-exclusive domain of militants from Pakistan and
be accordingly rare.*

Perhaps the most alarming development in suicide bombing has been its exponential
increase in both Afghanistan and Irag. In fact, the relative success of suicide bombing in Iraq
appears to have been the catalyst for the resurgent Taliban use of significant numbers of suicide
bombers. Despite the divergent ideologies and goals of the various factions in Irag, they are all
pursuing what Mohammed Hafez identified as a “system collapse strategy.” Namely, each group
seeks to create a failed state and presumably achieve a power base in the resulting aftermath.
Thus, organizations that employ suicide bombers such as the Ba’athists, the Ansar al-Sunna
Army, and the Mujahideen Shura Council can be grouped within a single campaign with the goal
of undermining the nascent American-backed Iragi government.*

A distinguishing characteristic of the suicide bombing campaign in Irag has been its
unrivaled intensity. It grew from a few scattered bombings during the conventional month-long
combat phase in Operation Iragi Freedom (OIF), to include 217 suicide bombings in 2004, 646

attacks in 2005 and another 423 suicide bombings in 2006. It easily surpassed the campaigns by
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both the LTTE in Sri Lanka and the entire collection of Palestinian groups against Israel. The
campaign in Irag has also been exceptionally brutal and bloody. Seemingly no target is out-of-
bounds: mosques, markets, churches, crowds of civilians, and humanitarian organizations have all
been targeted. Of course, Coalition forces in Iraq rapidly strengthened their vehicles, tactics and
bases to thwart suicide bombers, making attacks against soft targets and Iraqi security forces
more profitable by comparison. In contrast to the Ba’athists, who mainly target Coalition military
forces, some groups are specifically looking to inflame sectarian tension, making Iraqi civilians
the desired target.** Thus, some two-and-a-half decades after its emergence on the world stage,
suicide bombing remains a viable tactic and has already played a significant role in shaping the
eventual form of the post-OIF Irag.

Much as insurgent groups in Irag employ suicide bombings to cause a system collapse in
Iraq, the Taliban have recently adopted a similar strategy. Suicide bombings in Afghanistan
skyrocketed from only a single case in 2001 during the initial war, to just two cases in both 2002
and 2003, to five bombings in 2004, to 27 suicide bombers in 2005, to an unprecedented 133 in
2006. The global proliferation and acceptance of suicide bombing is clearly evident, given its
near absence during the 10-year war against Soviet occupation little more than a decade earlier.
The Taliban’s campaign also serves as an example of a more traditional, sub-national suicide
bombing campaign against a foreign occupation. To a greater extent than Iraq, the future of
Afghanistan is still in the balance, but suicide bombing will remain a key tactic employed by
those seeking to avoid the emergence a stable, moderately Western-friendly government.

Suicide bombing’s most salient characteristic has been its steady exponential growth
during the past 25 years. Once Hezbollah proved its efficacy, suicide bombing spread across the
globe and was adopted by such secular groups as the LTTE, the PFLP, and the PKK. The vast

majority of the suicide bombing campaigns took place at the sub-national level, adopted by the
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weaker party operating within a relatively small geographic area. Occupation, or at least
perceived occupation as in Sri Lanka, was usually a critical ingredient.*> Religion played an
important role in suicide bombing, including developing a culture that supported the use of the
tactic, but it was not necessarily a causal factor.*®

Only al-Qaeda has been successful at conducting suicide bombings on a truly
transnational scale. Alone among terrorist groups, it has leveraged ideology, feelings of injustice
and humiliation, and technology such as the internet to advance suicide bombing from a localized
phenomenon to one that now touches upon every individual regardless of whether he or she lives
in a traditional conflict zone or not.*” The challenge for the United States and its allies will be to
draw the right the lessons from suicide bombings past to best mitigate their impact and ultimately

their use in the future.

LOGIC OF SUICIDE BOMBING

STRATEGIC LOGIC — Virtually every suicide bombing is conducted by an
organization and takes place within the context of an overall campaign. Of the 2,202 suicide
bombings listed in this monograph, 2,157, or 98%, fall within an identifiable campaign. Rare is
the individual who spontaneously decides to become a suicide bomber. In fact, only 45 of the
identified suicide bombings were conducted by lone individuals or unwitting bombers. Some
reports out of Iraq indicate that in 2006 insurgents started to kidnap people, booby-trap their cars,
release the kidnap victims and then detonate their cars when they reached viable targets such as
police checkpoints. It is unclear if using kidnap victims is a result of a shortage of suicide

bombers or simply to create a less suspicious car bomb, but the use of such tactics would

** Assaf Moghadam, “Suicide Terrorism, Occupation, and the Globalization of Martyrdom,” in
Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 29, (Routledge, 2006), 720-721.

*® Hafez, Manufacturing Human Bombs, 10.

*" Moghadam, 721-723.

18



doubtless increase the numbers of unwitting bombers.*® However, an operational capability to
create unwitting bombers point to a highly sophisticated network that is at least as dangerous as
one conducting a conventional suicide bombing campaign. The following table summarizes

suicide bombings from 1981 through 2006 and groups them into 15 identifiable campaigns:

Campaign Country Attacks | Dead | Wounded | Ongoing?

Hezbollah v. U.S./France Lebanon 5 389 318 No
Hezbollah v. Israel/SLA Lebanon 49 497 945 No
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam | Sri Lanka 120 | 1,431 4,671 Yes
HAMAS/PIJ/PFLP/Fatah v. Israel | Israel 237 739 5,003 Yes
Egyptian militants v. Egypt govt Egypt 11 110 357 Yes
Chechen militants v. Russia govt Russia 59 603 1,637 Yes
Al-Qaeda network v. Western govt | Global 62| 3,750 9,573 Yes
PKK v. Turkish govt Turkey 27 31 206 No
Kashmiri separatists v. India govt | Kashmir/India 26 115 387 Yes
Pakistani militants v. Pakistan govt | Pakistan 28 469 1,246 Yes
Taliban v. U.S./ Afghan govt Afghanistan 170 391 1,076 Yes
Iraq militants v. U.S./Iragi govt Irag 1,344 | 7,825 20,332 Yes
IMU v. Uzbek govt Uzbekistan 8 20 44 Yes
JMB v. Bangladesh govt Bangladesh 7 46 276 Yes
ICU v. Somali govt Somalia 4 8 28 Yes
None 45 315 854

Total 2,202 | 16,739 46,899

Invariably, the group conducting suicide bombings is the weaker side in an insurgency
or guerilla conflict. This is the one characteristic that is consistent despite religion, geography,
ideology or ethnicity. Suicide bombing is also only one tactic among many that are employed by
a group. Interestingly, groups do not use only suicide bombers, but they also use them in
conjunction with more conventional tactics such as shootings, regular bombings, assassinations
and indirect fire. Suicide bombing is simply the most extreme option available among a range of
activities, and organizations employ it when it appears favorable.”* The LTTE, for example,

largely suspended its use of suicide bombers from the end of 2001 until early 2006. This was

*® David Rising, “Iragis Using Kidnap Victims as Bombers,” (21 September 2006) available at:
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/09/21/AR2006092101009.html : internet;
accessed 12 November, 2006.

* Bloom, “Motivations for Suicide Terrorism,” 28.

19



http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/09/21/AR2006092101009.html

during a period when the armed struggle continued, but LTTE leaders judged that they could
achieve their political aims without suicide bombings. However, once the LTTE was frustrated
with the slow pace of negotiations, it made the decision to readopt suicide bombing as part of its
tactical repertoire (14 attacks in 2006).

Although the individual bomber is, by definition, expendable, groups conducting suicide
bombing campaigns have objectives that extend far beyond the attacks themselves.
Organizations employing suicide bombers pursue rational goals that include: achieving political
goals, punishing enemy states or societies, attacking specific targets, and mobilizing support for
their cause.*

Far from being senseless acts of destruction, suicide bombing campaigns are a part of a
broader effort on the part of an insurgent or terrorist group to force concessions by a state or
society regarding territory the insurgents or terrorists regard as their homeland. Using what
would be recognized as a rational cost-benefit analysis, the group decides that suicide bombing is
the best method to achieve its goals. The prototypical example is Hezbollah’s highly successful
campaign to drive the U.S. and France from Lebanon in the early 1980s. With just five suicide
bombings, a small, little-known militia movement was able to compel the withdrawal of the entire
U.N. peacekeeping force and reverse the foreign policy of four major Western governments.
Significantly, Hezbollah also halted its suicide bombing campaign once it met its political aims.

Suicide bombing used as punishment on a state or society is largely a subset of the larger
goal of achieving political goals. However, Pape describes the subtle distinction between
punishment and denial as coercive strategies. Specifically, a punishment strategy seeks to impose
a prohibitively high cost on a rival society for a given course of action. In contrast, a denial
strategy seeks to illustrate to a target society that it cannot achieve its objectives, regardless of

level of effort. Since, to date, groups using suicide bombers have always been the weaker side,
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they must rely upon a punishment framework. They simply do not possess the strength to pursue
a credible denial strategy.”* Although the long-term goal remains to force political concessions,
some suicide bombings are conducted purely for punishment motivations, as when HAMAS
conducted three attacks in the aftermath of Israel’s assassination of leading bomb maker Yahya
Ayyash (“The Engineer”) in 1996. HAMAS specifically stated that its attacks were in response
to the killing, and although they fit within the larger effort against Israel, these particular attacks
were launched in direct response to Israeli actions.

Some high value targets are protected to the point that only a suicide bomber has a
reasonable chance. A prime example is al-Qaeda’s assassination of Northern Alliance leader
Ahmad Shah Masoud in Afghanistan on 9 September, 2001 (2 dead, 2 wounded). Knowing that
the U.S. would likely respond to the 9/11 attacks with military action against their sanctuary in
Afghanistan, al-Qaeda presumably sought to remove the most capable opposition figure.
However, he was closely guarded, and al-Qaeda spent months infiltrating two members into his
camp. The bombers posed as journalists and detonated a bomb hidden in their camera once they
gained access to interview Masoud.”® Assuming that an organization has suicide bombers at its
disposal, it makes perfect sense to employ them selectively against the most important targets.
Indeed, 5.31% of suicide bombings (117 of 2,202) have been assassinations or attempted
assassinations.

Finally, an organization may pursue suicide bombing in order to mobilize support within
a society. This is particularly evident when there are multiple organizations pursuing the same
goal, as in the Palestinian territories. Specifically, groups often resort to suicide bombing in order
demonstrate their total devotion to their cause and to “outbid” other groups. A prime example is
the Marxist-Leninist Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP). The PFLP refrained

from suicide bombings until October, 2001, when it adopted the tactics and language of the more
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successful HAMAS, Palestinian Islamic Jihad (P1J) and other groups that had gained popular
support. Founded in 1967, the PFLP did not perceive the need to use suicide bombers until 34
years later when it was losing “market share” to other organizations that were regarded as more
committed and effective in large part because of their willing