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INTRODUCTION

The growing interest in suicide terrorism in recent years, and particularly since
September 11, 2001, has generated a steep rise in the number of books that address a
topic that is inherently fascinating—a mode of operations that requires the death of its
perpetrator to ensure its success. Since 2001, when the first book on suicide terrorism was
published,? journalists, terrorism experts, and political scientists have examined this
phenomenon from a variety of angles, including in-depth interviews with suicide
bombers, comparative studies, historical accounts, or a combination of those.® Notable in

all the above studies was the absence of statistical data—a problem that terrorism
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analysts have long decried. In Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism,*
Robert A. Pape, Professor of Political Science at the University of Chicago, demonstrates
that it is indeed possible to assemble statistical data about terrorist incidents, and that
empiricism can help shed new light on the study of the etiology of terrorism, and
specifically suicide terrorism.

Pape, who also directs the Chicago Project on Suicide Terrorism, offers a series of
provocative arguments that address the origins of suicide terrorism. Some of his findings
deviate from the more conventional explanations scholars of this subject have enounced
to date. Pape’s key conclusion is that religion is rarely the root cause of suicide terrorism,
and that the main goal of suicide terrorist attacks is “to compel modern democracies to
withdraw military forces from territory that the terrorists consider to be their homeland”
(p.4). Pape’s main findings are supported by three general patterns he finds in an
extensive database he compiled and that he describes as “the first complete universe of
suicide terrorist attacks worldwide” (p.3). The first pattern is that suicide terrorist attacks
occur as part of organized campaigns; second, democratic states are uniquely vulnerable
to suicide terrorists; and third, these campaigns are directed toward a strategic objective,
namely to establish or maintain political self-determination. Even Al Qaeda, Pape argues,
fits this pattern. He adds that the increase in suicide terrorism in recent years is due to the
fact that terrorists have learned that the tactic works.

In collecting the largest dataset of suicide attacks available at the time of the

publication of Dying to Win°—a total of 315 attacks—and in gathering sociological data
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on the 462 suicide attackers, Pape has done an immense service to students of suicide
terrorism. His data also provides some important insights into the context of this modus
operandi. Pape shows, for example, that countries that have been plagued by suicide
terrorism between 1980 and 2001 are far from being the poorest in the world. Many are
“middle income societies” with life expectancies not significantly lower than those in the
United States (p.18). “Poverty remains a poor indicator of suicide terrorism,” (p.19) he
notes, thus confirming the findings of several other studies conducted on the correlation
between poverty and terrorism in general.’

Some of the strengths of the book lie in the methodical way in which Pape goes
about conducting social scientific inquiry. Pape lays out his hypotheses clearly, then
identifies observable implications to test these hypotheses, and finally examines the data
against his initial assumptions. Dying to Win, in fact, is a textbook case of how social
science methods can be applied to the study of terrorism while remaining accessible to
the general readership.

Dying to Win is also strong in many of its case studies, most of which are well
written and well-researched. The description of suicide terrorist acts conducted by
Hizballah (pp. 129-138), for example, is an excellent overview in which Pape shows that
the majority of suicide attackers in South Lebanon were not Islamic fundamentalists, but
rather communists and Christians. Here, as in most other parts of his book, he bases his

findings on his dataset, which is included as an appendix to the book. Another excellent
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case study conducted by Pape is that of the Sikh independence movement, a genuinely
understudied topic within the study of suicide terrorism (pp. 154-162).

Yet, despite the availability of this large dataset, which is sure to benefit many
current and future students of suicide terrorism, and despite offering a number of
illuminating arguments, Dying to Win suffers from a number of shortcomings. The aim of
this review essay is to highlight some of the main weaknesses of Dying to Win.

The review is structured as follows. In the first part, | address several problems
related to how some key concepts are defined in Dying to Win, as well as related
problems concerning Pape’s data-collection. | will argue that a more rigorous definition
of key terms and concepts could have resulted in a radically different interpretation of
Pape’s key findings. This section will also examine the fairness of Pape’s description of
the overall state of the study of suicide terrorism.

In the second part of this essay, | will offer a critique of Pape’s contention that
there has been an increase in the use of suicide attacks mainly because terrorists have
learned that the tactic works. | will argue that Pape has exaggerated the success of suicide
terrorism, and that a closer look at past and ongoing campaigns significantly reduces the
fifty percent success rate Pape ascribes to suicide terrorism.

The third part of the review essay examines Pape’s insistence that suicide
terrorism is mainly a response to foreign occupation. | will argue that while a correlation
between occupation and suicide attacks indeed exists, Pape exaggerates the link between
the two. The case of Al Qaeda in particular does not fit Pape’s occupation theory as well
as he maintains, partly because he fails to appreciate the importance of religion as a

driving force of Al Qaeda. | will also argue that Pape’s insistence that occupation is the



main cause of suicide terrorism—if it was ever the case—is increasingly losing its
relevance. Pape fails to acknowledge that suicide terrorism campaigns are transitioning
from a traditional, localized mode into a globalized phenomenon, with important
implications as to the causes of this tactic. | will conclude that Pape’s book provides
some important insights into the traditional form of suicide attacks, but that it fails to
provide a convincing explanation of what may be termed the “globalization of

martyrdom.”’

I: SUICIDE TERRORISM, SUICIDE ATTACKS, AND THE “CONVENTIONAL

WISDOM” ON SUICIDE TERRORISM RESEARCH

How Conventional is the Conventional Wisdom?

At the outset of Dying to Win, Pape cites what he calls the “conventional wisdom”
on suicide terrorism, a phenomenon he believes—with little basis in the opinion of this
reviewer—to be “significantly different” (p. 9) from non-suicidal terrorism.® Pape writes
that “the small number of studies that explicitly address suicide terrorism tend to focus on
the irrationality of the act of suicide from the perspective of the individual attacker”
(p.16). This argument was baseless when it first appeared in article format in 2003 in the

prestigious American Political Science Review that formed the foundation for Dying to
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Win,? and it is flawed in 2005, the year of the book’s publication. To support his claim
that the few studies on suicide terrorism focus on the irrationality of the act, Pape cites
three works of which none, upon closer inspection, solidifies his case.® At the same time,
he fails to refer to a large and growing body of work on suicide terrorism that explicitly

rejects the notion that suicide terrorists are irrational.**

The first work cited by Pape in
support of his argument is Martin Kramer’s “The Moral Logic of Hizbullah.”** As
Kramer himself, however, pointed out in a response to Pape’s APSR article, Kramer
argues precisely the opposite of what Pape ascribes to him, namely that suicide attacks
are indeed a rational choice of the organization. These attacks, Kramer writes in “The
Moral Logic of Hizballah,” “enjoyed such stunning success that leading Shiite clerics
were prepared to bend their interpretation of Islamic law to sanction it.”** The second
article Pape cites to support his claim that the “conventional wisdom” in the study of
suicide terrorism focuses on the irrationality of the act is “The Readiness to Kill and Die”

by Ariel Merari, a leading expert on terrorist psychology and a longtime observer of

suicide terrorism.* In that article, Merari indeed labeled suicide terrorism as an irrational
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act. However, since that article’s first publication in 1990, Merari has fundamentally
changed that initial conclusion. In numerous speeches and papers Merari has delivered
since, he stressed that suicide terrorism is not an individual, but instead an organizational
phenomenon. Pape does not cite these latter studies.™ The third and last article cited by
Pape with regard to the “conventional wisdom” is an article by Jerrold Post entitled
“Terrorist Psycho-Logic.”*® Post, a leading political psychologist, indeed argues in that
article that terrorists are driven to violence as a product of psychological forces. The
subject of Post’s article, however, are terrorists in general, not suicide terrorists, which he
does not mention even once. Given that Pape views terrorism as “significantly different”
from suicide terrorism, it is puzzling why he would cite an article on non-suicidal
terrorism to support his view of the “conventional wisdom” of suicide terrorism.

Pape’s failure to provide evidence that suicide terrorism researchers emphasize
the irrationality element of this tactic is not surprising. The reason is that the vast
majority of researchers have gone to great lengths to stress that suicide terrorists are not
irrational, as an exhaustive summary of research conducted on suicide terrorism by a U.S.
Department of Homeland Security researcher has shown.'” Of the 47 articles cited in that
compilation, not a single article refers to suicide terrorism as an outcome of irrational

behavior.
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Pape is thus clearly mistaken that the conventional wisdom on suicide terrorism
research focuses on the irrationality of the act. Needless to say, this does not mean that
the study of suicide terrorism has reached theoretical and analytical saturation. Neither
does it mean that Pape’s work is not a serious contribution to the study of suicide
terrorism, which it most certainly is. However, in attempting to set his mark in the field,
and by placing his own research in the larger context of the study of suicide terrorism, it
is unfortunate that Pape has not provided a fairer, more accurate, and more respectful

account of the current state of research on suicide terrorism.

What Constitutes Suicide Terrorism?

One of the terms more commonly used to describe the modus operandi of suicide
attacks is “suicide terrorism,” a label adopted by Pape throughout his book.*® Pape’s
choice of the term suicide terrorism, rather than suicide attacks, suicide missions, or
suicide operations, has important implications. In fact, several of his conclusions depend
on his particular definition of suicide “terrorism.” I will argue in the following that Pape
does not abide by the most common and most widely accepted definition of suicide
terrorism. Had Pape done so, then the important role he ascribes to the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)—and thus to secular suicide terrorist organizations in general—
would be called into question. Given that Pape describes the LTTE as a secular
organization, this, in turn, would have undermined his argument that the role of religion

in suicide terrorism is marginal.
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The reason why Pape’s use of the term suicide terrorism is problematic is that
terrorism is frequently understood as attacks against noncombatants,'® whereas many
suicide attacks listed in Pape’s database are attacks against military targets. He labels the
315 suicide attacks he identified between 1980 and 2003 as “suicide terrorist attacks”
even though many of these attacks have been targeted against uniformed soldiers that
were on duty at the time the attacks took place.?’ Bombings, shootings, kidnappings, and
other attacks employed against armed and uniformed personnel, however, are generally
labeled acts of guerrilla warfare, insurgency, or low-intensity warfare if they are directed
against uniformed men and women on duty.

One of the arguments Pape uses to support his thesis that there is little correlation
between suicide terrorism and religion is that the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE)—a secular group, according to Pape”*—is the organization that has staged most

suicide terrorist attacks. Of the 75 suicide attacks carried out by the LTTE identified by
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Pape, however, half were conducted against military targets. Only 37 attacks listed by
Pape are suicide “terrorist” attacks if one applies the most widely accepted definition of
terrorism—a number that heavily reduces the relative weight of attacks by LTTE versus
other organizations, and thus of “secular” organizations versus “religious” organizations.

Under a strict definition of terrorism as attacks against noncombatant targets,
however, Pape’s argument no longer holds. If we juxtapose the suicide attacks
perpetrated by the LTTE with those of the Palestinian group Hamas, and sort these
groups’ attacks according to military and civilian targets,?” it becomes clear that Hamas
(a predominantly religious organization) is responsible for more suicide “terrorist”
attacks against civilians than the LTTE, if we define “terrorism” as attacks against
civilians. Whereas the LTTE is responsible for 37 suicide attacks against civilians in its
three campaigns against Sri Lanka identified by Pape, Hamas has planned and executed
48 suicide attacks against civilians®® (see Table 2).

Table 1: Number of Suicide Attacks by LTTE and Palestinian Groups by Target*

Campaign Date Military Civilian
4: LTTE vs. Sri Lanka Jul 790 — Oct 94 10 5
5: LTTE vs. Sri Lanka Apr ’95 - Oct ‘00 26 28
6: Hamas vs. Israel April 1994 0 2
7: Hamas / P1J vs. Israel Oct’94—-Aug ‘95 |3 6
9: Hamas vs. Israel Feb 96 — Mar ‘96 0 4
10: Hamas vs. Israel Mar *97 — Sep ‘97 0 3
13: LTTE vs. Sri Lanka Jul 01 — Nov ‘01 2 4
17: Hamas / P1J vs. Israel Oct ‘00 (Ongoing) | 15 77

*Source: Robert Pape, Dying to Win

Table 2: Summary of Suicide Attacks by LTTE and Hamas by Target**

22 The distinctions are apparent from Pape’s description of the targets of suicide attacks in the data found in
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attacks civilian targets much more frequently than does the LTTE. Whereas Hamas, for instance, has
launched 74 % of its attacks against civilians, the LTTE has targeted civilians in only 28 % of its attacks.
See Ami Pedahzur, Suicide Terrorism, 19.
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