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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,2 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.3 Notable in 

all the above studies was the absence of statistical data—a problem that terrorism 

                                                 
1 I am indebted to Bruce Hoffman, Sean Lynn-Jones, and Monica Duffy Toft for their excellent comments. 
Address correspondence to Assaf Moghadam, Harvard University, John F. Kennedy School of 
Government, 79 John F. Kennedy Street, Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138. E-mail assafm@hotmail.com.  
2 International Policy Institute for Counter-Terrorism (ICT), Countering Suicide Terrorism: An 
International Conference (Herzliyya, Israel: ICT, 2001). 
3 Joyce M. Davis, Martyrs: Innocence, Vengeance and Despair in the Middle East (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003); Raphael Israeli, Islamikaze: Manifestations of Islamic Martyrology (New York: Frank 
Cass, 2003); Barbara Victor, Army of Roses: Inside the World of Palestinian Women Suicide Bombers 
(Emmaus, PA: Rodale, 2003); Christoph Reuter, My Life is a Weapon: A Modern History of Suicide 
Bombing (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004); Shaul Shay, The Shahids: Islam and Suicide 
Attacks (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2004); Ergün Capan, ed., An Islamic Perspective: Terror 
and Suicide Attacks (Somerset, N.J.: The Light, 2004); Anne Marie Oliver and Paul Steinberg, The Road to 
Martyr’s Square (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Farhad Khosrokhavar, Suicide Bombers: Allah’s 
New Martyrs, transl. David Macey (London: Pluto Press, 2005); Diego Gambetta, ed., Making Sense of 
Suicide Missions (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2005); Mia Bloom, Dying to Kill: The 
Allure of Suicide Terror (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005); Ami Pedahzur, Suicide Terrorism 
(London: Polity, 2005); and Nadia Taysir Dabbagh, Suicide in Palestine: Narratives of Despair 
(Northampton, MA: Interlink, 2005). 
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analysts have long decried. In Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism,4 

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 Win5—a total of 315 attacks—and in gathering sociological data 

                                                 
4 Robert A. Pape, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism. New York, N.Y.: Random 
House, 2005. 
5 Since the publication of Dying to Win, a larger dataset of suicide attacks has been published in the 
appendix of Ami Pedahzur, Suicide Terrorism (London: Polity, 2005).  
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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.6 

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 

                                                 
6 See, for example, Alan Krueger and Jitka Maleckova, “Education, Poverty, Political Violence and 
Terrorism: Is There a Causal Connection?,” NBER Working Paper No. 9074, July 2002; James A. Piazza, 
“Rooted in Poverty? Terrorism, Poor Economic Development and Social Cleavages, Terrorism and 
Political Violence, Spring 2005; and Alberto Abadie, “Poverty, Political Freedom, and the Roots of 
Terrorism,” NBER Working Paper No. w10859, October 2004. 
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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, I 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. I 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, I 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. I 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. I 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. I will also argue that Pape’s insistence that occupation is the 
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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. I 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.”7  

 

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.8 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 

                                                 
7 Assaf Moghadam, “The New Martyrs Go Global,” Boston Globe, 18 November 2005. 
8 This author strongly disagrees with the notion that suicide terrorism is significantly different from 
terrorism in general. I concur instead with Martha Crenshaw, who argues that “although the tactic [of 
suicide terrorism] may present itself as unique and innovative, it is a combination of familiar methods, 
targets, and motives. Thus suicide terrorism should be interpreted as a particular case of oppositional 
terrorism rather than as a sui generis phenomenon. It shares many of the properties of general terrorism.” 
Martha Crenshaw, “‘Suicide’ Terrorism in Comparative Perspective,” in International Policy Institute of 
Counter-Terrorism (ICT), Countering Suicide Terrorism: An International Conference (Herzliyya, Israel, 
and New York: ICT and Anti-Defamation League, 2002), 21. 
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Win,9 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.10 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.11 The first work cited by Pape in 

support of his argument is Martin Kramer’s “The Moral Logic of Hizbullah.”12 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.”13 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.14 In that article, Merari indeed labeled suicide terrorism as an irrational 

                                                 
9 Robert A. Pape, “The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism,” American Political Science Review 97.3 
(August 2003). 
10 Robert A. Pape, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism (New York: Random House, 
2005), 281, fn 15. 
11 A partial list of such works includes Ehud Sprinzak, “Rational Fanatics,” Foreign Policy 
(September/October 2000); Assaf Moghadam, “Palestinian Suicide Terrorism in the Second Intifada: 
Motivations and Organizational Aspects,” Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 26.2 (February/March 2003); 
Scott Atran, “Genesis of Suicide Terrorism,” Science 299 (March 7, 2003), 1534-1539; Bruce Hoffman and 
Gordon H. McCormick, “Terrorism, Signaling, and Suicide Attack,” Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 27.4 
(July/August 2004); Mia M. Bloom, Dying to Kill; and Ami Pedahzur, Suicide Terrorism. 
12 Martin Kramer, “The Moral Logic of Hizballah,” in Walter Reich, ed., Origins of Terrorism: 
Psychologies, Ideologies, Theologies, States of Mind (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 
1998), 131-160. 
13 Martin Kramer, “Political Science Targets Suicide Terrorism: Bystanders: Take Cover!,” available on the 
website of Martin Kramer, http://www.martinkramer.org/pages/899526/index.htm, last accessed 5 
November 2005. 
14 Ariel Merari, “The Readiness to Kill and Die: Suicidal Terrorism in the Middle East,” in Walter Reich, 
ed., Origins of Terrorism, 192-207. 
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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.15 The third and last article cited by 

Pape with regard to the “conventional wisdom” is an article by Jerrold Post entitled 

“Terrorist Psycho-Logic.”16 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.17 Of the 47 articles cited in that 

compilation, not a single article refers to suicide terrorism as an outcome of irrational 

behavior. 

                                                 
15 See, for example, Ariel Merari, “Suicide Terrorism,” in Robert I. Yufit and David Lester, eds., 
Assessment, Treatment, and Prevention of Suicidal Behavior (New York: Wiley, 2004), 431-454. See also 
Assaf Moghadam, “Fletcher Hosts Ariel Merari, Israeli Expert on Suicide Terrorism,” Fletcher Ledger, 4 
February 2002. Available at http://www.fletcherledger.com/archive/2002-02-04/020402-
NfinalSuicideTerrorism.htm. 
16 Jerrold M. Post, “Terrorist Psycho-Logic: Terrorist Behavior as a Product of Psychological Forces,” in 
Walter Reich, ed., Origins of Terrorism, 25-42. 
17 Allison Smith, “Summary of Research Conducted on Suicide Terrorism,” Science & Technology 
Directorate, U.S. Department of Homeland Security. Available online at 
http://www.nijpcs.org/terror/Smith%20Table.pdf, last accessed 5 November 2005. 
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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.18 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.  

                                                 
18 This section is based in part on Assaf Moghadam, “Defining Suicide Terrorism,” in Ami Pedahzur, ed., 
Suicide Terrorism: Root Causes of a Culture of Death (London: Routledge, 2006—forthcoming).  
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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,19 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.20 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 Pape21—is the organization that has staged most 

suicide terrorist attacks. Of the 75 suicide attacks carried out by the LTTE identified by 
                                                 
19 There is no universally accepted definition of terrorism, and not all definitions of terrorism define an act 
of terrorism as an attack on noncombatants or civilians. Some of the more frequently cited definitions, 
however, do. The U.S. State Department, for example, defines terrorism as “premeditated, politically 
motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents, 
usually intended to influence an audience.” Noncombatants include both civilians as well as military 
personnel who at the time of the incident are unarmed and/or not on duty. See U.S. Department of State, 
Patterns of Global Terrorism 2003, xii. Available online at 
http://www.state.gov/s/ct/rls/pgtrpt/2003/31880.htm, last accessed 14 December 2004. The full report is 
available at http://www.state.gov/s/ct/rls/pgtrpt/2003/. For a definition of terrorism that does not include a 
reference to noncombatants, see Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1998), 43. 
20 On how Pape labels his collection of data a collection of suicide “terrorist” attacks, see Robert A. Pape, 
Dying to Win, 39. Pape, for example, includes the February 27, 2002 suicide attack against an Israel 
Defense Forces (IDF) checkpoint as a suicide attack; a June 11, 200 attack by Chechen separatists at a 
military post in Grozny; the November 13, 1995 attack by Al Qaeda at a U.S. military base in Riyadh, 
Saudi Arabia; and a March 19, 1991 suicide truck bomb by the LTTE at a Sri Lankan army camp, to name 
a few. See the book’s appendix, 253-263. 
21 Pape’s description of the LTTE as a secular organization is itself problematic. As a recent study on the 
group concludes, the LTTE mobilizes “both the Hindu majority and a significant Christian minority within 
the Sri Lankan Tamil population via modalities that are deeply rooted in the lifestyles and religious 
practices of Tamils in India and Lanka.” See Michael Roberts, “Tamil Tiger ‘Martyrs’: Regenerating 
Divine Potency?” Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 28.6 (November/December 2005). On the point that 
LTTE has characteristics that are more in common with a religious cult than a stereotypical nationalist 
group like the IRA or ETA, see also Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism (revised edition) (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2006) [forthcoming]. 
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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,22 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 civilians23 (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 ’90 – 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 / PIJ 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 / PIJ 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 
the book’s appendix. 
23 In fact, a more updated database on suicide terrorism compiled by Ami Pedahzur confirms that Hamas 
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. 


