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“The martyr bets his life on a future of justice and freedom; the suicide bomber bets your life on it.” – Terry Eagleton, The Guardian
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In many parts of the world, suicide bombers are not looked at as murderers but as heroes fighting a cause.  This paper examines the tactics and motivations behind suicide bombers, the shifting profile of the men and women who carry out these missions, and what means are being used to stop the missions from meeting their deadly conclusions.  Various terrorists groups are looked at to see where suicide bombing first came from, how are they recruiting members to carryout these deadly missions and why is it so easy.  With the growing number of suicide attacks being committed is this the future of terrorism?  Have women now become the target of choice for recruitment?  There are a lot of questions, and noted, that the same motivations might not be what drives these individuals to commit these acts.  

Is the suicide bomber a soldier who is becoming obsolete or is it just the beginning of what is in store for Western Europe and Northern America?  As the number of deaths piles up, we need to look at the underlying cause of this Martyrdom or Madness.
"It was always my wish to turn my body into deadly shrapnel against the Zionists and to knock on the doors of heaven with the skulls of Zionists." 

· from a video of Reem al-Reyashi, age 22,
 Female Suicide Bomber, Left behind a son aged 3, 
and one year-old daughter
A look at the use of Suicide Bombers & Tactics
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Shhhhh!  The giant is sleeping.  The United States was indeed sleeping on the morning of 9-11.  The giant woke up to a reality that many Americans just could not wrap their arms around.  I imagine in some ways it must have been a lot like when Pearl Harbor was bombed by the Japanese.  The United States was under attack from terrorists.  The thing we weren’t prepared for was that there would be no one that we could blame this on immediately.  Americans after all always catch the bad guy and he pays, right?  But these bad ones would be forever silenced.  They died in completing their mission.  Despite the fact that many said it could be much worse, and that the attempt was in fact, poorly planned to some extent, it was a success.  It succeeded because it killed Americans.  It succeeded because it shocked and momentarily silenced a once proud and strong country.  The world held its breath to see what would come next.  I could write a whole paper on 9-11, but I just wanted to point out an example of suicide bombing at its finest.   The intensive training that goes into planning, the picking out of the right recruits, the training they had to undertake, the reconnaissance that was done, getting the operatives to their mission, and then once onboard to their targets.  A simple plan with an almost flawless execution, heralded as a success to those that hate us.  6.5 years later, the giant has fallen back to sleep.  Suicide bombers aren’t going to be staring out at us from our TV’s with foreign looking faces, and fierce male features.  Let’s go back to the beginning of the use of suicide bombers by terrorists.

When did Suicide Bombing become a favored tactic amongst terrorists?  While no one can exactly guess most experts, believe that the modern trend began in the1980s with the suicide bombings of both the U.S Marine Barracks and the French Paratrooper Headquarters in Beirut.  Both missions were unfortunately highly successful in killing many (A Global Threat, Jan. 2000).  

Suicide Terrorism is a growing global threat.  It is no longer viewed as a problem that involves areas like just the Middle East.  Recent reports have come out of South Asia, the United States (think 9-11), and areas of Indonesia, former Soviet Union region, Europe, Africa, just about everywhere (Threat, 2000).  There is a need for governments to start working together and cooperate “at a strategic and tactical level to disrupt suicide terrorism” (Threat, 2000).  


We know what suicide terrorism is.  It is the act of killing oneself while taking the lives of as many others as possible.  Sometimes the goal is small scale, other times it is on a much larger scale.  As the terrorism infrastructure grows globally, the threat of suicide terrorism increases.  It is very likely that the threat will grow for Western Europe and North America (Schweitzer, Suicide Terrorism, June 2004).   The two types of suicide terrorism you find are on the battlefield and off the battlefield.  On the battlefield would be where the “suicide bombers are integrated into the attacking groups” while off the battlefield usually involves a single suicide bomber – though a combination of the use of multiple suicide bombers can also be employed (Schweitzer, 2004).

Targets have ranged across the board and can be humans or infrastructure.  Targets can be directed at military, economic, political or religious interests.  Victims can range from tourists, police, and recruits, shoppers in a market, schoolchildren, the elderly, leaders, VIPs, and soldiers (Speckhard, Genesis of Suicide Terrorism, Feb. 2006). 
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There has long been this misnomer that the groups that use suicide bombers target only those targets within their own territory.  However, this has proven false.  Terrorist cells and plans are being found world wide.   Often the attraction of the use of suicide bombers for terrorism is that any size group can benefit from it, it is easy to plan and cheap to provide equipment for.  Because of some of these factors, this is the reason that terrorist groups are extending their reach far beyond their own “theatres of war” (Speckhard, 2006).  
The whole organization behind suicide planning is “extremely secretive”.  There are a number of factors for this.  The most important is that the success of the operation depends on loyal and strict following of rules every step of the way.  This means reconnaissance, rehearsal, and level of secrecy.  The biggest element to achieve success is the element of surprise by the target.  It is by using reconnaissance that a group is able to effectively plan and build a “scale model of the target” (Collins, Suicide Bombers, Feb. 2008).  The participants will gain knowledge, speed, accuracy and timing through repeated rehearsals.  This also provides insight to possible problems that could arise during the operation.  Careful planning is also done for getting the bomber to the target area and to the target itself.  The bomber is supported by a cell of terrorists to help the bomber conduct their mission.  Often providing shelter, food, materials, and other support functions until the operation is complete (Collins, 2008).  
It is imperative that the cell form a strong network of agents.  This “agent handling network” is the heart of the operation (Schweitzer, 2004).  Intelligence agencies have often used this as one means of penetrating a terrorist cell or operation.  The terrorists often use this method with sleeper agents, to gain intelligence as well.  These sleeper agents will provide intelligence on how to gain access to a desired target including possible ways to gain entry to the infrastructure.  This is why the United States is looking at hardening infrastructure to reduce the risk of becoming targets for terrorists.  
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There are several types of improvised explosive devices used by suicide bombers.  Human-borne suicide IEDs are explosives that are fastened to a bomber and the method that is most often used.  There are several methods that are commonly used to transport this type of IED, these include (Ghosh, Inside the mind of a Suicide Bomber, June 2005):
· Vehicle-borne suicide IEDs (cars, trucks, motorcycles)

· Naval craft-borne suicide IEDs (think USS Cole)

· Scuba diver-borne suicide IEDs

· Aerial (“microlight, glider, mini-helicopter”) borne suicide IEDs 

A common or traditional concept of security “is based on deterrence” (Speckhard, 2006).  The suicide bomber however, is dead when their mission is a success, thereby rendering the traditional concept of deterrence useless.    The suicide bomber need not worry about imprisonment, capture, and interrogation, as far as they are concerned, the end result is their death.  So to some degree the planning of a mission is really the first part, getting to the target, there is no need for a Plan B or means of escape, “the most difficult thing to plan”, is not an option (Speckhard, 2006).  There is also no worry that the organization will suffer when caught, because there is no being caught.  
"The first suicide operation in Chechnya began in the year 2000 using female bombers from the start." – Anne Speckhard, PhD



Motivations and Tactics



The profile of a suicide bomber use to be fairly simple.  They were a male, 17 to 22 years of age, unmarried, future prospects were bleak, little education, [image: image5.jpg]


deeply religious – fanatical even, believed in Islam’s promise of martyrdom and a place for himself, his family, and his friends in paradise, where 70 virgins would be there waiting for him (Ghosh, Inside the mind, June 2005).  Now suicide bombers include females, with children, financially sound, highly educated – master’s degree even, and they are the ones coming forward and volunteering to conduct these suicide missions, whereas before recruiting was a much more detailed and time consuming effort (Threat, 2000).  Why are they doing this?  In Palestine it is considered noble and dignifying to step forward and volunteer to carry out these acts of terror.  When 78% of the population in the Gaza Strip favors suicide bombs over peace talks, one can see a culture that feels individual sacrifice benefits the good of all when seeking revenge (ABC News, Suicide Blast, Feb. 2008).  

The study of suicide terrorism is a difficult one.  Unless the bombing was unsuccessful, the bomber dies in the attack so no interviews can be conducted to verify their motivations and reasoning behind their act (Speckhard, 2006).  To reconstruct the motivations behind these terrorists, their families, close associates, and hostages that were held and had interactions with the terrorists must be interviewed.  In a study conducted on Chechen suicide terrorists the author stated that:
“The important question in studying suicide terrorism is to learn what factors enable and even propel an individual to take the step of not only being willing to kill, but to deliberately die in order to kill others. The answer lies in analysis of a combination of four main factors interacting to create the psychosocial and political context for becoming a suicide terrorist. On the individual level there is a combination of personal, familial, community, sociological, political, economic, nationalistic, religious, and psychological motivations that interplay in choosing to become a “martyr”. On the organizational level there is the political context in which organizations choose to embrace suicide terrorism as a tactic. On the society level there are the social dynamics that enable organizations to access a ready pool of recruits; and between all three there is an ideology that resonates.” (Speckhard, 2006)  

For every terrorist organization, there is a different motivation.   There is a rise in Ethno-nationalist and/or religious ideologies.  At the same time, there is a decline in Marxist, Leninist, Maoist ideologies.   The Female suicide bomber presents an interesting dilemma (Handwerk, Female Suicide Bombers, Dec. 2004).   Those groups that favor Islam have [image: image6.jpg]


constrained the use of women while others have discouraged their use like the PIJ.  However, a higher percentage of women are being suited up and sent on suicide missions.    A visible example would be that of Rajiv Gandhi who was killed by a female suicide bomber in India (Handwerk, 2004).   Women are an optimal choice for secular groups – women blend, and are unsuspecting.  Because of the culture in the Middle East and South Asia, women are searched less than men.  Lastly, women can also appear to be pregnant and disguise a large area to belt in explosives (Ghosh, 2005). 

“When a teenage girl suicide bomber recently left a taped message speaking of "sleeping Arab armies" and ineffective governments allowing girls to do the fighting, her handlers knew well how this would play among the masses” (Gunaratna, Frontline World, 2002)  

This is a prime example of why suicide bombing “takes root” (Schweitzer, 2004).    The population begins to feel desperate and can no longer rely on government to solve issues.  The Palestinians are leaning away from religion as a motivation.  Suicide bombing is favorable to them because it is viewed as intolerable by Israel.  Many groups are starting to use groups that favor suicide bombing like Hamas, as the model to go by (Suicide Blast, 2008).

“We tend to imagine suicide bombers as hardened, bloodthirsty killers. But most people aren’t nearly as ready to commit violence as you think. It’s actually the quiet, docile members of the middle class who make the best human explosive devices. And that’s what makes this weapon of mass murder so hard to stop.” 
- Randall Collins
Volunteers and the Ease of the Act
In Iraq, many young men who already bare the experience of battle as insurgents are asking their leaders to consider them for suicide missions.  For Marwan, a 20 year –old foot solider in the Abu Mousab al-Zarqawi terrorist group, getting your name on a list is a badge of honor.  It took him almost a year to get on it.  From the list, he may wait months before he is called to a mission.  He is ready to die (Ghosh, 2005).
Others are from middle class families who volunteer to go on suicide missions.  These volunteers do not seem prone to violence, or theatrics.  By all standards they seem normal and not blood thirsty or crazy (Collins, 2008).   Interesting that no form of violence “has a higher proportion of females than suicide bombers, even though females are usually more conformist than males” (Agencies warn of female, CNN, Feb. 2008).  Could it be that suicide bombing is in itself the easiest form of violence to carry-out?  It is hard for us to conceptualize that it is easy for someone to act violent and therefore this must be a shared common trait of suicide bombers.  This kind of thinking gets us nowhere.  As does assuming that “violent people are violent” and grow up in violent surroundings and is also incorrect (Agencies, 2008).  The suicide bomber does not use violence until the very end.  Up until the point of detonation, the bomber does not perform his act as violence at all.  There is no tension of confrontation (Speckhard, 2006).  
“Suicide bombing, in other words, is not just a matter of motivation; it is primarily a matter of technique. Violent political movements may embrace it for ideological purposes, but they use it mainly for a very simple reason: It works.”  - Anne Speckhard, PhD
Bit by bit Torn Apart, we never win, but the battle wages on for Toy Soldiers.” 
- Martika



Conclusion

Are we completely helpless from the onslaught of human bombs?  No, we are finding counter measures that are proving effective to some extent against these terrorists.  We need to look at how Israel conducts it’s counter measures.  There are only two real stages to prevent the attack.  These are planning phase and in the reaching the target phase.  If more layers of security are put between the bomber and his intended target, this increases the likelihood of preventing an attack before it occurs.    Many different technologies can be employed.  Sniffer dogs can be used to patrol a crowd or checkpoint in explosive detecting.  However, terrorist are always looking at ways around techniques employed to thwart their missions.  In the case of the sniffer dog, a terrorist group actually employed a dog handler to research the abilities of sniffer dogs.  It is only a matter of time before some terrorist group is able to come up with a way to thwart the sniffer dogs (Schweitzer, 2004).  

With newer technologies, the suicide bombers “suit” is also downsizing and becoming a lot easier to hide vs. the bulky initial suit used.  Things like breast bombs and belly bombs are likely in stages of development.  Because most of the materials used in making the suicide bomb are not made of electronics or use little of it, it is hard to detect a bomb on a person using detection devices (Collins, 2008).


As more and more operations are conducted away from their home territory and are crossing borders, it is very likely suicide bombings will continue to become a growing global threat (Threat, 2000).  We will start to see areas like Western Europe and North America affected.  What terrorist have that we don’t is time.  They wait patiently some suicide bombers wait years undercover for just the right moment.  As our technologies become more sophisticated so do that of the terrorists and yet there is a simplicity to the suicide bomb.   
So what can we do?  We have to change our mindset about who a suicide bomber is and what motivates them.  The stereotypical profile no longer works.  Human intelligence is something we have to ramp up on.  There needs to be a collective effort to database all suicide bombers and incidents.  This has been done to some extent but not on a global level.  The United States can no longer afford to live in denial that we are safe on our own shores.  As 9-11 proved to us, we are not.  Our biggest pride is our biggest security problem.  We are a country of many freedoms and unfortunately the terrorists take advantage of that.  We have to think like the Israelis’ and realize we are a nation under attack and at war.  We cannot afford to lose focus that is when our adversary is at their strongest.  They have all the time in the world and we do not.  It is time to wake the sleeping giant. 
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