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Abstract  
Based on reviewing the relevant literature, the author concludes that most suicide bombing approaches are (1) terrorist-centered, they focus on suicide bombers, their organizations, their culture, their competition…etc ignoring the effect of the target state’s repressive actions on the insurgent organizations’ choice of tactics and the magnitude of their suicide attacks (2) monocausal, they tend to focus on religious, strategic or other motivations to the exclusion of others. After making his case that harsh state Israeli repression is a major cause of Palestinian suicide bombing, the author concludes that the strong affects of harsh repression on suicide bombing does not mean that other factors, particularly strategic calculation and cultural influence, are irrelevant. Rather, he builds upon previous approaches and studies without agreeing with all of their assumptions and conclusions. The article ends by providing a variety of suggestions and ideas for future research.

Introduction
In 2006, the present author conducted 88 in-depth interviews with militant leaders and families of suicide bombers, and with the assistance of Robert Brym, created a database of collective violence events covering the period of 2000-05. We also supplemented this information with newspaper accounts, public opinion polls and secondary sources. This rich data have drawn our attention to the interaction between insurgents and the target state as the appropriate context for studying suicide bombing. This focus distinguishes the approach employed in this article from most other studies, which are terrorist-centered. That is, they focus on suicide bombers, their organizations, their culture, their strategic goals and the competition among organizations for popular support, ignoring the effect of the target state’s repressive actions on the insurgent organizations’ choice of tactics and the magnitude of their suicide attacks. As the author shows in this and other several published and forthcoming articles, moving the interaction between conflicting parties to the analytical foreground helps explain many of the unresolved puzzles in the field of terrorism studies.
 
Another main shortcoming in the existing approaches to studying the motivations of suicide bombers and their organizations is that they tend to be monocausal. They focus on religious, strategic or other motivations to the exclusion of others. They therefore tend to put suicide-bombing organizations worldwide in a single basket, dismissing the possibility that combined motivational logics and mixed rationales can appear in the same conflict if not in the same insurgent organization.
In this synthesizing article which aims to overcome the above deficiencies and after I explain the methodology I employed in my research, I review the relevant literature in the light of my findings. I highlight the strong effect of harsh state repression on suicide bombing during the Palestinian second intifada or uprising (2000-2005) at three levels of analysis; macro (insurgent community), meso (organizations), and micro (individual bombers). Then, which is the main objective of the article, I examine how my findings can be synthesized with findings of previous studies and approaches. Since good research raises at least as many questions as it answers, I end by devoting a section for suggestions for future research. 

Methodology

Unlike some other researchers (e.g., Robert Pape who examined, among other cases, the relationship between the magnitude of Israeli violence and the frequency of Palestinian suicide bombing quantitatively and only during three years of military occupation lasting 38 years -as of 2005), I employ the historical approach, recommended by many students of state repression.
 Specifically, I conducted 88 in-depth interviews with militant leaders and families of suicide bombers, and with the assistance of Robert Brym, created a database of collective violence events covering the period 2000-05.
 This information has been supplemented with newspaper accounts, public opinion polls and secondary sources. 

Interviews with organizational leaders. I interviewed 45 senior leaders of the most influential Palestinian political organizations (about seven from each organization), four of which employed suicide bombing (Hamas, Palestinian Islamic Jihad, Fatah, and PFLP) and two of which did not (DFLP, and PPP-the former Palestinian Communist Party). Of the former, two are religious and two secular. Interviews averaged about 90 minutes each and were conducted in the West Bank and Gaza in the spring and summer of 2006. 

Interviews with close relatives and friends of suicide bombers. I also conducted interviews with close relatives and friends of 42 suicide bombers, randomly selected from the pool of 173 Palestinian suicide bombers during the second intifada and representing about one-quarter of all Palestinian suicide bombers during the uprising. Almost all of the interviews took place in the homes of the suicide bombers, which gave me an opportunity to obtain much additional material, such as videotapes and last letters that suicide bombers left behind as well as hundreds of photographs.
 
Literature Review and Discussion 
Social scientists have sought to explain the growing incidence of suicide bombing since the

early 1980s by focusing on the alleged psychopathology of suicide bombers, the deprivations

they supposedly experience, the religious milieux from which they presumably originate, and

the degree to which suicide bombing serves their strategic interests. In the following literature review, I first briefly summarize these approaches and highlight their limitations and contributions then I turn to the variable which until recently has received scant attention in the terrorism literature: harsh state repression.
 

1. Psychopathology

In the late nineteenth century, social scientists first proposed that an irrational or pathological state of mind typically precipitates collective violence. The idea spread widely and is certainly evident in suicide bombing research.
 Some analysts assumed that suicide bombers are necessarily suicidal or suffer from some other psychological problems.

After reviewing the relevant literature, Brym and Araj concluded that individualistic explanations based on psychopathology are of no value in helping us understanding the rising incidence of suicide bombing. They, for example, cited a study by Robert Pape of all 462 suicide bombers who attacked targets worldwide between 1980 and 2003 in which he found among them only one case (a Chechen female) of probable mental retardation.  They maintain that evidence by other experts suggests that recruits who display signs of pathological behaviour are automatically weeded out for reasons of organizational security.

Finally, the data I have collected about Palestinian suicide bombers during the second intifada strongly undermines explanations that based on psychopathology. Forty of the 42 bombers in my sample were physically and mentally healthy. Only one had a mental disability. The Israeli internal security service recruited him to collect information on a local leader from Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ). However, the leader discovered the mole, and then gave him the opportunity to redeem himself by becoming a suicide bomber or face the consequences. When he blew himself up, several Israeli intelligence officers and soldiers were seriously injured.
In short, as McCauly put it “thirty years ago” psychological explanations of suicide terrorism “was taken very seriously, but thirty years of research has found little evidence that terrorists are suffering from psychopathology.” 

2. Deprivation 

A second theory of suicide bombing focuses on the deprivations, absolute or relative, that suicide bombers supposedly suffer.
 The deprivation approach has informed much suicide bombing research. Piazza concludes that scholars are “sharply divided on the relationship between poverty and suicide terrorism.”
 However, studies tend to suggest that suicide bombers are not especially deprived.
 The data I collected about 42 Palestinian suicide bombers during the second intifada does not support the argument that financial incentives motivated suicide bombers. For example, ninety-five percent of the respondents ruled out any effect of economic and financial factors on bombers’ motivations. In only two cases, family members said that the difficult economic situation of the family contributed to the decision to engage in a suicide attack. Even in these two cases, economic factors were not the main motivation. Several factors support the respondents’ views on the relative insignificance of economic and financial factors. The suicide bombers were class-heterogeneous, and the proportion of them who were poor or unemployed was not much different from the corresponding proportion in the population. I also found that the financial compensation families of bombers received after the suicide attack did not come close to covering the families’ losses, including in many cases its main provider, its home (typically destroyed by the Israeli army), and so on. In 56 percent of cases, the bomber was either the main provider or one of the providers for his or her family. Moreover, I found that before the suicide attacks, 82 percent of the families of suicide bombers that I interviewed owned their house or apartment. That figure dropped to 56 percent when asked about their current residence. Thus, about a quarter of the families in the sample did not have enough financial resources to rebuild their homes after the Israeli army destroyed them. Finally, I must also note that 62 percent of the bodies of the suicide bombers in my sample were interred in special military cemeteries inside Israel. For a family to obtain the body for burial in Palestine, it had to hire a lawyer and pay thousands of dollars to the lawyer and the Israeli government. Many of the bombers’ bodies are in fact still in the hand of the Israelis because their families cannot afford to recover them. 
3. Culture 

Merari noted that the most common explanation of suicide bombing emphasizes cultural factors, especially Islamic religious fanaticism. 
 Islamic religion, from this perspective, inclines Muslims to fanatic hatred of the West, violence, and in extreme cases, suicide attacks. Examples of researchers and studies make a link between suicide bombing including Palestinian suicide attacks and Islam are many.
  A typical representative of this line of thought is Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations thesis.
 Hunter who criticized Huntington for using religion inconsistently as the core and the defining element of a civilization, concludes that the conflict between some Muslims and Western states is mainly political rather than cultural. 

Other difficulties with the “clash of civilization” argument is that public opinion polls show that Arabs in the Middle East hold strongly favourable attitudes toward American culture and people. They hold strongly negative attitudes only toward American Middle East policy.

Also one must also bear in mind that suicide bombing has been used in non-Islamic societies and by Marxist or non Islamic organizations. Moreover, as Brym and Araj concluded, suicide attacks are by no means a constant in Islamic history. They appear in 11th century northern Persia, in the 18th century in parts of India, Indonesia and the Philippines, and in the late 20th and early 21st centuries in various parts of the Muslim world. The episodic nature of suicide attacks suggests that certain social and political circumstances may be decisive in determining which cultural resources are drawn upon at a given time to formulate tactics for collective violence. This shows “the difficulty of trying to explain political variables with cultural constants.”
 Another growing challenge faces the religious explanation, in my view, is the fact that many of the suicide attacks in the last a few years were “intra-civilization” conducted by Muslims against other Muslims in Pakistan, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Algeria…etc.  
Finally, I found that religion was the main motivation for only 24 percent of bombers in my sample, a secondary motivation for 48 percent, and a tertiary motivation for 5 percent. Not surprisingly, it was  found that religious belief figured much more prominently in the motivation of suicide bombers attached to Islamicist organizations (Hamas and PIJ) than in the motivation of suicide bombers attached to secular organizations (Fatah and PFLP).  In short, the majority of Palestinian bombers of the second intifada were not mainly motivated by religious inspiration. 
In conclusion, despite the objections mentioned above, my findings in this regard show that one can not dismiss entirely the effects of culture on suicide bombing. This issue will be discussed in depth in the last section. Let us now turn to more recent suicide bombing approaches; rational choice.  
4. Rational Choice Approaches 

There are two main versions of rational choice theory that attempt to explain suicide bombing – Robert Pape’s strategic choice theory and Mia Bloom’s outbidding thesis. 

Pape argues that suicide terrorism is primarily an extreme national liberation strategy used against foreign occupiers with a democratic political system. To support his claim that suicide bombing is a rational strategy, Pape notes that suicide attacks occur in clusters as part of a campaign by organized groups to achieve a political goal. In short, Pape claims that strategic rationality is evident in the timing, objectives and results of suicide bombings campaigns.
 

Brym and Araj found little evidence to support Pape’s contention that suicide attacks are timed to maximize the achievement of strategic or tactical goals; Moreover, contrary to Pape’s assertion, they found that the effect of suicide bombing was the opposite of what was intended by insurgents.

However, despite the limitations of Pape’s argument such as (1) ignoring the effects of other factors particularly harsh repression and religious inspiration on suicide bombing and (2) over-generalizing by putting most suicide bombing around the world in a single basket labelled “strategic,” thus, oversimplifying a complex reality, it represents a major step forward in understanding suicide bombing. First, for its emphasis on the political context of suicide bombing and second for shedding the light on one of the causal mechanisms accounting for the upsurge in suicide bombing in recent decades. As I explain below, strategic considerations were part of Hamas’s and PIJ’s logic for suicide bombing, while this was not the case for Fatah and the PFLP. Similarly, strategic considerations were one of the motivating factors for half of the bombers in my sample, albeit only of secondary and tertiary importance; “liberating the homeland” was mentioned as a motivation in just over half the cases. However, none of the bombers’ families said that liberating Palestine was the bomber’s main motive. It was the secondary motivation in five cases, and the tertiary motivation in sixteen cases. 

Bloom proposed that suicide attacks are a currency for outbidding rivals in the competition for popular support. From her perspective, terrorist groups use suicide bombing when other tactics fail and when they compete with other groups for popular and financial support.
 Brym and Araj reanalyzed Palestinian public opinion poll data to test Bloom’s argument. After correcting transcription errors in her data, they found that the correlation between popular support for suicide bombing and the frequency of suicide bombings in the preceding month fails to reach statistical significance at the .05 level.
 Araj also noted that Palestinian Islamic organizations (Hamas and PIJ) used suicide bombing even when Palestinian public support was very low (the 1990s wave).
 However, despite its limited explanatory power, Bloom’s thesis is useful and should be credited for acknowledging that harsh state repression may increase public support for suicide bombing. 
 Yet by regarding public opinion as the decisive variable influencing the frequency of suicide attacks, she ignores the direct effect of repression on insurgent organizations. This is no small matter in an era when an increasing number of suicide attacks are highly unpopular among Muslims because they are directed at Muslims and Islamic governments. 

Let us now turn to the variable which until recently has received scant attention in the terrorism literature.  

5. Harsh State Repression 

Araj maintains that “Suicide bombing is arguably the most extreme form of protest insofar as it requires the death of the protester and aims to inflict maximum damage on the target state or government. Since students of social movements have been investigating the relationship between harsh state repression and protest for three decades, students of suicide bombing can learn much from this body of literature.”
 Unlike the organizational level, the strong effect of state repression on the motivations of individual suicide bombers has been acknowledged, in one way or another, by previous researchers. However,  Even analysts who note in passing that state repression may influence the motivations of suicide bombers  do not regard state repression as among the most important explanatory variables or they have not shown how it operates in conjunction with other factors and at different levels of analysis (micro, meso and macro).
 In sum, Araj concludes, while the effect of harsh state repression on suicide bombing has received scant attention in the terrorism literature, “most students of social movements agree that it affects protesters’ choice of tactic.”
 Equipped with this empirically supported  theoretical claim and the data I have collected about Palestinian suicide bombing during the second intifada which witnessed more than four-fifth of all Palestinian suicide attacks (approximately 173 out of 200), I found that harsh state Israeli repression is a major cause of suicide bombing. 

To explain this main conclusion I turn now to summarise my findings regarding the strong effect of Israeli repression on Palestinian suicide bombing at three levels; macro (insurgent society), meso (insurgent organizations), and micro (individual bombers).
 

The macro level. During the 1990s, when Israeli repression was relatively moderate, Palestinian public support for suicide bombing was low (26.1 percent in the last poll before the second intifada). However, harsh Israeli repression under Prime Minister Barak’s government was the principal factor underlying the significant increase in Palestinian public support for suicide bombing in the first few months of the second intifada (66 percent). Ongoing repression under Ariel Sharon’s government (2001-05) played an important role in keeping support above the 50 percent mark. Although Palestinians became increasingly aware that suicide bombing had a radicalizing effect on Israeli public opinion, a strong negative effect on Israeli policy towards the Palestinians and their cause, and damaging consequences for the reputation of the Palestinian national struggle internationally, support for suicide bombing remained high. This fact demonstrates that the central mechanism suggested by Pape’s rational choice theory (that terrorists target the civilians of a democratic state to mobilize them to pressure their government to withdraw its forces) is only part of the story.
 In the Palestinian case, suicide bombing was not only a means of pushing Israelis to pressure their government, but also a means of punishing them for their silence regarding the harsh actions taken by their government. Strategic goals and religious beliefs, which vary little over time, cannot fully explain why, in just a few months, Palestinian society changed its position from opposing the killing of Israeli civilians to supporting or even demanding such acts. Harsh repression during those few months does explain the transformation. 

However, as the next two sections demonstrate, harsh state repression had direct effects on suicide bombers and insurgent organizations.

The meso level. Harsh military occupier repression did not just increase the frequency of suicide bombing as Pape argues.
 It was a major factor behind the decision of Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) to adopt the tactic in the first place. About half of the leaders I interviewed from these two organizations maintained that harsh state repression was the main factor behind the adoption of suicide bombing, while 40 percent held that strategic factors were most important. Both logics (retaliatory and strategic) co-existed within each of these religious organizations, although suicide bombing was more strategic for PIJ. In contrast, none of the 16 leaders from the two secular organizations that used suicide bombing perceived it as a liberation strategy. Tellingly, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) never launched a suicide attack until Israel assassinated its leader. In total, it conducted fewer than ten attacks – most of them soon after Israel assassinated one of its leaders or activists. The PFLP justified its attacks by pointing to the assassinations. The same applies to Fatah, the leading secular Palestinian organization, which was responsible for almost 32 percent of all Palestinian suicide bombers during the second intifada. Fatah’s suicide attacks which were conducted by its military wing and condemned, often strongly and publically, by its central leadership were revenge attacks, not strategic choices or the outcome of inter-organizational competition, as Pape and Bloom assert.

The micro level. The effect of harsh repression at the individual level is not weaker than its effects at the organizational and societal levels. I was able to identify the motivations of 40 out of 42 suicide bombers in my sample. Taking revenge because of Israeli action against Palestinians, motivated 39 of the 40 bombers. It was the principle motivation for 67 percent of the suicide bombers, the secondary motivation for 29 percent, and the tertiary motivation for 10 percent. This finding does not imply that Palestinian bombers were motivated by only one cause. On the contrary, they were motivated by multiple factors. State repression is only the most important. 

In the context of analyzing the effect of repression on suicide bombing at the micro, meso and macro levels, I have noticed mutually reinforcing effects among levels. Public support for suicide bombing turned individual bombers into heroes and thus encouraged more volunteers. Without individuals, organizations could not conduct suicide attacks and without enough volunteers suicide bombing campaigns would not have been possible. Also, it would have been hard for organizations to sustain and intensify such campaigns without popular support. Similarly, it is very unlikely that individual initiatives or non-organized suicide attacks could have continued and succeeded without the help of sponsoring organizations. 
However, as I show in the following concluding section, my argument that harsh state repression is a major cause of suicide bombing does not mean that other factors, such as strategic calculation and cultural influence, are irrelevant. 

Conclusion 

In sum, thirty years of research has found little evidence that suicide bombers suffer from psychopathology. Some scholars still debate whether deprivation or poverty incite suicide bombing, but most seem to agree that suicide bombers are not especially deprived. The evidence does not support purely cultural explanations. Rational choice theory represents an important advance but suffers from several weaknesses that I have outlined. On balance, we still do not have adequate answers to the question, “What are the causes and mechanisms of suicide bombings?”

The main previous four approaches to suicide bombing that I have reviewed all suffer from a set of common problems. First, they tend to ignore the effect of the target state’s repressive actions on the insurgent organizations’ choice of tactics and the magnitude of their suicide attacks. As we have seen, harsh state Israeli repression is a major cause of Palestinian suicide bombing. Understanding the effect of state repression is crucial to clarifying many of the unresolved puzzles concerning the rationales of organizations that employ suicide bombing, the motivations of individual bombers, and the reasons why this tactic has become popular in some societies.  Thus, one of the strengths of the methodology employed in my research is its multilevel analysis. Most of the existing approaches seem unable to explain suicide bombing at different levels of analysis consistently. For example, even if one were to agree that the psychological approach is relevant to understanding the motivations of individual bombers, that approach cannot be used to account for the motivations of organizations. A similar issue challenges rational-choice approaches – namely the “free rider” problem. That is, the benefits of a successful suicide bombing campaign would presumably be shared by all individual supporters of the group’s goals, regardless of the extent of their participation. In this case, why should a rational person become a suicide bomber given the high costs associated with violent resistance and the expectation that everyone who supports the cause will benefit, regardless of whether he or she participates? Only by undertaking a multilevel analysis can one overcome such theoretical problems.

Second, extant approaches to the study of suicide bombing tend to be monocausal, focusing on, say, religion or strategic calculation to the exclusion of other variables. Consequently, characterizations of individual suicide bombers and their organizations tend to be insufficiently nuanced; they fail to recognize the complex motivations that usually prompt suicide bombers to act and the hybrid rationales that inform insurgent organizations. Psychpathologists tend to argue as if deprivation, strategic calculation and culture do not matter; rational choice theorists as if culture and deprivation do not matter; and so on. Even within a single theoretical tradition, analysts typically argue as if only one variable matters to the exclusion of others. Thus, among cultural theorists, religion may be emphasized to the exclusion of non-religious values while among rational choice theorists, calculations aimed at gaining advantages over competing organizations may be stressed over other strategic considerations.
 Because of monocausal reasoning, groups that engage in suicide bombing are often characterized as monolithically “religious”, “strategic” or “competitive” organizations. Yet the appearance of suicide bombing in many countries and types of conflict (national, ethnic, inter-civilizational, intra-civilizational, local and global), the adoption of the tactic by diverse organizations (nationalist, Marxist, Islamic, and so on), and variation in the intensity of suicide attacks (episodic attacks versus coordinated campaigns) suggest the need for an approach that is prepared to entertain the possibility that suicide bombers and their organizations are motivated by multiple causes. As we have seen the motivations of suicide bombers are typically complex. They draw on the desire for revenge against repressive forces, religious inspiration and strategic calculations in various combinations.
Thus, contrary to existing analyses of suicide bombing, the approach I employed is multivariate. My argument that harsh state repression is a major cause of suicide bombing does not mean that other factors, particularly strategic calculation and cultural influence, are irrelevant. Rather, we can build upon previous studies without agreeing with all of their assumptions and conclusions. For example, Pape’s view of suicide bombing as a national liberation strategy is partly correct and represents a major theoretical breakthrough in understanding the causes of this global problem. As we saw, strategic considerations were part of Hamas’s and PIJ’s logic for suicide bombing, while this was not the case for Fatah and the PFLP. Similarly, strategic considerations were one of the motivating factors for half of the bombers, albeit only of secondary and tertiary importance. Synthesizing Pape’s rational strategic approach with my own ideas has led to development of a typology comprising three ideal types of organizational rationale underlying the use of suicide bombing. Suicide bombing may be (1) an extreme reaction to extreme state repression (Fatah and PFLP) (2) a combined reactive and strategic action (Hamas and PIJ), or (3) a purely strategic action (this does not exist, or does not exist yet in the Palestinian context). 

Contrary to Bloom, I found that Palestinian organizations are more sensitive to the external enemy than to interorganizational competition. However, Bloom’s analysis pointed me in the direction of understanding one of the mechanisms that explain how public support affects suicide bombing: State repression increases public support for suicide bombing, which in turn enhances organizational incentives to conduct suicide attacks. 

Contrary to Huntington and other scholars who advocate exclusively religious explanations to suicide bombing, I found that religious ideals were the main motivation for just 24 percent of the suicide bombers in my sample.
 I concluded that while the presence of certain cultural resources increases the probability that individual members of some cultural groups will engage in suicide attacks, one must be careful not to exaggerate the significance of these resources. Here again, my approach was synthetic. Just as Bloom’s work offered useful insights at the macro level, and Pape’s at the meso level, so did Huntington’s analysis helped us, in one way or another, better understand micro-level processes – although I found evidence contradicting the exclusivity of the arguments of all three scholars. 

I turn now to some suggestions for future research.
Suggestions for Future Research 

The findings of this study highlight the need to examine whether state repression has similar effects on suicide bombings in other conflicts. The indicators of such effects in countries that have witnessed suicide bombing are enough to stimulate the curiosity of researchers trying to make sense of suicide bombing. They include the effects of the 1983 attacks on Tamil civilians in Sri Lanka, the destruction of Kurdish villages by the Turkish army, the Russian bombing of population centres in Chechnya, the atrocities of the Ministry of Interior and security services against Sunni Muslims in Iraq, human rights violation by the US Army in Iraq, the killing of thousands of Afghan civilians by NATO forces, and the repression of Islamic groups by the state apparatuses of Egypt and Algeria in the 1990s as well as Pakistan after 2001. As this list suggests, many suicide bombings in recent decades have been intracivilizational, unpopular among Muslims, non-strategic (in the sense that they took place in countries that do not suffer from foreign occupation) and episodic (and therefore not part of any national liberation campaign).  To study such cases, we need more convincing approaches than those currently available. A focus on the effects of repression recommends itself as a fruitful direction for such research.

As noted earlier, Merari maintains that the most common explanation of suicide terrorism emphasizes cultural factors. Despite this fact, the effect of culture on suicide bombing still requires examination and clarification, partly because most of the scholars who have studied the subject focus on just one element of culture (religion) while ignoring other elements (such as social solidarity and values). 

Specifically, since suicide attacks are by no means a constant in Islamic history, we need to know under what conditions Muslims involved in a political cause use religion to promote suicide attacks. Do Muslims resort to suicide attacks only in periods when they are weak politically, economically, and/or militarily? If so, why did they not employ this tactic in the Middle East during the 18th, 19th, or early 20th centuries, when many Arab countries were under Western military occupation, including the brutal French occupation of Algeria (which lasted about 130 years and witnessed the slaughter of hundreds of thousands of Muslims), British colonial rule in Palestine (1917-48), the Italian occupation of Libya, and so on? Is it because the level of religiosity was low, or at least lower than or different from the level of religiosity in the post-Iranian-Revolution Islamic world? In the same context, why has suicide bombing appeared in some Islamic countries or communities but not in others? Why, for example, did Muslims use suicide bombing in Chechnya but not in Bosnia despite the many similarities between both communities and conflicts? 

Since suicide attacks have been used in non-Islamic countries, such as Japan and Sri Lanka, we still need to know what Japanese, Sri Lankan, and Islamic cultures have in common that promote the adoption of the tactic. Similarly, one could ask why suicide bombing has not appeared in some Western countries or cultures at times when these countries were under direct military occupation and subjected to even higher level of repression or state violence than the Palestinians are. Obvious cases include European countries that fell under Nazi control during World War II. Similarly, why did Jews – one of the first groups to employ suicide missions – not employ this tactic when they were subjected to perhaps one of the most tragic massacre in human history during World War II?
 Is their failure to do so related to the availability of other types of weapons, or the influence of Western “individualistic culture” on Jewish activists during the war? These questions suggest that while harsh state repression may be a factor underlying the adoption of suicide bombing in some conflicts, other conflicts involving harsh repression have not given rise to suicide bombing. We need to know the conditions, including the cultural context, under which harsh state repression has different effects. 

One possibility is that suicide attacks are a form of what Emile Durkheim called “altruistic suicide,” which, he argued, tends to be most frequent among the most highly integrated or solidary groups.
 All else the same, are highly integrated groups – those in which individuals are most likely to share a common moral code that – especially prone to engage in suicide attacks? Only comparative analysis can determine whether level of solidarity accounts for the different effects of harsh state repression.

It is also necessary to examine whether other elements of culture, such as norms and values, have an effect on suicide bombing and if so, how and to what degree? Recall the police officer mentioned earlier who blew himself up partly because he was afraid that the family of his victim might come after him. This case suggests what anthropologists have long known: revenge has deep roots in Arabic culture, extending to pre-Islamic times, partly because of the historical weakness, even absence, of the state in the Arab world. My guess is that tens of Palestinians die every year in the West Bank and Gaza due to revenge-related crimes. If this practice is widespread even in internal disputes, then avenging the death of a close relative who has been killed by an external enemy becomes less surprising. Studying the effects of culture on suicide bombing may need to take a direction other than the Islamophobic approach so common today. 
We also need to examine whether the types of organizational rationales for suicide bombing I have identified (suicide bombing as an extreme reaction to extreme state repression, a combined reactive and strategic action, or a purely strategic action) can usefully classify suicide bombing organizations worldwide. This kind of research seems especially important because different policy recommendations may be required for different types of organizations.

Finally, we have seen that the motivations of the Palestinian suicide bombers of the second intifada were typically complex, most frequently drawing on the desire for revenge against repressive forces as a primary motivation and religious inspiration and strategic calculations as secondary and tertiary motivations, respectively. However, we do not know how these motivations emerged in the life-course of suicide bombers. Nor do we know how different motives influenced each other. This knowledge can be gained either by re-interviewing a subsample of the family members who were interviewed for this study or by conducting similar research in other contexts.
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