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Chapter One: Introduction 

On April 16, 1993, Sahar Tama Nabulsi, an operative for the Palestinian 

organization Hamas, parked his explosive-laden car between two buses in the parking lot 

of a restaurant run by members of a nearby Orthodox Jewish settlement in the Jordan 

valley; a restaurant at which Israeli soldiers often stopped during travels between their 

homes and bases. N abulsi then detonated the explosive devices, killing himself and one 

other person. I Although the operation killed few people, the Israeli govemment and 

public met the incident with great astonislunent. Hezbollah, a Lebanese terrorist 

organization founded by Shiite Muslims, had engaged in suicide attacks since the 1983 

when one of their operatives blew himself up in a stolen commercial vehicle outside of 

the American embassy in Beirut. However, the explosion at the Israeli restaurant was the 

first of the kind in Israel. 2 

As incidences of suicide terrorism have risen arollnd the globe over the past few 

decades, so too has scholarly fascination with the subject. But what exactly is suicide 

terrorism? Does the phenomenon include an incident in which a person is prepared to die 

in an attack? Any soldier enters battle knowing that he may not retum alive. However, 

suicide terrorism involves a unique combination of religious violence (murder) and self

sacrifice. Suicide terrorists know not just the possihi/i(y of their death, but the certain(y 

of their death. In many cases, an attack may have yielded similar results, without the 

death of the perpetrator. Nevertheless, suicide bombers do not plan for a getaway and 

often leave a testimony detailing their intentions. 3 The death of the attacker becomes an 

integral element of the attack-he desires to kill himself as well as his enemy. This 
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seemingly senseless fact explains why the motivations and purposes behind suicide 

missions have become the subject of intense study. 

Background 
Since the 1980s, scholars have given many explanations to the phenomenon of 

suicide terrorism, comparing and connecting it to similar occurrences of religious 

martyrdom throughout history. The majority of these examples have come from within 

the three Abrahamic traditions: Judaism, Islam, and Christianity. The Jewish Zealots-

Sicarii (73 B.C. - 40 B.C.) were one ofthe first groups to sacrifice their lives while 

defending their religion. The group was known as Sicarii because of their use of the 

dagger (sica) to attack Romans in Judea. The Sicarii ("dagger-men") would penetrate 

into Roman camps in order to stab Roman soldiers and Jewish collaborators. 

Importantly, the Zealots-Sicmii took no measures to cover up their attacks, making 

capture and subsequent death both possible and likely. For instance, the Jewish historian 

Josephus wrote of a group of Jews caught attempting to assassinate the Roman emperor 

Herod: 

They showed no repentance and did not deny the act. On the contrary, 
they openly displayed their daggers and freely confessed that the 
ollspiracy was justified and had taken place because of their fear of 

GQd ... 4 

Ideologically, the actions of the Zealots-Sicarii were inspired by the model of Phineas, a 

high priest during the time of Moses, who righteously killed a tribal chief and his 

concubine after they "flaunted their zeal for God in a sacred site.,,5 DUling this time, 

Israel tolerated apostasy and other sins. The actions of Phineas averted a plague intended 

to punish the community and brought about a Holy War against Canaan. 
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The Zealots-Sicarii desired to rid Judea of Roman influence, stir up rebellion 

among the Jews, to prevent the possibility of reconciliation between the Jews and the 

Romans, and to bring about messianic redemption. 6 Within Judea's Jewish population, 

the Zealots received enough support to fonn a mass uprising. David Rapoport (1984) 

explains that this was the result of the fact that "J ewish apocalyptic prophecies visualize 

the signs of the imminence of the messiah as a series of massive catastrophes." 7 As a 

result of this prophecy, the Jewish people existed in a state of expectation and frequently 

saw signs that the End of Days was near. However, the Jewish uprising was ultimately 

crushed, ending in another example of self-sacrifice at the fortress of Masada where close 

to 1000 people killed each other in order to deny the Romans their capture. 

The Ismaili Assassins engaged in a similar from of self-sacrifice which developed 

between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. According to Farhad Khosrokhavar 

(2005), the organization was a Shiite sect whose members "were willing to die for the 

sacred cause defined by their religious leader (dai)" and strove to assassinate dignitaries 

of the Seljuk Empire.8 The group was made up of a network of cells in sympathetic cities 

who worked out of fortresses that they had captured. The attackers were primarily boys 

taken from the countryside and educated in weaponry, deception, and anything else that 

would help them succeed in their missions.9 Concealing their real identities, they often 

infiltrated the households and became servants to the men they would stab to death. The 

Assassins knew that they would not survive the attack; in fact, to survive seems to have 

been shameful. 10 Their weapon of choice was a dagger, rather than poison or other 

weapons by which they would have been more protected. After the attack, the assassin 

would either allow himself to be killed or commit suicide. 
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This emphasis on self-sacrifice was heavily influenced by Shiite veneration of the 

martyrdom of Husayn at the Battle of Karbala in 680 A.D., and Assassins were educated 

in order to prepare themselves for martyrdom. Assassins believed that their sacrifice 

would lead them to paradise. They also believed that their actions would purify Islam. 

They rebelled against the existing Sunni order and desired to create a new Islamic 

Community of Believers. Their assassinations were intended to disrupt and destroy the 

Sunni empire to make place for this new community. 

Throughout Christianity's history, there have been many instances ofmatiyrdom. 

Even for the early Christians who were oppressed by the Roman Empire, to be a martyr 

was to be a soldier engaged in a holy battle. Michael Gaddis (2005) writes: 

The martyrs themselves, as well as the larger Christian community in 
which their stories circulated, understood their ordeal in terms of struggle, 
active sphitual combat against the forces of evil. Athletic and military 
metaphors pervaded early Christian literature: The martyrs were 
champions of God, soldiers of Christ. j 1 

From its beginning, Christian martyrdom was characterized by the idea of standing by 

their faith, a refusal to obey the Roman emperor, and the acceptance of their own death as 

a result. 

One of the more radical and violent Christian sects came into existence after the 

conversion of the Roman emperor Constantine to Christianity. The Donatists (fourth 

century A.D.), a Christian sect in NOlih Africa, rebelled against the Roman Empire, 

believing its fonn of Christianity to be too closely related to the state and equivalent to 

paganism. 12 By this understanding, they experienced matiyrdom in a similar way as did 

the early Christians. However, Gaddis explains that the Circumcellions, the Donatist's 
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militant wing, were "as prepared to inflict violence as the martyrs had been to suffer for 

The Circumcellions, and Donatists in general, were characterized by a strong 

desire for martyrdom. However, they believed that suicide would not lead them to 

achieve this end and, thus, attempted to sacrifice themselves by other means. For 

example, they were well known for jumping off cliffs, so that the rocks, rather than their 

own hands, would kill them. In addition, Optatus, a Catholic bishop in Numidia, wrote in 

the 360s, that to the Circumcellions "had belonged those who, in their false desire for 

martyrdom used to bring assailants on themselves for their own destruction.,,14 By 

provoking others to kill them, the Circumcellions could not be accused of <;:ommitting 

suicide. 

In their attempts to fight against paganism and to obtain martyrdom, the 

Circumcellions also engaged in religious violence. Initially, they attacked objects

smashing idols and buming churches. In response, Augustine wrote condescendingly 

that the Circumcellions only wished for a dramatic martyrdom; that they did not actually 

care whether they succeeded in smashing the idols. 15 However, as the Catholic Church 

began to crackdown on the sect and to avoid measures that might make Circumcellions 

into martyrs, the group shifted towards direct attacks on members of the Catholic clergy. 

They rationalized these actions by attacking only with clubs, not swords, claiming that, 

since they did not draw blood with swords, they perpetrated no violence. 16 Nevertheless, 

this increase in aggression signaled an increasing desperation within the movement, and 

it soon collapsed under imperial repression. 
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More recent traditions of self-sacrifice c'ombined with violence have been carried 

out by Islamic activists. These include the actions of the militant Khalsa group-a Sikh 

sect founded in 1699 by Guru Tegh Bahadur, the tenth and last Guru. 17 This militant sect 

revered martyrdom. Even more recently, Muslims in Malabar, Aceh, and the Philippines 

engaged in suicide attacks during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In Malabar, 

"Jihadis" would kill as many of the ruling Spaniards as they could before being killed 

themselves. These individuals signaled their commitment to the cause by "divorcing 

their wives, dressing in a white, uncut cloth (the gannent used for the Muslim pilgrimage 

for the Hajj and for burial) and participating in a religious ceremony to make their 

commitment ilTeversible."] 8 However, the efforts of each of these three groups in Sough 

Asia ended as the communities found themselves in a political environment where they 

could use other means to achieve their goals. 

Within the modern period, the first instance of martyrdom within a wider battle 

comes from the Japanese kamikaze pilots who crashed their planes into Allied ships 

during World War 1.1. Despite the fact that these efforts made little difference in the war, 

men continued to volunteer for the task. The reason for these actions lies in the 

traditional Japanese world view and in the way in which Japanese citizens were educated 

to understand it. According to Japan's ancient cosmology, the country has divine origins. 

Two kami (divine spirits) named Izanagi (male) and Izanami (female) created the land 

through their sexual union. As a result, the Japanese understood their nation to be at the 

center of the cosmos. In addition, the first emperor Jimmu Tenno was believed to be a 

direct descendent of Amarterasu-Omikami, the Sun Goddess who founded the nation, and 
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all subsequent emperors were descended from him. As such, the Japanese mler (and the 

people of Japan) was conceived of as being divine. 19 

Modern Japanese nationalism, which arose after Japan's first contacts with the 

West and the Meiji Restoration of 1868, incorporated these ideas. As Japan was forced 

to reckon with the outside world, its world view became such that it conceived of Japan 

as wholly pure and good and the outside world as evil. These ideas were taught to 

Japanese children from grade school on, and can be seen in the discussions of Japanese 

fairytales. For example, the most popular tale includes the story of a boy named 

Momotaro who grows up, travels to "Devil's Island," and conquers the devil there. 

Vatious readings of this story, in conjunction with other fairytales, demonstrate that 

Momotaro represents Japan, the good, while the Devil represents the outside world, the 

evil.2o Ultimately, this Japanese world view and the way in which the Japanese were 

taught of their nation's superiority allowed Japanese fighters to fly their planes into 

enemy ships-sacrificing themselves under the order of their divine emperor and for the 

sake of their nation. This task was further facilitated by the fact that soldiers were taught 

that they would become divine if they died in battle, and that they would be worshiped at 

Yasukuni Shrine where Japan's guardian spirits are buried. 21 

Modern suicide bombing closely resembles that of the kamikaze pilots. From its 

beginning in Lebanon in the 1980s, it has spread around the globe to various conflicts. 

The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam have attacked Sri Lankan political leaders; the 

Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) have engaged in suicide bombings against the Turkish 

government and military; rebel groups in Chechnya blow themselves up near Russian 

targets; Kashmir rebels conduct similar operations in India; the transnational organization 
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al-Qaeda focuses mainly on American targets; and Palestinian groups like the Islamic 

Resistance Movement (Hamas), Palestinian Islamic Jihad, and the Palestinian National 

Liberation Movement (Fatah) use suicide attacks against Israeli civilians and troops. 

These groups all tend to be made up of individuals of the same religious background, 

and, indeed, suicide tenorism has been widely linked to religious fanaticism. It is 

interesting to consider what role religious belief has played in each situation. 

This paper will, thus, examine the way in which Islam has influenced Palestinian 

suicide bombers from both religious and national groups. While religion has not 

necessarily been a motivating factor for Palestinian ten'orists, it has played a large role in 

helping suicide bombers to rationalize their actions to themselves and their communities. 

Islamic beliefs have enabled the attackers to understand their own suicide tenorism as 

religious acts, sanctioned and even commanded by God. Indeed, it is no surprise that, for 

the first eight years, Palestinian suicide attacks came solely from the Islamist 

organizations Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad. This paper will demonstrate that 

these attacks were enshrouded in Islamist ideology and would not have occuned without 

such thought. Furthe11110re, this system of belief penetrated deeper into Palestinian 

society with the failure of the Peace Process and the worsening of conditions within the 

Palestinian Territories. This paper will also show that, as the Palestinian community 

began to believe that suicide tenorism was the only means by which Israel could be 

fought, religious belief became the instrument through which these actions were justified 

and understood. 
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Recent Theories 
Since the first modem suicide attack in Lebanon, scholars have attempted to 

explain suicide terrorism by focusing on elements that would allow an individual to 

suspend nonnal judgment and the natural impulse to live.22 For example, Ariel Merari 

has written about the ways in which ten"OIist organization train and even "brainwash" 

their suicide bombers so that they do not back out of their missions. Martyr videos are 

one tec1mique used in such efforts. Merari explains "As soon as they make their final 

videotape, which forces them to state their intentions immediately before they set off on 

their mission, it puts the suicide bomber in a situation that he can't get out of. .. he or she 

is doomed to carry out the attack. ,,23 If the indi vidual does not calTY out the attack, he is 

branded a coward. Popular opinion has, thus, seen modem suicide bombers to be 

irrational and/or suicidal persons. 

However, these individuals generally exhibit none of the risk factors associated 

with psychological illness. 24 Indeed, terrorist organizations actually refuse missions for 

individuals exhibiting signs such signs of distress. For example, one member of 

Palestinian Islamic Jihad explained, "We do not take depressed people. If there were a 

one-in-a-thousand chance that a person was suicidal we would not allow him to maliyr 

himself. In order to be a martyr bomber, you have to want to live.,,25 Although the logic 

seems convoluted, to allow a suicidal person to engage in a suicide mission is to allow 

them to commit suicide-an act that goes against Islam. On the other hand, to allow a 

person who values life to engage in a suicide mission is to allow them to become a 

martyr. The desire for life is an important aspect of Islamic martyrdom. 

Other scholars have considered more economic motivations such as despair 

stemming from poverty and lack of education. These thinkers believed that suicide 
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bombers were people who had little other choice in life. However, evidence shows that 

the most suicide bombers are well educated and tend to come from the middle- or upper-

classes.26 

In the face of these disproved theories, the growing consensus focuses more on 

the political reasons behind the actions of suicide bombers. For example, Robert Pape 

(2005) explains that suicide telTorism develops in cases of nationalistic resistance. Pape 

writes that suicide telTorism is a very specific phenomenon, primarily a response to the 

tenitorial occupation of one's own Gountry by another. He explains "what nearly all 

suicide telTorist attacks have in common is a specific secular and strategic goal: to 

compel modem democracies to withdraw military forces from telTitory that telTorists 

consider to be their homeland.,,27 Pape bases his conclusions on three general patterns: 

that suicide attacks almost always occur as part of organized campaigns; that democratic 

states are more vulnerable to such attacks; and that telTor campaigns are always directed 

toward a strategic objective. 

According to this framework, individuals become suicide telTorists because they 

feel a strong connection to their oppressed community. For example, telTorist 

organizations, such as the Palestinian organization Hamas, are often very involved with 

their society. They support chmitable institutions and service organizations that provide 

social and financial support to the Palestinian community. Indeed, this network of 

organizations significantly contributes to the legitimacy of suicide telTOlism among the 

Palestinian population. Pape writes: 

By providing collective goods that are otherwise unavailable, Hamas 
sends a credible signal that the sacrifices it demands of its members 
actually benefit the community as a whole. This increases the willingness 
of individuals who do want to sacrifice for the community to act of this 
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motivation, because they are now confident that their self-sacrifice will be 
. d 1 . d' 28 Vlewe as t ley mten It. 

By acting under the auspices of a telTorist organization, a suicide bomber becomes 

confident that his actions will be seen as a sacrifice for his oppressed community. 

Similarly, Ami Pedahzur (2005) argues against the widely-held view that suicide 

terrorism is perpetrated by fanatical and ilTational religious zealots. Instead, he writes 

that suicide telTorism is a rationally planned and calculated phenomenon. To this end, he 

notes that 95% of attacks come from well-established organizations; that suicide 

operations are generally employed in tenitorial conflicts against a foreign military 

presence; that attacks often occur as part of an organized terror campaign; that nearly 

70% of attacks are aimed at democratic countries; and that tactics (such as the use of car 

bombs) used by one organization often spread to others.29 

One can see the rational nature of organizations that suppOli suicide telTorism in 

the ways that they compete for support among the society. Mia Bloom (2005) is perhaps 

the main proponent of this theory which she calls "public support, market share, and 

outbidding." Bloom argues that suicide terrorism arises because of competition for 

leadership within the Palestinian community. For example, suicide bombings between 

1994 and 1996 were used to undennine the Palestinian Authority's legitimacy, and later 

bombings destabilized Yasar Arafat's monopoly on the legitimate use of force within the 

developing Palestinian state. 3D By 2000, Palestinians increasingly felt that the Palestinian 

Authority was not meeting their needs, and Hamas and Islamic Jihad began increasing the 

number of attacks. 

Pedahzur agrees that these organizations only send members on suicide missions 

when it will enhance public support. For example, at the beginning of the al-Aqsa 
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Intifada in September 2000, support for Hamas' suicide operations increased dramatically 

among the Palestinian population. Pedahzur writes "Sending suicide bombers into the 

streets of Israel at that time wore away the little hope that still remained among the Israeli 

public regarding the peace process.,,3] Ultimately, peace negotiations with Israel fell 

apart, creating a more equal balance of power with Israel. In response, Fatah, a secular 

organization affiliated with the Palestinian Authority, also adopted suicide tenorism. 

Along these lines, Pedahzur takes a look at the factors that drive an individual 

tenorist to commit himself to a suicide attack. He distinguishes between two types of 

attackers: those who are committed members of the organizations and those who the 

organization recruits specifically for a suicide attack. Pedahzur also notes that 

Palestinian suicide terrorism can be divided into two waves. The first wave (April 1993-

September 2000) was perpetrated mainly by members of Ham as and Palestinian Islamic 

Jihad (both religious organizations) who desired to "fulfill their duty as devout members 

of their organizations.32" The second wave (October 2000-September 2004) was 

primarily made up of individuals with little religious background. For the most part, 

these individuals were people who had been recruited or had volunteered specifically for 

a suicide mission. According to Pedahzur, they chose to take part in a suicide mission 

after some sort of personal crisis such as the death of a loved one in the contlict or 

financial problems. Pedahzur writes that "Such a mission may be perceived by this 

individual as an ultimate vehicle for revenge, a way to gain personal rehabilitation and 

even a channel for securing the financial future of his or her family.,,33 These individuals 

may also believe a suicide attack to be the only reasonable response to the pain afflicted 

on their community. 
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Pape, Pedahzur, and Bloom help illuminate important reasons for the actions of 

suicide bombers and the organizations with which they are affiliated. The reasons they 

give are as follows: a reaction to foreign occupation (by a democratic country); the desire 

to revenge acts perpetrated by the occupying power; a struggle for power by the 

organizations themselves; and financial and personal crisis in the lives of the bombers. 

These reasons are all important to consider, but, at least in the case of Palestinian suicide 

terrorism, they seem to discount one of the most impOliant and influential factors: the 

role of Islam within the Palestinian community. 

Pape, for example, writes that "Religion is rarely the root cause [for suicide 

ten'orism], although it is often used as a tool by terrorist organizations in recruiting and in 

other efforts in service of the broader strategic objective.,,34 Meanwhile, Pedahzur argues 

that certain cultures are more likely than others to breed suicide terrorism. For example, 

altruistic reasons for suicide are more prevalent in Eastern cultures, * and these cultures 

also regard death as less threatening. 35 Although Pedahzur makes no mention of Islam, it 

is important to remember that religion is inextricably linked with culture in the Middle 

East. 

The political and personal causes elucidated by present scholarship are indeed 

important factors in motivating Palestinian suicide bombers. However, they do not fully 

explain how suicide attackers are able to engage in their attacks without themselves or 

their community believing the acts to be immoral. This paper will work to discover how 

religion motivates Palestinian suicide bombers and will argue that, in the Palestinian case, 

these suicide bombings would not occur without the influence of Islam. In his analysis of 

suicide attackers, Jon Elster (2005) differentiates between the reasons (motivations and 

• This concept will be discussed more fully in the next chapter. 
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beliefs) and the causes behind their actions. He writes, "Resentment, for instance, is a 

cause rather than a reason. The desire for national liberation is a reason rather than a 

cause.,,36 Although semantics may seem to be the only difference between the reasons 

and causes behind the actions of suicide bombers; this differentiation helps explain 

Islam's role. Palestinian beliefs in maIiyrdom and the afterlife playa strong role in 

justifying the actions of suicide bombers. However, the political situation-the conflict 

with Israel-is the cause that allows these reasons to come into play. 

Some recent scholarship does help clarify the role of Islam in the Palestinian 

community. For example, Nichole Argo offers the idea of a "Palestinian Martyrdom 

Complex." She writes that this "idea is premised on findings that an individual's esteem 

is bound to group status; it recognizes a role for emotion (i.e. resentment) in attitude 

fonnation and impetus to some fonn of resistance .. .It expounds upon how a culture 

within an asymmetric 'state of war' transfonns individual risk and loss into group status 

and benefit.,,37 Within the complex, Argo explains how personal psychological 

motivations created a Willingness to die and political motivations create a Willingness to 

kill. Religious, economic, nationalist, and sociological circumstances then make this loss 

meaningful. 

In addition, Anne Marie Oliver and Paul Steinberg (2005), observe how the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict has heightened the religious influence in Palestinian society. 

They write: 

Indeed it would not be too far off the mark to say that the Isfaeli
Palestinian conflict has itself become the crux of a new religion. 
piggybacking the old, transmuting its power while denying its 
origins ... Even when, or perhaps especially when, the most banal events 
are related, the language inevitably references God, and even when 
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scripture, that most vertical of languages, is not directly quoted, it lingers 
in the background, tenacious and detenninative. 38 

Oliver and Steinberg observe how the concept of martyrdom has pe1111eated Palestinian 

culture to the point where parents photograph their babies and toddlers dressed as suicide 

bombers, and popular soccer toumaments are named after martyrs. Factors other than 

religion also give meaning to the Palestinian conflict, but the religious context cannot be 

ignored. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Frameworks 

Palestinian suicide telTOlism reflects three distinct phenomena: religious violence, 

martyrdom, and suicide. In the minds of suicide bombers, such telTorism is an act of . 

violence that occurs as pmi of a holy war. It is significant that, although other factors 

may contribute to the individual's decision to engage in religious violence, he explains 

and rationalizes the act in religious tenns. l The desire to give up one's own life to this 

holy war is another important aspect of suicide terrorism. Here, Palestinians draw a 

distinction between suicide and mmiyrdom despite the fact that, on the surface, these acts 

appear very similar. It is no surprise that the concepts of suicide and martyrdom have 

been linked since the birth of Christim1ity. 2 Both tem1S deal with a willingness to die, 

whether at one's own hand or at the hands of another. However, the idea of suicide 

involves the desire to take one's own life because one has nothing left to live for. Suicide 

is a selfish act that canies with it negative cOlmotations and is prohibited by Allah. 

Martyrdom, on the other hand, is a heroic deed in the name of God. An Islamic martyr is 

any individual who gives up his life in the fight for his religion. Although a suicide 

telTorist makes the decision to take his own life, the Palestinian community construes the 

act, within the context of holy war, as one of martyrdom rather than suicide. This chapter 

will attempt to make clear this distinction by explOling the theOlies behind religious 

violence, martyrdom, and suicide and how these ideas have developed in the modem 

world. 

Religious Violence 
Tlu'oughout history, each of the Abrahamic religions has helped to legitimate 

instances of violence by redefining it in sacred tenns. Because religion is based upon 
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ultimate truth claims, defending it becomes a moral duty in which violence and war are 

just and holy actions. Violent actors believe that they carry out work on God's behalf, 

and, for this, they trust that they will experience reward in the afterlife. Different theories 

have attempted to explain the reasons that violent actors become convinced of the 

necessity for their actions. For example, Sigmund Freud and Rene Girard have discussed 

religious violence as an outlet for aggression that might otherwise be directed at the 

religious community itself. For both Freud and Girard, a sacrificial victim, rather than an 

individual's own group, becomes the target of his pent-up anger. 3 

Other perspectives focus on sociological and political conditions. An example of 

such theories is that of Samuel Huntington's "clash of civilizations." According to this 

idea, religious violence occurs as a response when a community's culture, land, and 

historical identity are threatened by a foreign power. The most dramatic confrontation 

between civilizations is that of Islam and the West. Islamic traditionalists believe that 

there should be no separation between religion and the state; the Islamic state should not 

do anything that goes against Islamic law. This idea is fundamentally opposed to the 

Westem separation between Church and state, and, as Westem culture gains a greater 

hold on Islamic societies, these communities have begun to fight back violently.4 

Each of these theories is very useful in creating a comprehensive understanding of 

religious violence, but it is important to note that, within the Abrahamic faiths, religious 

violence is based in scripture and sacred tradition. Although many religious traditions 

promote peace, each of these faiths has a theological basis for violence. In the Hebrew 

Bible, God repeatedly commands the Israelites to engage in violence in order to gain 
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control of Canaan which He has promised to them. For example, in Deuteronomy, God 

tells the Israelites to destroy the cities of Canaan and to kill their inhabitants: 

When you approach a town to attack it, you shall offer it terms of peace. 
If it responds peaceably and lets you in, all the people present there shall 
serve you as forced labor. If it does not sUlTender to you, but would join 
in battle with you, you shall lay siege to it; and when the LORD your God 
delivers it into your hand, you shall put all its males to the w rel. s 

Violent nanatives such as this became enshrined within the Jewish understanding of war 

during the biblical period when the Jewish people originally took over the Holy Land. 

They continue to support the understanding that the Jews must fight in order to maintain 

their sovereignty over the land of Israel. 6 

Within the Christian tradition, violence is rationalized through the idea of "just 

war" which is fought, not to protect territory as in the Jewish tradition, but to defend 

against threats to the tradition itself. Historically, anyone who did not support 

Christianity was an enemy, and violence could be used against them. Charles Selengut 

(2003) explains that "the church had a sacred obligation and divine mandate to oust evil 

and champion the true word of God" as God's faithful servant. 7 The Crusades were one 

example of violence condoned in this manner. 

The Islamic faith approaches religious violence and holy war in a manner that 

combines those of Judaism and Christianity. The Islamic notion of jihad includes 

anything done for the cause of God and can refer to an inner, spiritual struggle or an outer 

struggle. The concept developed in pati to give meaning to the tlibal warfare that was 

common at the time of the religion's conception. According Muslims' understanding of 

jihad, the world is divided into the dar al islam (the telTitory of Islam) and the dar al 
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harb (the territory of war). Holy war occurs between these two territories as Muslims 

attempt to defend their civilization, religion, and culture against the outside world. 8 

Religious violence is also justified in the Qur'an itself. For example, in verse 29 

of the Repentance surah, Allah tells Muslims: "Fight against such of those to whom the 

Scriptures were given as believe in neither God nor the Last day, who do not forbid what 

God and His apostle have forbidden, and do not embrace the true Faith, until they pay 

tribute (jizya) out of hand and are utterly subdued.,,9 The Qur'an further advocates the 

use of violence specifically in defense ofIslam, but without fully clarifying what acts of 

violence might be defensive rather than offensive. This omission has left room for 

interpretation, a point that will be signi ficant in my later discussion of modem religious 

violence. 

These theological justifications for religious violence are also the basis for the 

phenomenon of "cosmic" war, the modem incarnation of the holy war advocated in these 

religious traditions. Holy war becomes cosmic war under an asymmetrical power 

balance. This incarnation appears in acts that the majority of the world call "terrorist" 

attacks, but that the attackers believe are a necessary element of a struggle to defend their 

religious culture. Within cosmic war, the battle no longer occurs in physical reality 

alone; it also occurs in a sacred realm where victories are symbolic rather than physical. 

When one community is much stronger than the other, the weaker community cannot 

help but see the struggle as hopeless. As a result, it begins to conceive of the war in 

religious and symbolic terms; violent acts become demonstrations of power that are more 

significant than they might be were the battle fought merely on a worldly plane. Actions 

of religious violence become highly symbolic fonns of "performance violence." Mark 
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Juergensmeyer (2003) explains, "they illustrate or refer to something beyond their 

immediate target: a grander conquest, for instance, or a struggle more awesome than 

meets the eye."l0 As a result, acts of terror are aimed at people or buildings and occur at 

times that will make a psychological impact. Attacking civilians, for example, makes the 

opposing community feels as if they are safe nowhere. 

Cosmic war has developed particularly in the modem era because of the 

secularization of politics, the idea that religion should be placed in private rather than in 

public life. As the world becomes more interconnected and globalized, this trend effects 

even those countries that hold to a more traditional conception of the connection between 

religion and politics. The transfonnation of this relationship is highly problematic for 

some religious communities who refuse to transfonn their religious tradition. Selengut 

(2003) writes that religions have a "sacred vision of the ideal community based upon 

their sacred scriptures, traditions, and laws."!! Each religious community develops its 

own historical narrative based on that religious vision. The vision is intertwined with the 

community's culture, society, and politics: their land and way of life becomes sacred and 

must be defended. 

When a country or community feels that its religious culture, sacred lands, and 

historical identity is under attack, the use of violence is justified as a way to defend the 

group's honor and way oflife.!2 A group wages holy war against outside powers, such as 

another state, or even the religion'S own people who deviate in some way from its view 

ofthe ideal religious community.13 The struggle is perceived as a defense of a belief 

system, an ultimate Truth, and an entire way ofliving. Violence is preferable to peace. 

Furthermore, because the group's way of life is threatened, compromise is inconceivable 
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and violence is justified; one cannot negotiate with the Tmth. Juergensmeyer explains, 

"if one's goal is not hal1110ny but the empowe1111ent that comes with using violence, it is 

in one's interest to be in a state of war. In such cases, war is not only the context for 

violence but also the excuse for it.,,14 In modem times, these feelings occur in various 

areas throughout the developing world, and particularly in Muslim countries, where 

people feel that their sacred community is threatened by what they see as globalization 

pushed upon them by the West. 

Such feelings of threat are intensified by a dissonance experienced by the 

religious community. Their visions of the ideal world do not match with the reality they 

experience. As the world starts to resemble a place in which their sacred expectations are 

not met, the group is inhibited and unable to realize their ideal society based upon their 

religious traditions. For the community, this disappointment is particularly intense 

because, without this type of society, God's plan cannot be met and salvation cannot 

occur. 15 

Much of the time, religious communities deal with their distress through counter

ref 01111. Their religious beliefs are reinterpreted and made compatible with reality. These 

adjustments have occurred throughout history. For example, Christian and Jewish 

Biblical creation stories have been reinterpreted by many in ways that do not conflict 

with science. 16 However, fundamentalists and religious traditionalists refuse to 

compromise what they see as the absolute word of God. Instead, they become soldiers 

for God and fight on His behalf to protect their religious ideals and their community. 

When engaged in this cosmic war, a community begins to see its battle in black 

and white. The community is backed by God, and, as a result, its beliefs and actions are 
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wholly good while those of its opponents are wholly evil. As a result, religious violence 

becomes a morally sanctioned action. According to Farhad Khosrokhavar (2005), battles 

conceived in God's honor are, "in this theological view, not violence at all. It may look 

like violence but these are battles which bring truth and redemption, to inspire truth and 

faith for which even the fallen enemies will eventually be grateful.,,)7 Because the 

community is fighting for the truth, its actions are justified. FUlihel1110re, losing the 

struggle is unthinkable, and, as a result, the enemy is "satanized.,,18 This process 

delegitimizes opponents in order to make the community's own actions more acceptable. 

Juergensmeyer explains "As opponents become satanized and regarded as 'forces of evil' 

or 'black-coated bachelors from hell,' the world begins to make sense.,,19 The oppressed 

communities understand that they are oppressed by "demons," and that they must engage 

in violence to restore rightfulness to their world. By this understanding, victory rests in 

God's hands, and, because the community works for the will of God, it believes that it 

will ultimately be successful. 

Specifically within Islam, the theological concept of jihad plays a significant role 

not just within suicide tenorism, but within all telTOlism in general. Traditional 

interpretations of jihad have been discussed above. However, it is important to stress 

once more that the tel111 refers to any struggle-inner or outer-that a Muslim believer 

faces. Some, such as Amyn B. Sajoo (2004), even argue that, for the Prophet, the use of 

jihad for physical defense of Islam was the least important. 20 However, even in 

Mohammed's day,jihad did sometimes signify a defense of Islam. 

In his 2005 book on suicide bombers, Khosrokhavar tracks the evolution of the 

Muslim understandings of jihad from the form that it took while the Prophet was alive to 
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its modern incarnation in Islamist movements. Jihad has also been relevant to the fight 

againstjahiliyya or "ignorance." The tern1 refers to the idolatry in which Arab tribes took 

part before the beginning of Islam.2l Khosrokhavar cites the 'secularization of religion,' 

specifically Islam, as having an impact on this transforn1ation. 

In traditional Muslim societies, governments were often overthrown on religious 

grounds when a sect came to believe that the ruling group was COll11Pt. For example, 

Khosrokhavar writes that the Wahhabis in Saudi Arabia came to power in this manner, 

claiming that the ruling class "was depraved and had strayed from the religion of 

Allah.,m The modern f01111 of these insurrections has been highly affected by 

secularization. Today, Muslim governments, (with the help of the West) have 

consolidated their power in various ways. They have confiscated state resources and 

halted social development. These actions have led to dissatisfaction within Muslim 

communities, and Islamist movements have arisen as one response. According to Karen 

Annstrong (2000), modern movements relate "to the idea of a mythologised and united 

Islamic community that can heal the wounds of a modernization that is breaking down 

social and cultural coherence without replacing it with new forn1s of sociability that look 

credible to wide sectors of society.',23 

Islamist thinkers such as Qutb, Mawdudi, and Khomeini, whose writings are 

representative of these beliefs, have given jihad a new form. For example, Armstrong. 

writes that Abul Ala Mawdudi, a Pakistani joumalist and politician, feared the destruction 

of Islam: "He saw the mighty power of the West gathering its forces together to crush 

Islam and grind it into oblivion.,,24 He believed that the Muslim people needed to band 

together to protect Islam. According to Mawdudi, God was sovereign, and, thus, 
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individuals should not be governed by other men. Rather, power and religion were to be 

strongly lil1ked. Muslims should resist Western powers because Western fonns of 

government usurped the authority of God. Armstrong writes that Mawdudi called for all 

Muslims to engage injihad which would be "a revolutionary struggle to seize power for 

the good of all humanity. ,,25 

The Egyptian Sayyid Qutb-who was very influential in the Muslim Brotherhood 

and who highly impacted Palestinian Islamic groups-reacted against Western culture 

after a visit to the United States in the 1940s which convinced him that the culture was 

dominated by materialism. Qutb took Mawdudi's thinking further, saying that the 

Muslim world was also affected by the evils of the Western world. Qutb wished the 

power of God to be present in every aspect of life. Creating a mythical history, Qutb 

focused on the Prophet Muhammad as an archetype of the perfect leader. Annstrong 

explains that, for Qutb, Muhammad became "a 'symbol,' which linked the mundane with 

the divine. Muhammad's life thus represented an ideal beyond history, time, and 

place.,,26 Qutb wished to return to this idea and to the world in which Muhammad had 

lived. In order to do so, he advocated the use of jihad to establish God's rule on earth.27 

Qutb encouraged this use not only as a defense of a dwindling number oftme Muslims, 

but also as an offense against all nonbelievers and hypocrites or those Muslims who did 

not live in accordance with his ideal Islam. 

Khomeini too had an ideal vision of Islam in which religion and politics inhabited 

the same sphere. Like Qutb, he denounced the hypocrites who supported an 'adulturated 

version of Islam. ,28 Khomeini 's universe was Manichaean: an individual or a state was 

either Good or Evil with no in-between. Traditionally Muslims scholars had believed in 
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a world that included Muslims, the enemy, and the rest. Khosrokhavar writes that 

Khomeini reduced "this multiple polarity to a bipolarity in which the world and Muslims 

must ally themselves with the supporters of the Good against a Western enemy. ,,29 

Anyone who did not fight for the Muslim world was an enemy of it, and Muslims were 

required to engage injihad to fight these enemies. 

All three of these thinkers held an ideal vision of a global Islamic community, and 

they called upon their followers to engage in a holy war against the enemies of that 

community. Their opponents, generally the West and Muslim 'hypocrites,' were 

demonized in their rhetoric. Khomeini's Manichaean universe is one example of this. 

However, Qutb and Mawdudi similarly demonized their enemies. These ideologies 

concerningjihad were also closely linked to Islamic concepts of martyrdom, and, it is 

particularly in these connections that jihad takes on a more symbolic fonn. The power of 

seeing individuals willing to take their own lives as an act of jihad turns the physical holy 

war into cosmic war. Because Islamic ideas of mmiyrdom provide the basis for 

understanding these acts, we will now tum to such theories. 

Martyrdom 
As discussed above, the concepts of martyrdom and suicide were intertwined 

throughout ancient times. One can see the extent of this entanglement in stories about 

voluntary death within the Hebrew Bible. In these stories, individuals often took their 

own lives for the sake of their honor. Four biblical figures are representative: Abimelech 

who asked his arn10ur-bearer to kill him after being struck by a woman on the head; 

wounded in battle, Saul who fell upon his own sword so that others would not kill him; 

Ahithophel who hung himself himself after his strategy for helping Absalom conquer his 
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father's (David) throne was rejected; and Zimri who took his life after losing his throne 

which he seized from the previous king. 3o Although these men did not kill themselves for 

the sake of God, He did playa role by causing, abetting, and even condoning the deaths. 

For example, Ahithophel became an instrument to hinder Absalom's victory. Because 

Ahithophel was the power behind Absalom's revolt, God "had ordained to defeat the 

good counsel of Ahithophel, so that Yaweh might bring evil upon Absalom" (2 Samuel 

17:23).31 

Dying for the sake of honor, as did these men, became a very important aspect of 

later martyrdom traditions in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. During the Hellenistic 

period, Jews began to face death under persecution rather than submit to laws that were 

contrary to their practices. These Jews would choose to die in a manner more similar to 

traditional conceptions of martyrdom, for the sake of God. In these circumstances, 

personal honor was tied directly to religious belief. Individuals refused to compromise 

even when threatened with death.32 For example, in II Maccabees, a mother and her 

seven sons who have committed a transgression are brought before King Antiochus and 

offered their lives if they eat swine's meat. Each son refuses and is subsequently killed. 33 

To submit to the king's request would have been humiliating for the sons. By dying, they 

were able to retain their honor and obey God. 

Another important theme throughout stories of ancient martyrdom involves belief 

in the afterlife. Death, rather than submission to humiliation, led to heavenly reward and 

either resurrection or the immortality of the sou1. 34 This belief enhanced the willingness 

and even eagemess to die. For example, the second son to be killed in the above story, 

said to King Antiochus: "You wretch, you release us from this present life, but the king 
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ofthe world will raise us up, because we have died for his laws, to an everlasting renewal 

oflife" (II Maccabees 7:9).35 Death in this manner provided the individual with a noble 

and heroic escape from this life into the next and an honored place in the world to come. 

This belief in the rewards of the afterlife also demonstrates that the Jews 

understood they were on the side of God. Indeed, in addition to the biblical stories of 

men dying for their own honor are other stories about men dying for God's sake. For 

example, in the book of Judges is the story of Samson who died while pulling down the 

Philistine temple after the Philistines captured and mocked him. 36 Although Samson 

desires his own revenge for this humiliation, this act also demonstrates Samson's 

devotion to God. Samson has spent his life fighting for God against the Philistines who 

had taken over the land of Israel. 

These and similar stories f0TI11ed the basis of later Jewish understandings of 

battles in the name of God. For instance, this understanding played a large role in 

influencing the actions of the Zealots-Sicarii mentioned in the previous chapter. Like the 

Maccabees, the Zealots-Sicarii were willing to sacrifice their lives for the law of God. 37 

However, the Zealots-Sicarii were the first group to combine this Willingness with their 

desire to overthrow the regime that would not allow them to live by their own (i.e. God's) 

laws. As discussed in the introduction, these individuals were willing to engage in 

attacks in which they knew they would be killed. Suicide attacks were both a way to 

escape a world in which the Jews could not follow God's laws and to fight their 

oppressors. The attacks fell within the framework of a larger struggle for the rule of God 

and the freedom of Israel from the Roman Empire. 
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The theme of dying for the sake of God is also seen in the development of the 

Christian understanding ofmatiyrdom. In Christianity, such ideas are plimarily based 

upon the death of Jesus. Carole Straw (2002) writes "Suffering was an imitation of the 

passion of Christ, which had redeemed humanity from damnation, and it eamed one the 

crown of martyrdom for 'a martyr cannot be crowned unless he pours out his blood and 

sanctifies his body through the power of suffering (De Centesima 18).,,38 Christian 

martyrs desired to suffer in the name of God in the same way that Jesus had suffered. 

Through this act, they hoped to persuade humanity to acknowledge the sanctity of 

suffering and of the Christian God. 

An important aspect of these notions of suffering was the voluntary nature of the 

act. The Gospel of John most strongly emphasizes the voluntary nature of Jesus' death. 

Jesus not only accepted both his arrest and his death, but he orchestrated the preceding 

events. For example, the reason that Jesus must ask twice "Whom do you seek?" (John 

18:4 and 18:6-7) is because the men who have come to atTest him are frightened. 39 Jesus 

encourages his own arrest. Similarly, Jesus' final words as portrayed by John 

demonstrate a sharp contrast to those in the Gospels of Mark and Matthew. Mark and 

Matthew record the words "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" while John 

records that Jesus cried "It is finished." Jesus has accepted his death as pati of God's 

plan, and he wants to die. Arthur J. Droge and James D. Tabor explain that this 

willingness "is illustrated by the fact that Jesusfirst reclines his head and then dies, 

whereas normally the reverse is said to occur.,,40 

The voluntary nature of Jesus' death was very important for later Christians who 

followed the self-sacrifice of Jesus. These individuals similarly desired to give up their 
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lives for the will of God. Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, became one of the most famous of 

such Christian martyrs. He was condemned to death in the year 101 and taken to Rome 

to fight the beasts. In a letter to the Christians of Rome, Ignatius wrote, 

I am writing to all the churches, and I give injunctions to all men, that I am 
((ying vvillingzy for God's sake, if you do not hinder it. Allow me to be 
eaten by the beasts, through which I can attain to God ... Rather entice the 
wild beasts that they may become my tomb, and leave no trace of my 
body, that when I fall asleep I be not burdensome to any. Then shall I be 
truly a disciple of Jesus Christ, when the world shall not even see my 
body. Beseech Christ on my behalf that I may be found a sacrifice 
tlu'o Ll gh these instl'Lllllehts. 41 

Christian martyrs like Ignatius desired to emulate Christ's death and to offer their lives up 

for God. For these Christians, the world of the Romans was full of uncertainty and evil. 

Under persecution from the state many individuals became maliyrs, even intentionally 

provoking Roman officials.42 Martyrs mimicked Jesus and, similarly, achieved 

immOliality. By willingly accepting death, they could escape this world for the next and 

achieve honor in doing so. 

Clwistian maliyrdom also led to a distinction between "martyrdom" and "self-

killing. ,,43 In order to become a martyr, one could not just kill himself; one had to be a 

true witness to his faith. Keith Lewinstein (2004) wlites that by the fOUlih century, the 

tenn mar~yrs, literally meaning 'witness,' had come to "denote one whose suffering and 

death bore witness to the truth of Jesus' passion and resurrection.,,44 God rewarded those 

who faithfully bore witness to Him. 

Likely stemming from Christian roots, the Muslim tenn shahid, also meaning 

'witness,' developed to refer to self-sacrifice in the name of God. Indeed, these concepts 

are very similar in a number of ways. The reward given to one who commits maliyrdom 

or shahadat is parallel in each of the Abrahamic faiths.45 As in both the Christian and 
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Jewish traditions, a martyr is honored both by his society and by God. In addition, the 

concept of shahadat places important emphasis on the afterlife that the shahid will 

experience after his death. Receiving forgiveness for his sins, the shahid immediately 

enters Paradise and ascends to its highest level.46 

Despite these similarities, the concepts of martyrdom and shahadat evolved out of 

very different circumstances, and, thus, the requirements to become either a martyr or a 

shahid are different. While Christian martyrs died in the name of God, as a sign of their 

faith, Muslim shahids died in the service of God, doing His work on earth. According to 

Lewinstein, Christian martyrdom attested to the suffering of Jesus, and Christian martyrs 

"bore witness to the truth of Jesus' passion and resulTection.,,47 In contrast, Muslims 

maliyrdom was much less symbolic. It attested to nothing specific and symbolized 

nothing more than death in the service of God's plan.48 

Christian martyrdom developed during a time of oppression. Under the Roman 

rule, Christians were inhibited in practicing their faith. As a result, Chlistians dying for 

their beliefs became its 'witnesses.' For Christians, heaven was a way to cope with 

political failure. In contrast, Islam was, from its beginnings, politically successful. 

Lewinstein writes, "The religious value of suffering and death was never the obvious 

lesson to draw from the career of the Prophet or from the experience of the early Muslim 

community.,,49 As a result, the act of shahadat never required the same sort of 

'witnessing' as did the act of martyrdom, despite the similarity of the linguistic meanings. 

Rather, shahadat was obtained through active struggle against injustice and idolatry. 

Muslims emphasized a noble struggle against the world's injustice rather than the patient 

endurance of suffering. 50 
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By this understanding, shahadat is strongly linked to physical jihad. The most 

common type of shahid is that of the 'battlefield martyr,' the individual who dies while 

engaging in jihad to further God's rule on earth. The shahadat of the Prophet's grandson 

Husayn in October 680 is the most influential instance of shahadat in both Shi'i and 

Sunni forms of Islam, although it is more celebrated within the Shi'i tradition. 51 

Throughout the first century of Islamic rule, a schism arose between the leaders of Islam: 

those who later became the Shi'ites supported the descendents of the Prophet, while those 

who became the Sunnis did not. After the death ofthe fourth Imam Ali, the Prophet's 

son-in-law and cousin, this conflict came to a head. The fifth Caliph Muawiyyah was 

seen by the Shi'ites as corrupt. When he was succeeded by his even more depraved son 

Yazid, Husayn led the battle to overthrow the family's rule. 

Husayn was killed in the Battle of Karbala, and his death became the first instance 

of shahadat. In Shi 'ite societies, Husayn is honored each year during the month of 

Muharram when the suffeling of his martyrdom is recreated through lamentation and 

self-flagellation rituals. Khosrokhavar explains the significance of shahadat in Shi'ite 

thought: "the martyrdom of Husain remains the essential reference for young men who 

commit themselves to the path of martyrdom, and the event is therefore of great symbolic 

imp011:ance."S2 The shahadat of Husayn does not have the same overwhelming 

significance in Sunni Islam. However, as will be seen below, this image continues to 

have an important impact on Sunni ideas of shahadat. 

Just as the concept of jihad has undergone a transition in the thought of modem 

fundamentalist Islamic thinkers, so too has the concept of shahadat, perhaps because of 

its strong connection to jihad. This modernization of shah ad at first occurred during the 
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period before the Iranian Islamic Revolution in the 1970s. iranian intellectual Dr. Ali 

Shariati played a central role in revolutionizing ideas of Husayn' s martyrdom. Previous 

representations of the martyrdom at Karbala had focused on Husayn as an exemplary 

individual. He and other individuals such as Ali, the fourth Imam, were inimitable. They 

could be mourned but not imitated. 53 

By contrast, Shariati held Husayn to be an inspiration for anyone who was 

alienated or oppressed in the world. Thus Muslims, particularly the Shi' a, should follow 

Husayn's example.54 In doing so, Shariati emphasized the new idea that Husayn chose to 

die when he saw that there was no chance he would win his battle. The difference 

between Husayn and other battlefield martyrs like Hamzeh, the Prophet's uncle who died 

while engaged in combat, was that Husayn had chosen to die while the others desired to 

live. Although Shariati believed that individuals following both paths were martyrs, he 

also believed that the choice to die had much greater religious significance. 55 Shariati 

wrote that the modern Islamic wanior must be prepared to die in violent battle with the 

enemy and that making the choice to do so would demonstrate the righteousness of his 

cause. 

Modern interpretations of shahadat have also led to a popularization of Husayn's 

image. Where traditional understanding had held Husayn up as an exemplary and even 

superhuman figure, these new understandings brought him down to the realm of ordinary 

human beings. For example, Salhi Nadjaf-Abadi argued that Husayn believed victory to 

be possible before he entered into battle. 56 Husayn had no superhuman knowledge of the 

future; it was only after he had entered battle that Husayn realized the impossibility of 

victory and, as a result, chose death rather than life. In this understanding, Husayn is 
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given very human characteristics. Importantly, this humanization also means that 

Husayn can be taken as a model by anyone. 57 Martyrdom is no longer a goal attainable 

only by saintly figures. Husayn is no saint; he is only an ordinary person. By this 

understanding shahadat is populalized, and anyone can aspire to martyrdom. 

These modern interpretations of shahadat have been very influential in Shi'ite 

communities. In Iran, where the ideas Oliginated, young men volunteered themselves to 

fight on the front lines of Iran's war with Iraq. These men were choosing to sacrifice 

their lives as had Husayn, and, because of the popularization of shahadat, they were able 

to understand themselves to be martyrs. In the 1980s, the Shi'ite terrorist organization 

Hezbollah, which has strong ties to Iran, utilized these ideas in Lebanon as it began to 

sponsor suicide terrorism, and the idea of martyrdom was again transformed. Young men 

in Iran had chosen to die and become martyrs, following the example ofHusayn. In 

contrast, Hezbollah's suicide bombers played an active role in taking their own lives. 

These individuals were not specifically imitating Husayn who had not taken his own life, 

but had allowed his enemies to kill him. The Husayn paradigm was no longer an integral 

element of martyrdom, and this fact allowed suicide terrorism to transfer more easily to 

the Palestinian Sunni community which had no similar connection to Husayn. The 

Palestinians merely copied Lebanese suicide terrorism and made it an integral element of 

their ownjihad. 

Altruistic Suicide 
The term 'suicide' first appeared in Walter Charleton's The Ephesian Matron in 

165l. Stemming from a treatise written by John Donne in the early 1600s, it was used as 

a morally neutral alternative to the term 'martyrdom.' In the treatise, Donne employed 
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the expression "self-homicide," likely the antecedent to "suicide.,,58 In ancient times, a 

vadety of expressions had been used to descdbe the act of taking one's own life. These 

descriptions were as varied as 'to grasp death' to 'to remove oneself from life' to 'to 

destroy oneself.' 59 Since its development, suicide has come to have a very negative 

connotation, particularly in contrast to ideas of sacrificial, heroic, and noble martyrdom. 

In the ancient world, individuals often killed themselves for their religious 

convictions. In fact, the phenomenon of suicide was considered a moral and religious 

problem until the nineteenth century when social scientists such as Emile Durkheim 

began to describe it in social and psychological terms. 60 In his groundbreaking work, 

Suicide: A Study in Sociology, Durkheim divides the motives behind suicide into three 

categories: egoistic, anomic, and altmistic. 

Egoistic suicide occurs when an individual feels a low level of attachment to his 

own social group. As a result he experiences a high degree of self-reliance, and it is 

because of this that this type of suicide may be called egoistic. Durkheim writes "the 

individual ego asserts itself to excess in the face of the social ego and at its expense. ,,61 

For example, Durkheim explained the different rates in suicide between Protestants and 

Catholics in Europe. The higher number of Protestants who committed suicide was the 

result of the greater degree of freedom that Protestantism concedes to the individual. 

Those who belonged to the Catholic Church, with its greater number of dogmas and more 

numerous authorities, were less inclined to commit suicide.62 

In addition to being less integrated into society, an individual commits egoistic 

suicide when he experiences a high degree of trauma and feels that there is no sufficient 

reason for living. This belief is often partially the result of disconnection from the 
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society. According to Durkheim, "the bond attaching man to life relaxes because that 

attaching him to society is itself slack.,,63 In addition, without friends to help him get 

through the bad times, an individual is more likely-to commit suicide. 

On the surface, suicide telTorists may appear to desire death for egoistic reasons. 

Life within the Palestinian Territories consists of many hardships such as economic 

instability or a higher death rate ofloved ones due to raids by the Israeli Defense Force 

(lDF). However, Robert Pape argues that suicide telTorism is not 'overwhelmingly' 

egoistic. Cultural tolerance for ordinary suicide does not highly cOlTelate with suicide 

terrorism. In fact, Muslim societies, which produce the majority of suicide bombers, 

actually experience one ofthe lowest rates of ordinary suicide.64 This trend is, at least in 

part, due to the high emphasis given to the community in Islam. 

The next of Durkheim's categories, anomic suicide, occurs when an ablUpt 

change of circumstance causes an individual to take his life and, according to Durkheim, 

"results from man's activity's lacking regulation and his consequent suffering.,,65 

Different types of crises enhance the rates of anomie suicide within a society. For 

example, Durkheim explains that suicide rates, which increase in times of economic 

crisis, also increase in times of economic growth.66 Therefore, it is the crisis itself rather 

than the poveliy, and an individual's lack of control over that crisis, that is the reason for 

suicide. 

Like egoistic suicide, anomic suicide cannot fully explain suicide telTorism. It is 

possible that it has an effect on decision to engage in such attacks because foreign 

occupation and violent national rebellions-which are common in cases of suicide 

telTorism-produce conditions that may lead to anomic suicide. However, some suicide 
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terrorists target enemies who inflict no pmiicular violence on the telTOl'ists' own 

community. In addition, rates of suicide telTorism do not always coincide with the 

amount of violence inflicted by outside forces. Pape explains, "When Israel invaded 

Lebanon in June 1982, most of the damage that its forces inflicted on the local Shia 

community ... took place in the following several months. However, the first Hezbollah 

suicide telTorist attack against the Israelis did not occur until November 1982, and the 

vast majority of attacks did not occur for years after that. ,,67 

Durkheim also points to a third category of suicide: that which has altruistic 

motives. Whereas excessive individuation leads to egoistic suicide, excessive integration 

into the society leads to altmistic suicide; an individual kills himself as his duty to his 

community. For example, some women kill themselves upon their husband's death (sari 

in India), or followers in a cult might commit suicide upon the death of their leader. In 

these cases, the individual who does not kill himself loses the respect of the community.68 

Often, so much value is placed upon the group, that the individual loses his sense of self. 

Durkheim writes, "We actually see the individual in all these cases seek to strip himself 

of his personal being in order to be engulfed in something which he regards as his tme 

essence ... He must therefore consider that he has no life of his own.,,69 In its most 

extreme case, Durkheim calls this "mystical suicide." 

Suicide attackers come closest to approximating altruistic suicide. The terrorist 

feels that his community is under threat and places it in significance before that of his 

own life. In addition, honor plays an impOliant role. In a society, such as that of the 

Palestinians, suicide telTOl-ists gain honor by acting out against feelings of worthlessness 

and passivity.70 As evidence for the altruistic influence in suicide telTorism, Pape cites 
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the fact that many such attacks occur in teams: "Team suicides, by their nature, are based 

on extensive social interaction and require unity of purpose, features that are more likely 

associated with altmistic than egoistic motives.,,?1 Thus, suicide attackers work to 

achieve a common purpose and are fUliher motivated by their group to follow through 

with the attack. 

Conceptualizing Palestinian suicide telTOlism as altmistic is nece~sary in order to 

gain a more complete understanding of the motivations behind the attackers' acts. 

However, it is also important to understand that attackers themselves, as well as their 

communities, do not view these acts as suicide but as shahadat. For the Palestinians, 

suicide tenorism is a necessary and effective tactic in a holy war against a power much 

stronger than they. Although each attack may not bring concrete gains, the act is 

powerful on a symbolic level. With these frameworks in mind, the next chapters will 

tum to the beliefs of the suicide telTOlists and their communities. 
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Chapter 3: The Suicide Bombers of Hamas & PIJ and the Role of Islam 

"it is necessary that we cleave our path to Palestine not through hotels 
or around tables in Madrid, but we will force it by our bullets and our 

dark-red blood with which we will fill the streams of Palestine and 
irrigate its soil so that freedom and glory will grow and so that we will 

remain with our heads raised not 10wered ... ,,1 

Within Israel-Palestine, both religious and secular Palestinian organizations 

sponsor individuals who choose to engage in suicide attacks. Although other groups have 

sponsored suicide missions from time to time, the Islamic Resistance Movement 

(Hamas), Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PlJ), and the Palestinian National Liberation 

Movement (Fatah) have sponsored the overwhelming majority of these attacks. 

Interestingly, each of these organizations developed out of the activities of the Egyptian 

Muslim Brotherhood. 

The Brotherhood's concern with the Palestinian problem evolved after the Great 

Palestinian Revolt in 1936. From 1936 to 1939, it supplied moral and material aid to the 

Palestinians, and, in 1946, a newly formed Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood established 

its central office in Jerusalem? Initially, the Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood's 

nationalistic spirit and involvement in politics overshadowed its traditional aims of 

proselytizing and social refonn. In 1947, the Brotherhood helped mobilize the public in 

preparation for jihad and spread anti-Zionist propaganda. 3 Indeed, Bayan Nuwayhid al-

Hout, a scholar at the lnstititue for Palestine Studies, wrote in 1988, "What was most 

remarkable about the Brethren's actions was their willingness to participate side by side 

with Communists and Christians in the activities of national committees.,,4 Despite this 

initial nationalistic spirit, the Brotherhood began to lose political influence after the 1948 

war and by the 1950s, became primarily concemed with education and proselytizing. 
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This transformation occurred later in Gaza than in the West Bank. In 1950, 

Jordan annexed the West Bank. Subsequently, all Palestinians living there became 

Jordanians, and its Muslim Brotherhood organizations united with those in the former 

Trans-Jordan. As a result of this union, the Palestinian Brotherhood in the West Bank 

was unable to form an effective political force and was obliged to align itself with the 

political policy of the Jordanian regime, focusing its efforts on education rather than on a 

political solution to the Palestinian problem. 5 Meanwhile, the Brotherhood in Gaza was 

able to hold onto much more independence. Under the control of Egypt, it led political 

and military engagement in Gaza until 1955 . After Egyption President Jamal Abd al

Nasir banned the movement in Egypt, the Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood in the Gaza 

Strip became a secret organization pursued by the police and all but disappeared. 6 

It was out of this impasse and need for a new vision that Fatall emerged. In July 

1957, Khalil al-Wazir wrote a memorandum to the leadership of the Brotherhood in the 

Gaza Strip advocating the creation of a special organization with no Islamic agenda to 

work alongside the Brotherhood and to liberate Palestine through armed struggle. 

Although the leadership did not take this idea seriously, the Brothers behind the idea 

went ahead with the initiative. 7 They actively recruited individual members of the 

Brotherhood, and, in 1958, Fatah was established by Vasser Arafat, Khalil al-Wazir, 

Salah Khaleb, and Famq al-Qaduwi. 

From this time until the early 1980s, the Brotherhood completely witlldrew from 

the political-national struggle to liberate Palestine. While Fatah came to represent the 

Palestinians' own military effort for liberation, the Brotherhood worked at shaping the 

religious beliefs and conduct of the younger generation of Palestinians in order that they 
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would be able to liberate Palestine under the support of an Islamic umma. 8 According to 

Khalid Hroub, the Brotherhood believed that "A generation of Muslims committed to 

their faith and prepared for sacrifice had to be raised by shaping the character of the 

individual members of that generation in a true Islamic mold."') Indeed, the organization 

concentrated on these aims, building mosques and social institutions through the late 

1980s. However, a second group now found itsel f dissatisfied with this focus. 

Like those who had broken away to form Fatah, a second group of Brotherhood 

leaders seperated in the beginning ofthe 1980s, protesting the Brotherhood's refusal to 

resist the Israeli occupation. The new organization, Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PU) 

combined Islamic discourse with resistance. Hroub wlites, "Islamic Jihad constituted a 

marriage between Islam and the gun; it was a way of engaging in resistance activities in 

the am10l' of an Islamic identity."l0 Despite the fact that the split ofPIJ from the 

Brotherhood echoed that of Fatah, these two organizations went on to take very different 

paths. According to Meir Hatina, PLT "did not disqualify patriotism or nationalism 

(wataniyya) so long as these were aimed at defending the land and rights of its people, 

and therefore sanctified by Islam. But if loyalty to the land takes ascendance over Islam, 

the movement held this became heresy and must be opposed."l] Because Fatah put 

nationalism before Islam, PLT fundamentally opposed the movement. 

The Muslim Brotherhood now found a need to redefine their role in resisting the 

occupation and to decide whether to put priority on Islamic refonn or the liberation of 

Palestine. As a result, the early 1980s became the seminal period for the formation of 

Hamas. In 1984, the Brotherhood setup a secret military apparatus whose job it was to 

acquire an anns cache and to begin preparations for military actiol1. 12 These beginnings 
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crystallized in 1988, at the beginning of the first Intifada. On December 8, 1988, Hamas 

offIcially emerged, citing decreasing interest in the Palestinian cause by Arab countlies 

and the retreat of the PLO from armed struggle as the primary reasons for its creation. 13 

Almost immediately after its creation, Hamas began to consider the use of suicide 

attacks. As early as 1989, a leaflet distributed by the organization called for the 

movement's followers to engage in suicide tenorism against Israel. 14 However, Hamas 

did not engage in its first suicide attack until 1993. According to Ami Pedahzur, the 

reasons for this delay lie in Hamas' vision of an Islamic state and in its rivalry with Fatah. 

Hamas envisions the creation of an Islamic state on all of Israeli-Palestinian tenitory. In 

1993, the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), the goveming body of the 

Palestinians which is dominated by Fatah, was negotiating the Oslo Accords in an 

attempt to bring about peace. However, this settlement would have destroyed the chance 

for Hamas to establish their ideal state. In addition, as seen above, Hamas has been in 

competition for authority over the Palestinian people since its creation. In fact, the 

specific reason for Hamas' existence was the Muslim Brotherhood's desire to gain more 

influence within the Palestinian Tenitories. The peace settlement would have solidified 

Fatah's dominant status in the PLO. Thus, the initiation of suicide attacks in 1993 and 

1994 was a strategy by Hamas to gain power and to uphold its ideals of an Islamic state. 

From this beginning, Palestinian suicide attacks have been dominated by Hamas 

and PIJ, with the two organizations combined responsible for 79% of all suicide attacks 

between April 1993 and October 2004. 15 In contrast, Fatah, a secular organization and 

the only other organization to engage in a substantial number of suicide attacks, did not 

even begin to support suicide missions until 2001. However, the suicide attacks of Fatah 
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operatives will be the subject of the following chapter. This chapter will concentrate on 

the ways in which Hamas and PU as well as their suicide attackers have used religious 

sentiment to justify their actions to themselves and to their community. 

Jihad as Holy War 
The ideologies of Hamas and PIJ, popular culture in the Palestinian community, 

and the statements of suicide bombers sponsored by those organizations all aliiculate a 

strong understanding that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a holy war. Both Hamas and 

PU have similar conceptions of the way that Palestinians must fight Israel and of the 

influence of Islam in the stmggle. The two organizations play the primary role in 

spreading these Islamist ideas throughout the society. 

In general, Hamas' ideology is based on the ideas of the Muslim Brotherhood 

movement with their central goal being the establishment of an Islamic state throughout 

the entire territory ofIsrael-Palestine. Hamas has several smaller objectives to help it 

reach this goal. These include the destmction of Israel-called the "Zionist Entity"-

throughjihad and the creation of an Islamic Palestinian Arab state in its place; the 

synthesis of Pan-Islamic ideals with Palestinian nationalism; and violent opposition to the 

Israeli-Palestinian peace process. 16 It is important to note, that these ideas spread 

throughout Palestinian society partially because of Hamas' social work in the community. 

According to Mia Bloom, "Hamas spokespersons acknowledge that the group sees its 

sizable social programs as a means of building and maintaining popular suppOli for its 

political goals and programs, including its militant and am1ed activities."l? 

The ideology ofPU is slightly more extreme. Like Hamas, the organization also 

calls for the destmction of Israel through violent means and opposes any peaceful 
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solution. However, PU links this stmggle more strongly to the wider Arab world. It sees 

the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians as a way for the Arab world to unite. 18 PU 

also advocates the overthrow of any Arab government that does not uphold Islamic law. 

By engaging in tenorism towards Israel, PI1 believes that they are laying the groundwork 

for the day when an Islamic Arab army will be able destroy Israel. In this way, the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict is the key to the unitlcation of the Islamic world. 

Despite these differences, Hamas and PU are very alike in terms of their methods, 

and both organizations see the conflict as a holy war. The characteristics of this war 

include the absolute truth of Islam; the demonization of Israelis as the flip side of the 

righteousness ofIslam; the equation Israelis with Jews; the use of jihad as the only 

worthwhile tactic; and, tlnally, connections to a sacred history in which time is 

transcended-ideas about both the past and the future strongly influence the present. 

As demonstrated in the alternative title, "The Islamic Covenant," Hamas' charter 

is grounded in religion. Hamas argues for the centrality of Islam in the Palestinian 

stmggle. In the charter is written, "Only under the shadow of Islam could the members 

of all regions coexist in safety and security for their lives, properties and rights. In the 

absence of Islam, conflict arises, oppression reigns, cOl'mption is rampant and stmggles 

and wars prevail.,,19 According to this statement, the path ofIslam is the only tmly 

peaceful and secure way of life. Islam should, thus, be the basis of a Palestinian society. 

The charter ofPI1 reflects this idea. Under a section entitled "General and 

Specitlc Goals," it notes "The ultimate goal is satisfying Allah; the earthy goal is to 

promote the revival of Islam." In order to achieve this goal, PLT notes that it is necessary 
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to "[imbue] the Palestinian character with a binding Islamic imprint.,,2o Islamic practice 

cannot be separated out from the Palestinian's larger struggle with Israel. 

As such, both Hamas and PlJ believe that reform of Palestinian society and 

personal improvement are prerequisites for wider political gain. Anne Marie Oliver and 

Paul Steinberg spent six years from 1990 to 1996 collecting graffiti, videotapes, 

audiocassettes, posters, and other street media in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Much of 

their work reveals the drive for Islam to be the base of Palestinian society. For example, 

they descIibe an Islamist poster in Gaza that focused on the need for feminine modesty: 

In the background can be seen two girls dressed demurely in hijab 
("veil"), a practice mandated by Islamists, who insist that women cover 
everything but their hands and face. The two are whispeling to one other 
about a third girl to their left. 'Look, my sister, 0 Um-Salam, she said 'hi' 
to me,' one of them remarks to the other. 'She's full of hot air!' Her 
rather pensive companion, in tum denounces the nationalist girl for 
wearing makeup before she casts doubt on the nationalist enterplise itself: 
'What rea11y makes me angry is that she said she was going to the 
university made-up like that! By Allah, my sister, not on my wedding 
day, not before and not after, would I pain myself up like that. What a 
wasted generation. And we say we want a homeland?!?!?!,,2! 

Oliver and Steinberg note that this poster makes a connection between make-up and the 

American greeting of "hi" which come from a nationalist student. The Islamists believe 

that pure nationalism is too influenced by the West to be a valid force in solving the 

conflict. Rather, the West, embodied in Israel, is what they are fighting. The poster 

closes with the exclamation, "And we say we want a homeland?!?!?!" stating that a 

homeland is unattainable ifthe struggle to achieve it does not have Islam at its heart. 

The Hamas charter exhibits another impOliant aspect of the organization's 

allegiance to Islam. Ideologically, Hamas combines religious principles with Palestinian 

nationalistic ideals which call for the independence of Palestine as a central struggle for 
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all Arab nationas. Hamas' charter states: "Hamas regards Nationalism (Wataniyya) as 

part and parcel of the religious faith. Nothing is loftier or deeper in Nationalism than 

waging Jihad against the enemy and confronting him when he sets foot on the land of the 

Muslims.,,22 This assertion demonstrates the strong tendency of Islamic fundamentalists 

to stress the need for Islamic influence in politics and political battles. 

The PLT charter also addresses the grouping of nationalistic ideals with Islam. 

However, it lays out a distinction between secular Palestinian nationalism and the 

nationalism in which PU believes. The charter states: 

There is no contradiction between patriotism and nationalism, and Islam, 
if the meaning of patriotism is love of the land and defending its territories 
and sanctities; and if the meaning of nationalism is love of the people, 
saving them from oppressors and defending their rights. These concepts 
are an integral pmt of the greater message-Islam. However, if the 
meaning is loyalty to land instead of glorifying Islam, then this is heresy 
which must be combated.23 

PU attacks secular nationalism for venerating the land for the land's sake, a mistake 

which goes against Islam and is contrary to the message of Allah. In contrast, PLT 

espouses a nationalism in which the land is loved because it is a creation of Allah and 

because it is, thus, sacred. In this case, the land should be protected because doing so is 

to defencllslam, not the land itself. 

A Hamas poster from the first Intifida illustrates the centrality of Islam in the 

national cont1ict. The poster reads, "At your service, Islam of heroism. All of us will 

sacrifice ourselves for you." The centerpiece of the poster is an Islamic crescent with a 

pOltion of the Hamas slogan: "Islam is the solution." Below, a tist holds a map of 

historical Palestine with a weapon erupting from the barTen ground. Next to this image is 

the slogan, "Our al-Aqsa, not their temple.,,24 In this poster, the battle over the land is 
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linked to religious notions of the territory. Hamas refers to the al-Aqsa mosque, part of 

the al-Haram aI-Sharif, and the third holiest site in Islam. The mosque is a symbol of 

Palestinians' claim over the land. In addition, by stating "Islam is the solution," religious 

adherence becomes the method through which Palestinians will regain the land. 

It is important to note that the integration of Islam with the Palestinians' national 

stlUggle transfonns the fonner into a political instlUment. This change can occur in very 

interesting ways. For example, PU activists utilize an Islamic tradition of military action 

during Ramadan. Ramadan, the month during which Muslims fast during the day, is 

typically a time to purify the soul. In Muslim tradition, Ramadan is also the time during 

which Allah grants military victOlies to Believers. Several important battles, such as the 

Battle of Badr when the Prophet Muhammad and his followers fought the Qushayri tribe 

and reestablished control over Mecca, were won during the month of Ramadan. For PLT 

activists, Ramadan has, thus, become a time to escalate attacks against Israe1. 25 In this 

sense, Ramadan becomes a way of purifying not only their bodies, but also Islam and the 

land of Palestine. 

For the Palestinian Islamic movements, it is only through this use of Islam that 

they will succeed in attaining their goals and throw off oppression. The Hamas charter 

validates this claim in an interesting way. The charter explains that Hamas is a humane 

movement and that Islam promotes humane values: 

Hamas is a humane movement, which cares for human rights and is 
committed to the tolerance inherent in Islam as regards attitudes towards 
other religions. It is only hostile to those who are hostile towards it, or 
stand in its way in order to disturb its moves or to frustrate its 
efforts ... Safety and security call only prevail under the shadow of 
Islam ... The members of other religions must desist from struggling 
aga inst Islam over sovereignty ill thi s I"gi t'l .. For if lh Y were to gain the 
upper hauel, fighting, torture and uprooting would follow ... 26 
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As indicted by this statement, Hamas believes Islam to be the most valid and true 

religious path. Because Islam is the closest religion to God and the only truth in the 

world, peace and security can only exist under its rule and not under the rule of any other 

religion. Hamas, thus, has the responsibility to reestablish Islamic govemance over the 

whole ofIsrael-Palestine and calls upon all Palestinians to work for the same goal. By 

this understanding, Hamas' struggle is a defensive one against a power that should not be 

in control. 

PIJ has a similar rationale for its defense of Islam. In its chalier, it cites several 

features of the movement. These include the facts that the movement is "benevolent" and 

"ethical." However, the explanations of these features are more one-sided than Hamas' 

explanation of its humane nature. The movement is benevolent because "It aims to 

restore the dignity of the Muslim, which has been crushed by the West and by Zionism." 

The movement is ethical because "It oversees private and public morality, as commanded 

by Islam.,,27 In PIJ's understanding, Islam is a good and moral movement for Muslims 

who have been humiliated alld denigrated by opposing forces. 

Nevertheless, it is likely that PIJ, like Hamas, views itself as tolerant vis-a-vis 

other religioLls groups, as long as Islam is in power. In a discussion of the treatment of 

"Non-Muslims in Palestine," PIJ writes "The Cluistians al'e protected subjects (dhimmis). 

They have the same rights as Muslims, which must not be violated except in cases of 

allegiance to the enemy and its allies.,,28 The Palestinian Islamists are willing to tolerate 

other religious groups as long as they do not try to fight or corrupt Islam or dominate 

Muslims. 

51 



These lslamist beliefs have developed from a Manichaean view of the world. In 

the understanding of Ham as and PrJ, Islam is a good and benevolent force. However, the 

Israelis in particular, and the Jews in general, who the Palestinians see as their 

oppressors, are ultimately evil. Palestinian pop culture and street media strongly reflect 

this understanding. Within Islamic tradition, Jews have tended to be associated with 

"pigs" and "monkeys," and various Qur'anic verses portray them as such. Hamas and PrJ 

play into this association. Around 1991 when the 'Izz aI-Din al-Qassam Battalions, the 

strike force of Hamas, rose to power, they began to use the epithet ibn a al-qird wa al

khanazir or "sons of monkeys and pigs" to refer to Jews. This use soon became a 

convention in Islamist circ1es. 29 

A poster described by Oliver and Steinberg demonstrates the use of animals to 

describe .T ews. The poster is a bamyard scene full of animals bearing the Star of David 

with Torah scrolls on their backs. The title of the poster reads "In the name of Allah, the 

Compassionate, the Merciful: The Bamyard of the Tribes oflsrael.,,30 The rest of the 

writing on the poster is derived from several of the Qur'anic verses which portray Jews as 

animals. The first reads "The likeness of those who were given the Torah and then 

abandoned it is that of a donkey laden with books." This verse is derived from the chapter 

of the Qur'an entitled "Friday" or "The Congregation" (62:5). The second verse contains 

ideas from the Qur'anic verse "The Heights": "His likeness is that of a dog; if you set 

upon him, he pants, and if you let him alone, he pants." The final verse is drawn from 

"The Table Spread": "And He made them into monkeys and pigs and Servants of evil.,,31 

PrJ also frequently used this phrase. Oliver and Steinberg cite one example of a 

leaflet distributed after the group attacked an Israeli patrol near Kfar Darom. This attack 
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occurred shortly before the return of Yasir Arafat to the Palestinian Territories. The 

leaflet reads: 

In the name of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful 

The Islamic Jihad Movement in Palestine, QSM Bridage, 
aIU10UnCes its responsibility for the Kafr Darom operation, which left three 
dead pigs stained with their blood. 

And we in the QSM Brigade give this operation to Yasir Arafat as 
a gift on the occasion of his return to Gaza-Jericho. 

And we offer our gift to Abu-' Amar with sincere devotion. 

The Islamic Jihad Movement 30/6/9432 

By referring to the Jews as pigs and granting them as a gift to Arafat, this leaflet brings 

up the idea of sacrifice. In Islamic practice, sheep are typically sacrificed as a gift to 

Allah on certain holy days or times of celebration. The reference perverts this idea. A 

Jew cannot be affiliated with the holy sacrificial lamb. Rather, the Jew is related to the 

pig, an animal that deserves to die, and is given as a gift to Arafat, who, in the Islamists' 

view, was despicable for his emphasis on secular nationalism. 

These examples demonstrate the dehumanization of Jews. This insult is 

intensified by the Arab social convention that to call someone an animal or to discuss 

someone as ifhe or she is an animal is an extreme offense. 33 Within Arab tradition, 

animals are typically conceived of as unclean. Even to own a dog or cat as a pet is 

looked down upon. By using this imagery, the Islamists associate Jews with unclean 

animals with which it would be improper to associate. More significantly, the images on 

these posters remove a human quality from the characteristics of the Jews. They are 

easier to kill because they have no mind or soul. 

On a physical level, the Islamists' struggle against "evil" Jews takes the forn1 of 

jihad, in this sense, anned struggle. According to Hamas' understanding of the conflict, 
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it is only through jihad that order and stability can occur. The conflict cannot be resolved 

through peaceful means, Again, the Charter specifically states this point: 

Peace initiatives, the so-called peaceful solutions, and the international 
conferences to resolve the Palestinian problem, are all contrary to the 
beliefs of the Islamic Resistance Movement, For renouncing any part of 
Palestine means renouncing pmi of the religion" ,There is no solution to 
the Palestinian problem except by Jihad, The initiatives, proposals and 
International Conferences are but a waste of time, an exercise in futility, 
The Palestinian people are too noble to have their future, their right and 
their destiny submitted to a vain game,34 

Hamas calls the Palestinian people to engage in jihad because of the belief that Hamas 

has a historic right to the entirety of the land from the time it was conquered by the 

Prophet's companions,35 Hamas clearly claims this historical narrative, connecting its 

struggle with the time of the Prophet: "As the Movement adopts Islam as its way oflife, 

its time dimension extends back as far as the birth of the Islamic Message and of the 

Righteous Ancestor. Its ultimate goal is Islam, the Prophet its model, the QUI" an its 

Constitution, ,,36 Hamas legitimizes its method and links its actions to Islmll' s sacred 

history, As such, the stmggle with Israel is no ordinary battle, Rather, it is a fight to gain 

control ofland that was inherited from the Prophet's companions and, thus, from God, 

For the Palestinians to engage in dialogue with Israelis and to give up some of their land 

is unthinkable for Hamas because it contradicts their conception of Islam, 

The charter ofPU reflects these ideas more explicitly, PU also believes that the 

peace process can not generate an acceptable solution, In a section of its charter entitled 

"The Peace Process," PU explains 

A solution of peace based on the recogl11tlOn of the Jews' tight in 
Palestine, or part of it, contradicts the Qur'an, since this means 
relinquishing Islamic holy land, All international and Arab conferences 
which promote this solution are deceivers, serving only the enemy, The 
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struggle will be carried on until the universal role of Islam is realized once 
rn r .37 

Both PIJ and Hamas believe that Palestinian engagement in the peace process will 

inevitably lead to the loss ofland that they were granted by Allah. Although a peace 

process would allow the establishment of a Palestinian state, this state would be smaller 

than they desire and would not fulfill the wishes of Allah. 

One of Olive and 'Steinberg's posters illustrates a second reason for the tactic of 

jihad. The poster, a product of Hamas, hung in the Palestine Mosque in Gaza City and 

referenced two recent attacks against Israel. The left side of the poster was covered with 

two panels of text. The right side of the poser was dominated by the image of a hand 

erupting from the ground. The hand holds a bloody knife and has the index finger 

pointing in the air. This is the sign of shahida, the sign of one God and a symbol of the 

Islamic movement. Oliver and Steinberg describe it saying, "Written in large red letters 

across both panels of text is the slogan, 'This is the language that the Jews 

understand!! ,,,38 The fist and knife represent jihad and reflect the idea that jihad is the 

only method acceptable to God. 

By cOlmecting their struggle so thoroughly to Islam, Hamas and PIJ also anchor 

jihad to the defense of a way of life. Drawing on ideas from the Muslim Brotherhood, 

Hamas believes that it exists in a period of time when Islam is neglected. As a result, the 

world is off balance and evil reigns. Hamas notes that 

... homelands have been usurped, people have been uprooted and are 
wand 'ring all over the globe. The state of truth has disappeared and was 
rei lac I l y the state of evil. 39 

In this statement, Hamas refers to the usurpation ofthe Palestinians' homeland by Israel 

and links it to the greater struggle of Islamic fundamentalism against the West. Islamic 
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fundamentalism arose in response to what critics saw as a cormption in Islamic practice 

and govel11ance. For these individuals, the source of this COlTUption was the diaspora of 

Muslims into Westel11 society and the influence of the West on Muslim societies. Hamas 

links its own struggle against Israel to this greater struggle in which all Muslims should 

resist the influence of Westel11 societies. In this sense, Palestinian jihad becomes not just 

the defense of Palestinian territory, but the defense of an entire way oflife. 

The slogan of Hamas encapsulates all of the above ideas. It states, "Allah is the 

goal, the Prophet its model, the Qur'an its Constitution, Jihad its path, and death for the 

case of Allah its most sublime belief.,,4o The slogans of PIJ similarly state that "Islam is 

the only solution to the struggle .. Jihad is the way ofliberation ... Victory and martyrdom 

are the way ofjihad.,,41 In order to find a way to God, the individual Palestinian must 

practice Islam by engaging in jihad. According to Hamas, physicaljihad is an individual 

obligation: "When our enemies usurp some Islamic lands, Jihad becomes a duty binding 

on all Muslims. In order to face the usurpation of Palestine by the Jews, we have no 

escape from raising the banner of Jihad. ,,42 Jihad is the path and to die on this path is the 

highest honor. 

Martyrdom as Cosmic War 
The Palestinians' battle against Israel takes on a very real and physical fonn in the 

shape of jihad. The Palestinians desire to defeat the Israelis completely. However, 

because Israel is by far the stronger power, the battle also takes on a very symbolic aad 

cosmic significance. The Palestinians have no official military, and even the combined 

strength of their police forces and terrorist organization military wings would not be able 

to defeat the Israeli anny. Khalid Mish'al, the head of Hamas in Damascus, recognizes 
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this fact. He explains "We know that the current balance of power in the region does not 

allow us to achieve a decisive victory against the Zionists; however we confidently 

believe that we are moving along the right path-the path of resistance. ,,43 Despite the 

asymmetrical nature of the cont1ict, Mish'al finnly believes that the Palestinians can win. 

In this battle, however, jihad aims at symbolic, rather than physical, victories. 

Nevertheless, it is important to note that the outcomes of these victOlies can have 

very real consequences. Suicide attacks are often designed to send a message to the 

Israeli govemment and people or even the Palestinian govemment and people. For 

example, Hamas-sponsored suicide attacks are frequently aimed at demonstrating the 

futility of the peace negotiations in which the PLO has engaged. The missions also create 

fear in the hearts of Israeli citizens and their government. They show that no one is safe. 

For Hamas and PIJ, the missions reveal that jihad is the only answer. 

Suicide attacks also hold symbolic significance for the attackers themselves. In 

particular, three factors strongly intluence suicide bombers. At a personal level, suicide 

terrorism is caused by Palestinians' feelings of wOlihlessness ancl the resulting desire to 

gain honor. At a more social level, the suicide te11'orist feels that Israel is the perpetrator 

of horrible acts upon his people, and this sentiment causes the desire for revenge. 

However, abo:ve all, suicide terrorists are motivated by their religious beliefs in the 

afterlife. 

Martyrdom has become a source of honor in Palestinian society, and suicide 

terrorism has become a way in which the attackers can attain personal status within the 

community. Bloom explains this fact very well. She notes: 

Individual esteem is bound to group status, physically and symbolically. 
Sacrifice and risk employed on behalf of the group become valuable 
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virtues, rewarded by social status ... At a profoundly important-albeit 
symbolic level-martyrdom is the final and irrefutable statement of group 
wOlih and dignity against the oppressor. The shahids gain increased social 
status as a result of suicide operations.44 

Palestinians live in a society where they experience a lack of control over their lives. For 

example, they often face curfews imposed by the Israeli anny that are meant to restrict 

movement within the Territories.45 

These curfews are one source of intense humiliation and a frequent reason given 

by Palestinian shuhada (the plural of shahid) for their desire to engage in suicide attacks. 

Walid Dakah, a member of the communist group the Popular Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine (PFLP) has spent the last twenty-one years in jail. During his time there, he 

interviewed imprisoned suicide bombers. Two of these were PIJ activists "N." and "A." 

When Dakah asked N. why he decided to engage in istash 'had (the act of shahadat), N. 

mentioned the curfew. He explained that the curfew 

... made me feel that I was in a prison, a prisoner with no rights and no 
value to life. As though we are animals and they are looking at us in our 
homes. I decided that I would change my life by moving to the master of 
the universe and to choose my life there so that I would not be forced to 
remain in the prison, and worship of God was a way so that I would not 

. . 1 . 46 remamm t lat pnson. 

The sentiment expressed in this quotation is not unusual in Palestinian society. 

Palestinians frequently express feelings of entrapment as a result of the curfew. For this 

Palestinian, the feeling of imprisonment translated into a particular loss of honor. He felt 

like an animal in a cage-a strong insult in Arab society. Istash 'had was the act by 

which he could escape the prison, thus regaining his honor. 
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A similar feeling was expressed A., also interviewed by Dakah. During one of 

the first curfews imposed by the Israeli Defense Forces in his city, soldiers roamed the 

streets and everyone was afraid to go outside. The young man described his feelings: 

The soldiers shot at anyone who went outside, even in the yard. I peeked 
out of the window. Suddenly I saw a dog roving freely on the street and 
passing next to the soldiers. They didn't arrest it and didn't open fire on 
it. I th. ught to myself: either to live a life that is less than that of a dog or 
to cho se i. martyr's death.47 

The thoughts of this PIJ activist mirror those of the first. The act of seeing a dog walk 

freely on the streets when he could not brought home to him the reality of the curfew. He 

felt humiliated-that his life was wOlth less than that of a dog. Again, the martyr's death 

was a way that he could escape the disgrace of this life. 

Because of Islamic restrictions, female suicide bombers are rarely sponsored by 

religious organizations. However, women who engage in suicide attacks are similarly 

motivated by the desire to regain honor. Generally, they have experienced some kind of 

Islamic taboo related to their gender status. For example, women who become pregnant 

before marriage or who cannot get pregnant once married-two extreme social taboos in 

Islamic culture-have sometimes decided to engage in a suicide operation.48 

Women may also engage in suicide attacks because of a loss of honor experienced 

at the hands of Israeli soldiers. For example Barbara Victor, who spent time in the 

Palestinian Territories researching female suicide bombers, writes of Darine Abu Aisha 

who engaged in a suicide attack when she was twenty years old. Darine was extremely 

religious. She "knew she would go to Paradise and she understood that by becoming a 

shahida .. . she would help liberate our land.,,4l) However, the primary impetus for 

Darine's actions came while with her cousin Rashid at a checkpoint near Nablus. The 

59 



soldiers manning the checkpoint were refusing to allow a woman holding a feverish 

infant to pass in order to take her child to the hospital. Darine decided to plead the 

woman's case. Finally, the soldiers agreed to allow the woman to put her infant on an 

ambulance if Rashid would kiss Darine on the mouth. 

Darine's mother explained, "My daughter was hOlTified. You understand that it is 

impossible in our religion, and yet my daughter understood that the life of this child was 

in her hands."so Darine attempted to reason with the soldiers, but they tore her hijab 

(head covering) off her head. By this point, the baby was no longer breathing. Darine, 

humiliated, told her cousin to kiss her. 

According to Victor, this experience h'l-d ruined Darine's chances of marrying a 

decent man. Rashid offered to marry her, but Darine was outraged. She did not wish to 

marry and quickly became affiliated with Hamas. 51 For Darine, participation in a suicide 

mission became a way to not only fulfill what she had always believed were her religious 

obligations, but to regain honor after being humiliated by Israeli soldiers at the 

checkpoint. 

Palestinian martyrs know that they will gain honor, not just in the next world from 

Allah, but also in this one. The portrayal of suicide martyrs in the statements of Barnas 

and PLT and in the popular media gives evidence to this fact. For example, Hamas 

portrays its suicide martyrs as ·'heroes." In Islamic ideology, the term shahid refers to 

any individual who dies in the battle against the oppressor or even those individuals who 

are just killed by the oppressor. Commanders of Hamas are often called martyrs, 

"rnujahid martyrs," or even "heros." These individuals have given their lives to the 

Islamic Palestinian cause and have been assassinated by the Israelis for doing so. 
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Similarly, Hamas also gives the title of "martyr" to children or other individuals killed by 

Israeli strikes. 

Suicide martyrs are the only individuals to be given the specific title "martyr 

hero," and Hamas portrays these individuals as heroic and valiant in many ways. For 

example, on April 11, 2001, a Hamas communique commemorated the death of Fadi 

Atallah Yousef Amer who engaged in a suicide operation near an Israeli military barrier 

west of Qalqilya: 

Yes, our heroic martyr has left us, but his memory remains live in our 
hemis, minds and among the people. You have always been a model for 
the well-behaved Muslim who is enthusiastic for his religion and his 
country ... Your blood will remain a torch that illuminates the road of 
dignity, pride and freedom for the coming generati I1S'm I will remain the 
61' lhal bums the enemies mld shake the ground under their feet. 52 

Hamas' martyrs are moral exemplars for the rest of the community. By engaging in 

suicide attacks, they no longer suffer personal humiliated. Instead, they become heralded 

and idolized by their community. They not only regain their individual esteem and status 

but also become "stars" in their own community. Martyr posters, videos, and tapes 

commemorate the act of their death. For instance, a poster commemorating the death of 

Sami 'Abd al-Hafez, a PIJ suicide bomber who blew himse1f.up at a fast-food restaurant 

in Tel Aviv, called him "the hero of the heroic action in Tel Aviv that undemlined Zionist 

self-confidence. ,,53 

Parties are also held to celebrate a martyr's death. For exmnple, the faIUi1y of 

Saeed Hotari, a Hamas operative who blew himself up outside a discotheque in Tel Aviv 

in one of the largest suicide attacks to date, rejoiced at his death. A month after Saeed's 

attack, his father Hassan Hotmi threw a party. Robeli Pape writes "neighbors hung 
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pictures on their trees of Saeed Hotari holding several sticks of dynamite. Others put up 

a sign: 'Martyr Saeed Hotari.' Still others expressed satisfaction with that mission ... ,,54 

Martyrs are also remembered in martyr stOlies, a very special genre of books, and 

martyr videos. Oliver and Steinberg describe a martyr video containing the statements of 

three Palestinians who worked together to hold-up a bus on July 1, 1993. The three 

Hamas operatives, Mahir Abu-Surur, Salah Mustafa 'Uthman (who survived), and 

Muhammad Hasan aI-Hindi, (called "Force Three") demanded the release of a leader of 

Hezbollah in Lebanon. Although chaos eventually ensued, they intended to blow up the 

bus if Israel did not meet their demands. After al-Hindi's death, Suhail aI-Hindi, his 

brother, wrote a l11aIiyr book for him. In the book, Suhail aI-Hindi portrays Muhammad 

ai-Hindi as heroic, even as a young man, describing him as "the possessor of a noble soul 

and a lofty mind.,,55 StOlies such as this join the posters, parties, and other celebrations 

of a martyr's death. In death, a maliyr achieves a status that he has never known in life. 

On a sociological level, Palestinians choose to engage in suicide attacks because 

they wish to avenge the pain Israel has caused to their people. The suicide bomber is 

strongly influenced by his community's suffering. Suicide telTorism is both way to exact 

this revenge and an attempt to alleviate the suffering of the Palestinian people. Although 

family and fiiends do not always supp011 their actions, suicide bombers understand that 

their death is for the community, in much the same way as does any soldier. However, 

because Israel's am1Y is so strong and because the Palestinians do not have their own 

army, they turn to their own bodies as weapons. The thoughts of several suicide bombers 

interviewed by Nichol Argo demonstrate this idea of altruistic revenge: 
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I did this because of the suffering of the Palestinian people. The falling of 
the shahadin [those killed by Israeli forces] ... and the destruction 
everywhere in Palestine .. .I did this tor God and tor the Palestinian people. 

The istash 'had will sacrifice his life for the community in order to please 
the will of God. 56 

Mahir Abu-SUlur of the Barnas suicide squad mentioned above gave a similar 

explanation for his actions: 

... we will, insha' allah, present our spirits and make our blood cheap for 
the sake of Allah and out of love for this homeland and for the sake of the 
freedom and honor of this people in order that Palestine remain Islamic, 
and Bamas remain a torch lighting the road of all the perl)lexed and all the 
t01111ented and the oppressed, and Palestine be liberated:s . 

For the majority of suicide bombers, defense of their community is wrapped up with the 

will of God. God desires the establishment of an Islamic community on earth, and 

Israel's actions are to destruct this community. Thus, its defense becomes an act willed 

by God. 

Perhaps most representative of this community are its children-the future of the 

society. Suicide bombers are frequently motivated by pictures of children killed by 

Israeli forces-whether they see it occur on television or in person. Two imprisoned 

bombers interviewed by Nichole Argo explain: 

I didn't decide in one moment. I had been thinking about it from the 
beginning of the intifada, looking tor an opportunity and an organization 
to help me do it. There were a few factors affecting the decision-the 
stress of the occupation, the humiliation of my cousin being searched by 
the soldiers, the killing ... against kids-and the action was in the honor of 
the kids who were killed. 

It was after the istash 'had of a friend and of the shaeed [also a martyr, but 
killed by the Israeli forces] of a baby Iman Bagu. These two cases made 
me think that human life is threatened every moment without good cause. 
Just because I'm Palestinian, the missles are falling everywhere without 
distinction between those who are soldiers,civilians, kids, adults ... 58 
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For Palestinians, this image represents the ultimate injustice at the hands of Israeli 

soldiers. Children, not even old enough to join the fight are killed before they have any 

chance to live. These deaths represent the Palestinians' complete helplessness against 

Israel. 

Overtime suicide telTorism has also become a way to raise the morale of the 

Palestinian people in general. By engaging in a suicide attack, a Palestinian individual 

helps to bolster his community. Each attack is a "small battle" that is won, and, with all 

these victories, how could the Palestinians be losing? Another suicide bomber 

interviewed by Argo demonstrates this belief: "My mission made them (the camp) happy, 

even though they were punished a lot [for it] in Jenin."s9 Although all battles (attacks) 

combined may not lead to a successful resolution of the conflict, they can continue to 

mean success in the mind of the perpetrating community.6o 

Despite the threat of Israeli attacks in response to suicide bombings, the act of 

shahadat can generate concrete rewards for the family of the shahid. Unemployment is 

extremely high in the Palestinian Territories. Jobs are rare in the TelTitories themselves, 

and the joumey to Israel is long and difficult because of checkpoint meant to keep 

telTorists out of Israel. On a purely economic level, martyrdom sometimes brings 

monetary reward to the martyr's family. 

Finally, Palestinians engage in suicide telTorism because, in their minds, it helps 

to equalize the pain of oppression. One suicide telTorist interviewed by Argo told her: "I 

wanted the Jews to feel how we feel. If I wasn't convinced that it would benefit us, I 

wouldn't do it.,,6! These individuals believe that they have enough self- and group

worth to demand Israeli's recognition of the pain that it has caused.62 Suicide telTorism is 

64 



a way of building up their own group's esteem by injuring the Other's. By being able to 

hurt the Israeli side, the suicide attackers can uphold their own dignity. Mark 

Juergensmeyer explains that symbolic acts of violence, such as suicide terrorism are 

socially empowering. This warfare is a world view and an assertion of power. Most 

importantly, the idea that the Palestinians are engaged in a war, allows them to hold onto 

the hope of victory. 63 

Humiliation and the desire for revenge are the major causes of Palestinian suicide 

telTorism. However, if these were the only reasons for attacks on Israel, suicide telT01ism 

would not occur. Because suicide is a sin in Palestinian culture, it is important that the 

neither the suicide telTorist nor Palestinian society views suicide telTorism as such. To 

this end, Islamic ideas about the afterlife and the rewards a martyr will receive in 

Paradise are the ideas that sanction and even encourage the suicide bomber to kill 

himself. 

Many suicide bombers face their deaths feeling happy or even elated. For 

example, Oliver and Steinberg describe Abu Sumr of the Hamas video as "happy, too 

happy, slightly embalTassed by his happiness, as he and the other guys in his 

group ... prepare themselves for their final act.,,64 The opportunity to commit a 

martyrdom-attack represents the greatest of Abu Surur's life. He is exuberant at the 

prospect of his death. 

Other suicide attackers describe a similarly elated feeling plioI' to facing their own 

death. Imprisoned PU attacker A. told Dakah that, on the way to his mission, he 

expelienced feelings of euphoria: 

The feelings are that you are floating in the air, flying, not walking on the 
ground. You take your leave of everything around you, the material 
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things. It is a farewell from the world. I thought about what lay in store 
for me as a r WLU'd for my action, I asked my if what it W uld be like in 
Paradise. I cnli 'e .l a long way from here in my"imagination.os 

Suicide bombers are consoled about their exit from this world by the idea that the next 

will offer more than they could ever hope to attain in life. In this life, Palestinian men are 

unable to become fully functioning individuals within their society. Daily, they face the 

realities of their own lives by expeliencing the supeIior quality of Israeli lives. 

Palestinians watch Israeli television, which they secretly admire, and consume Israeli 

goods, which are of greatly superior quality. Many Palestinian work in Israel and spend 

time in Israeli prisons, and, thus, spend a large portion of their lives encountering Israeli 

society. 

In contrast to the Israelis, these individuals have no political, economic, or 

cultural opportunities, no future on earth. Furthem10re, the Palestinian Authority, which 

holds power, does little to ameliorate daily hardships for Palestinians. Under the control 

of the PLO when dominated by Fatah, the Palestinian govemment was made up of 

comlpt elites who tried mainly to keep power in their own hands.66 Thus, potential 

suicide bombers feel that they have little control over their lives. Taking death into their 

own hands becomes a way of controlling their own fate and avoiding a dishonorable 

death. Islamic Jihad activist A. told Dakah, "Instead of death, which is everywhere now, 

corning to me, I wanted to go to it and reach paradise. ,,67 In this manner, death becomes 

his own choice and, thus, more honorable. In addition, by reaching Paradise, A. believed 

he would not really die. Palestinians have a strong awareness of their failures which is 

strengthened by their interactions with the Israeli state. Their unrecognized desires for 

upward within society thus translate into an ambition to follow the will of God. 
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According to Fm'had Khosrokhavar, "Their one intention is to transcend their own desires 

so as to espouse the noble cause of God.,,68 In doing so, they can escape the pain of this 

life for the pleasures of Paradise. 

The desire to reach the afterlife is fmiher compounded by the belief that to die as 

a martyr is, not to die, but to begin life anew-in a better place. Therefore, the surviving 

friends and relatives of the shahid should celebrate his success and rejoice at his 

attainment of a greater life. Palestinians recognize the fact that they will experience 

death sooner or later. In conversations, shuhada are spoken of as if they were still alive. 

The "Force Three" martyr video involves interviews of each suicide bomber with the 

group's trainer Muhammad 'Aziz Rushdi. In an interview with aI-Hindi, Rushdi brings 

up a man named "Abu Suhaib" and asks aI-Hindi if he would like to offer a word to him. 

AI-Hindi responds "Yes, we convey the wannest greetings and most pleasant salutations 

to our brother Abu-Suhaib." Rushdi responds a moment later, saying "1nsha'a11ah, he is 

with his Lord in Paradise.,,69 Abu-Suhaib, who has been discussed as if still alive, is 

actually dead. 

This notion that mmiyrdom does not lead to death is complimented by the period 

of time after an individual makes the decision to engage in a suicide mission. After being 

assigned to an attack, the attacker's overwhelming focus is on the afterlife. A suicide 

bomber interviewed by Argo demonstrates this tendency: 

In the moments of preparation .. .I would think more about the afterlife, not 
tl1 arthly life. I ill'wged heav n with my friend, also the face of God, 
fr In whom I would ask forgiv ness for all my fa lllil y.70 

According to Argo, this focus on the next world is a method of cutting emotional ties to 

the earthly one. Hamas and PIJ playa role in helping their suicide attackers let go of this 
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life. Argo explains that, in the days immediately prior to his death, the shahid engages in 

ritualized action which helps them transfer their attention from life to death. Religiously-

oriented bombers pray more and read the Qur'an. For example, Pape describes the 

typical routine for Hamas operatives in recent years. The typical bomber is recruited at a 

mosque after which he is invited to join a Hamas-Ied class on Islamic study. His last 

days are spent going to the class and studying the Qur'an for two to four hours each day. 

They read and discuss portions of the Qur'an that focus on the birth of the nation of 

Islam, the importance of faith, the duty of jihad, and Allah's favors for the faithful. 7l 

The focus on religion helps the shahid to enter a liminal state. He is not yet dead, 

but no longer alive. The training of Force Three provides an excellent example of this 

state. In the days before the attack, the group stayed in a cave near Hebron. During an 

interview with 'Uthman, who survived the attack after being shot in the head, Oliver and 

Steinberg questioned him about that time. 'Uthman told them 

We though of the tomb, but we were happy in the tomb. Allah bless our 
master Muhammad, either the tomb becomes a Paradise, one of the 
gardens of Paradise, or it becomes one of the pits of Hell. You know, it 
encouraged us to carryon during this time. We were encouraged to action 
and possibilities in that way so our tomb would be a Paradise for us ... 72 

Living in the tomb-like caves, the members of Force Three became "living mmiyrs"-

individuals still alive but devoted to death. The time that Force Three spent in the caves 

allowed them to disassociate themselves with life and contemplate what it would mean to 

die. 

Fmihermore, this preparation absolves them of their individual identities. Away 

from society, there is no need for the group to consider themselves as discrete 
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individuals. The thoughts of Abu Surur emphasizes the effects of the cave. Oliver and 

Steinberg write: 

Strangely, it is only at the end of the interview that Rushdi asks Abu-Sumr 
his name. For a moment Abu-Sumr, the guy of many names, the guy 
never short of words in speechless. "My name," he says, and pauses. 
"Your brother in Allah, Hamza Abu-Sum!'." And then, before giving his 
nom de guerre, he laughs. Why does he laugh? Is it because all of this 
information is well known, or because he no longer effectively exists and 
finds it strange to have a name at all? 73 

For Abu-Surur, 'Uthman, and ai-Hindi, the cave is a time of transition. They are still 

alive, but life holds no more for them. They have ceased to exist as functioning 

individuals in this world. Instead, Force Three and other suicide bombers become part of 

a sacred community in the next world. 

Becoming a shahid allows Palestinians the 0ppOitunity to achieve their ideal 

community. Death brings honor to Palestinian suicide bombers in a way that life never 

would. In addition, shahadat focuses very much on the rewards that the maltyr will 

receive in the afterlife. In the next world, Palestinians have the opportunity to build a 

community exactly as they desire. Khosrokhavar writes that as the number of martyrs 

grow, "it becomes possible to build a ghostly community in death.,,74 

Martyrs become part of a 'glorious community' of God's chosen people. The 

community is made up of heroic individuals from Islam's past, including the Prophet 

Muhammad. In the charter of Hamas, it is explained that "The souls of. . .J ihad fighters 

will encounter those of all Jihad fighters who have sacrificed their lives in the land of 

Palestine since it was conquered by the Companions of the Prophet ... ,,75 Similarly, 

'Uthman says "He will admit us into the spaciousness of His Paradise, and there will be a 

meeting with the Lord of the Believers there when we are with the Prophets and the 
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Righteous and the Martyrs.,,76 The paradisiacal community of believers is made up of 

any Muslim who has died fighting for God's cause. As such, understandings of 

martyrdom are closely linked to a sacred history of battles. These battles provide the 

basis for a community in death, and modem Muslims are to emulate the heroes who 

fought then. 

Other than the martyrdom of Husayn, the first battle that serves as an example is 

the battle of Badr, fought in the second year after the hijra (when the Prophet and his 

followers moved from Mecca to Medina). The battle was a decisive tuming point for 

Islam in which the Prophet Muhammad and the early Muslims fought against the leading 

tribe in Mecca-the Qushayris. The battle is significant in Muslim memory because its 

decisive victory was attributed to the influence of God. 

The battle also offers the first instance of a heroic martyr-Khubaib al-Ansari-

whom Muslims are to emulate. AI-Ansari was captured during the battle and sold in 

Mecca to the sons of a man whom aI-Ansari had killed. Before being put to death, al-

Ansari uttered the words, "It does not matter when or how I am killed as a Muslim as 

long as my death is for the sake of Allah.,,77 AI-Ansari is also held up as a martyr 

because he ritualized the act of dying at the hands of the enemy. He requested that his 

captors allow him to shave his private parts and to pray before dying. The words of al-

Ansari are repeated in different contexts throughout Palestinian society. They have 

become pati of many anthems, including the Hamas anthem during the first Intifada. 78 

They have also been incorporated into rituals followed by suicide bombers before they 

. ., 
engage 111 a m1SSlOn. 
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A second battle that shuhada view as a model is the battle of Hattin. At Hattin, 

on a hilltop above the Sea of Galilee, the Muslims annies led by the Kurd Salah ad-Din 

defeated the Crusader Knights of Templar in 1187.79 This battle is particularly important 

for Palestinians as they see the struggle against Israel as a modem day parallel to the 

conflict with the Crusaders over the Holy Land. Hamas, for instance, often invokes 

images of this battle and presents itself as inheliting Salah ad-Din's mantle. Battles 

against the Crusaders are mentioned in the Hamas charter as an example to be followed. 8o 

Both Hamas and PI.T also claim inheIitance to the legacy of Shaykh 'Izz ad-Din 

al-Qassam who served as the imam of a mosque in Haifa and led the Palestinian 

resistance against the British in the late 1920s and early 1930s. PI.T draws a parallel 

between the death of al-Qassam at the hands of the British in 1935 and the death of 

Husayn in Karbala. Both are ''unique human example[s] of martyrdom for truth and 

justice."Sl Hamas similarly claims affiliation to al-Qassam, naming its military wing the 

'Izz ad-Din al-Qassam Brigades. 

AI-Qassam and aI-Ansari are both exemplary figures for the modern Muslim and 

shahid, and each individual who died in the above battles helps to fonn the basis for a 

sacred community in Paradise. In the days before death, the future shuhada are 

encouraged to imagine that they have already joined this community. For example, when 

in the Force Three video Rushdi questions Abu-Sumr, "what is your association," Abu

Surur answers "My association and my sole identity are 'Izz ad-Din al-Qassam ... and 

thanks be to Allah that he gave me the gift of being one of the soldiers of Islam, a 

muj ahid on the pure soil of Palestine, just like the jihad warriors of the first Companions 
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[of the Prophet].82" The Palestinian cause, as defined by Hamas, has become Abu-

Surur's identity; he is already a maliyr-hero, a shahid. 

Hamas and PU have created an Islamic ideology within Palestinian society in 

which the struggle against Israel is an all or nothing battle. Peace negotiations cannot 

solve the Palestinian problem because the Islamists refuse to surrender an inch of the land 

given to them by Allah. As individuals engage in this defensive jihad, their bodies 

become their primary weapons. They participate in a symbolic battle to regain honor for 

themselves and their own society and in order to hUli Israel in the same way that they 

believe the Israel has hurt them. Islamic notions of Paradise and the Islamist ideas that 

any individual who gives his life up forjihad will begin a new life in Paradise allow 

Palestinians to shake off the bonds of this world. In doing so, they become part of their 

ideal spiIitual community. 
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Chapter 4: The Suicide Bombers of Fatah and the Role of the 
Palestinian Community 

"By the points of daggers and knives, the road of victory will be ours 
With the tears of bereaved mothers and orphans, will draw the map of the 

homeland 
From the barrels of guns, we will tal<.e back our rights and forge our glory 

We write to the world thAt we are a Muslim people 
Passionately we love death, and we stOJ'O bullet ,I 

On November 29,2002, a Palestinian bomber boarded a bus traveling from 

Nazareth to Tel Aviv, sat near the middle of the bus, and detonated his explosives. Three 

passengers were wounded and nine injured in the attack. Although PH claimed 

responsibility for the violence, this was the first suicide attack also claimed by Fatah. 2 

Fatah would continue to sponsor suicide attacks from this point on, mainly through its 

newly formed faction, the al-Aqsa Martyrs' Brigades. 

Bom out of the same ideological currents as the Hamas ,md Palestinian Islamic 

Jihad, Fatah took a drastically different path. As mentioned in chapter tlu'ee, Fatah 

developed in 1957 out of the desire of its founders, Arafat (a.k.a. Abu Ammar), al-Wazir 

(a.k.a. Abu Jihad), Khaleb (a.k.a. Abu Iyad), and Qaduwi (a.k.a. Abu Lut!), to establish 

an organization dedicated to anned struggle but not necessarily based in Islam. Although 

the group was initially opposed to the PLO, Fatah merged with the goveming 

organization in 1968. That same year, Fatah fought the Battle of Karameh, a tuming 

point for the Fatah movement. At that time, Karameh, in present-day Jordan, was Fatah's 

headquarters. When Israeli soldiers invaded the town on May 21, Fatah militants were 

ready to resist. Although the Israelis destroyed the town, Fatah forced their retreat and 

dealt a heavy blow to powerful Israeli forces. Fatah considered the battle a victory, and 
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Palestinians began to tell-and reinvent-stories of the battle, bringing prestige to the 

organization. Soon after the incident, Arafat became the PLO's leader. 3 

Throughout its existence, Fatah has experienced competition and challenges from 

other Palestinian organizations. In 1970, after Jordan expelled Fatah and other 

Palestinian organizations from the country, different Palestinian groups mounted a 

challenge to Fatah's authority. At this point, the Palestinian Front for Liberation of 

Palestine (PFLP), a communist organization, was Fatah's main competitor. It had risen 

in status due to success in international telTorist operations designed to promote the 

Palestinian cause. In response, Fatah developed the Black September group.4 This group 

quickly became known internationally for assassinating Jordan's prime minister in 

November 1971 and for the murders of eleven Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympic 

Games in September 1972.5 

This way of dealing with internal threats to its authority would later become an 

important factor in Fatah's decision to begin suicide attacks. Towards the end of the first 

Intifada, the Oslo Peace Agreement again brought Fatah and the PLO into the limelight 

as Arafat and his leadership attempted to cooperate with the Israeli government to fonn a 

peaceful solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. However, the al-Aqsa Intifida which 

began in September 2000 dismantled this peace process. As Hamas and PI.T suicide 

bombers began to attack Israel at greater rates than during the first Inifada, Fatah 

increasingly lost legitimacy. The organization tried to hold on to power in a society that 

had become significantly more radicalized and religious, and, in doing so, it too turned to 

the use of suicide tell'orism. 

76 



Indeed, in October 2004, the rate of suicide attacks sponsored by Fatah was the 

highest of any Palestinian organization other than Hamas and greatly exceeded the 

number sponsored by other secular groupS.6 This chapter will look at the religious 

transfo1111ation of Palestinian society and the way in which Fatah's use of suicide 

terrorism has paralleled this transformation in an attempt to regain power. 

The Transformation of Nationalist Imagery During the First Intifada 
Since suicide ten'orism is justified primarily through the religious idea of 

shahadat, it seems unusual that a secular, nationalistic group such as Fatah would resOlt 

to it as a tactic. In order to sponsor suicide bombers, Fatah has been forced to transform 

its rhetoric by incorporating religious elements. Because Palestinian society, like all 

Islamic societies, considers suicide a sin, no secular argument could be made that would 

make any type of suicide morally acceptable. It is only when Palestinians consider 

suicide terrorism in religious terms that the act becomes righteous. Shahadat is ete111al 

life, not death, and shuhada do not commit suicide. The shift towards Islam made by 

Fatah officials allows the s"uicide attackers of the al-Aqsa Maltyrs' Brigade to rationalize 

their actions in the same way as do the suicide attackers of Ham as and PIJ. 

Throughout its early history, the ideological basis of the Fatah movement 

emphasized Arab nationalism, a phenomenon that developed in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, gained momentum at the end of the Ottoman Empire in the early 

twentieth century, and reached a peak after World War II. 7 In essence, Arab nationalism 

has revolved around the two ideas of independence and unity. It reflects Arab desires to 

rid their lands of the last traces of colonialism as a prerequisite to a unified Arab nation 

and to social development in that part of the world. The struggle over Palestinian land 

l 
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represents the continuation of a struggle against foreign domination in the Middle East, 

and, for Palestinians and many other Arabs, this conflict has generally been a focal point 

of Arab nationalism. Palestinians regard their stlUggle as the most important and 

immediate in the Middle East. 

For Fatah and other Palestinian nationalists, the struggle has not necessarily taken 

a religious tonTI. Rather, these groups have tended to view Zionism as an imperialist 

ideology; Israel, thus, is a situation ofneocolonialism.8 Historically, Fatah's struggle 

concentrates on the need to rid Palestinian land ofIsraeli influences. The movement's 

goals are stated in Fatah's constitution: 

Article (12) Complete liberation of Palestine, and eradication of Zionist 
economic, political, military and cultural existence. 
Article (13) Establishing an independent democratic state with complete 
sovereignty on all Palestinian lands, and Jerusalem is its capital city, and 
protecting the citizens' legal and equal rights without any racial or 
religious discrimination. 
Article (14) Setting up a progressive society that wan-ants people's rights 
and their public freedo111 
Article (15) Active participation in achieving the Arab Nation's goals in 
liberation and building an independent, progressive and united Arab 
society. 
Article (16) Backing up all oppressed people in their struggle for 
liberation and self-dete1111ination in order to build a just, international 
peace. 

The constitution strongly reflects the principles of Arab nationalism, stating the liberation 

of Palestine as its primary goal and relating this effort to the wider Arab national struggle. 

As such, it bases its principles on secular, not religious language. The ultimate goal is 

not to retum to an Islamic caliphate, but to establish a unified Arab world. Fatah is a 

movement against colonial domination and what the organization believes to be Zionist 

racism as well as a defense of Palestinian land . 
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At the beginning of the first Intifada, the imagery used by Fatah echoed this 

emphasis on Palestinian land. Common themes included maps of Palestine and earthly 

images such as flowers, trees, or fanning. For example, according to the graffiti collected 

by Oliver and Steinberg in the early 1990s, nationalists tended to draw maps of "All 

Palestine" colored the black, white, red, and green of the Palestinian national flag or 

covered with a keffiyah, the black and white checkered headdress of men in the area. 

According to Oliver and Steinberg, in these representations, the land and the people "had 

been mapped onto one another."Y Equating the land with the people, the painful loss 

translated into a more intensely personal one. 

Other frequent images also combined the people with the land. For example, the 

land was often depicted by flowers or green trees. A children's rhyme reflected this idea: 

"If the rose is the most beautiful of tlowers, then Palestine is the rose of the Arab 

world."lO Similarly one Fatah poster depicted the faces of its dead martyrs superimposed 

onto flowers. ll Here the images of the lost land, portrayed by the rose, were combined 

with the deaths of Palestinian individuals; the two losses were inextricably linked. 

In keeping with land-based imagery, nationalist music also tended to be folksy 

songs about the land and about a time when the land and the people were one. 12 At the 

time of his retum, Arafat was similarly associated with the land. Oliver and Steinberg 

describe this p01irayal: "His body was composed of land and trees and balanced 

precariously on his am1 was an orange map ofIsrael, the West Bank, ancl Gaza strip, 

signifying the long-cherished goal of regaining 'all of Palestine. ",13 

Another important element ofFatah's ideology has been its traditional emphasis 

on violence as the method by which its stmggle should be carried out. As seen above, 
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Fatah leaders split from the Muslim Brotherhood organizations in Palestine because they 

were frustrated with the Brotherhood's less active means ofrefonn. The weight Fatah 

has given to violence was originally deeply influenced by the ideas of Frantz Fanon, one 

of the primary thinkers during the Algerian revolution against the French. Fanon 

believed that violence was cathartic and liberating for oppressed peoples. 14 For Fatah, 

the victory ofthe Front de Liberation National (the National Liberation Front, FLN), the 

Algerian resistance group, over French colonialism became proof that the use of violence 

could lead to liberation. 

Throughout its existence, Fatah has been responsible for violent attacks against 

Israel, again taking its "victory" at the Battle of Karameh as a sign that violence was a 

successful method of resistance. The Fatah Constitution mirrors these ideas in articles 

seventeen and nineteen: 

Article (17) Am1ed public revolution is the inevitable method to liberating 
Palestine. 
Article (19) Al111ed stmggle is a strategy and not a tactic, and the 
Palestinian Arab People's al111ed revolution is a decisive factor in the 
liberation fight and in uprooting the Zionist existence, and this stmggle 
will not cease unless the Zionist state is demolished and Palestine is 
completely liberated. IS 

Although these ideas are quite similar to those of the Islamists' about the necessity of 

jihad, during the first Intifada, Fatah's belief in violent resistance was grounded in a 

nonreligious sentiment that violent rebellion was the only way by which the land of 

Palestine might be liberated. Indeed, this difference could be seen in the lexicon used by 

the nationalists verses that of the lslamists. While the lslamists called for jihad, the 

nationalists called for al-k(fah al-musallah ("anned stmggle") or al-harb ash-sha 'bia 

("popular war"). 16 
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Nationalist imagery during the first Intifada called the Palestinian people to arms 

to defend their country. One common and aggressive idea was that of "dIinking blood" 

or "eating flesh." As with the majority of nationalist imagery, Islamist groups shared 

these ideas. However, nationalist groups tended to employ a different spin. For example, 

a Hamas stanza from audio cassette Islamic Zajal 4 exclaimed: 

Pour bullets on the people and increase them! 
Let the martyrs amongst my people increase! 

By the machine-gun, 0 Muhammad, we'll restore your religion 
and we'll drink from the blood of all those who make of themsel ves 

enemies. 17 

This stanza stands in contrast to a chant for Arafat which contained similar images of 

"drinking blood": 

Abu-' Amar, go, go 
Abu-' Amar, go, go 

We are with you until victory 
We are with you until victory 

Abu-'Amar doesn't care 
Abu-'Amar doesn't care 

Your men are drinkers of blood 
Your men are drinkers ofblood18 

Both of these verses are aimed at spuning Palestinians to fight against Israel. They 

portray the Palestinians as strong and victorious. At the same time, however, they reflect 

different world views. The Hamas verse focuses on the Prophet Muhammad as the 

movement's leader, saying that they will restore his religion and, by doing so, restore the 

land. In contrast, the chant holds up Arafat as the movement's leader, implying that 

victory is the liberation of the land of Palestine for nationalist reasons. 

Other images suggested the idea that Palestinians should sacrifice their own lives 

for the sake of the land. For example, harvesting wheat fields was a frequent symbol of 
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nationalist martyrdom as demonstrated by an excerpt from a song by the Sharaf at-Tibi 

Band: 

o fellah [peasant], the land ... the land 
o fellah, the land ... the land 
Never neglect it, by Allah 
Defend it like your honor 
o fend it like y Llr honor 

With your hi eI. you'll irrigate it, by Allah. 19 

The type of sacrifice inspired by this song is that of sacrifice for the land. Despite the 

mention of Allah, it is not a religious form of sacrifice; the individual does not sacrifice 

himself for the sake of God and for the sake of Islam. Rather, he dies in a struggle to 

defend the land. He "inigates" the land with his blood so that it might prosper and live. 

During the first Intifada, images of sacrifice were similarly shared by nationalists 

and Islamists alike. For example, both groups were often presented as guardians of 

Islamic holy sites. Two cards collected by Oliver and Steinberg depict armed men on and 

around two mosques?O The card portraying men from Hamas' al-Qassam Brigades sit on 

and around the Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron. Across the sky at the top of the card is 

written the basmala, "In the name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful." On a cloud 

are the words "Date of the maIiyrdom, 16-4-95." This card shows that these men have 

died "in the name of God." In contrast, the card depicting Fatah Hawk fighters, who are 

not necessarily dead, shows the men standing on and around the Dome of the Rock in 

Jerusalem. Although the Dome of the Rock also has Islamic significance, a Palestinian 

flag which flies from its top gives it an unmistakable nationalist touch. In addition, a 

keffiyah-clad fighter in the upper right comer has had his face replaced by a map of 

Palestine. As discussed above, the keffiyah and the map were very common nationalist 

symbols during the first Intifada. 
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Both nationalists and Islamists also conceived of death for the sake of the stmggle 

as a type of wedding ceremony. The shahid, the title which nationalists too gave their 

dead, was a "bridegroom" and his funeral rites were the wedding ceremony. For 

nationalists, the "bride" was commonly portrayed as Palestine. One nationalist graffito is 

representative: "My country is the bride, and her mahr [bride-price] is my martyrdom. ,,2 I 

Here, the martyr offers his life as a bride-pllce in order to "win the hand of' and liberate 

his country. 

The Islamist variation on this theme is very different. One example consisted of 

the idea that "Blood is the mahr of precious girls. ,,22 The precious girls are a reference to 

the virginal maidens that shuhada are said to win in Paradise. As such, these girls are 

brides for the Islamist martyr, and blood, once again, is the gift with which they are won. 

The contrast between these two ideas is stark. For the nationalists, the goal is marriage 

with the land, reflecting ideas of the paramount nature of the stmggle for Palestinian land. 

Meanwhile, the Islamist version is steeped in the religious belief in the rewards a martyr 

attains in Paradise. 

It is important to note that, since its beginning, Fatah has integrated some 

religious thought into its rhetoric and actions. Even its name has religious significance. 

Its original acronym HATF-for Harakat al-Tahrir al-Watani al-Filastini its Arabic 

name-meant "death." This was revised to Fatah, which means "conquest." The word 

was often used in the context of early conquests ofIslam, and evokes a Qu'ranic sura.23 

In addition, Fatah manifestos and announcements often incorporate terms like jihad, 

mujahideen, andfedayeen-words for stmggle or fighting that have religious 

significance. Nevertheless, this use of religious tenninology generally constituted an 
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acknowledgement of Islam's significance in Palestinian culture rather than a deeply held 

devotion to Islamic ideology. 

Due to developments in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Fatah's use of religious 

ideology has increased over time. By 1992, Fatah had begun to respond more closely to 

the Islamic cunents within the Palestinian society. Oliver and Steinberg explain that it 

was much was much easier to distinguish between nationalists and Islamists in the early 

years of the first Intifada than in the latter years. Introducing their first chapter they 

write: 

When we first moved to Gaza in 1988, not long after the Intifada had 
broken out, Sheikh Ahmad Yasin of the Islamic Resistance Movement
better known by its acronym Hamas-was viliually unknown. By the 
time we left the area five years later, a series of suicide bombings had 
made him famous around the world, and ordinary people in the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip had begun to express some degree of sympathy with the 
man and the movement. Even good friends began to renounce the leftist 
ideology of their youth, gave up occasional drinking sprees, got malTied, 
and got religion. Getting religion didn't mean you were necessarily a 
Hamasawi, a HumQs devotee, but in the highly poHticized world of the 
Bank and Strip, the lines between the two were easily blurred. 24 

Indeed, this transformation is reflected in their collection of materials. For example, in 

1992, a handwritten notice appeared in downtown Khan Yunis in the Gaza Strip. The 

notice announced a Fatah "suicide operation,"-not a suicide bombing operation, but an 

attack on Israeli soldiers and police officers where the attacker was sure to be killed. At 

the end of the notice appears: "With the utmost insistence and challenge in continuing on 

the road of struggle, Fatah announces the death of its mmiyr, the Martyr of Palestine, the 

Brother 'Ala al-Mughrabi. We first promise Allah ancl then the masses to continue on the 

road of giving until victory.,,25 
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This notice represents significant transition. The affiliation of the martyr is 

"Palestine," clearly demonstrating a nationalist leaning. The martyrdom occurs for the 

land, not for religious reasons. yet, in the last sentence, Fatah dedicates its stmggle first 

to Allah and only after that to the Palestinian people. This pattem is followed in 

"certificate for self-sacrifice" for Mahmud al-Zaraini, the fonner commander of Fatah's 

Black Panther group, from the same year. At the top of the card is al-Zaraini accolade: 

"The martyr of Arabitude and the homeland." Here again, the martyr has sacrificed 

himself for nationalist reasons. However, one stanza in a poem that follows the accolade 

consists of the words "I will be patient until Allah decrees my condition.,,26 These 

examples reveal a very important trend of the increasing importance ofIslam in 

Palestinian society in general and Fatah in particular. 

Nationalist Imagery During the Second Intifada 
During the first Intifada and around the time that Fatah started to rely more 

heavily on Islamic imagery, Hamas and PU began to engage in the first of two rounds of 

suicide attacks. The original campaign of attacks occurred between 1994 and 1996. 

These attacks were sporadic and not as frequent as in the second period of suicide 

terrorism.27 Although Islamic influence was powerful during this period, Fatah and its 

nationalist ideology still played a prominent role in the society because of the 

organization's engagement in peace negotiations with Israel. As these negotiations 

progressed, Palestinians began to hope that they would see a resolution to their stmggle. 

While these hopes existed, Fatah retained the backing of the majority of the Palestinian 

community. Indeed, the "failure" of the initial suicide tenOlism campaign was due to the 

desires of the Palestinian community to see their stmggle end. However, in the late 
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1990s, peace negotiations began to stall, and a 1998 public opinion survey by the Center 

for Palestine Research and Studies (CPRS) showed that the Palestinian population's 

support for violent attacks against Israeli targets had increased?8 The Palestinian 

Authority had been unable to improve the daily lives of Palestinians, and this fact 

prompted the society to turn towards Islam. 

By 2000, the Palestinian community began to turn to Hamas and its Islamist 

ideology for leadership, and popular support for terrorism had begun to gain real 

momentum. In March 2000, a poll revealed that 85.8 percent of Palestinian respondents 

believed the Palestinian Authority should be more religious?9 A second public opinion 

poll taken at this time showed that Palestinian support for martyrdom operations was 

steadily increasing.3o As this support rose so too did Palestinian support for lslamist 

groups like Hamas and PI]. One typical example is the case of a PLT suicide bomber 

named Ali. During the first Intifada, Ali was a very involved member of Fatah. 

However, as time went on, he became disenchanted with the organization's efforts. 

According to Luca Ricolf (2005), who writes about Ali, "The lack of progress made by 

the peace negotiations, which did not bring any real change into the arena, had drawn him 

step by step away from al-Fatah and close to religion, up to the point of turning him into 

a martyr ofPIJ.,,3l In response, Fatah's use of religious rhetoric increased considerably, 

and the organization began to sponsor suicide attacks. 

Seen in this light, Fatah's use of suicide telTorism functioned as a way for the 

group to regain its waning power and authority: This helps to explain Fatah's 

substantially greater use of religious rhetOlic and support of suicide telTOlism during the 

past decade. This transition can be seen even in the name of Fatah 's primary fighting 

• This is the theory of Pedahzur and Bloom. 
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arm during the second Intifada: the al-Aqsa Maliyrs' Bridages. The name refers to the 

mosque on the Temple Mount, the third holiest site for all Muslims. 

Arafat's use of religious rhetoric also became frequent throughout the last 

decade. 32 Occasionally, this rhetoric was combined with nationalist images. In one 

speech to Jemsalemites on December 19, 2001, Arafat began by referring to Jerusalem's 

sacred history as the site of Muhammad's nightjoumey. Later, he added secular 

nationalist imagery, calling the Palestinian youth "cubs" and "t1owers.,,33 Other speeches 

similarly have religious and nationalist slogans imbedded within. On May 16,2001, one 

of Arafat's speeches was published in the Palestinian newspaper al-Ayyam: 

Until we meet in Palestine, until we meet in Palestine, in Holy Jerusalem, 
in Holy Jerusalem, the first of the directions of prayer and the third of the 
holy places, the [sight of the] nocturnal ascent of Muhammad the Prophet, 
May God Grant him peace, the abode of our Master the Messiah Peace be 
Upon Him, to the meeting place there, there there, together and in unison, 
until victory, until victory, until victory.34 

This excerpt was typical of Arafat's latter speeches. He focuses on the theme of 

liberating Jerusalem and refers to its sacred history and religious impOltance to the 

Palestinian people. However, Arafat also incorporates a nationalist chant: "until victory." 

This usage echoes an old PLO slogan "revolution until victory." 35 The emphasis on 

victory, repeated at the end of the passage, demonstrates the strong nationalistic influence 

on Arafat's rhetoric, even as he incorporates Islamic tropes. 

An interview given by Arafat to a/-Jazeera on March 29,2002, when Fatah's 

support for suicide bombings was rapidly increasing, demonstrates a particularly strong 

religious influence. In it, Arafat states that he clesireclmartyrclom: 

They decided to take me as a prisoner, a depOltee, or to kill me. No. I say 
to them [that I will be] a maltyr, a martyr, a martyr, and a maltyr ... ' And 
they will be in the front line until Judgement Day" .. . and 'one of their 
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martyrs [who falls in the battle for Jerusalem] is wOlih 40 martyrs' ... Allah 
give me martyrdom in [Jerusalem], the place from which the Prophet 
Muhammad ascended to the heavens, and the place our lord Jesus was 
b 36 om ... 

As in the previous speech, this excerpt emphasizes the importance of Jerusalem. In 

addition, it made reference to a Qur'anic verse, refelTing to the fact that one of the 

enemy's dead is worth 40 martyrs. Considering the timing of the speech, it is likely that 

the emphasis given to martyrdom and Arafat's expression for a personal desire to become 

a shahid stems from the need to be seen as supporting the martyrdom tendencies of the 

Palestinian people. 

Also significant in Arafat's speeches are his quotations of Qur'anic verses, and 

his methods of begilming and ending these addresses. Since the begilming of the second 

Intifada, the written versions of his speeches have always appeared with the opening sura 

from the Qur' an and the basmala at the begilming. His closings have always consisted of 

the words "Verily the Great God speaks the Truth, peace and Allah's compassion be 

upon you as well as his "blessings.,,37 According to Hillel Frisch, these additions enhance 

the credibility of his speeches to a society that is highly influenced by Islam. 

In addition, recently Fatah officials have pOlirayed the conflict as more grounded 

in religious difference. Traditionally, nationalist groups have referred to Israelis as 

Zionists. However, the November/December 2001 issue of al-Shuhada, a monthly 

publication by the Political Indoctrination apparatus of the Palestinian Border Guard in 

the Gaza Strip, referred to Israelis as Jews, focusing on negative characteristics. The 

passage explained, "the Jew has no choice but to indulge, in his relations with others, in 

using any vile means such as theft, deceit, exploitation, fraud and usury. They also 

authorize him to kill ... ,,38 The passage went on to focus on the idea that killing a non-
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Jew is understood by the Rabbis to be an offering to God. These ideas represent an 

attempt to intensify anti-Semitism and to anchor the conflict in an Islamic notion of the 

relationship between Jews and Muslims. The passage reflected the sentiment ofthe 

Hamas chatter which brings up traditional Muslim attitudes toward Jews by citing a 

hadith attributed to the Prophet by al-Bukhari and Muslim Ibn al-Hajjaj, two renowned 

hadith collectors. This hadith states, 

The Day of Judgement will not come about until Moslems fight the Jews, 
when the Jew will hide behind stones and trees. The stones and trees will 
say 0 Moslems, 0 Abdulla, there is a Jew behind me, come and kill him. 
Only the Gharkad tree, (evidently a celtain kind of tree) would not do that 
because it is one of the trees of the Jews. 39 

This hadith demonstrates that Muslims have always understood that the Jews must 

eventually be fought. Within the Hamas charter, this understanding is combined with 

modem anti-Semitic views which see the Jews as responsible for vmious tragedies 

around the world in general and on Palestinian land in particular. The al-Shuhada 

passage was an attempt to play into these same elements. 

The death notices produced by the al-Aqsa Martyrs' Brigade also reflect an 

increasingly Islamic influence, although not eacb of these incorporates religious imagery 

to the same degree. Islam penetrates the announcement of the mmtyrdom of Wafa Ali 

rdtis, the first female suicide bomber who blew herself up in a downtown Jerusalem 

shopping mall on January 27, 2002. The notice begins with the basmala, "In the name of 

God, Most Compassionate, Most Merciful," and is followed by the beginning of a 

Qur'anic verse: "Say: Work; and God will surely see your work and His Messenger, and 

the believers." (9: 1 06).40 Similarly, the aI-Aqsa Martyrs' Bligade-produced obituary for 

Abd aI-Salam Sadiq Mari Hasuna, who martyred himself on November 17, 2002, 
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incorporates the phrase Allahu Akbar, "God is Great," several times throughout the 

notice.41 

Significantly, both of these notices also incorporate nationalistic elements. That 

of Waf a Idris includes the motto "The Martyrs of al-Aqsa Brigades, who do what they 

say and fulfill what they promise." Subsequently, this motto appears at the end of all of 

the Brigade's martyr announcements, and, according to Frisch, this is a very modem and 

secular slogan. In addition, the use of Allahu Akbar is the only religious element in the 

entire obituary of Hasuna. The obituary goes on to refer to Israel as "the Zionist entity," 

a phrase very common in Fatah's rhetoric which focused on Israelis as Zionists, rather 

than Jews. 

It is important to note that, at the organizational level, Fatah' s support of suicide 

telTorism seems to be a way to a pragmatic means of mobilization rather than the 

reflection of a fundamental change in the character of the movement. Frisch, for 

example, writes that the varying degree ofIslamic content in martyrs' death notices 

demonstrates a "pragmatic rather than substantive use of Islam." 

This fact was also reflected in Fatah' s facile use of female suicide bombers whom 

the religious organizations were originally hesitant to support. Although Hamas later 

issued afatwa, a religious decree, allowing women to engage in suicide attacks, Sheikh 

Ahmad Yasin explained that "A man who recruits a woman is breaking Islamic law. He 

is taking the girl or woman without the pennission of her father, brother, or husband ... ,,42 

Fatah demonstrated no such qualms about the use of women bombers. In fact, female 

suicide bombers were originally a constituency from which Fatah heavily recruited . . 
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The manner in which Fatah recruits female bombers also demonstrates the fact 

that, for the organization, religious rhetoric is a mobilizing strategy. In order to reciuit 

women, Fatah uses language that was not nearly as religious. For example, one clip from 

the Palestinian Television involves a woman wearing an am1Y unifonTI, singing: 

Shake the earth, 
Raise the stones 
Allah Aqbar, Oh, the young ones. 

You will not be saved, Oh Zionist, 
From the volcano of my land's stones, 
You will not be saved, Oh Zionist, 
From the volcano of my land's stones, 
You are the target of my eyes, 
I will e 11 willingly fall as u shal1 id 
Allah Aqbar, 011 the young one : 13 

Unlike some ofFatah's more religion-fill statements, this clip incorporates many of the 

nationalist elements discussed above. The land is a central image throughout, and it is 

even portrayed as rising up against the Israelis, demonstrating that the land wholly 

belongs to the Palestinians. Meanwhile, Israelis are referred to, in a fully nationalist 

manner, as Zionists. 

In addition, Arafat frequently mentions Christian holy places in his speeches. For 

example, in the speech to J erusalemites discussed above, Arafat calls Jerusalem not just 

the site of Muhammad's night joumey, but also the home of the Messiah Jesus. Not all 

of Palestinian society is Muslim, and, as president, Arafat also had to satisfy the desires 

of his Christian constituents. 

Nevertheless, the suicide bombers of the al-Aqsa Martyrs' Brigade are highly 

int1uenced by religious ideology in a way that Fatah in general is not. Nichole Argo 

observes that all suicide bombers are heavily influenced by concepts of the afterlife 
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immediately prior to their death. Although some suicide bombers, presumably those with 

nationalist ties, questioned the existence of an afterlife, the focus on Paradise is 

influential in helping them cut ties with this world.44 

Even nationalist suicide attackers tum to religion prior to their death. For 

example, an imprisoned Fatah activist interview by Dakah explained that he began to 

pray without his father's knowledge: "The truth is that my father didn't believe it about 

my prayers and he knew that I eyed girls here and there ... When I suddenly started to pray 

during the Intifada, he got suspicious and right off thought I wanted to can-y out 

something ... So I prayed in secret. ,,45 The activist goes on to say that the idea of Paradise 

also helped to make his decision easier. Like the religiously motivated attackers 

discussed above, this individual was tired of a dishonorable life in the Palestinian 

Ten-itories. For secular suicide bombers, martyrdom is similarly a way to escape the 

troubles of the world and to attain an eternal place in a sacred community. 

The Importance of Community Support for Palestinian Suicide Bombers 
Although a suicide attacker's individual beliefs about the nature of shahadat are 

very important facts in mobilizing him to engage in a suicide attack, community support 

for the act is also integral to his decision. Palestinian suicide bombers develop their 

beliefs because of the influence of their community. Indeed, the increased use ofIslamic 

rhetoric by Fatah's officials and the evident Islamic belief among the suicide bombers of 

the al-Aqsa Maliyt·s' Brigade reveals a strong link between the Palestinian community's 

belief in Islamist sentiment and its support for suicide ten-orism. As Palestinian society 

became more Islamic, Palestinian individuals began to engage in more frequent suicide 

attacks on Israel. 
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In order for a shahid to gain status as a martyr, the community must recognize the 

dead suicide attackers as martyrs. Robert Paper wlites that martyrdom, construed as 

"death for one's community," is a social construct. Although an individual may 

voluntarily decide to sacrifice his own life, "it is the community that designates the 

qualifications for martyrdom and judges whether the self-sacrifice of specific individuals 

meets the requirements for this special status.,,46 In Palestinian community, this 

designation of martyrdom is highly influenced by religion. Individual suicide bombers 

rationalize their acts to themselves with an Islamist understanding of the afterlife and the 

rewards they will obtain in Paradise. Similarly, the Palestinian community must justify 

these acts if they are to morally support them. 

For the entire Palestinian community, suicide terrorism has become a strategy to 

obtain a better life, both in Paradise and, eventually, on earth. Unfortunately, Palestinian 

support for suicide terrorism evolved to create what many have begun to call a "culture of 

death" that pel111eates the society. Even by the end of the tlrst Intifada, suicide telTorism 

had become institutionalized in Palestinian society. The families of suicide bombers 

received compensation packages, martyr videos were commonplace and often featured 

coming attractions, and families could purchase martyr plaques readymade with Qur'anic 

scripture and space for a photo of the dead. 47 By the second Intifada, this culture had 

evolved even more. Oliver and Steinberg write: 

SuppOli for suicide bombings went far beyond the military wings of the 
nationlist and islamist movements. Parents dressed their babies and 
toddlers as suicide bombers and had them photographed in local 
photography studios. Children marched with suicide belts around their 
chests. University exhibitions included one that recreated an actual 
suicide bombing calTied out in the SbatTO restaurant in Jerusalem, replete 
with pizza slices and bloody body parts . The Palestinian authority named 
popular soccer tournaments after martyrs belonging both to Fatah and the 
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rival Hamas, with even the suicide bomber who blew himself up during an 
Israeli family's celebration of Passover, killing thirty of them, thus 
honored. On public TV, the Palestinian Broadcasting Corporation aired 
videos of men being lured away by the hur, the beautiful virgins of 
Paradise promised to martyrs, as if they were commercial or public service 
rum 11l1cements. 48 

Today, suicide terrorism touches every pmi of society. It has become institutionalized 

and commonplace. It is important to remember that within the culture of Palestinian 

society, suicide bombers are not the only individuals who become martyrs. Anyone who 

dies fighting against the "Israeli oppressor" becomes a martyr, thus expanding the "cult" 

of martyrdom. 

Children are taught in schools to honor death and to achieve death through 

mmiyrdom. In a recent repOli entitled "Ask for Death!" Hamar Marcus, director of the 

Israeli organization Palestinian Media Watch, writes that the Palestinian Authority 

Ministry of Education textbooks pOliray shahadat as an ideal. For example, in one text 

book was written, "The Moslem sacrifices himself for his belief, and wages Jihad [Holy 

War] for Allah. He is not swayed, for he knows that the date of his death has been 

predennined and that his death as a Shahid on the field of battle is preferable to death in 

his bed.,,49 This statement does not specifically refer to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 

nor does it command the reader to go out and blow himself up. However, present 

throughout Palestinian society is the understanding that the contlict is a holy war and the 

idea that Palestinians must wage jihad against Israel. In addition, the statement stresses 

the belief that God will decide the day of an individual's death. If a person decides to 

engage in a suicide bombing attack and dies, it is because God willed it. 

This "culture of death" is reinforced by Palestinian Authority officials and 

religious leaders. In 2001, for example, Arafat wrote a condolence letter to the family of 
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Saeed Hotori who exploded himself inside the Tel Aviv disco. In the letter, Arafat called 

Hotari "the model of manhood and sacrifice for the sake of Allah and the homeland."so 

By sending this letter, Arafat urged other Palestinians to follow Hotari's lead. 

On May 25, 2001, the highest ranking cleric in the Palestinian Authority also 

spoke in praise of martyrdom operations, relating the present day struggle to battles from 

the early years of Islam when Muslims annies were similarly outnumbered by those of 

their enemies. In his sermon, Sheikh' Ikrimeh Sabri explained, "We are not fighting with 

a large army, nor with force. We are fighting only with this religion [Islam] with which 

we have been blessed by Allah. So attack and you will gain one of two blessings: either 

victOlY or martyrdom."sl The Sheikh justifies the tactics of the Palestinians explaining 

that they can only fight with their religion. He encourages all Palestinians to join the in 

the tight, with the hope that they will achieve either martyrdom or victory. 

One can see the disturbing effects of this culture in the example of two eleven-

year-old Palestinian girls, Walla and Yussra, interviewed on Palestinian Authority 

television in July 2002. Even these two young girls expressed their desire for 

martyrdom: 

Yussra: Of course Shahada is a good thing. We don't want this world, we 
want the Afterlife. We benetlt not from this life, but from the Afterlife. 
And so all young Palestinians are not like other youth, they are hot 
tempered. Of course they prefer Shahada; since they are Palestinian. 
Host: I want to ask you, do you actually love death? 
Yussra: There's a difference between death and Shahada. 
Host: NO, I mean the absence that is in death, the physical absence. Do 
you love death? 
Yussra: No child loves death. The children of Palestine have accepted the 
concept that this is Shahada, and that death by Shahada is very good. 
Eery Palestinian child aged, say 12, says 'Oh Lord, I would like to 
become a Sb.allic1. ,52 
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Here, shahadat is conceived of as an ideal by relatively young children. Even at age 12, 

Yussra echoes the ideas of many Palestinians that life in the Palestinian Territories is not 

worth living and emphasizes life in Paradise obtained through martyrdom as a goal. In 

addition, Yussra also distinguishes between the martyrdom and death. Death by 

martyrdom leads a Palestinian to another life, rather than to nonexistence, and suicide 

terrorism is one means by which martyrdom can be attained. 

The idea that a "culture of martyrdom" pervades all of Palestinian society leaves 

little room for the hope of a peaceful future. Indeed, in a recent article in Haaretz, Nazir 

Majali, a Palestinian living in Israel, wrote that the "philosophy of death" that has 

become a part of Palestinian society is destroying the Palestinian people. He explains 

that suicide attacks hurt not only Israel, but the Palestinians. They bring bereavement to 

the people close to the attacker, and they bring "an Israeli response that hurts the family, 

the village, the surrounding villages, and perhaps the whole Palestinian people" as they 

"foster in young Palestinians the culture of death instead of the culture of Ii fe. ,,53 

What does this "culture of death" mean for Palestinian society? It is important to 

remember note that this culture does not penetrate every inch of society. Indeed, even in 

2002 as Fatah began to sponsor more and more suicide bombings, there were calls among 

the Palestinian leadership condemning martyrdom operations and demanding a 

cessation. 54 Later that year, the Palestinian daily al-Quds published a communique 

including 500 signatures which also called for the cessation of martyrdom operations. 55 

Even today, not all Palestinians support suicide attacks. In his article, Majali writes "And 

what is said about Palestinian motI/ers - that they glorify the acts of their suicidal children 
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- is wrong. No mother wants her son to die.,,56 These voices need to become louder and 

more influential throughout the Palestinian community. 

Of course, reform does not just need to occur within Palestinian society; Israel 

shares the blame. Israeli society is also the owner of its own "culture ofmartyrdom.,,57 

Israel expresses this culture by bombarding the Gaza Strip, breaking into houses, mass 

arrests, assassinations, roadblocks and closures, and general humiliation of the 

Palestinian people. 58 Each of these acts influences the aggravation of Palestinian society 

which increases support for the suicide terrOlism that has become deeply ingrained in 

Palestinian society as a heroic and righteous act. Palestinian suicide attacks will only 

cease once the community with4raws their support and begins to see such telTorism as 

contrary to Islam. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

Palestinian suicide terrorism is the result of several different but inteliwining 

levels of factors. For individual Palestinians, suicide telTorism is a way to avenge wrongs 

that they feel Israel has perpetrated on their community. Frequently, suicide attackers 

explain that they decided to volunteer for a suicide mission after seeing television images 

of Israelis killing Palestinian children. In addition, the community supports suicide 

attacks because of the power disparity between Israel and Palestine. The community 

feels that suicide telTorism is the only means by which they may gain peace and security. 

Palestinian organizations also support suicide telTorism as a tool by which the society can 

gain ten1torial and national independence. These same organizations sponsor suicide 

attacks because, in doing so, they gain the support ofthe community. However, each of 

these factors combined is only enough to explain the existence of Palestinian telT0l1Sm in 

general. They do not account for the phenomenon of Palestinian suicide terroI1sm which 

would not occur without the influence of Islam. 

Islamic beliefs about shahadat are central to the attackers' understanding of their 

actions and to the Palestinian community's acceptance of suicide tenorism. Throughout 

Islamic history, the tenn shahid has referred to any individual who dies while fighting to 

cany out the will of God. ImpOliantly, according to traditional understandings, a shahid 

does not die; he enters the etemallife in Paradise, where he receives rewards for his 

actions. A shahid is honored and idolized by the Islamic community. The work of 

modem Islamist thinkers has encouraged Palestinians to view suicide bombers as 

shahids. According to Islam, suicide is a sin. However, shahadat is not suicide; it is not 

even death. For individual Palestinians then, suicide ten-orism is a means for acheiving 
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personal honor. Because young Palestinians, particularly male Palestinians, have little 

opportunity to achieve physical and economic security for themselves and their families, 

they experience feelings of worthlessness and humiliation. Suicide terrorism is a way to 

escape these feelings and to achieve status as an exemplary figure. 

It is important to note that this conclusion does not mean that religion is 

influential to the same degree in other non-Muslim instances of suicide tenorism. 

Certainly, the Islamic understanding of shahadat plays a similar role in al-Qaeda, where 

the suicide bombers are also Muslim. However, suicide tenorism is also perpetrated by 

groups who have no islamic background at all. The Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka also use 

the tactic, as did Japanese kamikaze pilots. In these instances, some other factor, whether 

religious or not, must inspire individuals to commit suicide terrorism. For example, in 

Japanese society, suicide does not cany the same sinful connotations as in the West. In 

fact, suicide has long been a source of honor in the samurai tradition. 

The relationship between religion and nationalism may vary in different conflicts 

in which suicide terrorism is used as a tactic. It would be interesting to look into the case 

of the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka. In this situation, the individuals who perpetrate suicide 

attacks are Hindu, but the Tamil Tigers also have Marxist tendencies . How do religion, 

nationalism, and culture interact to rationalize suicide telTorism in this case? 

It is also impOliant to consider the relationship between religion and suicide 

tenorism when distinguishing between cases of national resistance, such as the 

Palestinian resistance against Israel, ancl transnational resistance, such as al-Qaeda. In 

the Palestinian case, the Islamic understanding of shahadat operates in conjunction with a 

religious understanding of the Palestinian conflict as a whole. For the Palestinian 
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community, the national stmggle also has a religious dimension; it is influenced by 

religious nationalism even ifnot all sponsoring organizations equally embrace such as 

stance. Roger Friedland explains that "religious nationalism makes religion the basis for 

the nation's collective identity and the source of its ultimate values and purpose on this 

earth."l When the nation's identity is threatened, their religion is also threatened. Hamas 

and PH certainly conceive of the conflict in this manner, and this is how the majority of 

Palestinians view the stmggle. 

However, the relationship between religion and nationalism may vary in different 

conflicts in which suicide terrorism is used as a tactic. For example, the transnational 

organization al-Qaeda relies much more heavily on religion than nationalism as a basis 

for its community. The goal of these suicide attackers is to help establish the unity of 

Islam and its independence throughout the world, rather than in a specific nation. 

Nevertheless, Islam does play an integral role in the Palestinian use of suicide tenorism. 

The majority of Palestinians view suicide tenorism as shahadat. In the Palestinian case, 

Islam plays a defining role in making suicide bombers martyrs. 

ENDNOTES 

1 Roger Friedland, "Money, Sex, and God: The Erotic Logic of Religious Nationalism," in Sociological 
Theory, Vol. 20, No.3 (Nov. 2002), p. 388. 
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