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First you feel nervous about riding the bus. Then you wonder about going to a mall. Then
you think twice about sitting for long at your faverite café. Then nowhere seems safe.
Terrorist groups have a strategy—to shrink to nothing the areas in which people move
freely—and suicide bombers, inexpensive and reliably lethal, are their latest weapons. Israel
has learned to recognize and disrupt the steps on the path to suicide attacks. We must learn
too

BY BRUCE HOFFMAN

The Logic of Suicide
Terrorism

early everywhere in the world it is taken for granted that one

I
ARTICLE TOOLS
can simply push open the door to a restaurant, café, or bar, spansored by
sit down, and order a meal or a drink. In Israel the process of S EMALL ARTICLE

entering such a place is more complicated. One often o —
encounters an armed guard who, in addition to asking prospective

patrons whether they themselves are armed, may quickly pat them down,

feeling for the telltale bulge of a belt or a vest containing explosives. Establishments that
cannot afford a guard or are unwilling to pass on the cost of one to customers simply keep
their doors locked, responding to knocks with a quick glance through the glass and an instant
judgment as to whether this or that person can safely be admitted. What would have been
unimaginable a year ago is now not only routine but reassuring. It has become the price of a

redefined normality.

In the United States in the twenty months since g/11 we, too, have had to become accustomed
to an array of new, often previously inconceivable security measures—in airports and other
transportation hubs, hotels and office buildings, sports stadiums and concert halls. Although
some are more noticeable and perhaps more inconvenient than others, the fact remains that
they have redefined our own sense of normality. They are accepted because we feel more
vulnerable than before. With every new threat to international security we become more
willing to live with stringent precautions and reflexive, almost unconscious wariness. With

every new threat, that is, our everyday life becomes more like Israel's.

The situation in Israel, where last vear's intensified suicide-bombing campaign changed the
national mood and people's personal politics, is not analogous to that in the United States
today. But the organization and the operations of the suicide bombers are neither limited to
Israel and its conflict with the Palestinians nor unique to its geostrategic position. The
fundamental characteristics of suicide bombing, and its strong attraction for the terrorist
organizations behind it, are universal: Suicide bombings are inexpensive and effective. They
are less complicated and compromising than other kinds of terrorist operations. They
guarantee media coverage. The suicide terrorist is the ultimate smart bomb. Perhaps most
important, coldly efficient bombings tear at the fabric of trust that holds societies together. All
these reasons doubtless account for the spread of suicide terrorism from the Middle East to Sri

Lanka and Turkey, Argentina and Chechnya, Russia and Algeria—and to the United States.

To understand the power that suicide terrorism can have over a populace—and what a
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populace can do to counter it—one naturally goes to the society that has been most deeply
affected. As a researcher who has studied the strategies of terrorism for more than twenty-five
years, | recently visited Israel to review the steps the military, the police, and the intelligence NAME

and security services have taken against a threat more pervasive and personal than ever \DoRESS |
ADDRESS

before.
ADDRESS 2
was looking at x-rays with Dr. Shmuel Shapira in his office at Jerusalem's Hadassah oTr
Hospital, "This is not a place to have a wristwatch,"” he said as he described the injuries s -
STA ZIPp
of a young girl who'd been on her way to school one morning last Novernber when a
suicide terrorist detonated a homb on her bus. Eleven of her fellow passengers were EMAL
killed, and more than fifty others wounded. The blast was so powerful that the hands and case
of the bomber's wristwatch had turned into lethal projectiles, lodging in the girl's neck and ATLANTIC VOICES
ripping a major artery. The presence of such foreign objects in the bodies of his patients no
ANDREW SULLIVAN

longer surprises Shapira. "We have cases with a nail in the neck, or nuts and bolts in the
thigh ... a ball bearing in the skull,” he said.

"The Elite. Media's. Leading Judaic Scribe" READMORE
17 NOVEMBER 2008 12:03 P.M.

Such are the weapons of war in Israel today: nuts and bolts, screws and ball bearings, any
metal shards or odd bits of broken machinery that can be packed together with homemade ROSS DOUTHAT

explosive and then strapped to the body of a terrorist dispatched to any place where people Falls the Shadaw Rean Mok
. , , 17 NOVEMBER 2008 11:58 A.M.
gather—bus, train, restaurant, café, supermarket, shopping mall, street corner, promenade.

These attacks probably cost no more than $150 to mount, and they need no escape plan—often
MEGAN MCARDLE

L . . . . Monday morning eye-opener: of finance, poatry, and the
data from the Rand Corporation's chronology of international terrorism incidents, suicide LNSEEN READ MORE

the most difficult aspect of a terrorist operation. And they are reliably deadly. According to

attacks on average kill four times as many people as other terrorist acts. Perhaps it is not 17 NOVEMBER 2008 08:54 A M.

surprising, then, that this means of terror has become increasingly popular, The tactic first

emerged in Lebanon, in 1983; a decade later it came to Israel, and it has been a regular MARC AMBINDER
security problem ever sinee. Fully two thirds of all such incidents in Israel have oceurred in Obama's First Big-Ticket Item.... READ MORE
the past two and a half years—that is, since the start of the second intifada, in September of 17 NOVEMBER 2008 11:13 A.-M.

2000. Indeed, suicide bombers are responsible for almost half of the approximately 750

deaths in terrorist attacks since then. TA-NEHISI COATES

Greatest comment ever READ MORE
Last December, T walked through Jerusalem with two paolice officers, one of them a senior 17 NOVEMBER 2008 11:41 A.M.
operational commander, who were showing me the sites of suicide bombings in recent years.
They described the first major suicide-terrorist attack in the city, which occurred in Februa

Y ) v, | JAMES FALLOWS
of 1996, early on a Sunday morning—the beginning of the Israeli work week. The driver of the Three mare ways of looking at Eclipse READ MORE
No. 18 Egged bus was hurrying across a busy intersection at Sarei Yisrael Street as a vellow 15 NOVEMBER 2008 01:35 A.M.

light turned red. The bus was about halfway through when an explosion transformed it into an

inferno of twisted metal, pulverized glass, and burning flesh. A traffic camera designed to JEFFREY GOLDBERG
catch drivers running stop lights captured the scene on film. Twenty-five people were killed, Daniel Levy On Obama, Netanyahu and the Settlements
READ MORE

including two U.S. citizens, and eighty were wounded. 17 NOVEMEER 2008 09:56 AM.

The early vears of suicide terrorism were a simpler time, the officers explained. Suicide
bombers were—at least in theory—easier to spot then. They tended to carry their bombs in CLIVE CROOK

nylon backpacks or duffel bags rather than in belts or vests concealed beneath their clothing, An English lesson for Republicans READ MORE
: . 13 NOVEMBER 2008 10:18 AM,

as they do now. They were also typically male, aged seventeen to twenty-three, and unmarried.
Armed with these data, the authorities could simply deny work permits to Palestinians most
likely to be suicide bombers, thus restricting their ability to cross the Green Line (Israel's pre- BARBARA WALLRAFF
Meh! READ MORE

1967 border) into Israel proper from the West Bank or the Gaza Strip.
17 NOVEMBER 2008 10:06 A M.

Today, though, suicide bombers are middle-aged and young, married and unmarried, and
some of them have children. Some of them, too, are women, and word has it that even
children are being trained for martyrdom. "There is no clear profile anymore—not for
terrorists and especially not for suicide bombers," an exasperated senior officer in the Israel
Defense Forces told me last year. Sometimes the bombers disguise themselves: male shaheed
(Arabic for "martyrs") have worn green IDF fatigues; have dressed as haredim (ultra-
Orthodox Jews), complete with yarmulkes and tzitzit, the fringes that devout Jews display as
part of their everyday clothing; or have donned long-haired wigs in an effort to look like hip
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Israelis rather than threatening Arabs. A few women have tried to camouflage hombs by
strapping them to their stomachs to fake pregnancy. And contrary to popular belief, the
bombers are not drawn exclusively from the ranks of the poor but have included two sons of
millionaires. (Most of the September 11 terrorists came from comfortable middle- to upper-
middle-class families and were well educated.) The Israeli journalist Ronni Shaked, an expert
on the Palestinian terrorist group Hamas, who writes for Yedioth Ahronoth, an Israeli daily,
has debunked the myth that it is only people with no means of improving their lot in life who
turn to suicide terrorism. "All leaders of Hamas," he told me, "are university graduates, some
with master's degrees. This is a movement not of poor, miserable people but of highly

educated people who are using [the image of] poverty to make the movement more powerful.”

Buses remain among the bombers' preferred targets. Winter and summer are the better
seasons for bombing buses in Jerusalem, because the closed windows (for heat or air-
conditioning) intensify the force of the blast, maximizing the bombs' killing potential. As a hail
of shrapnel pierces flesh and breaks bones, the shock wave tears lungs and crushes other
internal organs. When the bus's fuel tank explodes, a fireball causes burns, and smoke
inhalation causes respiratory damage. All this is a significant return on a relatively modest
investment. Two or three kilograms of explosive on a bus can kill as many people as twenty to
thirty kilograms left on a street or in a mall or a restaurant. But as security on buses has
improved, and passengers have become more alert, the bombers have been forced to seek

other targets.

The terrorists are lethally flexible and inventive. A person wearing a bomb is far more
dangerous and far more difficult to defend against than a timed device left to explode in a
marketplace. This human weapons system can effect last-minute changes based on the ease of
approach, the paucity or density of people, and the security measures in evidence. On a
Thursday afternoon in March of last year a reportedly smiling, self-satisfied bomber strolled
down King George Street, in the heart of Jerusalem, looking for just the right target. He found
it in a crowd of shoppers gathered in front of the trendy Aroma Café, near the corner of
Agrippas Street. In a fusillade of nails and other bits of metal two victims were killed and fifty-
six wounded. Similarly, in April of last year a female suicide bomber tried to enter the Mahane
Yehuda open-air market—the fourth woman to make such an attempt in four months—but
was deterred by a strong police presence. So she simply walked up to a bus stop packed with
shoppers hurrying home before the Sabbath and detonated her explosives, killing six and
wounding seventy-three,

Suicide bombing initially seemed the desperate act of lone individuals, but it is not undertaken
alone, Invariably, a terrorist organization such as Hamas (the Islamic Resistance Movement),
the Palestine Islamie Jihad (PLJ), or the al Agsa Martyrs Brigade has recruited the bomber,
conducted reconnaissance, prepared the explosive device, and identified a target—explaining
that if it turns out to be guarded or protected, any crowded place nearby will do. "We hardly
ever find that the suicide bomber came by himself,” a police officer explained to me. "There is
always a handler." In fact, in some cases a handler has used a cell phone or other device to
trigger the blast from a distance. A policeman told me, "There was one event where a suicide
bomber had been told all he had to do was to carry the bomb and plant explosives in a certain

place. But the bomb was remote-control detonated.”

The organizations behind the Palestinians' suicide terrorism have numerous components.
Quartermasters obtain the explosives and the other materials (nuts, bolts, nails, and the like)
that are combined to make a bomb. Now that bomb-making methods have been so widely
disseminated throughout the West Bank and Gaza, a merely competent technician, rather
than the skilled engineer once required, can build a bomb. Explosive material is packed into
pockets sewn into a canvas or denim belt or vest and hooked up to a detonator—usually

involving a simple hand-operated plunger.

Before the operation is to be launched, "minders" sequester the bomber in a safe house,

isolating him or her from family and friends—from all contact with the outside world—during
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the final preparations for martyrdom. A film crew makes a martyrdom video, as much to help
ensure that the bomber can't back out as for propaganda and recruitment purposes.

Reconnaissance teams have already either scouted the target or received detailed information
about it, which they pass on to the bomber's handlers. The job of the handlers, who are highly
skilled at avoiding Israeli army. checkpoints or police patrols, is to deliver the bomber as close

to the target as possible,
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