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What Triggers Suicide Bombings?

Are suicide bombers crazy? At first, the answer seems obvious: they must be crazy to blow themselves up and kill innocent people in the process. However, terrorism experts have suggested several rational motives for their actions. Some political scientists believe that terrorists make a tactical choice to use suicide bombings against a stronger enemy (Evans, 2005; Pape, as cited in McConnell, 2005). Other experts argue that suicide terrorism is part of a “cycle of humiliation” fueled by bombers’ desire to strike back at those who have shamed them (Altman, 2005; Haqqani & Kimmage, 2005). Some psychologists have concluded  that suicide bombers are ordinary people who are unlikely to commit violent acts until they identify with a terrorist group (Atran, 2004; Volkan, n.d.). 

Despite the stereotype that  suicide bombers “are both sociopathic and irrational,” (Evans, 2005, p. 1), many political scientists believe that most terrorists are rational people with tactical goals. Evans, for example, argues that terrorism is a strategy. Those who use it want to publicize their cause, draw the enemy into a costly conflict, provoke an overreaction that will make the enemy look foolish or evil, recruit supporters, and prevent compromise. Robert Pape also believes that suicide terrorism has an underlying strategic logic. In his view, “Suicide-terrorist attacks are not driven by religion as much as they are by a clear strategic objective: to compel modern democracies to withdraw military forces from the territory that the terrorists view as their homeland” (as cited in McConnell, 2005). 

While terrorism can be seen as a rational strategy, feelings of shame may make suicide the weapon of choice, Interviews of failed bombers or bombers-in-training reveal that they are striking back at those who shamed or injured them (Altman, 2005; Haqqani & Kimmage, 2005). The bombers want to send a message: their enemies are responsible for their humiliation and ultimately for their death. Further evidence that suicide bombers are responding to humiliation is found in the 430 biographies of suicide bombers analyzed by Haqqani and Kimmage (2005):

The motivation for jihad is almost always . . . the plight of the humiliated Muslim nation, victimized by the joint evil forces of kufr (unbelief, embodied by the United States as the enemy bent on the destruction of Islam) and tawaghit (tyrants who have set themselves up, or are propped up, as gods on earth). (p. 16)

Although Americans tend to think of suicide bombers as “individuals taking individual decisions to kill people” (Timothy Spengler, as cited in Atran, 2004, p. 82), they usually operate as members of highly structured groups (Cronin, 2003, p. 8).  For bombers-in-training, feelings of shame and humiliation—even their individual identities—are replaced by identification with the group, as psychiatrist Vamik Volkan explains:

In normal life, a person who wants to kill themself has low self-esteem. For the suicide bombers it was the opposite—by killing yourself, you gain self esteem. These were people with cracks in their personality that could be filled up, as if with cement, with the large group identity. So their individuality was erased. (as cited in Sokow, 2004)

Once recruits have identified with a terrorist group, they are willing to take extreme risks because they feel invulnerable. Their individual motives and values are replaced by group-think, and dissent or questioning of the group’s norms is not encouraged (Hudson, 1999, p. 81).

The key to understanding suicide bombers, then, is to understand the organizations that recruit and train them. As Cronin (2003) concludes, “Although . . . individual suicide attackers . . . are not technically ‘crazy,’ . . . they are often manipulated by the pressures and belief structures of the group” (p. 8). The most important choice a suicide attacker makes is not when to press the trigger, but whether to join a terrorist group.
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