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Quick Notes 

• Terrorism research: still new 

• Terrorists are rational 

• We have little idea how to define terrorism 
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Pape 2003 

• First big post-9/11 terrorism article 

• Provides a good overview of the history of 
suicide attacks 

• Shows limits of historical overviews 



Why Suicide Terrorism? 

• Strategic advantages 

• Costly signals 

• Not just religious fanaticism 





Sri Lankan 
Civil War, 

1983-2009 



Recent Campaigns of Suicide Terrorism 

1. Hezbollah vs. U.S., France, Israel (multiple campaigns) 
2. LTTE vs. Sri Lanka (multiple campaigns) 
3. Hamas vs. Israel (multiple campaigns) 
4. PKK vs. Turkey 
5. Al Qaeda vs. U.S. 
6. Chechen Rebels vs. Russia 
7. Kashmir Rebels vs. India 



Inference Problems 

• There just aren’t many suicide terror campaigns 
• When n is low, data support just about any 

theory 
• Attacks are correlated 
• Selecting on the dependent variable does not 

help either 
 



Pape 2003 

• “Perhaps most important, the close association between foreign 
military occupations and the growth of suicide terrorist 
movements in the occupied regions should give pause to those 
who favor solutions that involve conquering countries in order to 
transform their political systems. Conquering countries may 
disrupt terrorist operations in the short term, but it is important to 
recognize that occupation of more countries may well increase the 
number of terrorist coming at us.” 



Calculation 

• Probability of occupation given suicide attack 
minus probability of non-occupation given 
suicide attack 

– Put differently, only look at the dependent 
variable 



Necessary Calculation 

• Probability of suicide attack given occupation 
minus probability of suicide attack given non-
occupation. 

– This is the attributable risk of suicide attack on 
occupation. 



Necessary Calculation 

• To calculate that directly, we would need data 
on all relevant instances 

• Issue: by selecting on the dependent 
variable, we only have data on when a 
suicide attack occurred 



Bounds on Risk 

• We have minimal data 

– i.e., some instances where suicide attacks 
occurred with occupations and some without 

• We cannot use this to construct a risk 
measurement 



Bounds on Risk 

• But we can use it to construct bounds on that 
risk 
– Upper bound: Occupation increases risk by 

94.4% 

– Lower bound: Occupation decreases risk by 
95.7% 



Religion 

• We can use the same method to calculate the 
probability of suicide attack given religion 
minus probability of suicide attack given 
religion 



Bounds on Religion 

• Upper bound: Occupation increases risk by 
98.1% 

• Lower bound: Occupation decreases risk by 
97.3% 



More Intuition (Ashworth et al 2008) 

• Suppose all resistance groups use suicide 
terrorism to some degree 

• Suppose that all religious extremists only use 
suicide tactics 

• Suppose that religious groups are a small 
minority of terrorist groups 



Question 

• What would the data on observed suicide 
terror attacks look like? 



The Problem 

• If non-religious groups vastly outnumber 
religious groups, there would be substantially 
more suicide attacks from non-religious 
groups than religious groups 
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Puzzle 

• Survival favors the clandestine 

• But when terrorist attacks occur, multiple 
groups often claim responsibility 

• Why? 





Common Assumption 

• Conflict between two parties is inefficient 

– Stuff gets destroyed 

– Why not negotiate to stop the destruction? 

– But this assumes that only two parties are at 
work 



Intragroup 
competition 

is key. 











Organizational Conflict 

• There are a finite number of foot soldiers and 
potential donors 

• Organizations need both to survive 

• Spectacular attacks make spectacular 
advertisements 

 





Groups and Number of Attacks 

• Seems to imply that more groups lead to 
more attacks 

• Empirical evidence is mixed 



Deterrence Effect 

• The more a foreign actor takes, the more 
individuals want to join, the more groups would 
want to advertise 

• So a foreign actor might want to take less if 
more groups exist, which ultimately decreases 
the amount of violence 





Issues for the War on Terror 

• Strategy: destroy al Qaeda 

– We succeeded 

– But we didn’t remove the demand 

– So another organization filled the void 
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Puzzle 

• Terrorist attacks are not randomly distributed 

– Clumping around peace talks 

• What does this say about terrorists’ responsiveness to 
incentives? 

• Why this clumping? 



It’s about 
spoiling trust. 



Preferences 

• Home and foreign state negotiate 

• Foreign state wants peace 

• Foreign is unsure whether home wants peace 
or not 



Preferences 

• If Home wants peace, it will actively police 
extremists within its country 

– Foreign thus does not want peace with 
uncooperative Home types 

 



Preferences 

• Extremists always want conflict 

– Thus, extremists want to convince Foreign that 
Home is uncooperative regardless of Home’s true 
type 



Monitoring Problem 

• Policing is not fully effective 
– Even if a peace-loving Home tries to stop extremists, 

it might fail 

• Policing effort is hard to observe 
– Foreign can thus only make inferences based on 

whether an attack has occurred, not on what Home 
did to (possibly) stop an attack 



Updating 

• Suppose no attack occurred 

– What should Foreign infer about Home? 
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Updating 

• Suppose an attack occurred 

– What should Foreign infer about Home? 

• It cannot know for sure that Home is uncooperative 

• But its belief that Home is uncooperative increases 



Result 

• Now Foreign forgoes peace 

• A successful attack therefore allows terrorists 
to win, even if Home was actually peace-
loving 


