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SUMMARY
A significant proportion of explosive harm around the world today is caused by
the Improvised Explosive Device (IED). In recent decades it has become a popular
weapon for the non-state actor - from the extremist to the insurgent - transforming
battlefields and causing devastation to civilians and militaries alike.
At the same time, the IED has proliferated in an increasingly digital world, one
vulnerable to both violent propaganda and, when that translates into action, the
actual violence of the ‘Propaganda of the Deed’.
It has meant that, as technologies have emerged, so too have methods of violence
- and those who seek to employ them - evolving and proliferating in turn. In this
way, the IED has transformed over time, alongside the media framing of it. Today,
the IED not only provides an economy of means for terror organisations, but also
ensures the violence it perpetuates provokes outrage and media attention.
Fused with the ideals being the ‘Propaganda of the Deed’, this form of violence
has the capacity to shock, terrify, and inspire a larger network of people than ever
before. Such an influence and impact has meant the IED has become a central
focus of Action on Armed Violence’s (AOAV) research and output.
AOAV believes it is important to analyse the symbiotic relationship between this
improvisational form of violence and the ideologies that drive its use. We feel the
history of the IED, the contemporary use of the IED, the rise of the suicide bomber,
and the cultural, social, and political conditions for the proliferation of the IED
must all be analysed in turn - through the prism of ideology and propaganda - in
order to better address their spread and to mitigate their harm.
This report seeks to do this.
AOAV thanks the United Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS) and the French
Government for making such research possible through their funding and support.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE EVOLUTION OF THE PROPAGANDA OF THE DEED:
HISTORICAL CONTEXT
The first chapter will place the IED in the historical
context of its origin, tracing its rise through the prisms
of ideology, propaganda, and the revolutionary potential
in this novel method of explosive violence.

Revolutionary Dynamite

ideals of the ‘Propaganda of the Deed’. For in 1858,
when Italian revolutionary Felice Orsini was to make
improvised grenades with gunpowder and shrapnel,
the idea of an easily portable lethal device that could
target political power was to help root the IED as the
most potent weapon in the revolutionary’s arsenal.

With regard modern forms of political violence, however, the failed assassination of Napoleon Bonaparte’s
nephew, Napoleon III perhaps best displays an early
fusion of the Improvised Explosive Device with the

Using mercury fulminate as an initiator, and getting
his weapons cast in England by gun maker Joseph
Taylor, Orsini transported his bombs to France, holding
in his hands high explosive devices that were distinct
from the larger solely gunpowder-based improvised
explosives of the past.[2] In these portable weapons of
destruction, Orsini believed he held the key to ushering
in his own vision of Utopia. He believed the attack
would sound far beyond the noise of the blast - a
propaganda event that would bring about revolution in
France, and lay the ground for the Italian independence
he so vehemently believed in.[3]

Explosives have a long history of violent and
revolutionary use. The Gunpowder Plot of 1605 that
targeted the British Parliament or the attempted
assassination of Napoleon Bonaparte in 1800, both
may stand out in the history of explosive violence, but
the truth is that individuals seeking to blow up the
present in order to usher in a Utopian future can be
traced back centuries.[1]

The Orsini Affair. 1882. Godefroy Durand
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Like almost all violently-created Utopias, though, the
ideal failed. Orsini missed his target. But his three bombs
did succeed in wrecking havoc. Instead, they killed
eight and wounded a further 142.[4]
In these blasts, something changed. Such easily-portable high-explosives, alongside a belief that explosive
violence could foment revolution, quickly became a key
feature of revolutionary violence in the 19th century.
Then along came Alfred Nobel and everything changed
again.
In the mid 1860s, while working on a raft anchored on
the river Elbe, just outside of Hamburg, the Swedish
chemist, engineer and inventor discovered that mixing
nitroglycerine with silica — a diatomaceous earth with
absorbent properties able to hold and desensitise
nitroglycerine — could turn the liquid into a stable and
malleable paste.[5] This paste made the material safe
for transport and handling, but did not reduce its
effectiveness as an explosive. In reference to ‘dumanis’,
the Greek word for power, Nobel named this mouldable
explosive ‘Dynamite’.
Patented in 1867, his invention came to define the
revolutionary politics of the late 19th century; not least
because of the ability to produce dynamite cheaply,
which in turn helped fuel a proliferation of bombings.[6]
His discovery laid the groundwork for the ‘Improvised
Explosive Device’ (IED) that we know today.
With the introduction of dynamite, the politics of revolution in the late 19th century shifted away from the
student protests and barricades of 1848 towards an
anarchism defined by explosive attacks.
Following in Orsini’s footsteps in 1879, for instance, a
violent splinter group of the wider populist movement
Zemlya i Volya (Land and Liberty) formed in Russia. This
division, named Narodnaya Volya (People’s Will), was
the first anarchist group to make widespread use of
dynamite — convinced of the power of explosives to
target and thus destabilise the ‘leaders of oppression’.
Narodnaya Volya would go on to make eight attempts
on the life of Tzar Alexander II of Russia, until they were
finally successful on 1st March 1881. In the world’s first
recorded suicide bombing, Ignaty Grinevitsky — a
Polish member of Narodnaya Volya — detonated a

homemade explosive, killing himself and the Tzar in the
process.[7] The bombing left five dead.
This successful targeted assassination, some 23 years
after Orsini’s attempt on Napoleon III, marked an
important turning point in revolutionary violence.
Crucially, it meant the deliberate use of explosive
violence for revolutionary ends became a potent new
political idea, which would be incubated in the anarchist
movements of the late 19th century — and the idea of
the ‘Propaganda of the Deed’.

Anarchist Bombings

Behind this new political concept was the belief that the
sole use of shocking violence could force a reaction
from an intended audience, and act as a catalyst
for revolutionary change. In 1881, the International
Anarchist Congress held in London gave the tactic of
IED use its stamp of approval.[8] After the congress,
between the years 1892-94, a new wave of anarchism
spread across France and other parts of Europe,
distinguished by its use of targeted bombings.
At the time, such explosive deeds were never directly
intended to wound, but rather to invoke mass revolution.
[9]
In reality, both the public and government continued
to view the anarchists as mindless bomb throwers, but
the notion that the propaganda of the deed could
transform the world went mainstream.
While these bombings did not inspire a mass revolution
in France, the anarchists that carried them out were to
inspire other anarchists to follow suit. Attacks followed
attacks, like a virus spreading. On 9th of December
1893, when Auguste Vaillant bombed the French
Chamber of Deputies, injuring twenty people and
resulting in his execution the following February, the
violence did not end there.[10] Emile Henry — a writer for
several anarchist papers — set out to wreck vengeance
against the French state for the death of Vaillant. He
bombed the Café Terminus near Gare Saint-Lazare,
killing one and wounding twenty.[11] The IED fuelled the
media response, and the media response fuelled the
use of IEDs, it seemed.
This attack ushered in something novel and frightening
to the world: perpetrators became unafraid to target
innocent civilians who happened to be in the wrong
place at the wrong time. Unnervingly, Henry considered
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the bourgeois sitting in the Café Terminus not innocent,
but guilty by their very existence.[12] This killing of
civilians in a public place with an IED sent the media
into a frenzy. It displayed the possibility for a shift in
targets away from political leaders towards the public
that came to define the ‘Propaganda of the Deed’.
Johann Most, a German anarchist published “Revolutionare Kreigswissenshaft” in 1884, spreading these
ideas further, popularising them and influencing the
attacks in the decades that followed.[13] A wide variety
of attacks, stabbings and shootings, from the 1880’s
into the early decades of the 20th century, were inspired
by these ideas.

children. At first it was alleged that an FLN bombmaking factory had accidentally exploded.[15] However,
Pied Noir ‘counter-terrorist’ groups made no secret of
their responsibility for the blast. As a result, the FLN
shifted tactics at the Soummam conference that September, thereby legitimising a policy of indiscriminate
terrorism. Prominent revolutionaries Larbi Ben M’Hidi
and Yacef Saadi began soon after to direct a campaign
of IED violence across the capital.
Notably, the FLN began to deploy their IEDs by using
female group members dressed in western clothing.
They found young women could more easily pass
French checkpoints undetected. Realising this, Yacef
Saadi was to encourage bombings led by teams of
women, not men, first targeting the famous Milk Bar
and then other public sites around Algiers.
On 26th January, the Otomatic, a student bar on the
Rue Michelet, the Cafétéria opposite, and the nearby
Coq-Hardi, a popular brasserie, were all attacked. On
a springlike Saturday afternoon, three bombs tore
through the busy streets and left sixty wounded and
five killed.[16] The subsequent military crackdown, mass
arrests and execution of many FLN fighters rendered
their urban terror campaign inoperable by the end
of 1957.[17] Despite this, the FLN’s popular support
grew with the successful internationalisation of the
conflict.[18] The ‘Propaganda of the Deed’ made the
‘Battle of Algiers’ a critical moment in the FLN’s
successful war of independence.

Hotel Terminus Attack, Le Petit Journal Illustré,
26 Février 1894. Osvaldo Tofani.

The IED, the FLN, and the PIRA

The use of the IED continued during the 20th century
growing exponentially as they became a centrepiece of
various anti-imperial conflicts. Between 1954 and 1957,
during the Algerian War of Independence, the Front de
Libération Nationale (FLN) employed their strategy of
“la guerre révolutionnaire”. [14] In 1956, the IED changed
the dynamics of conflicts irrevocably. On 10th August,
an explosion ripped through the Casbah on Thebe
Road killing 73 residents, among them women and

Such successful internationalisation did not go unnoticed by other separatists or independence movements. In the decades following the FLN’s victory
against French colonial authorities in Algeria, the
troubles in Northern Ireland erupted. Those ‘Troubles’
saw more than 10,000 bomb explosions between
1969 and 2003.[19] That conflict also featured the most
extensive and advanced use of various forms of IEDs
in all the 20th century. Indeed, the Provisional Irish
Republican Army (PIRA) were prolific and technologically
sophisticated in their use of the IED. Over the course of
the conflict, the PIRA became experts in the field of
IEDs, experimenting with different methods to maximise
the weapon’s destructive potential.[20] The PIRA also
became skilful in reconstructing their legitimacy within
the communities that they claimed to fight for, despite
using these devices to target innocent civilians.[21]
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The Grand Hotel in Brighton following the PIRA bomb attack. October 12, 1984. Image: D4444n CC BY-SA 3.0
The use of the IED by both the PIRA and the FLN
defined the way other groups went on to utilise it. The
‘Propaganda of the Deed’ necessitated that explosive
violence became the oxygen of radical communication,
both in terms of terrorising its intended audience and in
inspiring followers.
By the third quarter of the 20th Century, the IED
had established itself as the weapon of revolution,
the talisman of insurgency, and the nucleus of the
‘Propaganda of the Deed’. But when it entered MiddleEastern politics, it was to cause reverberations still
being felt today.

A Potent Message

On 15th December 1981, an explosion shattered
windows and concrete at the Iraqi embassy in Beirut,
killing 61 and leaving more than 100 others injured. The
bombing, described as a ‘kamikaze attack’, saw a car
filled with a hundred kilograms of explosives ram into
the side of the embassy, carrying a terrifying payload
and appearing almost impossible to stop.[22] The
devastation was absolute and a terrible pattern of harm
quickly emerged.

Barely two years later, on 18th April 1983, a pickup
truck packed with ten times the amount of explosive as
in the 1981 attack was driven into the US embassy in
Beirut. That explosion killed 63 individuals and wounded
a further 120.[23] The CIA’s chief intelligence officer for
the Middle East was killed in the explosion, the blast of
which could be seen from miles away. It sent out a
message that could be heard all the way from Moscow
to Washington.
In the months that followed, the Islamic Jihad Organisation (IJO) and an emerging Hezbollah unleashed the
power of the IED across Lebanon. The October 1983
bombing of Multinational Force bases in Lebanon took
the lives of 241 Americans and 58 French military
personnel. The ‘Islamic Jihad’ claimed responsibility
declaring their intention to force the US-led peacekeeping mission out of Lebanon. It has since been
suggested that the wave of bombings was perpetrated,
or inspired, by the elements of what would later become
Hezbollah in 1985.[24] These violent bombings had a
profound impact, leading to the per-manent withdrawal
of international peacekeeping forces from Lebanon.
Furthermore, they were crucial in exhibiting the power
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of the IED to force major global agents to change policy
and even backtrack.
The development of political violence based on the
Propaganda of the Deed hinged on the idea that an
explosion could have consequences greater than the
harm that it inflicted. That it could shock an audience
far removed from the blast, even becoming a catalyst
for revolution.

Such propaganda was to get an adrenaline shot with
the development of mass communication. Through
newspapers in the 19th century, radio, and the 24-hour
news cycle by the end of the 20th century, the IED
created the response that the bomb makers intended.
The fusion of revolutionary politics with explosive
violence and widespread media coverage was sealed
by the simplicity of terror that the IED creates.

President Ronald Reagan and Nancy Reagan honour the victims of the bombing of the United States Embassy in
Beirut. 23 April, 1983. Photo: White House Photographic Office (1981-1989).
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CHAPTER TWO
IEDS AND CONTEMPORARY IDEOLOGIES: CONTEXT
In this chapter the modern use of the IED will be
investigated, focusing on the current scale of its use, its
ideological framings and the threat it poses not only in
the context of Salafi Jihadist networks but also the
growth of extreme right-wing ideologies.
In the aftermath of the attacks on the embassies in
Lebanon, the IED went on to define the major conflicts
at the start of this century. The attacks by Al Qaeda on
the 11th September 2001, the images of which are
ingrained in our collective memories, began a new
type of war. The coalition military campaigns in Iraq
and Afghanistan - the ‘War on Terror’ - was to find itself
confronted with a growing insurgency, increasingly
marked by sectarian conflict. As a result, the IED came
to global prominence in a manner not seen previously.
Its unique place in the fusion of revolutionary politics
with a violent economy of means within these asymmetric conflicts created the environment for extreme
political violence.

In Afghanistan and Iraq, for instance, IEDs came
to account for 48% of total UK military personnel
deaths.[25] Where specified, the types of IEDs that killed
the most UK Forces were roadside bombs (71%),
suicide attacks (21%), car bombs (5%), and makeshift
mines (3%).[26] In this way, the IED has become a
preferred weapon for insurgents as well as violent
extremist organisations. It is seen as a great leveller in
the asymmetric conflicts that have dominated the past
20 years.[27]
In Afghanistan, the US-led coalition outspent the
Taliban 500:1 and deployed a larger military force at a
ratio of 11:1.[28] However, the Taliban exploited a range
of asymmetric strategies, including extensive IED use,
to maximise their limited resources and conduct a
remarkably sustained insurgency against the United
States and its allies.[29] With the last of coalition forces
withdrawing from Afghanistan in 2021 and the resurgence
of the Taliban, the power of the IED to frustrate and
defeat superior military forces is markedly clear.

The U.S. Army drives around IED blast holes in Southern Afghanistan. 30 April, 2010. Image: The U.S. Army CC
BY 2.0
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The IED was soon to become the most harmful
explosive weapon of this century, both in terms of what
harm it has caused, and the cumulative harm it has
triggered.
The events in Kabul at Hamid Karzai international
airport on the 26th of August 2021 and the US-led
response reflect this. During the withdrawal of coalition
forces a suicide bomber killed at least 182 people on
the 26th.[30] In response, the US forces conducted an
airstrike on the 27th and a drone strike on the 29th
August. The airstrike on the 27th reportedly killed two
ISK militants and injured a civilian. On the 29th the drone
strike killed ten civilians, including seven children.[31]
This pattern of violence, and the asymmetry of violence
in Afghanistan, reflects a wider move towards intrastate conflicts and highlights a trend where weaker
forces such as insurgencies and non-state groups
appear to be increasingly successful against more
powerful state actors.[32]
In response to facing resource rich and technologically
superior state forces, groups like the Taliban, Hamas,
IS, Al Qaeda, Boko Haram, the Tamil Tigers, and a
plethora of other actors have employed different variations of the IED alongside their local knowledge and a
variety of guerilla tactics to great effect.

The Evolution of the IED

The IED is a weapon of constant innovation, with
iterations ranging from car and roadside bombs, victim
activated IEDs, to suicide vests and drones. IEDs
contain a main charge, initiator, firing switch, power
source and a container, and often these weapons
are crafted from conventional munitions that are
augmented into powerful IEDs. Equally, in different
contexts, each method delivers its own form of
destruction. An evolutionary trial-and-error method,
alongside shared information and skill sets, has allowed
the tactics of violence to shift in relation to different
conflicts and develop over time.[33]
What is clear is that the innovation and inspiration that
groups rely on when choosing how to deploy explosive
violence, and develop their expertise in the use of
IEDs, is a process of evolution - one in part inspired
by the power of the Propaganda of the Deed - sped
up by modern communication methods, technological

innovations and the cross-fertilisation of experts
amongst groups.
The IED is a weapon that naturally falls into the hands
of the non-state actor, offering them a force multiplier
that allows them to attack state and civilian alike.
A key example of the transfer of IED skills and
knowledge took place in a field of flowers. In 1992,
Yitzhak Rabin’s Israeli government deported 415
leaders of the first intifada, including members of
Hamas, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, and others
deemed a threat to a remote part of southern Lebanon,
filled with stones and wild blossoms.[34] In southern
Lebanon, the exiles began blossoming too, cultivating
networks and sharing their ideas. In the following
months these radicals, compressed into a small space,
learned new techniques of violence.
Members of Hezbollah and the Iranian Revolutionary
Guard came to meet those exiles, and in Southern
Lebanon, surrounded by this spread of flowers, Shia
and Sunni exchanged deadly techniques.[35] A far more
terrible cultivation emerged as the exiles learned how to
create sophisticated explosive devices, studied counter
insurgency methods, and were taught how to carry out
suicide attacks. In the year that followed many of them
returned to Palestine; Hamas and the Palestinian
Islamic Jihad perpetrated eight suicide attacks in Israel
that year, asserting themselves as leading forces in the
Palestinian struggle.[36] In many ways, the genie was out
of the bottle. Suicide attacks had begun to spread, like
an invasive virus, across border and cultures.
A similar process happened at Camp Bucca, the central
detention facility used by US-led coalition forces during
the Iraq War.[37] In Camp Bucca, IS was effectively
incubated as thousands of insurgents were forced
together and left to their own devices. The infamous
terror group leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi spent 11
months in the camp, along with many others who would
attempt to forge a caliphate through extreme violence
in 2014.[38]
From such schools of learning came a deadly reckoning:
IS swiftly brought the use of the IED to the fore of
their violent expansion. They evolved their sometimes
sophisticated, often crude, Suicide Vehicle Born
Improvised Explosive Devices (SVBIEDs) to lead their
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A Glimpse of the Daily Life of Marj al-Zohour Deportees. January 1993. Image: The Palestine Red Crescent Society
(PRCS) Collection.
attacks on civilians and opposition forces. ISIS created
a series of bomb factories throughout their territory,
where IEDs were produced on a quasi-industrial
scale.[39] A similar mass-production of IEDs has occurred
in Yemen.[40] This mass production is possible due to
the access to precursor materials and discarded
conventional munitions in conflict zones.
With countries like Iraq and Syria seeing security
vacuums, there has been a dramatic proliferation of the
IED in the last decade. This form of violence appears to
evolve through an iterative trial-and-error process,
thereby meeting the demands of conflicts. The IED,
then, appears to thrive in the context of asymmetric
conflicts as a force multiplier alongside other insurgency
tactics, within which organisations develop dogmatic
ideological commitments to the practice of violence to
achieve their political goals.

Targeting Civilians

Often targeting hard military positions and high-value
political targets, the prevalence of the Propaganda of

the Deed in asymmetric conflicts has, terribly, also
precipitated a shift towards a focus on civilian targets.
Yes, civilians were targeted decades ago by the likes of
Emile Henry, the FLN, the PIRA and other groups, but
in the last ten years civilians have increasingly been at
the centre of this escalating violence. For instance, it
is estimated that, of all those ever killed by suicide
bombers, 60% have died just since 2014.
This is in clear violation of numerous laws, both
domestic and international.
The ideological justification for this targeting is often
tortuous and contradictory. Much of the present framing appears to have evolved from the Palestinian group
Hamas and their attacks on Israeli civilians in the
1980s and 1990s. Those attacks were rooted in a belief
that Israeli civilians, in supporting the Israeli state, were
as culpable as the state itself and - therefore - were
legitimate targets. This belief was also there in al
Qaeda’s attack on 9/11 and on subsequent attacks
in the Middle-East and Europe. And it was there,
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SVBIED attack outside Fallujah, Iraq. March 23, 2006. Image: Mauscriptrep CC BY-NC 2.0
transforming over time, as Salafist jihadists shifted from
attacking Westerners to targeting other Muslims in
places such as Iraq and Syria.
Such ideological framing means that, in the last
decade, IEDs have accounted for 52% of all civilian
casualties recorded globally from explosive violence.
Unsurprisingly, such IED usage has caused particularly
high levels of civilian harm in populated areas, which
was the case in 59% of all recorded IED attacks globally.
The impact has been immense. In total, IEDs were used
in at least 7,046 incidents in towns and cities around the
world between 2011 and 2020 (as reported in English
language media). In these incidents, 90% of reported
deaths and injuries were civilians. On average, such IED
incidents killed or injured 18 civilians per attack in the
decade reviewed.[41] And, as AOAV’s data has shown,
between 2011 and 2020 IEDs resulted in at least one
casualty in 100 different countries and territories.
Of particular concern, AOAV has traced at least 14
countries witnessing more than 1,000 civilian deaths

and injuries from IED attacks in just ten years, namely:
Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Syria, Nigeria, Somalia,
Turkey, Yemen, Lebanon, Thailand, India, Egypt,
Philippines and Cameroon.[42] These statistics are a
significant part of wider explosive violence. State
responses through airstrikes and drone attacks can
add to this cycle of harm.
What is also clear is that such IEDs were also almost
exclusively used by non-state actors. AOAV has recorded
IED usage by 114 non-state entities, and the group that
caused the most civilian harm from IEDs was Islamic
State (IS). Indeed, IS has caused at least 18,789
casualties, including 15,910 civilian deaths and injuries,
from their IED usage as reported by English language
media.
Their affiliated groups have also caused significant
levels of further harm across the globe. Following IS,
the largest numbers of civilian deaths and injuries from
IEDs were caused by the Taliban (which caused at least
6,998 civilian casualties using IEDs), Boko Haram (which
caused 3,750), and Al Shabaab (with 3,681). As many

14 | ACTION ON ARMED VIOLENCE

attacks go unclaimed, these figures are certain to be
lower than the true levels of harm from these groups’
IEDs.[43]
It is of note, then, that the dominant users of IEDs today
follow a much criticised interpretation of holy texts,
framing themselves as Salafist Jihadists. All are
believers that civilians are legitimate targets in their
terrorism. They believe that only by returning to the
fundamentals – the base – of Islam (rooted in their
interpretation of holy texts and reimaginings of these
interpretations) can they create Utopia. And, given
that the many holy texts were written at a time when
strict enforcement of the rule of law was normal –
stonings and crucifixions commonplace – such a return
has demanded, in their eyes, a conservative and
rigid interpretation of faith, overseen by authoritarian
theocrats with violence as their sword.
Anyone who does not adhere to the theocrats’ will is,
effectively, an enemy.
This application of violent will has meant their targeting
has widened to attack anyone who stands in their path.
Radical Salafist jihadists have expanded the focus of
martyrdom operations to include not only the ‘crusader
infidel’, but other Muslims as well. What started as
attacks on Western civilians in 9/11 switched - in places
such as Iraq - to the targeting of Shiites.
In March 2004, for instance, in a series of attacks on the
holiest day of the Shiite Islam calendar – the festival of
Ashura – up to a dozen suicide bombers targeted
crowds of worshippers in Iraq’s Baghdad and Karbala,
killing at least 178 people. It was a form of violent
excess that quickly went global. About two hours after
the bombings in Iraq, a Shiite procession in the Pakistani
city of Quetta was also attacked, with at least two
men blowing themselves up in the process. It was a
justification for violence against civilians that was to be
adopted by many others.
Today, about two-thirds of Al-Qaeda’s and Boko
Haram’s suicide bomb victims have been civilians, and
just under half of IS’.
Important to these terror groups has been the
relationship between the Propaganda of the Deed, the
power of the 24/7 news cycle, and the instant impact

and access social media provides. In order to ‘shock
and awe’, groups deliberately target vulnerable
individuals and public places. The prevalence of
targeting populated areas to maximise civilian casualties
exemplifies this. This shift in targeting civilians has
fundamentally changed the security architecture of
many public spaces (such as airports) and left a lurking
fear of violence in its wake.
The influence the ideas of the Propaganda of the Deed
had on this increased focus on civilian casualties is
evident. The difference today is that social media and
emerging technologies allow the Propaganda of the
Deed to reach an even wider audience than before.
Today, IED violence can now serve to inspire individuals
and groups that are not always directly linked. For
example, many were lured into following IS because of
the group’s shift towards a global insurgency model
following its loss of territories in Syria and Iraq.[44] Such
networks of propaganda and calls to violence has
clearly influenced many IED attacks across the world,
from the Manchester Arena bombing to the attacks in
Sri Lanka.[45]
So, whilst there has been a decline in recent years in
IED use - alongside a clamping down on networks of
radicalisation and online propaganda - it is clear the IED
threat is here to stay. There may be changes in how the
IED functions going forward as a weapon of propaganda,
with online spaces acting as a catalyst, and there may
be changes in delivery systems (i.e. drones), but the
IED is, and continues to be, the most impactful explosive
weapon sub-type in global violence.

The Extreme Right and the IED

It is not just Salafist-Jihadists who have been inspired
by the IED. Right-wing groups in the US and Europe
have also displayed a growing desire to employ IEDs.
On 19th December 2018, a Californian man intent on
constructing an explosive device was arrested for the
possession of bomb-making materials.[46] Those involved
in the October 2020 plot to kidnap the Democratic
Governor of Michigan Gretchen Witmer planned to use
IEDs as well, but created defective devices.[47]
AOAV has recorded 83 IED attacks or failed IED plots
by extreme-right groups and individuals in the US over
the last decade.[48] The US has developed into a
significant place for rising IED violence that has formed
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The site of a VBIED attack conducted by the militant group al Shabaab in the Somali capital of Mogadishu.
October 15, 2017. Image: AMISOM Public Information CC BY CC0 1.0
part of a pattern of increasing right-wing extremism
fuelling terrorist violence in the US. For instance, 2020
saw the highest number of overall right-wing terrorist
attacks in the country for over 25 years.[49]
Six of the 83 foiled and successful attacks resulted in
someone being killed or injured, with four fatalities and
11 injuries.[50] Half of those killed were murdered in an
anti-abortion terror attack in North Carolina in 2010.[51]
The perpetrator was a member of the Army of God AntiAbortion group.This group is one of a list of organised
actors which includes, Forever Enduring Always Read
(FEAR) militia group; Sovereign Citizen; Veterans United
for Non-Religious Memorials; White Rabbit Three
Percent Patriot Freedom Fighters Militia; and United
Aryan Empire.[52] These groups operate alongside
significant amounts of unaffiliated actors. Whilst a mass
proliferation of IED attacks by these actors has failed to
surface so far, it is not inconceivable for such violence
to be launched by right-wing supporters.
There are important distinctions between Salafi-Jihadist
terrorism and right-wing terrorism, at least in the form

of organisation. Most jihadist attacks, which have
dominated instances of IED violence in the last 20
years, are organised by extremist groups and networks,
directly or indirectly affiliated with groups such as AlQaeda or IS. In contrast, the RVT database on extremeright violence and terrorism in Western Europe shows
that most right-wing lethal attacks are carried out by
gangs, lone actors, and unorganised perpetrators.[53]
However, it is important to note that across Europe and
the US the extreme right is becoming increasingly
organised and prominent. From Neo-Nazis to Qanon
and the Incel movement these multiple avenues of right
wing thought dovetail with the anxieties of many,
accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic these networks
have grown and feature violent splinters.
For extreme-right violence there seems to be a copycat
process at play, as a handful of prospective lone actors
are emulating their “role models”. Several plots have
been inspired by the events of the 22nd July 2011,
when Norwegian terrorist Anders Behring Breivik
perpetrated a coordinated attack detonating an IED in
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Oslo killing 8 and then murdering 69 in a mass shooting
on Utoya, injuring a further 319 people.[54] At least two
attacks inspired by Breivik have led to mass killings.[55]
This process of inspiration appears to have enshrined a
particular modus operandi that often revolves around
mass shootings and increasingly, as during the 2019
mass shooting at two Mosques in Christchurch, New
Zealand, live streaming violence for instant Propaganda
of the Deed. As yet IED use in these forms of violent
‘theatre’ has not proliferated in the same way it has in
other ideological spheres, but it is not inconceivable it
may one day do so. Such violence appears to be linked

to right-wing ideologies that seek to enforce racial
segregation, notions of hyper-masculinity, and the
cultures of gaming and online networks that often
influence such individuals.[56]
So, from Oklahoma City in 1995 to Oslo in 2011, rightwing actors have shown a desire to engage in the
Propaganda of the Deed through IED violence. With
growing right-wing communities online and easy
access to guidebooks and precursor materials, these
developed networks of right-wing extremists must be
viewed as harbouring the potential for a wave of IED
violence.
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CHAPTER THREE
THE IDEOLOGIES OF THE SUICIDE BOMBER EXAMINED
This chapter will address the rise of the suicide bomber.
It will analyse the ideological underpinnings, the
evolution of networks and organisations that deploy this
form of violence, and the process through which the
ideas and the violence of the suicide bomber spreads.
The violence of the suicide bomber is visceral, with the
human body used as an instrument of bone-shattering,
flesh-tearing horror. Fused with the taboo of suicide,
few forms of violence stand out as being able to shock,
fascinate and terrify so effectively. Since 2011, suicide
bombings account for 43% of all civilians killed or
injured by IEDs.[57] As a result, it is important to look at
suicide bombings’ unique place within the Propaganda
of the Deed, its complex historical trajectory has several
seminal moments.
Anarchist movements deployed the first recorded
suicide bombing with Ignaty Grinevitsky’s assassination
of the Russian Tzar in 1881.[58] Suicide attacks were
notably deployed by the Japanese with their use of

kamikaze bombers in World War II. The suicide bomber
became ‘popularised ‘by their impact as a highly visible
method of violence in the 1980s. And since then a
variety of groups, from the Palestinian Liberation
Organisation (PLO) to the Revolutionary Armed Forces
of Colombia (FARC), the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE), and The Islamic State of Iraq and the
Levant (IS), have deployed suicide bombers, with the
tactic spreading to a wide variety of non-state actors.
Unique in terms of attack (no other weapon demands
the user sacrifice their life in order to ensure the target
is reached) and potent in its statement (the salient
message being “if this person gave their life for a cause,
it is a cause worth dying for”), the suicide bomber has
been a dominant feature of conflict zones, proliferating
in the last decade. In total, AOAV has recorded 2,097
suicide bombings between 2011 and 2020, killing a
reported 74,816 people. 59,119 of those killed and
injured were civilians (79%). On average, 28 civilians
were killed and injured by each suicide bombing.[59]

The remains of the 960 Eged bus in which a
Palestinian suicide bomber exploded, near
Yagur Junction. 10 April, 2002. Image: IDF
Spokesperson’s Unit / CC BY-SA 3.0
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Types of Suicide Bombing

The methods of suicide bombing range from suicide
vests, belts, and backpacks, to Suicide Vehicle Borne
IEDs (SVBIEDs) and aircraft. The many deviations of
this device and tactic have varying levels of destruction
and tactical application. Suicide bombing is distinct
from other forms of violence. On average, suicide
attacks are five times more lethal than other IED
attacks.[60] Often organisers of suicide attacks target
crowded and confined spaces, markets or transportation hubs. This targeting, combined with the suicide
bomber’s ability to move unnoticed when using suicide
belts or backpacks, and make real time decisions to
change the point of detonation, contributes to their
lethality.

are hard to unpick – but the repeated use of suicide
bombings by groups influenced by some selective,
radical texts, and the absence of suicide bombings by
groups who do not think such doctrine holds sway,
highlights their importance.
One religious justification that stands out, for instance,
was a fatwa issued by the medieval theologian Ibn
Taymiyyah. His ruling was called the Mardin fatwa, after
the fortress in south-eastern Turkey where he compiled
the edict in the thirteenth century. It was in response to
the debate as to whether the town – which had a mixed
population of Muslims and non-Muslims – was part of
dar al-Islam (a realm of peace, safe for Muslims) or dar
al harb (a realm of war, where Islam is under threat).

Their use has also rapidly proliferated. From 2014-2019
suicide attacks were deployed in 40% of all global
conflicts, up from 4% in the 1980s.[61] As one of the
cheapest and most effective forms of explosive
violence, the suicide bomber has been marked as the
ultimate “smart bomb”[62] and has changed the security
landscape of our public spaces.[63]

Ibn Taymiyyah said Mardin was neither. Instead, it was
a third domain, where Muslims should be treated as
they deserved; if they deviated from the path of
righteous Islam, they should be treated as unbelievers.
In doing this, Ibn Taymiyyah made it ‘permissible’ for
the likes of Al-Qaeda and IS to attack fellow Muslims if
they were deemed apostates.

Prevalence in the MENA Region

The terror leader Al-Zarqawi, for instance, writing in
2005, was to claim Ibn Taymiyyah ‘said: “Allah made it
lawful to kill people as much as necessary for the good
of humanity.” As He said: “Fitna [temptation into heresy]
is worse than killing”.’[66]

Suicide bombing has entrenched itself in the MENA
region as a product of the evolution of methods of
violence, particular asymmetric conflicts, and a variety
of socio-political conditions in each case. From Iraq
and Syria to Yemen, Afghanistan and Palestine, a
variety of factors have made the suicide bomber a
consistent form of violence in the arsenal of non-state
actors.[64]
In particular, it has entrenched itself within the modus
operandi of militant Sunni groups, who have accounted
for around 90% of suicide bombings around the world
since 1979.[65] When you rank the terror groups most
responsible for civilian deaths from suicide bombs in
the last forty plus years, the top fifteen are Sunni
militants, with the LTTE coming in sixteenth.
To understand this prevalence, it would be wrong not to
look at some of the ideological influences that such
Sunni militants ascribe to. As one study of jihadists
found ‘religious ideals can influence individual and
collective choices’, especially when they have a ‘moral
or practical appeal for the believer, seen to help address
the everyday realities of life’. Naturally, cause and effect

It was an argument that fundamentally changed the
nature of suicide attack targets.
In his influential book ‘Dying to Win’, Robert Pape
argues that the ‘bottom line is that suicide terrorism
is mainly a response to foreign occupation’, where ‘a
foreign power has the ability to control the local
government independent of the wishes of the local
community.’[67] But such a view, while it may explain
why Hezbollah attacked foreign soldiers, or why the
Black Tigers blew themselves up in Sinhalese barracks,
it does not fully explain why a global jihad was to
emerge with Shias at the front line of harm.
Yes, the presence of American troops in Iraq,
Afghanistan and beyond provided tangible targets that
have undeniably fuelled the rise in suicide bombings,
but this does not explain why there have been places
witnessing suicide attacks that have no discernible
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Aftermath of a car bomb in Iraq. 18 January, 2004. Photo: Aaron Keene CC BY-SA 2.0
foreign power present: Bangladesh, Jordan, Morocco,
Pakistan and Uzbekistan to name a few. These were
attacks not against an “occupying” power, but on
mosques and markets filled with fellow nationals.
A battle for power, resources and territory cloaked
in theological garb, the global jihad can almost be
described as a modern Reformation, but in this case
using the purgatorial fire of the suicide bomb instead of
the stake and pyre.
Now anyone has become a possible target, be they
Shia or Christian or apostate.
All of this, though, comes with a caveat. Explanations
that solely centre Islamic religious motivation as the
core of violent deeds should be placed against the
fact that suicide bombers have only made up about
0.0002% of the global Sunni population.[68] The spread
of the IED, and the suicide bomber, is rooted in far more
than theology, as we shall see.

Organisations

The suicide bomber provides impactful Propaganda of
the Deed, increased lethality and a constant evolution
of its tactical application for violent actors. In a variety
of conflicts it has been deployed in reaction to the
specific grievances and tactical reality of each case,
suggesting varied organisational motivations.[69]
For instance, in Northern Ireland the Provisional Irish
Republican Army (PIRA) deployed the “proxy bomb”[70]
in reaction to British security forces hardening checkpoints and developing a technology which could jam
remote controlled detonations.[71] In Sri Lanka the
LTTE used suicide bombers to attack hard military
targets, augmenting their lack of heavy weapons, and
to assassinate high value civilian targets deemed
otherwise unreachable.[72] The LTTE killed two world
leaders: the former prime minister of India and the
former president of Sri Lanka.[73] In Palestine, suicide
bombings by the PIJ, Hamas, and the Al-Aqsa Martyrs
Brigade have mostly been deployed to target civilian
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populations as military targets have often become
unreachable.[74]
What is clear is that organisations are influenced by
each other, the type of conflict they are fighting, and by
following examples of previous attacks that elicited
high media visibility. Such shifts have changed the
shape of conflicts as methods of violence take on an
iterative evolutionary process.[75] For instance, the LTTE
developed the suicide vest as an effective way of
concealing the IED; as well as allowing an attacker to
get very close to a target, they are also credited with
incorporating the first female suicide bombers into
their ranks.[76] These tactics became entrenched within
the modus operandi of the Tamil Tigers, and were
subsequently taken on by many other groups.[77]
If we take a closer look at the example of Al-Qaeda in
Iraq and the elements which would become IS, the
conditions in Iraq also proved fertile ground for suicide
bombings.[78] James Revill highlights the following arc
of evolution:

1. Explosives and detonation mechanisms were
pilfered from the former Iraqi regime’s caches of
military hardware.
2. Expertise for IED development was found available,
in part because of the demobilisation of Baathist
regime forces, but also due to growing information
on the Internet and other media.
3. Windows of opportunity for attacks were created
by the presence of coalition troops engaged in population-centric security measures, while institutions
of the Shia-majority state were viewed in both
strategic and symbolic terms as important targets.
4. The presence of ideologies which, for many, justified
the killing of apostates.
These four occurences provided organisations such as
Al-Qaeda, and what would become IS, the necessary
conditions, motivations, and justifications to engage in
suicide bombing. In the case of IS across Syria and
Iraq, there was a blended targeting of hard military

Site of a suicide bombing which attacked army recruits in Baghdad, Iraq. August 17, 2010. Photo: NewsHour CC
BY-NC 2.0
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troops and assets and civilian populations, alongside a
factory-like production of SVBIEDs which - in turn - led
to the highest density of suicide bombings in history.[79]
Today, despite its territorial defeat, IS still accounts for
a large amount of global IED harm. Between 1 January
and 20 July 2021 AOAV recorded 449 civilian casualties
from explosive weapon use in Iraq, nearly double the
number of civilian casualties recorded in 2020 (237).
66% (295) of the civilian casualties from explosive
weapon between these dates have been attributed to
attacks by the Islamic State, though this number is
likely to be higher, as attacks often go unclaimed by
perpetrators.[80]
Organisations that use suicide bombers make hard and
strategic calculations. Ones that conclude that such a
tactic is valuable not only to their survival and growth,
but also maintains a powerful ideology and narrative
that provides a strong justification for its use.[81] After all,
if a cause is worth dying for, then it becomes - in the
eyes of some - a cause of merit.
Such terror organisations also appear to deploy IEDs
and suicide bombers as a logical choice, depending
on the specific conditions of the conflicts that they
are involved in. IS also routinely wraps the violence
in their social and cultural messages, making it easier
to understand for the communities they claim to
represent. In this respect, religious ideology appears to
be particularly effective. Most importantly, the suicide
bomber shocks and gathers worldwide media attention,
terrifies many and inspires others.

Easter Sunday 2019

On Easter Sunday 2019, eight explosions tore through
churches and hotels in Negombo, Batticaloa, and
Colombo in Sri Lanka killing over 250 people and
injuring more than 500.[82] Sri Lanka has a long and
complex history of IED violence, but this coordinated
attack stands out. It was the first Salafi-Jihadist IED
attack on the island, and represented the first major
string of suicide bombings since the military defeat of
the LTTE. Claimed by IS, the attack was orchestrated
by Zahran Hasim, a preacher who had increasingly
become radical in the face of religious tensions, the
eight suicide bombers were all Sri Lankan and
coordinated their attack via an encrypted messaging
service.[83]
Two of the attackers were from extremely wealthy
families and their money likely aided the organisation of
the coordinated attack.[84] A police raid on a housing
complex in Colombo saw Fatima Ibrahim, the wife of
one of the bombers, detonate a further device killing
herself, her 3 young sons, her unborn child and 3
Special Task Force Officers.[85] The bombers’ devices
were filled with iron nails, ball bearings, and TATP, an
explosive used in IS inspired attacks in Paris and
Brussels.[86] The pervasive influence of a commitment
to this form of violence by IS and other groups appears
to have prompted this attack. The bombings followed a
pattern of violence in which IS and other Salafi-Jihadist
groups coordinated or influenced nationals to attack
symbolic targets within their own countries.
Importantly, this attack displays the influence of the
changing patterns of IS activity. Whether directly
coordinated or distantly inspired, IS set the framework
of this attack and the growing focus on targeting
civilians. This large-scale act of terrorism in a country
which had never seen Salafi-Jihadist suicide bombings
displays the potential of this form of violence to evolve
and be deployed in new environments. It is likely to
continue long after the territorial defeat of ISIS and be
adopted by other groups with a diversity of geographical
and ideological positions.
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CHAPTER FOUR
CULTURAL, SOCIAL AND POLITICAL CONDITIONS
This chapter will turn to the modern social conditions
required for the proliferation of IEDs, with a focus on
asymmetric conflict, the long term impact of explosive
violence, and touch on attempts to counter the IED’s
impact.

Asymmetric Conflict and Political Grievance

When we consider the conditions for the proliferation of
the IED, the type of conflict that overshadows the
present is crucial. With few interstate wars, and an
increase of civil and intrastate conflicts, the conditions
of asymmetry dominate modern day geo-politics.[87]
Increasingly, conflicts are fought by high-tech, wellfunded state militaries against violent non-state groups,
extremists, insurgencies, and separatists, as well as
between competing violent non-state actors.
These conflicts differ from the wars of the 20th century,
with different actors, objectives, financing, and most
importantly methods of violence.[88] In Iraq, Afghanistan,
Syria and Yemen, IEDs have become widely diffused
and employed to the extent they can be considered
paradigmatic weapons.[89]

In Afghanistan, a clearly asymmetric conflict, the
Taliban engaged with better funded and supported
adversaries. The IED was at the center of this conflict
with 2,288 IED attacks in Afghanistan between October
2010 and September 2020. There, at least 6,625
civilians were killed and over 15,012 wounded. And, as
AOAV’s research frequently points out, the injuries from
IEDs there are likely to be under-reported.[90]
In that context the IED has been used extensively with
2020 seeing Afghanistan the world’s most impacted
nation state.[91] Despite a 20 year war in Afghanistan the
withdrawal of US and UK forces in 2021 has seen an
emboldened Taliban take control of the country. It is
also possible that the IED will continue as a key feature
of violence in Afghanistan. Fears that IS affiliate Islamic
State Khorasan Province may be able to operate in
Afghanistan in the future seem well founded. Their
commitment to extreme violence, opposition to the
Taliban regime and use of the IED to challenge the
Taliban’s claim on power must not be overlooked.

Beit Lid Junction
suicide bombing, Israel.
September 9, 2001.
Image: IDF Spokesperson’s
Unit CC BY-SA 3.0
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Also, with state militaries further embracing drone
warfare, facial recognition and advanced counterinsurgency methods, non-state actors may increasingly
rely on the IED and its Propaganda of the Deed in
response. With no indication that a shift away from intra
state conflict is likely, the IED will remain a consistent
feature of future conflicts and its use will continue to
evolve.[92] The Propaganda of these attacks may, in
some cases, further - not diminish - public support for
violent groups, due to the cyclical nature of political
violence.[93]
For instance, during rioting at the start of the Second
Intifada the Israeli Security forces killed 319 Palestinians.[94] There was a wave of suicide bombings as
nationalist groups lashed out in response.[95] In social
and political contexts, with weak political institutions,
there is a trend of popular ambiguity towards such
political violence.[96] This can be seen in the cases of
Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan, but also seems to be
remerging in Northern Ireland.
On 19th April 2021, an IED was placed at the home of a
police officer in Dungiven, supposedly the work of
dissident republicans.[97] Alongside heightened tensions
from loyalists in Northern Ireland, and the ground for
renewed grievance that Brexit has provided, the
situation in Northern Ireland provides a particular
warning against complacency over political grievances
often thought of as things of the past. Importantly the
individuals who engage in this violence are motivated
by selective incentives and a complex web of motivation.
While often seen as irrational acts, those who find
themselves in insecure environments or radical milleus
often believe they must resort to extreme means to
protect themselves or their families. Coercion is also an
under-researched aspect of political violence and is
likely a contributor to some individuals’ acts of violence
(such as female suicide bombers used by Boko Haram).

Yemen and the Long-term Impact of Explosive
Harm
On 17th December 2010, Mohamed Bouazizi, a fruit
vendor in Sidi Bouzid, Tunisia, set himself on fire in front
of a municipal building in protest of his harassment by
local officials.[98] Images and stories of his desperate act
spread, through social media, across Tunisia, the
Middle East and North Africa, and around the globe,
igniting the 2010–11 Tunisian uprising and the ‘Arab

Spring’ that would follow. This direct and individual
form of protest through self-immolation inspired
widespread collective protests that led to the downfall
of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali’s regime in Tunis.[99]
The chain reaction of political unrest across the Middle
East and North Africa soon reached the southern tip of
the Arabian Peninsula. Yemen’s already complicated
political situation deteriorated quickly, reaching a civil
war by 2014. Yemenis have witnessed extreme violence
and an escalating humanitarian situation ever since.
This region has seen every form of explosive violence
deployed. The Houthis have extensively deployed the
IED as a feature of their warfare with other Yemeni
actors and the Saudi led coalition. There is a pattern of
reverberating explosive harm in the country that is
destroying the infrastructure that people rely on to
survive. This disrupts every aspect of Yemeni lives,
including shelter, food security, health, and livelihoods,
while also forcing displacement.[100]
IEDs are a crucial portion of this explosive harm with
airstrikes and artillery also crippling infrastructure.
However, the IEDs’ role in this conflict contributes
significantly to the levels of explosive violence in the
country. IEDs in Yemen caused on average six civilian
casualties, the largest death toll per explosive incident
compared to other methods of explosive violence.[101]
Furthermore, the extensive use of IEDs, particularly
those designed to be hidden, contribute to explosive
contamination across Yemen as devices are unpredictable and difficult to detect or disarm.[102]
The long-term impact such violence has had on
Yemen’s population is only beginning to be felt.
Explosive violence has crippled infrastructure with
an estimated 19.7 million people lacking access
to adequate healthcare.[103] At the same time,
49% of Yemen’s health facilities are no longer fully
functional.[104] Medical specialists and health workers
are also scarce in Yemen, with only ten health workers
per 10,000 people.[105] This will further compound the
harm that IEDs and wider explosive violence cause.
In Yemen, while many IEDs have been created using
captured munitions in a similar way to Iraq and Syria,
most devices were mass produced domestically by
Houthi forces as of 2018.[106] This follows a similar trend
to that of Iraq and Syria where IEDs were created using
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sourced munitions, but groups developed the capacity
to produce them using domestic materials when they
needed to. However, IEDs and RCIEDs employed by
Houthi forces continue to contain components that
originate in Iran.[107] The most recent seizures of IED
electronics reveal attempts to conceal their provenance. An important pattern follows that Houthi forces
distribute military materiel to low-skilled users, as
evidenced by their use of printed instructions, which
are affixed to IEDs.[108]
Across the MENA region and further the IED has
exacerbated security concerns, shifting the security
landscape. It has increased levels of non-state and
state violence compounding civilian harm as well as
contributing to movements of internally displaced
people and refugees.

Supporting Constituency

The role of a supporting constituency, the community
which provides a violent group with passive and active
support, is crucial to those groups that use the IED.
Within these communities there are those who

disagree with the necessity of armed conflict, but
remain sympathetic to the goals of the organisation,
and there are those who vote for political parties
attached to the militant group engaging in associated
social movements.[109] Most actively, some citizens
provide logistical support to the violence and include
those who provide information, safe houses, logistical
support, and financial patronage.[110] This network of
sympathy and support is significant as most terrorist
organisations depend on this to survive.[111] For this
supporting community, perceptions of legitimacy are
important, and they can place constraints on the use of
IED violence.
For instance, in 2004 after the death of Yasser Arafat,
Fatah adopted a non-aggressive stance, soon after
Hamas stopped deploying suicide bombers. In contrast,
the PIJ continued to launch suicide attacks. In the
following months, electoral support for Hamas grew,
and in the January 2006 elections Hamas secured 74
out of 132 seats.[112] The growth of popularity for Hamas
and the PIJ securing no seats suggests a shift in opinion
towards suicide bombings in Palestine.[113] Hamas

Suicide bombs kill 51 in Yemen’s Aden. August 1, 2019. Image: Felton Davis CC BY 2.0
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appeared to have recognized that, in that moment,
suicide bombings were no longer valuable to their
survival and growth compared to potential electoral
success.
The relationship between a supporting constituency
and the constraints that their perception of the
legitimacy of violence places on an organisation is ‘U’shaped.[114] This suggests that groups with mass
support can act freely with their methods of violence as
it is unlikely to damage their legitimacy, and groups with
little to no support can do the same as they do not rely
on a supporting constituency. This analogy allows us to
differentiate between Hamas or the PIRA as groups
reliant on their community, and more transnational
and less dependent organisations like Al-Qaeda or
Anarchists.
For most groups, this support is important but
not guaranteed. They must engage carefully in the
construction of legitimacy to retain passive and active
support that is necessary for their success. This
construction, based on perceptions of violence and
the role of groups supporting constituencies, is
important to the ideological and social framings of IED
violence.[115]
Many extremist groups see themselves as
representatives and future political leaders of the
communities they are embedded in and rely on them
for support.[116] Support for political violence is prevalent
when communities experience perceived grievance,
decreases in political opportunity and weak political
institutions.[117] In particular, violence by state forces
increases support for violence by non-state actors that
have a claim to represent a community.[118] This can be
observed in the conflicts of Northern Ireland, Palestine,
and Sri Lanka. A combination of these factors creates
the conditions for normative acceptance within a
supporting constituency for certain forms of IED
violence when the violence is dressed in social and
cultural imagery and narrative.
The values that this legitimacy is based upon are liable
to change. This is particularly present in conflict, with
the frequent falling of moral standards in warfare due
to frustration, desperation, and pragmatism.[119] This
suggests that the social and cultural messages around
the use of the IED are important, but must be viewed as

a way of framing the violence rather than producing it.
This relationship with a community is crucial for
individuals too, both in the context of geographically
defined communities and those networked online. In
the online as much as the offline space individuals
appear to be motivated by a desire to gain recognition
from fellow community members and achieve martyr
status for their common cause.[120] For individuals
and organisations popular support is advantageous.
However, no public condemnation of IED use by a
group’s purported constituency is all that is required.[121]
One key aspect of a supporting constituency that
presents a particular challenge is that of foreign fighters.
Individuals who have traveled abroad in order to
support or carry out violence became highlighted on
the security agenda as a result of the prominence of
those fighting for IS. Many of these fighters may have
been trained in the use of IEDs and so pose a threat
both in the regions that they have traveled to and in
their home nations if they return. While there has been
great attention to those who traveled to support IS and
other groups in the MENA region, a significant number
of far-right individuals have traveled to Ukraine to
participate in the ongoing conflict there.
In terms of IED expertise a renewed focus on these
individuals and the learning environment that conflict
zones provide may be necessary. Globally, this
phenomenon is likely to be larger than anticipated
and this may provide opportunities for the sharing of
the knowledge, a supply of willing perpetrators and
materials for IED attacks.

Ideology, Culture and Narrative

When accounting for the role of ideology and religion,
these important factors are often the cloth that IED
violence is dressed in. In Palestine, the term Istishhadi
was introduced by Hamas, referring to the act of
sacrifice. This new term was swiftly taken on by lots of
other secular and religious groups and tied to the
national struggle.[122] Ideological justifications, secular
or religious, are essential in practicing this form of
violence. There appears to be a significant correlation
with religious ideology, and the long-term development
of Salafi-Jihadism appears to have provided a catalyst
for justifying and engaging in this form of violence. The
historical significance of ‘martyrdom’ within Islam and
the framing of this concept emerging in the Iranian
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Hamas rally in Bethlehem. 4 May 2006. Image: Soman CC BY 2.0
revolution, appears to have influenced the Propaganda
of the Deed addopted by Shia and then Sunni groups.
On 30 October 1980, Mohammad Hossein Fahmideh, a
13 year old from the Iranian city of Qom was caught in
the midst of a fierce battle defending the city of
Khorramshahr from invading Iraqi troops.[123] As men
died around him and his position became overwhelmed,
he took a hand grenade from a nearby body and threw
himself under an advancing Iraqi tank. Dying instantly,
his suicide attack halted the Iraqi advance. Eulogised
across Iran, he came to represent heroism and pure
devotion to protecting Iran. His death would inspire the
creation of a new icon in the Islamic world: the suicidal
martyr.[124] Following this event there has been a long
process through which the figure of the martyr has
developed in the Islamic world. Becoming a versatile
and attractive notion for many.
Religious ideology often frames an IED attack,
particularly suicide bombing, however it is not the sole
driver of the proliferation of the IED. Religion is not a

feature which alone can explain the emergence of
suicide bombing in the Tamil case. This means that no
singular religion, let alone a specific one like Islam, can
explain away the rise in suicide bombings in recent
years.
To say that a desire for national liberation substitutes
for this is to say nothing more than that a Black Tiger
must be motivated by something meaningful, which is
the case for all who deploy violence and the Propaganda
of the Deed.[125] Importantly, there are reasons to remain
sceptical about the role of cultural, moral, or ideological
preferences. For example, Hamas committed at the
start of the 1990s to not kill civilians. When the
organisation reneged on this commitment in 1994, it
found plenty of reasons for justifying their shift.[126]
Nonetheless, ideologies are significant as they provide
justification for normative shifts, reframe the violence
in a way that is more acceptable for supporting
constituencies, and seem to motivate individuals to
engage in violence.[127] Needless to say, combating
ideologies presents a fundamental challenge.
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Countering the IED

There are significant international and regional Counter
IED (C-IED) initiatives; the first such initiative was the
Joint IED Defeat Organisation of the US department of
Defence established in 2006.[128] Efforts have developed
significantly since then and now include Programme
Global Shield, significant NATO efforts as well as
regional initiatives such as the collaboration between
Nigeria, Niger, Benin, Chad and Cameroon to form
the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF) in order
to challenge Boko Haram.[129] The proposed political
declaration “to ensure the protection of civilians from
humanitarian harm arising from the use of explosive
weapons in populated areas” should also incorporate
the IED in its debate.[130]
The United Nations Mine Action Service has displayed
the possibility for internationally coordinated efforts to
limit the impact of the IED. Many militaries, police forces
and mine action organisations have developed
expertise and skills in the best practice for C-IED.[131] On
top of this a wide variety of international actors, nongovernmental organisations and private companies

have developed key knowledge and processes for
C-IED.[132] These organisations are fragmented at the
international level as different framings and definitions
are led by inconsistent private, national, and international priorities.[133]
There is a recognition that this network of organisations
committed to C-IED must better communicate and
establish collaborations to effectively build the capacity
for C-IED which may have a meaningful impact, though
a challenge remains if the ideological and propaganda
framing of terror violence is not also addressed.
As such, the building of IED disposal and search
capacity is crucial to effective C-IED strategies only
when it is done alongside meaningful community
liaison.[134] An important element is tighter control
on precursor materials through cooperation with the
industries from which component parts appear in
used and defective devices.[135] There has been
significant work on countering the finance of IED threat
networks.[136] This more collaborative effort alongside a
forensic approach to IED use by local security forces

Counter-IED demonstration for Iraqi EOD teams. April 4, 2015. Image: The JIDA CC BY-NC 2.0
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may be able to limit the violence of the IED. Many
collaborative initiatives have proven successful but
often remain underfunded and under supported.[137]
There is a great wealth of C-IED knowledge, yet it
remains disaggregated. There are significant barriers to
progress as the worst impacted regions and nations are
often experiencing security vacuums, failing institutions,
porous borders and widespread episodes of state and
non-state violence. In these conditions establishing the
necessary capacity to build C-IED strategies remains
deeply challenging.
The US-led forces in Afghanistan and in Iraq attempted
to defeat the IEDs strategic influence.[138] Alongside
C-IED programmes, another salient feature of changing
military engagement during this period has been the
development of drone warfare and airstrikes as central
to counterinsurgency.
The evolution of these methods of distanced warfare
appear to have been in direct relationship with the
impact of IEDs. Population-centric security measures
became too dangerous. Random road-side bombs
frustrated troops’ desires to win hearts and minds.
Troops shifted first away from face to face interactions
with local communities, to working from armoured
vehicles. Then they stayed increasingly behind concrete
walls in theatre.[139] Then, as public appetites back
home for another death diminished, drones offered a
bloodless (for those using them) alternative. Increasingly,
troops left the field of battle and military engagement
with violent non-state actors became one of distanced
warfare

Victims

The result of this is the unlawful use of improvised
explosive devices – particularly by non-state armed
groups and rogue individuals – is devastating. IED
attacks deliberately targeting concentrations of civilians
to achieve a maximum effect of lethality, terror and
societal disruption occur globally.
Over a decade – between October 2010 and the end
September 2020 - there were 28,729 incidents of
explosive violence, resulting in 357,619 casualties
(263,487 civilians) recorded in English language media
worldwide. Of these, 171,732 people in 11,971 IED
incidents worldwide – a number that includes both
civilians and armed actors.

As such, 48% of all people killed or injured by explosive
weapons globally, then, were harmed by IEDs.
This means that, compared to a total number of all
explosive incidents, IEDs constituted 42% of all
recorded and reported injurious explosive attacks
(AOAV does not include attacks that harmed nobody).
There were also far more civilian victims than military or
security forces personnel. Some 136,669 of those
casualties from IED attacks were civilians. This is
compared to 35,063 armed actors and security
personnel who have been killed or injured.
As such, 80% of those harmed were civilians.

Victim Assistance: Disarmament Treaties

The legal mechanisms to address this harm are
regrettably, relatively unfocused. Yes, specific weapons
such as anti-personnel landmines, cluster munitions
and other explosive remnants of war can also
be classified victim-activated IEDs, and there are
disarmament treaties covering these weapons that
would arguably cover the effects of all IEDs as well.
These include:

• Convention on Cluster Munitions (CCM) Articles 2
and 5.

• Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling,
Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and
their Destruction (APMB Treaty) Articles 6 and 7.

• Protocol
(CCW).

V Convention on Conventional Weapons

• The United Nations Policy on Victim Assistance in

Mine Action (2016), responds to the increasingly
varied nature of explosive threats to civilians,
including IEDs.

• The UN Handbook on Landmines, ERW and IEDs
includes guidance on emergency
including evacuation and first aid.

assistance

And, yes, there is congruence amongst the three
disarmament conventions about who constitutes a
victim, and all three iterate the need for rehabilitation as
well as age and gender sensitive victim assistance
packages.
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However, it has been argued that the disarmament
treaties’ redress mechanisms are limited and so the
majority of claims for compensation from IEDs do not
often occur through these. There is currently, for
instance, no treaty on IEDs and the only resolution
governing IEDs does not yet tackle the need for
reparations for victims of IED attacks. All too often this
falls on the nation state to address.

National Compensation Schemes

Many developed nations have set up compensation
schemes to aid the victims of terror, schemes that are
triggered when a terrorist attack has either taken place
on their soil or if a national of their country was involved
in an IED attack. However, there remains the subjective
question as to what degree of redress should be
received by victims.
Unfortunately, quantitative guidelines do not exist, but
it seems reasonable to expect reparations to offer
financial remedy for some of the more pressing
consequences of the attack, such as loss of livelihood.
The framework of international legal instruments that
codifies the human rights of victims of IEDs is
comprehensive. But, at the same time, it is piecemeal
and spans different frameworks of law. This means that
victims’ rights might be clearly enshrined in the law,
but enforcement mechanisms can be weak, without
specific instruments governing the remedies that
victims are entitled to.
These mechanisms exist with certain types of victims
but victims of IED attacks or armed violence are often
not specifically addressed except in the form of
guidelines.
This means that application of the rights of victims of
IEDs can be inconsistent and prevent adequate access
to services and ultimately access to justice, if there is
no recognition that their rights have been violated. This
applies to direct victims but even more so to indirect
victims which the two case studies illustrate.

There is an argument, then, that victim assistance for
IED attacks need therefore to be drafted within a new
legal instrument that specifically addresses the harm by
IED attacks in peace-time. This would obligate signatories to implement measures that work for the victim.
Presently, domestic application of national legislation is
relied upon, which could be further enhanced to take
into account special assistance needed after major IED
attacks and deal with the major shortfalls experienced.
For instance:

• Preparedness – the testing of emergency plans and
ongoing training of professionals would anticipate
treatments and needed assistance.

• Funding – more funding into IED response is needed

for an adequate response that casts a net wide
enough to capture all of those affected by an IED
incident.

• Psychological

assistance –victims sustaining
psychological injuries are often overlooked. The
screening for these victims should be embedded in
response protocols.

• Adequate

compensation – such funding is
consistently insufficient and very rarely addresses all
victim grievances from an IED attack. However, if the
system is at least deemed to be fair and consistent,
this limits the grievance to parties that have already
suffered.

The very nature of IED attacks is that they are
spontaneous, occasional and send deep shock waves
to local services that even resource rich countries are
constantly striving to deal with. A specific international
instrument addressing the rights of victims in IED
attacks could enable the implementation of victim
assistance on a wider scale, and encourage capacity
building to do so.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSION
This chapter concludes this report with a summary of
our key findings.
Between October 2010 and the end of September 2020
a total of 171,732 fatalities from IEDs were recorded
globally – a number that includes both civilians and
armed actors. Overall, 48% of those globally killed or
injured by explosive weapons during that time were
harmed by IEDs.[140] The use of the IED has also
increased more in the last decade than in any previous
decade.
The IED is very much a consistent feature of global
harm today. The IEDs capacity as a weapon of
innovation is crucial as it is a method of violence latched
onto by violent groups, particularly in the context of
asymmetric conflicts. The IED is deployed in a variety of
ways and its use will likely continue to evolve alongside
emerging technologies. Civilians are likely to remain the
overwhelming victims of both IEDs and, even, the state
responses to IEDs.
The suicide bomber stands out as a form of the IED that
has become emblematic of the Propaganda of the
Deed; an act of extreme violence that shocks and
terrifies, demanding attention. Its powerful narrative
alongside its lethal effectiveness makes it a form of
violence that spreads, and we must anticipate that it
will continue to do so. Evidently, the complex lattice of
motivations for employing the IED dovetails with the
ideas of the Propaganda of the Deed. When wrapped in
the social, political, and cultural messages of a particular
society this violence proves to be convincing for the
constituencies of certain groups. In this way, the
modern-day users who now act in tandem with the
online world of the 24-hour news cycle and an
expanding landscape of social media, harbour the
possibility of reaching thousands more with their
propaganda every day.

Despite its widespread and growing use, the promise
that the IED holds for the violent non-state actor, the
extremist, and the insurgent has never been translated
fully into the expectations that they harbour. The IED
has allowed many violent actors to grind conflicts with
state militaries to a stalemate or even force the
withdrawal of intervening forces. It is an extremely
effective force multiplier that has altered the security
landscape of our public spaces and the ways in which
policing and military operations take place. The IED has
changed the perception of possible harm with innocent
people and everyday settings becoming threatened
with lurking violence.
Regardless of culture or creed, those who use IEDs
today bear a resemblance to the anarchists of the 19th
century, believing that their act will lead to shaping the
world to their will through explosive terror. This is often
a fusion of Utopian or revolutionary belief with a
conviction in the efficacy of extreme violence. However,
the revolutionary promise of explosive propaganda of
the deed has never been truly realised. The IED and the
Propaganda of the Deed have given violent non-state
actors the means to compete with forces operating
with far more material capability, yet they have not fully
delivered utopian results. The IED has contributed to
long lasting and reverberating harm across the globe
and changed the way that modern conflicts are fought.
In the end, the IED proliferates harm and has contributed
to a form of warfare in which innocent civilians have
become a central target. For those who use the IED for
revolutionary ends the results are futile, delivering only
suffering on all sides.
The IED is both a volatile weapon of destruction and
one of propaganda. It demands our attention and
necessitates our focus in finding innovative ways to
combat the political, cultural, economic, logistical and
ideological circumstances that have fuelled its rise.
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Afghan National Army Commandos and Soldiers of Special Operations Task Force conduct a controlled detonation
on an IED. 21 September, 2010. Photo: ResoluteSupportMedia CC BY 2.0
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