
The Israeli Response: Targeted Killings 

One thing Israel does with the intelligence it gathers is it kills suspected terrorist leaders. One of 
the best examples of this occurred when I was in the Middle East in 2002 when Israel killed 
Salah Shehadeh. Shehadeh was the founder of Hamas' military wing, and Israelis blamed him 
for the deaths of dozens of Israelis.  
 
The problem was that Shehadeh was in hiding. He was hiding deep in the Gaza Strip. And from 
an Israeli point of view, sending a team to do a raid would fail. Shehadeh would likely be tipped 
off as the helicopters or the troops approached. And in any event, the Palestinians would fight 
back, and some of the Israeli forces who were going in might be killed. So they decide to kill 
him.  
 
And the first question was simply finding him. Shehadeh was someone who regularly changed 
his location and otherwise recognize that he was on a list that Israel was using to go after 
people. The story I heard is that Israeli intelligence pretended to be Canadian researchers, and 
they got close to a relative of Shehadeh who was homosexual. And the blackmailed him. In a 
traditional society, homosexuality is anathema. And they took advantage of this to find out 
where Shehadeh would be.  
 
Now, they knew Shehadeh's wife was going to be with them, but Israel judged that she too was 
culpable and as a result, knew about the violence and from their point of view was an 
acceptable casualty. And to make sure they killed Shehadeh, they used a very large bomb. And 
this bomb not only brought down the building where Shehadeh was. It also brought down 
neighboring buildings. And as a result, you had roughly 14 people die, including 10 children. So 
a clear loss of innocent life by any standard or definition.  
 
Hamas, of course, condemned this and shortly afterward did an attack in revenge at Hebrew 
University that killed seven people, including five Americans. And there was world outrage, 
including the Bush administration, which in general was very supportive of Israel but declared 
that this killing was heavy-handed.  
 
So you can see with the Shehadeh killing both the advantages and disadvantages of targeted 
killings. Now, on the one hand, these killings tell terrorists they can't hide. And as a result, it has 
a potential deterrent effect-- people are afraid to join terrorists groups. And it also satisfies public 
opinion. You have a population that's afraid, that's angry, and by killing the other side, you send 
a message that you're own side is fighting back.  
 
From the terrorist group's point of view, this can be very disruptive. If you kill terrorist leaders on 
a regular basis, it removes them from the ranks of the group. And the number of skilled, 
dedicated leaders they have is often quite limited. So they can replace individuals in terms of 
there's someone new in the organization chart who's there, but in terms of the skill level, in 
terms of the trust, in terms of the professionalism, that's often missing. So you have people who 



are less competent, over time, come in.  
 
And again, a big impact is in how the group responds to this. They often try to avoid 
communicating, they try to avoid meeting people, they spend their time in hiding. And that might 
enable them to escape an assassination attempt. But the same time, it means that they can't 
lead their group. They can't carry out attacks. They're playing defense rather than playing 
offense.  
 
But targeted killings also have big costs. One is that you're at times going to get the wrong 
people or kill innocents even when you get the right people, as the Shehadeh killing indicates. 
And that's a huge moral cost and it's also a political cost. It damages the legitimacy of a state 
when they go outside traditional legal means and use these attacks.  
 
And this is something that shows up again and again for Israel which is it's increasingly seen as 
a pariah nation. And there was a poll taken several years ago in Europe as violence was raging 
that showed Israel to be the fourth least popular country in the world. So it beat out North Korea, 
for example. But for a democratic state that prides itself on adhering to certain values, that sort 
of loss of reputation over time is a huge blow.  
 
And the last point, of course, is that terrorist groups can retaliate. Sometimes within a group 
there are voices that are urging moderation, that are urging tamping down the violence. But 
when people are killed, often those voices are shoved aside and there's a desire on the group's 
side for revenge. And it gets into a cycle of attack, response, attack, and violence just for the 
sake of violence from the terrorist group's point of view. 
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