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Abstract

This talk examines the transformation of sacrificial ideology and ritual in Afghanistan from
before the beginning of the ongoing conflict in 1978 to the present. Beginning with a
discussion of sacrifice as an instrument of peacemaking in the context of tribal feud, | consider
how the Islamic political parties that rose up to oppose the Soviet occupiers developed a cult
of martyrdom. This enterprise was further transformed by so-called “Afghan Arabs,” most
importantly al-Qaeda founders, Abdullah ‘Azzam and Osama bin Laden, who changed the
focus of martyrdom from the retrospective conferral of status on the dead by the political
party to the active pursuit of sacrificial death by the living, a transformation in understanding
that laid the groundwork for the attacks of September 11, 2001. This leads to an analysis of
the development of suicide bombing in Afghanistan following the American intervention in
Afghanistan. Rather than focusing on either political strategy or the psychology of the suicide
bomber, | look at suicide bombing in indigenous terms as a form of sacrificial ritual, that has
been adapted to the structural and moral dilemmas created by American forms of military and
political control. The talk will conclude with a discussion of the role of Facebook and other
forms of social media in creating a new cult of martyrs among Afghan youth.
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