
Makroökonomik und Entwicklungsökonomik 
Georg-August-Universität Göttingen 
Prof. Dr. H. Strulik, Johannes Schünemann, M.Sc., 
Viacheslav Yakubenko, M.A. 
 

 

 

 

Bachelor Seminar: Economics of Terrorism 

 

The effect of political violence on religiosity 

 

 

Reference: Zussman, A. (2014). The effect of political violence on 
religiosity. 

Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization, 104, 64-83. 
 

 

 

 

Name: Evelyn Hornauer 

Matrikelnummer: 21152894 

Studiengang: Vwl/Jura 2-Fach Bachelor 

Date of presentation: 20-21.01.2017 

 

 

 



	 1	

Abstract 

In his paper “The effect of political violence on religiosity“ Asaf Zussman concentrates on 

Jews and Muslims living in Israel and how their self-identified grade of religiosity is affected 

by politically motivated violence. The paper focuses on violence associated with the Israel-

Palestinian and the wider Arab-Israeli conflict.  

Data from interviews from the Israeli-Social Survey and detailed data on Israeli fatalities from 

politically motivated violence related to the Israel-Palestinian and wider Arab-Israeli conflict 

are linked by date and location of the interviews.  

Due to this analysis robust evidence is given, that violence influences religion in a way that 

Jews, as well as Muslims, identify themselves as more religious when there is an additional 

fatality within 30 days prior to their interview for the Social Survey within their sub-district. 

 

1. Introduction  

Israel is the only country in the world with a Jewish majority. Therefore 80% of the people 

living in Israel are Jews whereas Muslims are the largest religious minority with 12%.  

For the Jewish majority, religion and ethnicity more or less overlap. 

Israel also has a long history of conflicts. Most of these conflicts have a strong religious cause 

like the Israeli-Palestinian and the wider Arab-Israeli conflict do have. 

Religion has furthermore a strong influence on society and on the daily life of people. 

Especially in Israel religion also has a strong impact on the political system.  

 

The specific violence Zussmann (2013) in concentrating on is associated with the Israeli- 

Palestinian and the wider Arab-Israeli conflict in the period between 2002-2010. Religion also 

plays an important role in the conflicts because of the religious motivated agendas of the 

fighting parties. There is the Hamas organization with an islamist agenda against Jewish 
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people, whereas hard-line views towards the Muslim Palestinians have their roots within the 

Jewish Israelis. 

Both conflicts are characterized by either sporadic attacks against civilian and military targets 

or continuous missile threats as well as long term war struggles.  

 

Zussman (2013) is using data about religion from the Israeli Social Surveys.  

The two main questions in the survey, concerning religion, are which religion do you belong 

to and to which degree would you consider yourself as religious. Getting answers to these 

questions, it is possible to determine the survey participant’s self-estimated degree of 

religiosity. Using these findings it is possible to show changes in this self-identified degree of 

religiosity due to politically motivated violence. 

 

Two of the main points to look at are on the one hand if the politically motivated violence 

happened in the vicinity of the survey participant and on the other hand if it has happened 

within 30 days proceeding the interview. If both points apply, the effect on the self estimated 

grade of religion is pretty strong. 

There is robust evidence that a fatality covered by the facts mentioned above, lowers the 

likelihood for a Jewish interview participant to identify himself as secular by 0.7% and for a 

Muslim interview participant by 3.1%. 

 

2. Data 

Data from two different sources is used in this analysis.  

First one is the Israeli Social Survey from the years 2002-2010. For this survey every year 

7000 randomly selected persons are interviewed by employees of the Israeli Central Bureau 

of Statistics. All of the selected participants are 20 or older and change every year. 
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In this Social Survey broad data is collected concerning the participants socio-economic 

characteristics as well as their positions on various issues. 

The main questions for the following analysis are the ones about their religion and whether 

they consider themselves as religious or secular.  

The first question answered by the participants is about their own confession. 

It is possible to choose between Muslim, Christian, Jewish, Druze or other. In the case of 

picking “other” the participants have to choose weather they consider themselves as “not 

religious” or if they would choose a not mentioned religion.  

If choosing one of the stated religions, in this example Jewish or Muslim, the participants are 

asked to describe their degree of religiosity. 

 Jewish participants can choose between 5 options from (1) ultra-orthodox to (5) not 

religious/secular. Muslim participants have the possibility to choose between 4 options from 

(1) very religious to (4) not religious/secular.  

Participants choosing the “not religious/secular” options are in the following defined as 

secular Jews/Muslims.  

 

Second data used is a database on politically motivated violence, which is constructed by 

Zussman.  

The main sources are the B´Tselem (the Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the 

Occupied Territories), the Israeli Ministry of Defense and the Israeli National Insurance 

Institute to cover civilian and security forces fatalities. 

Data from all fatalities of politically motivated violence, since January 1st 1997, is included in 

this database. 
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Both data sources need to be linked. Therefore Zussman uses restricted-use information, 

which is provided by the Central Bureau of Statistics. 

This information contains the facts when and where the Survey interview was conducted.  

This way it is possible to identify the amount of violence around a particular location at a 

particular date. 

The Occupied Territories are excluded from the analysis due to distortion effects caused by 

ongoing military activities and large amounts of violence. 

 

3. General findings 

As mentioned before, the Social survey provides some of the broad patterns concerning the 

effect of political motivated violence on religion.  

 

Table 1 gives us a general idea of the distribution of religion in Israel. Jews make up 82% in 

total of the Survey participants while the share of Muslims is 12% in total between 2002 and 

2010.  The distribution is quite stable, although there seems to be a slight decrease when it 

comes to the share of Jews and a slight increase concerning the share of Muslims. 
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Taking a look at the tables 2A and 2B the distribution of the self reported degree of religiosity 

for Jews and Muslims is shown.  

The most remarkable difference is the share of Jews reporting themselves as secular (45% in 

total) whereas only 11% of the Muslims consider themselves as secular.  

Taking a look at all years shown (2002-2010), there seems to be a slight downward trend 

when it comes to the share of seculars for both religions.  

If there are less people considering themselves as secular in reverse there are slightly more 

people considering themselves as religious.  

One of the reasons could be the fact that strictly religious families tend to have more kids than 

less religious ones.  

 

An important question is what differences can be found in the behavior of people self-

identifying as religious compared to those identifying themselves as secular. 
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One possibility getting an answer to this question is to take a look at the Survey participant’s 

prayer practices and the differences between the different degrees of religiosity as well as the 

difference between religious and secular persons. 

The data for Table 3 is collected by the 2009 Social Survey which focused on religion. 

 

 

 

It is noteworthy that there seems to be a tight link between praying and being religious. The 

most striking difference is the one between the share of participants considering themselves as 

not particular religious and the ones considering themselves as secular. This difference is even 

lager for Muslims than it is for Jews.  

Table 3 shows that there actually is a difference in the behavior of religious and non-religious 

people.  

This is especially interesting concerning the fact that later on the effect of violence on 

religiosity is shown. What is shown in Table 3 would imply that the influence of violence on 

religiosity also could possibly have an influence on the behavior of people and not just on 

their self-considered degree of religiosity. 

 

Concerning the completeness of the broad patterns it is also important to take a look at Figure 

1. In Figure 1 all Israeli fatalities from political violence between 2002 and 2010 are shown.  
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Both, civilian and military victims are included in this figure. 

 

          Figure 1 

 

 

The first important observation is the high temporal variation in the numbers of fatalities. 

The numbers of fatalities were especially high during the second intifada, which started in the 

fall of 2000, and during the Second Lebanon War in July and August 2006.  

During the time spectrum shown in Figure 1, there were 638 Israeli fatalities, which equals 

roughly 1.0 fatality per 100.000 Israeli inhabitants per year.  

It´s also noteworthy, that most of the fatalities, around 83%, were civilians. 

 

Other than the temporal variation shown here, there is also a large geographical variation 

concerning the number of fatalities. This variation can be seen as shown in Table 4. 
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4. Analysis 

After showing the broad patters, the effect of the politically motivated violence on religiosity 

has to be analyzed.  

Therefore Zussman estimated the following model separately for Jews and Muslims. 

 

Seculari is an indicator variable. The survey participant (i) has the possibility to self identify 

as secular. In this case Seculari takes the value of 1, otherwise it takes the value of 0. 

Fatalitieslt is defined in three different ways.  

As a default it´s defined as “the number of civilian Israeli fatalities from politically motivated 

violence in the sub-district surrounding the survey participant´s locality in the 30 days 

preceding the survey interview date (for ease the exposition the number of fatalities was 

divided by 100). In the second definition the absolute number of fatalities is further divided 

by sub-district population in the relevant year (in thousands). In the third alternative it is 

defined as an indicator variable taking the value of 1 if the absolute number of fatalities is 

positive and the value of 0 otherwise. 
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 𝛾l  is a fixed effect for the sub district surrounding the survey participants locality, 

 𝛿t includes a linear time trend and sets of indicators for the month and day of week of the 

survey interview.  

Xi is a vector of participant characteristics  including sets of indicators for gender, age group, 

marital status, number of children, highest educational degree etc.. 

 𝜀i is a well behaved error term. The focus is on the coefficient 𝛽 which measures the 

marginal effect of an additional fatality on the likelihood, that the survey participant will self-

identify as secular.” This model was developed by Zussman (2013). 

 

In column 1 of Table 5 the effect of “one additional civilian fatality from politically motivated 

violence in the sub-district surrounding the survey participant´s locality in the 30 days 

preceding the interview date” is shown by Zussman (2013).  Taking a closer look, this table 

shows when the described additional fatality happened, it is less likely for a Jewish survey 

participant to identify as secular by 0.33 percentage points, which equals 0.7%. The effect on 

Muslims is shown in column (4). Therefore the likelihood of Muslim participants to identify 

themselves as secular is lowered by 0.34 percentage points, which equals 3,1%. 

In column (2) for Jews and column (5) for Muslims the effect of an additional fatality per 

1000 population in the sub district is shown. This additional fatality lowers the likelihood to 
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self-identify as secular by 0.19 percentage points for Jews and 0.21 percentage points for 

Muslims. 

Taking a look at column (3) respectively (6), it is indicated that a fatal incident in the sub 

district lowers the likelihood to self-identify as secular again as well for Jews as for Muslims. 

The likelihood to self identify as secular declines by 1.8 percentage points (4%) for Jews and 

1.0 percentage points (9%) for Muslims.  

Now taking a look at the results, the impact of one single additional fatality seems to be very 

high. Considering the fact that there are regions with a high fatality rate the results even for 

one single incident show already a large effect on religiosity for both, Jews and Muslims. 

Taking that into account we have to face the possible change towards religion in a society 

effected by a high amount of fatalities within a short time period.

 

 

 



	 11	

In Table 6A and 6B column (2) a more flexible approach is shown by replacing the linear 

time trend to account for possible effects of demographic factors and religiosity by a set of 

sub district specific linear time trends. The effect is, as well as the effects for columns (3) 

where civilian and security forces fatalities are included and columns (4) where the Gaza Strip 

and the West Bank are included, just modest.  

More interesting are the results in Columns (5) and (6) where the peak periods (Figure 1) are 

excluded. The effect for Jews is quite small for both excluded periods but taking a look at 

Table 6B column (6) the coefficient of interest becomes much larger. Israeli Muslims, who 

are part of the Palestinian people, seem to be more influenced by violence and conflicts 

concerning the own group and therefore are more influenced by Israeli-Palestinian conflicts. 

 

Therefore it has to be asked how big the influence of the location of the fatal incident is. 

Equation (1) is therefore augmented with two additional variables.  

“The first is the number of fatalities inside the district but outside the sub-district surrounding 

the survey participant´s locality. The second is the number of fatalities within Israel proper 

but outside the districts surrounding the survey participant´s locality.” Zussman (2013). 
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Taking a look at column (2) it is shown that the effect on the survey participants is way higher 

when the fatalities are in the sub-district than if they are in the rest of the country. The 

influence decreases with distance from 0.35 percentage points to 0.07 percentage points.  

A similar effect is shown in Table 8 concerning the effect of time. 
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Unlike the short term fluctuations examined before now also a longer timeframe of 360 and 

180 days preceding the interview is shown. 

The effect of violence on religiosity is getting weaker during time. The likelihood for a survey 

participant to identify as secular because of an additional fatality declines for example for 

Muslims from 0.34 to 0.03 percentage points. 

 

5. Interpretation 

Are the main findings of the paper causal, and therefore not associated with pre existing 

patterns of religiosity? To answer this questions Zussman(2013) re-estimates Equation 1 using 

instead of the fatalities in the last 30 days the ones in the 30 days following the participants 

interview. The result of this placebo test is that there is no association between future fatalities 

and secularity. 

Another analysis shows that replacing Seculari with Atheism re-estimating Eq.1 there is also 

no effect from violence to atheism. 

 

But how are religiosity and violence linked to exposure? 

Being part of group or ethnicity which is attacked it is more likely to self-identify more with 

this group than before the attack. Especially in Israel, religion and ethnicity are closely linked. 

If a member of a group is attacked and you are part of the same ethnic group and most people 

who are part of this specific group also share the same religion, it is possible for this group to 

become closer because of these threats. Therefore it is possible that people who are part of the 

group, but not part of the group’s religion, are likely to adapt the religion, to identify even 

more with the group. 
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Another theory reviewed by Neimeyer et al. (2004) is concerning religion as a result of fear of 

death. This paper is showing evidence towards the effect of politically motivated violence on 

religiosity. This violence would therefore need to spark fear. 

Would a person’s behavior change because of this fear and would this person start to act more 

religious or become more religious because of this fear.  

Zussman’s (2013) findings in this paper show an even stronger effect of fear for Muslims than 

for Jews which is inconsistent because the attacks are mostly targeted at Jews. 

Taking the Social Survey Question “do you feel save walking alone at night in your 

neighborhood?” as a proxy for fear of death, Zussman (2013) constructs a safety variable 

ranging from (1) not safe at all to (4) very safe.  

 

The results of replacing Seculari with this safety variable are shown in Table 1 in the annex. 

There is a noticeable decline in the feeling of being safe for Jews but not for Muslims. 

Taking the fact that most of the violence is directed at Jews, this makes perfect sense. 

 

6. Conclusion 

This paper is concentrating on the analysis of short term effects in the political environment 

on religiosity. 

Israel is the only country with a Jewish majority. Taking a look at this majority and the 

Muslim minority Zussman (2013) is analyzing the effects of one single additional fatality on 

religion. 

Therefore he uses data from the Social Survey concerning religion and linking this to detailed 

data about fatalities from politically motivated violence associated with the Israeli-Palestinian 

and Arab-Israeli conflicts. 
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Using this data there is robust evidence that politically motivated violence has a strong impact 

on religion for Jews as well as for Muslims.  

In both religious groups less people identify themselves as secular after attacks of violence in 

their near timely and spacial surroundings.  

“One additional fatality from politically motivated violence in the vicinity of the survey 

participant´s locality within 30 days preceding the interview date lowers the likelihood that a 

Jewish survey participant will self-identify as secular by 0.7%; the corresponding figure for 

Muslims is 3.1%.” Zussman (2013) 

Taking in the fact that there are Regions with a high rate of politically motivated violence and 

therefore fatalities, these findings seem to be important concerning the situation of the state in 

general.  

Most conflicts are religion related. If more people consider themselves religious, and less 

people consider themselves as secular does this development lead to even more violence in 

the future? This paper shows that religiosity can be influenced by violence and is not 

exogenously given.  

 

 I think the research in this paper is really important. Not just for Israel but also for other 

states and currently also for Europe.  

It is probably not possible to compare Israel and Germany because religion seems to be more 

important in Israel than it is in Germany. 

Due to the refugee crisis a lot of Muslims have been coming to Germany in the past year and 

because of attacks by the IS around Europe there is, at least in parts of the population, a fear 

concerning the religion of others.  

And People are being prejudices just because of their religion and people show the tendency 

to feel the need to stay together and to get closer as a group.  
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In my opinion this is a dangerous development and the research done in the paper can get 

even more important for the current situation.  

It would be interesting to see if the terror attacks in France or Belgium have had a noticeable 

even short term influence on religiosity. 
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Annex 

 

Table 1  
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