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Introduction


America’s War on Terror under the George W. Bush administration brought dramatic changes around the world. The transformation was triggered by al-Qa‘ida’s double blow to the United States on 11 September 2001, striking at its political heart in Washington and its economic capital, New York. Bush had entered the White House in January 2001, bringing to an end Bill Clinton’s years of active engagement in the international arena. With the transition from Democratic to Republican administrations, the United States, the world’s sole remaining superpower since the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, had begun to close itself off from the outside world. Yet just as America seemed to be drifting into a kind of political slumber, the spectacle of hijacked aircraft crashing into some of its most iconic buildings brought it to its senses with a jolt. Suddenly the US was confronted by what looked like a new menace: al-Qa‘ida. Yet in truth this bugbear had not emerged with the suddenness of those planes from the skies. Its origins lay far away, in the Afghan quagmire of the 1980s and America’s own support for the mujahidin in their conflict with Russia.


In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, Washington’s instinct was to hit back at its assailants twice as hard. And that is precisely what it did, retaliating within days by launching its own assault on Osama bin Laden’s stronghold in Afghanistan. The country’s cities fell, in quick succession, into the hands of the Americans and their Afghan allies. It was only a matter of days before the collapse of the Taliban government, which, since the mid-1990s, had played host to al-Qa‘ida and many other jihadists. The Americans’ success was not down to their vast military arsenal alone: the millions of dollars they had paid the various Afghan factions had also played their part. Yet, whatever it cost them, there is no denying the scale of the Americans’ achievement: a mere two months into their War on Terror they had installed a pro-US government in Kabul.


Nor was this the Americans’ only accomplishment: just as importantly, they had driven bin Laden and his fellow al-Qa‘ida leaders from their lair in Afghanistan, at the same time destroying dozens of training camps erected during their long years in the country. Many of the fighters who now shared bin Laden’s fate had never supported his war against America, yet now that their Afghan stronghold had crumbled they scattered all over the world, to be hunted down by intelligence services wherever they went. Thousands were killed and many others imprisoned. The rest vanished without trace.


But after almost a decade, and a change of administration in the US, the rebranding of the War on Terror by the Obama administration as the ‘Overseas Contingency Operation’ has done nothing to stop the escalating conflict. In Afghanistan, the Taliban remain a formidable force, while in Iraq, which the Americans invaded in 2003, ostensibly because of its weapons of mass destruction, no such weapons have ever been found. Nor has any evidence emerged of the purported relationship between Iraq’s former regime and al-Qa‘ida, which, far from aligning itself with the secular Ba’athists, had condemned them as infidels. Meanwhile, although US troops formally withdrew from Baghdad in June 2009, thousands of American soldiers remain in Iraq, and many of them are set to stay until the end of 2011.


As the Americans get bogged down in Iraq and Afghanistan, the main beneficiary seems to be al-Qa‘ida itself, the principal target of the war. It has largely succeeded in absorbing the blows that the Americans and their allies have dealt it. In certain areas, particularly the border region between Afghanistan and Pakistan, it has managed to rally its forces. But it has become a different organisation in the process. On the one hand al-Qa‘ida has assumed global dimensions, something it has aspired to ever since it was first created in 1988. And yet at the same time it is no longer a single entity: it would be more accurate today to speak of multiple al-Qa‘idas rather than a monolithic organisation. Bin Laden still leads ‘core al-Qa‘ida’, based in Afghanistan and Pakistan, but its franchises around the world are many and various, comprising autonomous affiliates from Iraq to Morocco.1


In 2001 America was at war with a single al-Qa‘ida in Afghanistan; now it is fighting several permutations of the group all around the globe, without any prospect of containing them. Since 11 September 2001 al-Qa‘ida has gone global; it follows that its conflict with the Americans and their allies has assumed the character of a ‘global war’ too. Perhaps this is what al-Qa‘ida wanted all along: to convert its struggle against the US into a holy war, pitting Muslims against ‘infidel’ Western aggressors. Such a perception is of course false, even if American policy often serves to reinforce it in the minds of some Muslim observers. Under the Bush administration, the US gradually expanded its War on Terror to include ever more Islamist groups which it regarded as tainted by their association with al-Qa‘ida. Paradoxically, the very intensity of this campaign has helped breathe new life into bin Laden’s organisation, which, by early 2002, had seemed on the brink of collapse. The Americans’ attacks on other jihadist groups ultimately forced many of them to unite behind bin Laden, despite their grave reservations about his agenda. Previously their priority had been to fight the rulers of the Islamic world, whom they regarded as apostates; now their main goal was to wage war on the West, the root of all evil. There was a new logic behind this shift in focus. It was the infidel West which enabled Middle Eastern regimes to cling to power: defeat the infidels, and their apostate puppets would fall with them. Or so bin Laden hoped.


This book examines this transformation in the ideology of al-Qa‘ida and its brothers in arms. Al-Qa‘ida’s history is inseparable from that of its associates, most of whom emerged at the end of the Afghan jihad in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Numerous groups share al-Qa‘ida’s agenda, that much is certain. This book concentrates on three factions that have been intimately bound up with al-Qa‘ida and its shifting agenda: Egyptian Islamic Jihad (EIJ), Algeria’s Armed Islamic Group (known by its French acronym, GIA) and the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG). In all three, a key role was played by ‘Afghan Arabs’, as veterans of the jihad against the Russians were known. Both EIJ and its larger rival, al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya (or ‘Islamic Group’) were admittedly first formed in the late 1960s and early 1970s. However, after they forged an alliance and together plotted the assassination of Egypt’s President Sadat in 1981, thousands of their members were rounded up and thrown into jail. In the years that followed, disagreements over doctrine drove the two groups apart again. When the Egyptian government began releasing jihadists in the second half of the 1980s, they set about rebuilding their respective organisations, this time on the Afghan-Pakistani border. Bin Laden founded his own organisation, al-Qa‘ida, in 1988. In 1991 the ‘Algerian Afghans’ established the GIA, while their Libyan comrades followed suit with the formation of the LIFG between 1990 and 1992.


During the 1990s, these three factions were the only jihadist groups in the Arab world to take up arms against their countries’ regimes. In Egypt, EIJ and al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya embarked on a vicious campaign of bombings and assassinations against the government of Hosni Mubarak. In Algeria, after the elections were annulled in 1992, the GIA took up the banner of jihad against the junta which had seized power. Meanwhile, in 1995 the LIFG declared its own jihad against Colonel Gaddafi’s rule, launching a series of intermittent skirmishes with the regime and assassination attempts against its leader. Al-Qa‘ida was never far behind the scenes. Bin Laden had close ties to EIJ and its leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri: it was he who provided al-Qa‘ida’s earliest members and helped indoctrinate them with jihadist ideology. In Algeria, the true founder of the GIA was Qari Saïd, a leading ‘Afghan Arab’ and early al-Qa‘ida member who had been strongly influenced by the group’s ideology. In Libya the LIFG also had close links to bin Laden, even welcoming al-Qa‘ida members into its ranks.


Yet, while al-Qa‘ida was close to its brothers in arms, it was not inevitable that they would all merge into a single organisation. Each faction retained its own independent agenda until the late 1990s, when the jihadists suffered a series of setbacks. In Egypt, the security forces gained the upper hand in their fight against EIJ and al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya, forcing both of them to retreat. Al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya laid down its weapons and admitted the error of its ways. EIJ remained committed to the jihadist cause, but was incapable of carrying out attacks inside Egypt, where the security services had dismantled most of its cells. Faced with shrinking numbers and increasingly difficult conditions, EIJ became ever more dependent on the support of al-Qa‘ida, its staunchest ally throughout the 1990s.


These developments were closely mirrored in Algeria, where, from 1996 onwards, the security forces dealt a series of blows to the GIA, leading it to splinter into various sub-groups. One of them condemned the entire Algerian population as infidels and embarked on an orgy of violence. Meanwhile, the other groups combined to form a new organisation called the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC) in an attempt to relaunch the jihad. At the same time, in parallel with al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya in Egypt, some Algerian jihadists abandoned the armed struggle and engaged with the regime by political means. The LIFG suffered a similar reversal in 1997, when the Libyan security forces destroyed its military infrastructure, forcing it to retreat to safety to lick its wounds.


The jihadists regrouped in Afghanistan. It was there that they relaunched their jihadist agenda, this time from the safety of the ‘Islamic Emirate’ founded by the Taliban. However, the process differed from group to group. In 1998 al-Qa‘ida and EIJ formed an alliance called the World Islamic Front for Jihad against Jews and Crusaders. They blamed the US for the jihadists’ failures, concluding that the only way to overthrow the Arab regimes was to fight their American paymaster. But the partnership of al-Qa‘ida and EIJ failed to attract any other factions at the time. In Algeria, the GSPC was busy rebuilding itself and trying to win the support of the public, who had been alienated by the GIA’s violent excesses. Bin Laden himself had got his fingers burnt by the GIA. He had placed his trust in the Afghan veterans who founded the group, only for them to lose control of the movement to a rival clique of Salafists,2 some of whom were no doubt manipulated by the Algerian security services. Of all the jihadist factions, the LIFG was most outspoken in rejecting bin Laden’s anti-American manifesto. Like other jihadists, the LIFG’s leaders had emigrated to Afghanistan but remained committed to combating the Libyan regime. They had no desire to be drawn into conflict with other parties, least of all the United States.


With every passing day bin Laden and al-Zawahiri grew more confident in their plan to fight the Americans, despite the reluctance of other jihadists to join them. And their ambitions grew with the scale of their operations, from attacks on US embassies to an assault on a warship, and finally their strike at the very heart of America. The attacks of 11 September 2001 changed the jihadists, just as they transformed America. In the new War on Terror, US intelligence lumped all jihadists together, drawing no distinction between those who belonged to al-Qa‘ida and those who did not. In the eyes of the Bush administration the world was divided into two camps: those on America’s side and those on al-Qa‘ida’s, regardless of the differences of opinion within jihadist circles over the war against the United States. Such simplistic categorisations lent weight to al-Qa‘ida’s self-styled spiritual leadership of the jihadist groups. Al-Zawahiri’s EIJ was, as already mentioned, absorbed into al-Qa‘ida, and the GSPC pledged allegiance to bin Laden and his organisation, becoming his sole representative in what al-Qa‘ida called the ‘Islamic Maghreb’. Meanwhile, the handful of LIFG leaders to have survived the War on Terror joined al-Qa‘ida in Afghanistan and merged with its ranks.


In the first decade of the War on Terror, America achieved for bin Laden what he had failed to bring about in all his time in Afghanistan: the unification of the jihadists under al-Qa‘ida’s banner.


My first book, The Armed Islamic Movement in Algeria – From the FIS to the GIA, was published in 1998. Work on the present text began a few years later, initially with the aim of reviewing developments in the Algerian factions following the failure of their ‘jihad’. Then came the attacks of 11 September 2001 and everything changed.


It would have been impossible to list the ways in which the world had altered in the aftermath of 9/11 so soon after the attacks had taken place. The situation we face today, in which al-Qa‘ida acts as a rallying cry for jihadists around the world, had not yet emerged. A truly clear picture probably remains some years off, but it is possible today to identify the broad outlines of how al-Qa‘ida and its brothers in arms are developing. It is that trajectory which this book seeks to explain.


I would like to thank everyone who has helped to produce this work, especially those who have related their own part in the history of al-Qa‘ida and its affiliates. But first and foremost I would like to thank my family, who patiently bore years of neglect as I dedicated myself to writing this.


___________


1   Statements have also been issued in the name of an organisation calling itself al-Qa’ida in the Levant, and there have been reports of an al-Qa’ida in the Land of the Two Niles.


2   The term Salafist is derived from the Arabic word salaf, meaning ‘forebears’ or ‘ancestors’. In an Islamic context it refers to the earliest generations of Muslims, whose lives are regarded as exemplary by Salafists and others alike.
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Afghan Arabs


Afghanistan was where today’s Salafist jihadist groups originated, the successors to the Arab world’s first jihadist factions. During the 1980s, in the thick of battle between the Afghan mujahidin and the Soviets and their communist allies in Kabul, a new generation of Arab fighters emerged – a generation that believed that the only way to establish a true Islamic state was jihad, a holy war that would sweep away the Arab regimes they regarded as at best failing to implement Islamic law correctly, and at worst apostate dictatorships. These were the Afghan Arabs.


The jihad in Afghanistan began immediately after the Soviet invasion in December 1979. At first it was an exclusively Afghan enterprise, its leaders mainly clerics and intellectuals who had been known since the 1970s for their involvement in the Islamist movement: Abdul Rabb al-Rasul Sayyaf, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Burhanuddin Rabbani and Ahmad Shah Massoud.1 These leaders were quick to rally their supporters, starting in the areas along the Pakistani border where millions of Afghans had sought refuge: people who would in due course provide an inexhaustible supply of fighters and an essential support base for the mujahidin factions.


Nonetheless, the Afghan jihad got off to a slow start. In the early 1980s the mujahidin groups had not yet organised their forces, either at their base in Pakistan or inside Afghanistan itself.2 The Russians had invaded using massive forces equipped with the latest hardware, supplemented by the military resources of the communist government in Kabul.3 However, as the overlap between the interests of the mujahidin and the United States became clear, the jihad began to gather pace. The mujahidin wanted to free their country from the communist yoke, while America was keen to stop Russia gaining access to the Arabian Sea via Pakistan, given the threat this would pose to the oil fields of the Persian Gulf. Accordingly, the Americans supported the Afghan jihad during the early 1980s through both overt and covert means. They supplied the mujahidin with money and arms, usually via the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate (ISI), while at the same time encouraging Arab countries to provide funds for the Afghan effort themselves, or to send volunteers to take part in the jihad alongside them.


Initially the Arabs played only a peripheral role in the Afghan jihad. In the early 1980s a handful of Arabs went to assist the mujahidin from their logistical base in Pakistan; at that point their involvement was mainly limited to helping the millions of refugees living in the camps that had sprung up along the Afghan-Pakistani border. Of these Arabs, an even smaller number went into Afghanistan itself, to join the Afghan factions and take part in actual combat.


The Algerian, Abdullah Anas, was one of the first Arabs to participate in the Afghan jihad. He claims that in 1984 no more than fifteen Arabs had taken part in the conflict in Afghanistan.4 He himself decided to get involved after reading a fatwa which argued that it was the duty of every Muslim to take part in the jihad.5 The signatories to this fatwa included the Palestinian, Abdullah Azzam, at that time the undisputed leader of the Afghan Arabs. After meeting Abdullah Anas in Saudi Arabia in 1984, Azzam put him in touch with the Afghan warlords.6 Anas had gone to Saudi Arabia to perform the pilgrimage to Mecca; from there he went to Karachi and then on to Islamabad, where he met Osama bin Laden for the first time in Azzam’s house. Bin Laden was one of the first Arabs from the Gulf to join the Afghan jihad. From Islamabad, Anas flew to Peshawar, where Azzam introduced him to Abdul Rabb al-Rasul Sayyaf, the emir or commander of the Ittehad-e Islami, the Islamic Union for the Liberation of Afghanistan. ‘To date, twelve Arabs have rallied to the Afghan cause,’ Anas quotes Sayyaf as saying. ‘Now that you three have come, there are fifteen,’ he added, referring to Abdullah Azzam, the latter’s son-in-law, and Anas.7 However, the Arabs’ modest role in Afghanistan soon began to grow, especially after Abdullah Azzam, Osama bin Laden and others established the Mujahidin Services Bureau, or Maktab Khidamat al-Mujahidin, in late 1984. Its role was to arrange for Arabs who wished to take part in the jihad to join the various Afghan factions.


It was around this time that the number of Arabs involved in the conflict in Afghanistan increased significantly. Nonetheless, they remained a mere drop in the ocean compared to the Afghan mujahidin, who played the most important part in the war of attrition against the Russians. Initially, the Arabs merely performed an auxiliary role, fighting alongside the Afghan groups but not independently of them. Throughout the jihad the Arabs were greatly outnumbered by their local counterparts, but they soon began to organise themselves into a fighting force of their own. Between 1984 and 1985 they established a guesthouse in Peshawar known as the Abu ‘Uthman Hostel. Then Abdullah Azzam founded the Sada camp for Arab fighters, near the border with Afghanistan. The camp started out with a modest twelve men, increasing to twenty-five in 1985. By the following year the number of trainee fighters had shot up to almost 200.8


However, it was not until 1986 that the Arab mujahidin made the transition to fighting in their own right, rather than going into battle as a mere contingent of the Afghan factions. That same year Osama bin Laden established a new camp with more than thirty Arab fighters. It was located on a supply route used by the Afghan mujahidin in a mountainous area of Jaji in Paktia Province, close to the Pakistani border. The site consisted of two parts: a meeting place at the foot of a mountain and another, known as al-Ma’sada, the ‘Lion’s Den’, at its peak. It is unclear how much support its creation received from other Arabs in Afghanistan, who had hitherto been distributed between the various Afghan groups. However, it does not appear to have met with serious opposition from either the Arab or the Afghan mujahidin leaders, most of whom visited the site.


Soon after the foundation of the Lion’s Den, there was a major clash between the Arab fighters and Russian forces. The Arabs were led by bin Laden and two Egyptian EIJ members known as Abu Hafs and Abu ‘Ubayda al-Banshiri.9 In the spring of 1987 the Russians launched a long-awaited attack on the Jaji front, having surrounded the area for forty-eight days and pounded the mountains incessantly.10 Al-Banshiri proved himself a brave and audacious military commander in the course of the fighting. Having discovered that the Russians had sent in paratroopers, he quickly led a group of fighters over the mountains and beyond the point where the Russians had landed, trapping them between his men and the rest of the Arab forces. When the Russians attempted to advance, they found themselves surrounded and suffered heavy losses in the fighting which ensued.11


The former Egyptian military intelligence officer, Essam Deraz, covered the Battle of Jaji as a journalist and spent months in the area with bin Laden and his comrades. He says that the Russians bombarded the area very heavily before beginning their assault in late May 1987. In contrast to the bombardment, which lasted almost two months, the fighting itself lasted a mere 24 hours.12 ‘It was epic,’ he says of the mujahidin’s victory against the odds:




A group of Arabs led by Abu ‘Ubayda and Abu Hafs spotted the Russian commandos landing on a mountain opposite the Arabs’ position. The Russians thought the Arabs had been wiped out in the aerial bombardment. But a group of Arabs advanced to the mountain around the other side [from where the Russians had landed] and lay in wait. The Russian commandos consisted of a single platoon of twenty to thirty men; they began advancing into the forest, unaware that they were surrounded. It was only when a young Saudi called Mukhtar began shooting at them that they realised the situation they were in. In the heat of battle, the Russians even shot at their own men, unable to work out where the enemy fire was coming from. They were annihilated. In light of the Russians’ heavy casualties, the surviving soldiers were ordered to withdraw; on the Arab side, only three mujahidin were martyred in the fighting.





Arabs and Afghans


The Battle of Jaji boosted the confidence of the Arabs who took part, encouraging them to seek greater autonomy from the Afghan mujahidin. This had become more urgent, given the power struggles among the latter, which were often more violent than the fighting against the Russians. Until then, the Arabs had been scattered between the seven Afghan groups, of which the most important were Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hezb-e Islami, the Jamiat-e Islami, led by Burhanuddin Rabbani, and Abdul Rabb al-Rasul Sayyaf’s Ittehad-e Islami. Sayyaf’s group was by far the Arabs’ preferred option; Sayyaf himself was a charismatic figure with a Salafist background who enjoyed the support of clerics in the Gulf. His group was not the most powerful militarily, however, especially in comparison with the two other main Afghan factions. Hekmatyar had considerable influence, particularly in Afghanistan’s eastern provinces, as well as the support of Pakistan’s powerful security establishment. All this had helped him attract numerous aspiring Arab jihadists into his ranks. A certain number also fought alongside Rabbani’s Jamiat-e Islami, most notably the Algerian, Abdullah Anas, who became the right-hand man of Rabbani’s military commander Ahmad Shah Massoud.13


Massoud’s successes did not count for much with decision-makers in Pakistani intelligence, however. They continued to allocate most of their Afghan aid to Hekmatyar’s group. For the Pakistanis, Hekmatyar’s appeal did not lie merely in his military strength: as a member of Afghanistan’s majority Pashtun community, which straddles the border with Pakistan, they also saw him as an instrument of Pakistani influence. By contrast, Massoud was a Tajik whose power base lay not on the Pakistani border but in the Panjshir Valley and the provinces of northern Afghanistan – areas which the Pakistanis do not seem to have considered strategically significant.14


It remains unclear whether the Pakistanis were involved in turning the Arabs against Massoud and driving them into the arms of his rivals. But his trusted aide, Abdullah Anas, suggests that that is what happened. He has described how in Peshawar in 1988 the Arabs staged a ‘trial’ of Massoud in absentia, on the basis of a report containing lurid allegations against him. Anas says the original Arabic version of the report was translated into several languages and then widely circulated, hinting that Pakistani intelligence may have played a role in the smear campaign. The trial itself remains a source of division between the Afghan Arabs to this day. At the time, it was an indication that Abdullah Azzam’s influence was on the wane: his support for Massoud would no longer suffice to persuade Arab fighters to back the Afghan warlord. The first signs of this had already emerged in 1986, when Osama bin Laden established his own group in Peshawar, separate from the Maktab al-Khidamat.15


Massoud’s ‘trial’ sheds light on the relationship between the Arabs and the Afghan mujahidin factions at this time. Abdullah Anas was on a training course with Massoud in the Panjshir Valley when he heard about the claims the Arabs had made against his comrade.16 A message came over the radio from Abdullah Azzam asking Anas to make haste to Peshawar. Massoud was surprised, but told Anas he would have to wait until the course had ended in a couple of weeks. Four days later Anas received another message from Azzam. ‘Have you set off yet?’ it asked insistently. ‘If not, get moving immediately.’ Sensing that something important must have happened, Anas again sought Massoud’s permission to leave; this time it was granted. When he arrived in Peshawar nine days later, Anas went straight to see Azzam, who was accompanied by a Saudi called Wa’il Julaydan.17 Azzam explained that Anas’s former comrades in northern Afghanistan had made serious allegations against Massoud, and that Pashto and Persian translations of the report containing their claims had been widely circulated. Azzam had told Massoud’s accusers that he needed time to question Anas: as the Arabs’ emir in northern Afghanistan, he was in a unique position to corroborate the charges.


Several hearings were held to examine the claims. These were attended by Azzam himself, his Palestinian deputy, Tamim al-Adnani, the Yemeni, Abd al-Majid al-Zindani, Osama bin Laden and Wa’il Julaydan. Bin Laden, Azzam and Julaydan sat on a committee to oversee the working of the makeshift ‘court’. Meanwhile, Abdullah Anas stood for the defence, although he still did not know what evidence existed to support the charges against Massoud. The latter was accused of opening a hostel for Westerners where the sexes mixed freely and ‘sins’ were committed; it was said to be equipped with a swimming pool intended specifically for Western women. Massoud was purported to have handed control of the front lines in his part of Afghanistan to Shi‘ites (regarded as heretics by orthodox Muslims), to have imprisoned Arabs with donkeys and to possess a generally ‘anti-Arab’ outlook. Numerous other allegations were also levelled against Massoud in the course of the hearings, although they had not been included in the indictment against him.


Anas noticed that one of the signatories to the indictment was Muhammad Harun. Yet he had never met anyone by this name in all his time as commander of the Arab fighters in the north. When he asked who this individual was, the Algerian, Qari Saïd, raised his hand and said that he was Muhammad Harun.


‘You dare to swear by Almighty God to the truth of these charges under a false name?’ Anas asked him indignantly. ‘If these accusations are true, and your purpose in making them is honest, you should hold your head up like a man, accept your responsibility before God and put your name to them. But if the charges are false, why use this name? I know no Muhammad Harun; no one by that name has ever accompanied me and Massoud in Panjshir who could give such testimony. I will have nothing to do with trumped-up charges of this kind against a man’s honour and the integrity of his jihad. Please erase the name Muhammad Harun and write Qari Saïd in its place, to take responsibility for the claims that you make’.


Qari Saïd had spent almost three years on the northern front under Massoud’s command. He agreed to Anas’s demand, but maintained his claims regarding nudism, women’s swimming pools and acts of murder. When Anas challenged him to specify where exactly these excesses had taken place, Qari Saïd replied that he had not witnessed them himself, but had heard about them from another Arab in the north called Abdullah Ja’far. The trouble was that this individual had not accompanied Massoud in person, but had instead been stationed with one of Massoud’s local rival commaders, Jamal Agha (of the Hezb-e Islami Party).18 As the lack of eyewitnesses became apparent, the case against Massoud began to collapse. Nonetheless, the court’s decision did not represent an outright victory for either side: at the end of the hearings it was merely agreed that the Arab fighters would desist from either praising or condemning Massoud. This injunction was clearly aimed at Azzam, who was in the habit of eulogising Massoud as the ‘Lion of Panjshir’ in his sermons. But, in return, Azzam extracted a promise from Massoud’s detractors that they would cease their campaigns against him. It was also decided that the Arabs would not send any more financial aid to Massoud, and Anas was warned that he was ‘the Arabs’ envoy to Massoud, and not vice versa’.


The ink was barely dry before the agreement was secretly broken. About three weeks after Massoud’s ‘trial’, Anas returned to Panjshir to tell Massoud what had happened. Under normal circumstances he would have taken donations for Massoud with him, but this was out of the question given the outcome of the hearings. Much to Anas’s surprise, Azzam asked him to take Massoud some money and to tell no one about it. Anas did as he was asked and passed Massoud the funds, totalling some half a million dollars: a vast sum compared with previous donations. He also took along one of the witnesses who had testified for the ‘prosecution’ against Massoud at the trial. The Afghan leader accepted Azzam’s ‘gift’ and gave the witness a warm welcome, thus showing how forgiving he was, even to those who were, only days before, trying to prove his ‘guilt’.


The fact that the trial had absolved Massoud did not deter other Afghan Arabs from slandering the warlord, or Azzam from sending him more money. ‘The supervisors of the Arab jihad in Afghanistan sent a delegation of thirty men to look into the matter in the north [the allegations against Massoud],’ says the Syrian Islamist, Abu Mus’ab al-Suri. ‘When they returned a few months later, all but two or three of them delivered damning indictments of Massoud’s conduct. One of them, a friend of mine from the Levant, described Massoud as a “present-day Atatürk”.19 But for sentimental reasons and a desire not to sully the reputation of the jihad, Abdullah Azzam rejected this testimony in favour of his son-in-law, Abdullah Anas’s account.’20


The Foundation of al-Qa‘ida


Less than two years on from the Battle of Jaji it was obvious that the mujahidin were assured of victory over their Soviet foes. The Russians’ defeat was officially sealed when they signed the Geneva Accords of September 1988, under which they agreed to withdraw from Afghanistan. They had already fulfilled their pledge by the following February, leaving behind a communist government in control of Kabul and the main provincial cities, but little else.


It was amid this atmosphere of impending triumph that Osama bin Laden established al-Qa‘ida. Few then would have dreamed that it would ever be capable of mounting a devastating attack such as that of 11 September 2001. The question is how and why this group was created in the first place.


Osama bin Laden observed that ‘there was increasing movement of Arabs to and from the front lines, and growing numbers of fighters either wounded or martyred. Yet there were no records of any of this, even though record-keeping is one of the basic elements of military organisation.’21 The lack of such information was a frequent source of embarrassment for bin Laden, particularly when families from the Gulf asked after their sons who had gone to fight in Afghanistan. To bin Laden, the absence of accurate records was ‘a disgrace, as well as a basic failure of administration’. It was for this reason that he decided to keep files on the Arab mujahidin; later, these would expand to include full details of everyone who came to Afghanistan with the assistance of bin Laden and his group.22 The files noted the date of each person’s arrival in Pakistan; his registration at Peshawar’s Bayt al-Ansar guesthouse; the date of his enrolment at the training camps; and his despatch to the front lines. In time, these records became ‘like an administration in their own right, which needed a name to identify it. This was when bin Laden and his supporters agreed to call the records office “al-Qa‘ida” [“the Base”], on the understanding that this term covered everything from the Bayt al-Ansar to the training camps and the fronts themselves’.23


Al-Qa‘ida has said little publicly about its own origins. Nonetheless, since 2001 the records of numerous meetings that took place around the time it was established have come to light. They include the handwritten minutes of discussions in August 1988 between bin Laden and a Syrian called Muhammad Lu’ay Bayazid,24 regarding the establishment of a ‘new military group’; this was to consist of a ‘general camp’, a ‘special camp’, and a ‘base’ or qa‘ida.25 The minutes indicate that this initiative followed a disagreement with Abdullah Azzam: alluding to certain differences of opinion, Bayazid asked bin Laden if he agreed that Azzam’s ‘military gang’ was finished. He also urged bin Laden to reflect on why they had come to Afghanistan in the first place and pressed for jihadist fighters, or what Bayazid called ‘the army’s forces’, to be based there. In response, bin Laden spoke about having raised large sums of money in Saudi Arabia and claimed to have given the mujahidin ‘political power’. The time was now right, he said, to take action of his own. These discussions concluded on 20 August 1988; three weeks later, with an initial membership of fifteen men, al-Qa‘ida began work.


The Syrian Islamist, Abu Mus’ab al-Suri, moved to Afghanistan in the late 1980s, following a bitter experience of jihad in his own country.26 He claims that bin Laden established al-Qa‘ida for ‘reasons related to jihad both inside Afghanistan and abroad … He had his own jihadist agenda in South Yemen, against the communist government there.’ Later, says Abu Mus’ab, ‘his aspirations extended to the whole of Yemen,’ alluding to the war which ended in 1994 with the reunification of the two halves of the country.27 In the late 1980s, bin Laden arguably used Afghanistan as other Arab jihadists did: as somewhere to train his men while hoping to establish an Islamic state once the puppet government in Kabul had been overthrown. Between 1988 and 1991 Abu Mus’ab himself worked intermittently as a military trainer in al-Qa‘ida’s camps. He also gave lectures on doctrine, Islamic law and guerrilla warfare at training camps run by al-Qa‘ida and other organisations. ‘I had contact with most of the founders of the Arab jihad in Afghanistan,’ he says. ‘At that time, al-Qa‘ida wasn’t involved in any operational activity outside Afghanistan. Likewise, although Sheikh Osama used to donate money to jihadist groups in all sorts of places, he had no specific agenda anywhere except Yemen. At least not as far as I know – and I speak as a member of the sheikh’s inner circle at the time. In 1991 I left Afghanistan and returned to Spain, where I had been living previously, and lost contact with them. Sheikh Osama and most of his people also left and went to Sudan; there was no sign that they were thinking of getting involved in any other action. It was not until 1996 that we met again, this time as guests of the Taliban.’


Exporting Jihad


Jamal Ahmad al-Fadl was an early member of al-Qa‘ida, but left its ranks in the mid-1990s after he was caught embezzling funds from the group. He has told a similar story about the foundation of al-Qa‘ida, but maintains that it harboured more ambitious aims right from the start. In 2001 he gave evidence before the Manhattan Federal Court in New York concerning the 1998 bombings of the US embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam. Al-Fadl claimed that bin Laden had set up al-Qa‘ida with the ultimate aim of overthrowing the regimes of the Arab world and restoring the caliphate.28


Abdullah Azzam had jointly run the Maktab al-Khidamat with Osama bin Laden in the late 1980s; their common goal was to assist the jihad against the Russians in Afghanistan. The two men later went their separate ways; when the Russians withdrew from Afghanistan, ‘Bin Laden resolved to set up his own group, because [the jihad] in Afghanistan was over,’ al-Fadl has said. His ambitions were grandiose. ‘We want to change the Arab regimes’, bin Laden told his supporters at the time, ‘and establish an Islamic government.’ Al-Fadl claimed that he had learned all this from al-Qa‘ida’s leaders directly, in particular an Iraqi called Abu Ayyub, who was the organisation’s first commander. Al-Fadl had first met Abu Ayyub at the front in Jaji; they later came across one another again in the al-Faruq camp in Khost, where Abu Ayyub (also known as Abu Ayyub al-Iraqi) brought his brother, Yasin (known as Yasin al-Iraqi). ‘We’re going to set up a group to train people,’ they said, ‘because we don’t want to stop once the Russians have withdrawn from Afghanistan.’ Al-Fadl explained to the court in New York that this took place in 1989. Abu Ayyub asked everyone at the camp to read some documents, then lectured them on his aims: the group that was to be established at the camp would be used for operations outside Afghanistan. This group was al-Qa‘ida.


The Libyan Afghan veteran, Noman Benotman, confirms that bin Laden was not al-Qa‘ida’s first commander.29 ‘Al-Qa‘ida was established in late 1988 or early 1989,’ he says. ‘The organisation’s first emir was an Iraqi Kurd called Abu Ayyub; he was assassinated in the tribal region of Pakistan shortly after assuming the leadership of the group. His brother, Abu Yasin, was murdered in a separate incident in Afghanistan.’30


Al-Fadl maintains that the documents Abu Ayyub gave him explained that al-Qa‘ida’s aim was to wage jihad; they also outlined the respective duties of the group’s emir, its Majlis al-Shura or Consultative Council, and the rank and file. If one agreed with the content of the documents, one had to swear a formal oath of allegiance to the group’s emir; this meant promising to do whatever the emir asked of you, whenever he asked.After reading through the papers, al-Fadl swore the oath of allegiance in the presence of three other people: Abu Ayyub himself, Abu ‘Ubayda al-Banshiri and Abu Hafs al-Misri. This took place ‘at the end of 1989 or the beginning of 1990.’ According to al-Fadl, the emir of al-Qa‘ida at the time was Abu Ayyub al-Iraqi, but Osama bin Laden was its commander-in-chief.31


Al-Qa‘ida’s founders included at least five Egyptians. One of them was Dr Fadl, Islamic Jihad’s first leader after the group was revived in Afghanistan in the late 1980s.32 Another was Ayman al-Zawahiri, who took over the EIJ leadership after Dr Fadl stepped aside in 1993. The other three were Abu ‘Ubayda al-Banshiri, Abu Hafs al-Misri and Abu Faraj al-Yemeni.33 Some of the Gulf Arabs who fought with bin Laden at Jaji are known to have been unhappy about the Egyptians’ increasing influence over him. They began to distance themselves from bin Laden when they found they could only gain access to him through his inner circle of Egyptians. The role played by Egyptian EIJ members in the creation of al-Qa‘ida would become clear later on, when the two groups merged in 2001.


It is significant that several people involved in setting up al-Qa‘ida subsequently withdrew from the group to pursue their own plans: evidence that they had been a loose association of individuals drawn from several different movements. They included Abu Mus’ab al-Suri, who set out on his own path in 1991. A well known Iraqi Kurd also broke away at a later date to form his own organisation in Kurdistan.34 Nonetheless, it is notable that their decision to strike out on their own did not sour their relationships with bin Laden, with whom they were to remain on cordial terms.



Gathering Momentum



Until al-Qa‘ida began operating independently in 1989, the Maktab al-Khidamat, run by Abdullah Azzam, was the gateway to Afghanistan for Arabs keen to take part in the jihad there. They would arrive convinced of their duty to help their fellow Muslims and confident that they would be rewarded with either victory or martyrdom. In the beginning, the vast majority of these volunteers did not belong to the Islamist groups that had taken up arms against their governments only to be brutally suppressed. They were simply budding jihadists of no particular allegiance. However, as the Soviet collapse in Afghanistan became clear, the type of mujahidin attracted to that country underwent a rapid and significant change. Militant groups saw an opportunity to train fighters in Afghanistan and then send them home to prepare for a new phase of the jihad.
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