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INTRODUCTION


Far too much is written about terrorism. Even worse, most of it is sensationalist claptrap, which means there is a constant need to deflate the bubble of fabricated fear and restore some kind of perspective. Somebody has to do it, and maybe it is my turn again.


What makes me particularly reluctant to wade into the subject of terrorism again is that it means discussing a lot of foolish, fanatical or just plain evil people who are also Muslims. After a while you start to feel that no matter how many times you say that Islamist terrorists and those who support them are only a small minority of the world’s Muslims – certainly a smaller minority than the proportion of Irish Catholics who supported the IRA, or Sri Lankan Tamils who supported the Tamil Tigers – you still wind up sounding like you are saying that Muslims are the problem. On the other hand, three of the four terrorist incidents I was personally witness to (Bombay 1993, Moscow 2001, London 2007) did involve bombs set by Muslim terrorists. In the past decade and a half, the great majority of the terrorist attacks in the world were carried out by Muslims, so how can we not discuss it?


Al-Qaeda is out, and Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) is in. The latter’s executions are more dramatic, and they make better videos: the one of the Jordanian fighter pilot being burned alive in an iron cage was shot simultaneously from seven different camera angles. ISIS attracts more lost young men and women from the Muslim diaspora in the West than stuffy old al-Qaeda: there are practically line-ups at the Turkish–Syrian border. And now they even have their own “Islamic State”, with its own flag and a caliph and everything. Let’s have a book about that.


Well, okay, but I don’t want to scare people. They are far too frightened already, because the actual threat is very small unless you happen to live in one of the worst-affected countries of the Middle East. It is the media-fuelled fear gripping people in the West that empowers and indeed compels Western governments to do reckless things that actually serve the terrorists’ agenda. No surprise in that: these hair-trigger responses are precisely what today’s terrorism is designed to produce. That’s why I call this book DON’T PANIC! (with humble thanks to Douglas Adams).1


On the other hand, we have to take the terrorists seriously. That’s not to say that we must take them at their own valuation; they are considerably less important than they think they are. But ISIS, al-Qaeda, al-Nusra, Boko Haram, al-Shabaab and the rest are revolutionaries with a political programme, not just vicious idiots with guns. Their political programme, for those who do not share their own very particular religious convictions, starts at the implausible and ends up deep into the surreal, but all their actions, even the sickest and most cruel, are calculated to bring the day nearer when that programme will be fulfilled.


Many of the foot soldiers in any army haven’t the slightest idea what the strategy is, or any interest in learning about it. All that the men with the boxcutters on the hijacked flights of 9/11 needed to know was that they were going to be “martyred” and go straight to Paradise. They neither knew nor much cared what strategic benefits for the cause Osama bin Laden expected to gain from the massacre they were about to commit. But the people who make the plans and choose the targets are not only competent strategists; they are also good psychologists, for terrorism succeeds mainly through the perceptions it creates, not the actual damage it does. Being wicked does not make you stupid – more’s the pity.


So this book will have to do a number of things, if I get it right. First, it will explain why the Muslim world, and in particular the Arab world, has become the global capital of terrorism (the great majority of the victims being Muslims themselves, and in particular Arabs). Second, it will explain how terrorism works, by which I mean how it often (not always) brings those who employ its tactics closer to their expressed goals. Third, it will trace the evolution of terrorist strategies and terrorist organizations in the Arab world, for they have both mutated over time. Finally, it will offer some thoughts on what we ought to be doing about the “terrorist threat”.


I will be treating these four themes in parallel, or even all at once, because this is a story that has unfolded over more than thirty years and I would distort matters too greatly if I told it thematically rather than in sequence. Experts will spot places where I am eliding some of the finer detail of the story in the interest of concision, but I have tried not to leave out anything important.


The past dozen years, since the misbegotten US invasion of Iraq in 2003, have seen an almost continuous growth in the scale and reach of the Islamist revolutionary groups in the Arab world. In 2015, the Global Terrorism Index recorded 32,658 deaths – an 80 percent jump in just one year and a ninefold increase since 2000. Seventy-eight percent of those deaths occurred in only five countries – Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Nigeria and Syria – and almost all the victims were Muslims. So were the groups that did most of the killing: ISIS in Iraq and Syria, Boko Haram in Nigeria, the Taliban in Afghanistan, the various franchises of al-Qaeda, and assorted Islamist groups in Pakistan. The Islamists are definitely on a roll now, and we shall probably see more seizures of territory in out-of-the-way parts of Arab countries and in Muslim-majority regions of adjacent African countries, followed in all likelihood by further pledges of allegiance to the “Islamic caliphate”, the seat of which is currently in Raqqa in eastern Syria.


But this rapid territorial expansion has been accompanied by a slide in the dominant Islamist ideology, away from the patient, pragmatic and flexible style of al-Qaeda towards the intoxicating “End Times” eschatology of ISIS. History as they see it now has a script, and the duty of those who serve Islamic State is to bring about the Apocalypse, all the way from the great battle at Dabiq (a town in northern Syria) that starts the sequence running down to the Last Battle at Jerusalem, where Isa – Jesus, to Christians – spears the anti-messiah Daijal, and then the world ends.


You would certainly not like to see such people in charge of a powerful modern state, but that is unlikely precisely because they are that kind of people. Bin Laden wanted to achieve such a state, spanning first the whole Arab world, then the entire Muslim world and ultimately the whole world, and he was prepared to take any path that opened up, for however long it took, to reach his goal. The ISIS lot just want to live out the apocalyptic script in the shorter term. This does help the situation a bit, because they cannot deviate from the script. We know where they want to go.


One last thing. The Muslim world, or at least its Middle Eastern heartland, now stands on the brink of a sectarian confrontation between Sunnis and Shi‘is that is potentially as big, as long and as violent as the religious wars between Catholics and Protestants in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe. This looming threat is often portrayed, especially in the Western media, as an inevitable clash between two groups of fanatics, but it is nothing of the sort.


No reputable historian would explain Europe’s religious wars as merely a matter of rival religious doctrines. They were intensely political events, in which sectarian loyalties were ruthlessly manipulated in the service of domestic and foreign political goals. The same goes for the Middle East in the present day – and the right question to ask is: why now?


There’s an obvious explanation for why the Christian religious wars happened when they did: they were triggered by the second great schism in Christianity, which involved all of Western and Central Europe. It’s less obvious why Sunnis and Shi‘is should be at each others’ throats right now, given that the schism between the two main branches of Islam happened thirteen centuries ago. There were many bloody clashes between them at that time, but in most subsequent generations, in places where the population was mixed, ordinary Sunnis and Shi‘is lived in peace. In modern secular states such as pre-invasion Iraq, even intermarriages between the two communities were commonplace.


Moreover, nine out of ten Muslims are Sunni. You can imagine that this might lead to an occasional massacre of Shi‘is, but certainly not to a stand-up fight. However, in the Middle East the Sunni-Shi‘i ratio is much less lopsided. In the space between Egypt and Iran, Sunnis have a two-thirds overall majority, but the country-by-country ratios range from 85 percent Shi‘i in Iran to 90 percent Sunni in Egypt. And in the countries bordering on the Gulf – Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and the smaller Gulf kingdoms and emirates – Shi‘is have an overall majority of at least a two-to-one, due mainly to the very big population of Iran. (This large body of water used to be known in English as the Persian Gulf, but that annoys Arabs so much that tactful people now say, simply, “The Gulf”.)


The trigger for the current Sunni-Shi‘i confrontation was the 1979 revolution in Iran, which became an “Islamic Republic” ruled to a large extent by Shi‘i clerics. The overthrow of the Shah and Iran’s successful defiance of the West made the Iranian Revolution very popular among Arabs, even Sunni Arabs, who were living under dictators and absolute monarchs who were, for the most part, in thrall to the West. The alarmed rulers of some Arab countries, especially those in the Arabian Peninsula, sought to counter this trend by emphasizing that Shi‘is are heretics deserving punishment (from a Sunni point of view), and in this enterprise they were greatly aided by the tens of billions of dollars that Saudi Arabia has spent in spreading its particular version of Sunni Islam, Wahhabism, throughout the Arab world (and the broader Muslim world as well). Wahhabism has been virulently anti-Shi‘i ever since its emergence in northern Saudi Arabia in the eighteenth century.


If we were talking about Christian sects, we would classify Wahhabism as fundamentalist. It is deeply conservative, even to the point of retaining traditional punishments such as beheading and stoning that had largely disappeared in other parts of the Muslim world. It is very concerned with ridding Islam of what it sees as later distortions of the original faith and getting back to the values that it believes were embodied by the first generations after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. This fundamentalism naturally intensifies the Wahhabis’ hostility towards the Shi‘is, whose split with the Sunnis dates from the first generation after the death of Muhammad in the seventh century.


Wahhabi leaders have been closely allied with the Saudi ruling house since 1744, and Saudi Arabia’s enormous wealth now gives their ideas great influence in Muslim communities everywhere, even among people who would not describe themselves as Wahhabis. A 2012 study by Pew Research, a nonpartisan “fact tank”, revealed that 40 percent of Sunni Palestinians, 50 percent of Sunni Moroccans and 53 percent of Sunni Egyptians now say that Shi‘is are not Muslims. No opinion polls were done on this topic fifty years ago, but a mass of circumstantial evidence indicates that as recently as the 1960s such extreme views were very rare among Sunnis.


Other varieties of Sunni believers that will crop up in this book are Salafis and takfiris. The Salafis share the basic Wahhabi conviction that it is necessary to get back to the early values of Islam, and are similarly puritanical and literalist in their approach to religion – indeed, some Wahhabis actually prefer to be called Salafis – but they do not have ties with the House of Saud. Some are militant and willing to use violence to further their cause; others work peacefully towards the same goals. Takfiris also espouse the basic Wahhabi beliefs, but are distinguished by their conviction that any Muslim who does not share them is an “apostate” whom it is lawful and even necessary to kill. They also believe quite strongly in the need to kill Shi‘is and expunge this great heresy from the planet. They are not exactly a sect, but it is they who populate the Sunni extremist movements now fighting to overthrow Shi‘i-dominated governments in Syria and Iraq.


On the Shi‘i side there are also various sects with different beliefs, though none as extreme as the Sunni takfiris. The Alawites, who dominate the regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria, are a divergent and secretive sect of Shi‘i Islam that incorporates elements of Christianity and other religions, and is seen even by some other Shi‘is as not really Muslim. Another group sometimes mistakenly seen as an even more divergent Shi‘i sect are the Druze, who also live mostly in Syria. However, their faith, while it is a monotheistic religion largely in the Abrahamic tradition, incorporates elements of Jewish, Christian, Muslim and even Hindu and Buddhist beliefs, and they do not see themselves as Muslims.


Sorry that took so long, but you really can’t tell the players without a programme.
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To Understand All Is Not to Forgive All …


… But it does help to predict the terrorists’ actions and respond intelligently. Unfortunately, the West has been spectacularly bad at doing that.


We will conduct a systematic campaign of airstrikes against these terrorists.


US President Barack Obama on ISIS, 2014


This is about psychopathic terrorists who are trying to kill us. Like it or not they have already declared war on us.


[So bomb them in Iraq.]


UK Prime Minister David Cameron on bombing ISIS, London, 2014


We cannot stand on the sidelines while ISIL continues to promote terrorism in Canada as well as against our allies and partners, nor can we allow ISIL to have a safe haven in Syria.


[Bomb them in Syria too.]


Former Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper, Ottawa, 2015


‘That old, eh, that old Beach Boys song, Bomb Iran … “Bomb, bomb, bomb, bomb,” anyway …’


US Senator John McCain during the 2008 presidential campaign2


To be fair, Senator McCain has not actually advocated bombing Iran for the past few years. He has been too busy advocating bombing Syria. At first he only wanted to bomb the regime’s troops, but latterly he has urged the Obama administration to bomb both Syrian president Bashar al-Assad’s forces and the new “Islamic State” founded by ISIS on Syrian and Iraqi territory. Why not? Two enemies for the price of one.


John McCain comes close to self-parody, but the distance between him and more “serious” Western leaders is not very great. Some of them (probably including Barack Obama) privately understand that bombing generally makes more new enemies for the West than it kills old ones, but domestic politics usually trumps foreign policy, and the domestic audience wants its leaders to “do something”. Bombing people in the Middle East is something Western governments can do without incurring significant casualties on their own side, so it is politically safe and answers the public demand for action. More often than not the action ends up being counterproductive in foreign policy terms, but that is a lesser consideration.


A more serious approach would begin by trying to understand the motives, goals and strategies of the disparate terrorist groups that allegedly threaten us. That is not easy, because their perspectives on history, their political values and their understanding of their religion are all quite unfamiliar to most people in the West. Indeed, parts of their belief system still seem pretty bizarre (if no longer unfamiliar) to a majority of mainstream Sunni Muslims as well. (Shi‘i Muslims, by and large, do not indulge in terrorist attacks on Western targets.) To make matters more complicated, the Islamist terrorist groups have differing theological views and different specific goals, although they all have a lot in common.


In order to get a sense of just how complex the situation is, consider the range of attacks and initiatives by Islamist fighters between 18 March and 3 April 2015. (I chose this period simply because that’s when I was writing this chapter.)


18 March: Two young Tunisians who had crossed the border into Libya for weapons training return home and attack cruise-ship tourists visiting the Bardo Museum in Tunis. Twenty-two people are killed, all but three of them foreign tourists, before the terrorists run out of bullets and are killed by Tunisian police. ISIS claims responsibility for the attack two days later, saying it was a “blessed invasion of one of the dens of infidels and vice in Muslim Tunisia”.


22 March: ISIS in Yemen sends four suicide bombers to attack two Shi‘i mosques in Sana’a, killing 137 people. Houthi (Shi‘i) rebels from the north, having already taken central Yemen, including the capital, push south to drive the incumbent government from its last stronghold, Aden. Fighters from AQAP (al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula) also approach Aden from the east, causing US Special Operations troops who controlled drone strikes in the region to blow up their heavy equipment at a nearby airbase and flee across the Red Sea to Djibouti. Now no American troops remain in Yemen.


25 March: Libya’s Tobruk-based government-in-exile announces an offensive to retake the city of Derna from ISIS and other militant groups. It presumably fails, as nothing further is heard about it.


26 March: Saudi Arabia, convinced that the Houthi rebels in Yemen are controlled by Shi‘i Iran, creates a coalition that includes most Sunni-ruled Arab countries (Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Sudan, Jordan, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates and Morocco) plus Pakistan, and begins bombing targets across the whole of Houthi-controlled Yemen. A ground invasion by Egyptian, Saudi and Pakistani ground troops will follow, the Saudis announce, if deemed necessary.


27 March: Syrian rebel forces dominated by the al-Qaeda-linked al-Nusra Front capture Idlib, only the second Syrian provincial capital to fall in almost four years of war.


28–29 March: Boko Haram gunmen kill at least forty-three voters during the Nigerian national elections. Earlier in the month, Boko Haram’s leader, Abubakar Shekau, formally declared his organization’s allegiance to Islamic State, the ISIS-run “caliphate” in eastern Syria and western Iraq.


31 March: ISIS rebels gain control of much of the Palestinian refugee camp of Yarmouk, a southern suburb of Damascus. It is the first foothold of ISIS forces in the Syrian capital.


2 April: Al-Shabaab gunmen from Somalia launch a predawn attack on Garissa University College in northeastern Kenya (near the Somali border) and kill 148 people, the overwhelming majority of them students. The students are asked their religion and Christians are killed at once, while Muslims are spared. Kenyan authorities say the attack was organized by Mohamed Mohamud, a Somali-speaking Kenyan citizen who was a lecturer at the college.


2 April: Attacks on army checkpoints by Islamist militants of the Ansar Beit al-Maqdis group in Egypt’s northern Sinai region kill ten soldiers and two civilians. In November 2014, the group had declared its allegiance to Islamic State: “In accordance with the teachings of the Prophet, we announce our allegiance to the Caliphate, and call on Muslims everywhere to do the same”.


2 April: Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula forces seize the port city of Mukalla and the largest army base in eastern Yemen, effectively establishing AQAP control over the sparsely populated eastern half of the country.


3 April: The Iraqi government announces that it has recaptured the almost entirely Sunni city of Tikrit, the first significant loss of territory by ISIS since it overran western and northwestern Iraq in July 2014. But it takes Iraqi government forces almost a month to retake the city, and the fighting is done mostly by Shi‘i militias, not by the Iraqi regular army (which collapsed during the ISIS offensive in 2014 and still has only a few units that are fit for combat). The Shi‘i militias celebrate their victory by lynching not only captured ISIS fighters but also some of the few Sunni civilians who had stayed in their homes (on the grounds that they must have been ISIS supporters if they hadn’t fled). They also loot and burn hundreds of businesses and private homes. On 4 April Iraq finally pulls the militiamen out of the city, but the damage has been done: their behaviour will produce even more Sunni recruits for ISIS forces in the rest of the Iraqi territory controlled by Islamic State, and make its recapture even more difficult.


Confronted with all these complex alliances, bitter hatreds and inherited obsessions, and bewildered by all this churning violence, the average outsider is tempted to conclude they’re all crazy and just ignore the whole mess. That might be the best thing to do in some cases, but the problem is that at least some of the violence will affect the West no matter what it does or doesn’t do. So it’s worth trying to understand what’s actually going on and why.


Take the sixteen days of atrocities listed above, for example. At first glance it seems that almost half the victims enumerated were non-Muslims, but that is an optical illusion. We know the actual numbers of dead in the Tunisian and Kenyan attacks, but comparable killings in Syria, Iraq and Yemen were not enumerated, because innocent civilian dead are rarely counted accurately (or even at all) in that kind of fighting. Even excluding those who died in combat or were part of the “collateral damage”, and counting only those who were deliberately executed for being the wrong kind of Muslim, the Muslim death toll during that period would certainly be at least a low multiple of the non-Muslim victims of terrorism.


The slaughter at the Bardo Museum in Tunisia (in March) was intended to advance the cause of Islamist revolution in a Muslim country. The victims were foreign tourists, and Tunisia depends on tourism for about 10 percent of its Gross Domestic Product and for an even higher proportion of its jobs. The Bardo attack frightened many tourists away, and the subsequent slaughter of thirty-eight foreign tourists by a lone terrorist on Sousse beach on 26 June pretty well closed Tunisia’s tourism industry down. Most of those jobs will now vanish. This may destabilize the country, which is a high priority for Islamist revolutionaries. Tunisia is home to the sole surviving non-violent revolution of the Arab Spring, and the Islamists need to discredit and destroy the democratic reforms of that revolution.


The fighting in Yemen (22 March, 26 March and 2 April) began as just another of the tribal power struggles that litter Yemeni history. The Houthis, who have had great success in the current civil war, are Shi‘is (as are about two-fifths of the Yemeni population), but the war is not primarily about religion. At least as important is the fact that the Houthis are northerners in a country with a deep historical split between north and south. Moreover, they are allied with Yemen’s former president, Ali Abdullah Saleh, who was forced to resign in 2012 under the terms of a “Gulf Initiative” that had strong Saudi Arabian support. The airstrikes and the threat of a land invasion by a Saudi-led, pan-Arab alliance of Sunni countries are intended to stop the Houthis from taking control of Yemen because the Saudis, who see an Iranian plotter behind every bush, have convinced themselves that the Houthis are actually just a tool in an Iranian power play to establish a Shi‘i base on Saudi Arabia’s southern border. But in amongst all this paranoia and folly, two Islamist groups, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula and ISIS, have set themselves up in the less populated south and east of the country with the intention of creating bases of their own. Indeed, they are doubtless hoping at this point that if the Saudi-led coalition breaks the Houthi hold on Yemen but does not get its own troops on the ground fast enough and in sufficient numbers, the Islamists will be able to sweep the board with their own fighters and create another branch of “Islamic State” like the existing one in Syria and Iraq. AQAP and ISIS would probably end up fighting each other for control of that state, but they may be capable of cooperating long enough to set it up, if they get the chance.


The Syrian civil war (27 March and 31 March) stumbles on, with advances by Islamist anti-regime forces both in the north and in the outskirts of the capital, Damascus. The point to note here is that all the non-Islamist forces have been either driven out of business or absorbed by the Islamists in the course of four years of fighting. The US government, which still wants to believe it can avoid supporting either the Islamists or Bashar al-Assad’s blood-soaked dictatorship, continues to insist that it can build some “third force” of rebels who will defeat both the regime and the Islamists, but that is sheer fantasy. Sooner or later, Washington will have to choose.


Boko Haram (28–29 March) has had things all its own way for the past three years, mainly because the Nigerian army could not or would not fight, but the government was finally forced to focus on the insurgency in the northeast because of the upcoming general election (which had to be postponed), and the death toll during the voting was much lower than had been feared. The decision of Abubakar Shekau to affiliate his organization with Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s Islamic State is largely symbolic at this point, as little or no direct contact is possible between the two, but it does show the power of the idea: the territories controlled by the two men are 3,000 miles (5,000 kilometres) apart.


The massacre of Christians in northeastern Kenya (2 April), one of a number of massacres carried out by the Somali terrorist group al-Shabaab in the past three years, is “retaliation” for the dispatch of Kenyan troops to Somalia as part of an African Union force. The force has the task of restoring peace in the country after a quarter-century of anarchy and civil war, but in practice its main enemy has been al-Shabaab, which has been part of the al-Qaeda network for more than three years. (It had been asking to join since 2009, but Osama bin Laden rejected its application, urging it to review its operations “in order to minimize its toll to Muslims”. This is probably why it now kills mainly Christians in its attacks in Kenya, but in Somalia itself the great majority of its victims are, of course, Muslims.)


The Ansar Beit al-Maqdis group in Egypt (2 April) has not yet extended its operations to Cairo, where other Islamist terrorist groups have been active since the military overthrow of the elected Muslim Brotherhood government led by Mohamed Morsi in 2013. However, it does enjoy a fair degree of control over the northern Sinai coastal region, particularly in the area close to the Israeli frontier. In the ongoing competition between al-Qaeda and Islamic State franchises, Ansar Beit al-Maqdis has opted for the latter.


The atrocities in Iraq during the Tikrit recapture (3 March) were one more sign that the local power struggles in various Arab countries where Sunnis and Shi‘is used to live side by side in relative peace (Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and the kingdoms and emirates of the Arabian Peninsula) are beginning to coalesce into a generalized Sunni–Shi‘i war. This would be a catastrophe that could blight the entire region for a generation.


One overriding conclusion is unavoidable: the people of the region, regardless of their specific political and sectarian loyalties, are very, very angry. Angry at their history, angry at those whom they hold responsible for their history, angry even at themselves for allowing themselves to become the victims of that vicious, lethal history.


They tell a story in the Middle East – if you’ve heard it before, stop me now – about a scorpion who wanted to cross a river. Being unable to swim, he asked a frog to carry him over on his back. The frog refused, fearing that the scorpion might sting him and kill him, but the scorpion pointed out that he would never do such a thing because if the frog died, he would drown. “Okay, hop on,” said the frog, and set out across the river. Halfway across, the scorpion stung the frog. As they both sank beneath the water, the frog gasped out, “Why?” “This is the Middle East,” the scorpion explained.


Among the educated Arab elite there is a pervasive historical melancholy about the lost Golden Age, the first four centuries after Arab armies overran the southern and eastern territories of the (by then Christian) Roman Empire in the latter 600s. As the Arab conquerors had the wit to retain and even improve upon the administrative and scientific accomplishments of the Greco–Roman cultures they now ruled, the early Arab empires were culturally, technologically and intellectually superior to any other civilization in western Eurasia except, perhaps, Byzantium (what was left of the Eastern Roman Empire after the conquests).


The tide began to turn with the real start of the Christian reconquista in al-Andalus (Muslim-ruled Spain) in the mid-eleventh century, although it took four more centuries to extinguish Muslim rule in all of Spain and Portugal. Around the same time, the Arabic-speaking parts of the Levant (Palestine, Syria, Iraq) were conquered by the Seljuk Turks, an Islamized pastoral people from Central Asia who originally spoke Turkish but used Persian as an administrative language. By the time the First Crusade, a Western European campaign to recapture the formerly Christian lands on the eastern shores of the Mediterranean, culminated in the Christian conquest of Jerusalem in 1099, the whole of the eastern Arab world was already under foreign rule. Resistance to the Crusaders was commanded mainly by Kurdish and Turkish leaders, not by Arabs.


The Crusades finally petered out in defeat with the fall of the last Christian stronghold in the Holy Land in 1291, but by then a far greater calamity had struck the Arab world: the Mongol destruction of Baghdad, and indeed of all of Iraq, in 1258. (Iraq did not recover its pre-Mongol level of population until the early twentieth century.) The Arab Golden Age was over, and no genuinely Arab regime again ruled over the agricultural heartland of the Arab world, from Egypt to Iraq, until the latter part of the twentieth century. Indeed, from the early sixteenth century on, it was all part of the Ottoman Empire, and its rulers spoke Turkish.


Arab intellectuals know every bitter step in this story of decline and defeat. The great majority of ordinary Arabs don’t know the details of the story, of course, but they are well aware that something went terribly wrong in Arab history a long time ago, and that it has been downhill ever since. The last century is particularly bitter, and is well remembered by all parties. The Arabs were promised independence by the British during the First World War (Lawrence of Arabia and all that) and duly revolted against Ottoman rule, only to discover that Britain and France had made a secret deal in 1916 to carve up the Arab world between themselves. Under the Sykes–Picot Agreement, Britain got Iraq, Palestine and Jordan, and France got Syria and Lebanon (the British already had Egypt). Some Arabs refused to accept this carve-up, but their protests were crushed, and after 1918 there were once again no genuinely independent Arab countries except for a few impoverished sheikhdoms in the deserts of Arabia.


After the Second World War ended in 1945, the European empires went into retreat, and during the 1950s and 1960s every Arab country got its independence (although some of them had to fight quite hard for it). The post-independence priority everywhere was not democracy but “modernization”. These countries hungered desperately for prosperity and respect, and both seemed to be most readily attainable by following the Eastern European/Soviet model of rapid industrialization and educational uplift, which was doing quite well economically at the time. (Economic growth in Soviet Bloc countries did not fall behind the capitalist/democratic model until the later 1960s.) Thus a flock of young Arab military officers seized power from the kings and parliaments left behind by the departing imperial powers – Gamal Abdel Nasser in Egypt, Hafez al-Assad in Syria, Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, and so on – promising to deliver a rapid rise in both national power and individual living standards. They also promised to put an end to the Israeli state, which had fought its way into existence in the very heart of the Arab world, with much Western support, in 1948.


The new leaders failed everywhere. They failed militarily, losing further wars to Israel in 1956, 1967 and 1973, mainly because they lacked the organizational ability to take advantage of their vastly superior numbers: in every war from 1956 onwards, the Israelis actually had more troops on the battlefield than their Arab opponents (plus, of course, strong support from Britain and France, and later from the United States as well). They failed economically because they were military officers whose training had not prepared them in any way to run countries and manage economies. And even if they had had the right skills, the development model they adopted, which in the end did not work that well even in the “socialist” countries of Eastern Europe, was hopelessly inappropriate for countries with low literacy, low urbanization, almost no industrial or scientific establishment, strong tribal and clan identities and deeply rooted patriarchal values. At any rate, they failed, and by the late 1970s this failure was clear to everybody.


A six-paragraph tale of woe spanning almost a millennium, but it does explain why Arabs are so angry. They feel cheated by the West, by their own governments, by history. Even today there is little modern industry and almost no serious scientific research happening in the Arab countries. Average incomes (except in the few oil-rich states) are lower than in any other region of the world except sub-Saharan Africa – and on current trend lines, they will fall even below Africa’s in another ten or fifteen years. Half the women in the Arab world are illiterate.


As for the military rulers who had presided over this full-spectrum failure, they did not retire in disgrace; they clung fiercely to power despite their failures, and as their popularity declined their regimes compensated by becoming more brutally oppressive. And they (or their lineages) survived a very long time: Gaddafi lasted forty-two years; Bashar al-Assad is still in power forty-five years after his father took power in Syria; and Abdel Fattah al-Sisi is the fourth military officer to rule Egypt in unbroken succession (apart from the brief democratic experiment in 2011–13) since 1954. The surviving monarchies, such as Morocco, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, have likewise changed little over the decades.


And so, naturally enough, many young Arabs who came to adulthood in the 1970s, trapped in the dead end of the generals’ failed “modernization” projects, were driven to consider revolution as a way out. But a revolution needs an ideology, and in practice will not thrive if the ideology on offer is simply a warmed-over version of the one the revolutionaries are seeking to overthrow – “We will carry out the same modernization project, based on Soviet-style crash industrialization, but we will do it more efficiently than the lot currently in power”. A completely different approach was needed, and many of the revolutionaries found it in the “Islamist” thought of an Egyptian writer, scholar and poet called Sayyid Qutb.


Qutb, born in a small village in upper Egypt in 1906, worked in Cairo as a senior official in the ministry of education but was also a successful literary figure who moved in high political and intellectual circles. Like many Egyptian men of his generation, he held deeply conservative social views, but there was nothing radical about him until he went on a two-and-a-half-year study tour in the United States in 1948–51 to learn American educational methods. There he observed and was appalled by American ways, decided that he hated “Western civilization” and committed himself fully to an austere and fundamentalist version of Islam. He described churches as “entertainment centres and sexual playgrounds” and was particularly dismayed by the freedoms enjoyed by American women, writing: “The American girl is well acquainted with her body’s seductive capacity. She knows it lies in the face, and in expressive eyes, and thirsty lips. She knows seductiveness lies in the round breasts, the full buttocks, and in the shapely thighs, sleek legs – and she shows all this and does not hide it.” (It need hardly be mentioned that Qutb never married because he could not find a woman of sufficient “moral purity and discretion”.)3


On his return to Egypt, Qutb quit the civil service and joined the Muslim Brotherhood, an organization that was itself then turning from peaceful agitation to violence.He became the chief of its propaganda section. In 1952 he began writing his eight-volume work, In the Shadow of the Qur’an. It was a strongly fundamentalist commentary on the holy book that emphasized the institution of jihad and depicted Jews, Christians and even those Muslims who did not fully obey the rules of Shari’ah (Islamic religious law) – including almost all the dictators and kings who ruled Arab countries but failed to impose Shari’ah law – as enemies of God. Qutb had no explicit views on what form of governance should follow once the rulers were overthrown – he has even been accused of “anarcho-Islamism” – but he was definitely anti-nationalist. There was only one Umma (the community of Muslim believers), and it must not be divided by national borders.


Where the military rulers and conservative monarchs of the Arab world peddled the fading vision of powerful Arab national states on the European model (but still Muslim, naturally), Sayyid Qutb offered a return to the glorious Golden Age of the undivided caliphate. The revived caliphate would be very powerful too, of course – indeed, one day it would encompass the whole world – but he was largely silent on the physical sources of its power. Would it be heavily industrialized, urbanized, organized for efficient production? He didn’t say, but one gets the impression that he thought not. Would it be democratic? Certainly not: it would function in accordance with God’s laws as interpreted by Islamic scholars, not in response to the whims of mere men.


For many young Arabs who were deeply disillusioned by the failures of the existing order, it was an entrancing vision, but to those then in power it was clearly a mortal threat, and they responded accordingly. In 1954 Nasser ordered the arrest of Qutb and many other members of the Muslim Brotherhood. Qutb spent the next ten years in prison, but after a few years was allowed to resume writing, and he managed to finish In the Shadow of the Qur’an. He was released in 1964, but rearrested in 1965 after an assassination attempt against Nasser by members of the Muslim Brotherhood. During his time at liberty he wrote his Islamist manifesto, Milestones, which argued that the corrupt, Westernized regimes of the Muslim world had to be overthrown in order for the world’s Muslims to live as God intended. This policy could actually make it a religious duty for true Muslims to kill their “apostate” rulers and those who support them, a proposition he defended in his last trial and which was used to justify his death sentence. He was not directly involved in the plot to kill Nasser, but he was tortured, given a show trial and hanged in August 1966.


There were other prominent philosophers of the nascent Islamist movement such as Rashid Rida, Hassan al-Banna and Maulana Mawdudi, but Sayyid Qutb was the most influential and the one most willing, despite his own rather meek and shy persona, to espouse and justify the use of violence in the construction of an Islamic state (or, as it is now called, “Islamic State”). After his death, his brother Muhammad Qutb moved to Saudi Arabia, where he became a professor of Islamic Studies at King Abdulaziz University and did much to publish and promote Sayyid Qutb’s work. It is reported by a college friend of Osama bin Laden’s that the founder of al-Qaeda regularly attended Muhammad Qutb’s weekly public lectures and read Sayyid Qutb’s works.


So there you have it: why it is Arabs and not Indonesians or Turks or other Muslims who carry out most of the terrorist attacks; why many Arabs are so very cross – and how a few Arab intellectuals rationalized not only the turn to violence but the killing of fellow Sunni Muslims. (Sayyid Qutb and his colleagues didn’t actually work out justifications for killing Shi‘i Muslims, because there were virtually no Shi‘is in positions of power in Egypt and the nearby Arab countries they were mostly concerned with, but that was easily done when it became tactically desirable.)
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