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Introduction





The first edition of this book was written before the Bush administration launched its invasion of Iraq. It was already clear that the US would use military force to secure the overthrow of Saddam and that the result would be chaos on a large scale. It has come to be believed that the flaw in regime change was a failure to prepare for the aftermath of the attack, but in truth there were no policies that could have replaced Saddam’s regime with one that was more legitimate. Regime change meant the break-up of the state and an intractable insurgency, followed by civil war as the country’s rival communities fought to secure a share in its oil reserves. These are not dangers perceived by hindsight.1 They were risks that were known at the time to the many Middle East scholars, diplomats and military and security advisers who cautioned against the war. Their advice was ignored, suppressed or distorted, with the results we see today.


The disaster that is unfolding in Iraq is a result of policies implemented on the basis of a utopian ideology rather than a realistic assessment of possibilities and consequences. Overthrowing a despot is futile if the result is to create a failed state: anarchy is as much a threat to human freedom as tyranny, often more so; and if the aim is to find and disable weapons of mass destruction, it will be harder to do so in conditions in which government has collapsed. Creating failed states is fairly easy; but no one knows much about how to rebuild them. The Bush administration knows nothing at all. Possessed by a messianic certainty that all that is needed for freedom to flourish is that tyranny be removed, it has created a situation whose outcome can only be a mix of anarchy and Islamist theocracy in much of what remains of Iraq.


Like most other states in the region, Iraq is a post-colonial construction whose popular legitimacy is precarious. A break-up of the state is now unavoidable, but a three-way partition of the country is highly unlikely. Such a solution would be acceptable neither to the Shia majority nor to the Sunnis who were in power under Saddam. Secession by the Kurds followed by decades of civil war is a more realistic prospect. There is the real possibility of a ‘Shia crescent’ emerging in the region in which communities belonging to that Islamic tradition seek power and resources hitherto possessed by Sunnis. As I wrote in the first edition of this book, ‘Pursuing regime changes in the Middle East will effect a revolutionary unsettlement in the region not unlike that which was produced by President Woodrow Wilson’s attempt to implement national self-determination in Central and Eastern Europe after the First World War’ (p.94). This large-scale unravelling of regimes and power relations is now under way. It could be argued that the dissolution of the post-colonial states that make up most of the Middle East would be no bad thing, since it would enable the formation of others that might be more legitimate. Even if Islamist parties ruled them, as is more than likely, these new states might still be more accountable than authoritarian regimes left by departing imperialists. It is a reasonable argument, though it assumes that something like the European nation-state is feasible throughout the region – and worth the large cost in bloodshed and upheaval it would entail. Another, perhaps more realistic scenario is that the unravelling of post-colonial regimes that is now under way will leave a string of failed states in its wake with much of the region being effectively anarchic – a hugely expanded Lebanon. In any event it seems clear that, like Europe in the time of Woodrow Wilson, the Middle East is entering another era of war and revolution.


So much could be foreseen in the run-up to the American attack, but I did not write the first edition of this book in the fond belief that warning against the looming disaster would have any practical effect. American government was in the hands of radical ideologues, and like other such visionaries they believed that the condition of humanity could be transformed by the use of force. The neo-conservatives who were the pivotal force in the Bush administration at that time, and who are still the most influential element in it today, spurn the pursuit of stability in international relations. They aim for ‘creative destruction’ – the overthrow of existing regimes and the installation of western-style democracies. Part of the strategic rationale of the Iraq war was that it would enable American control of the country’s oil reserves. Iraqi oil production would increase, the war would be self-financing, and regimes friendly to America would spring up all over the Middle East. None of this has come to pass, but the ambitions of the neo-conservatives are in no way diminished. Today they urge military action against Iran in order to secure regime change and the disablement of the country’s nuclear programme.


Unlike most other countries in the region, Iran is a fairly cohesive state with an elected government. Undoubtedly there are oppositional forces, including some ethnic minorities, but the current regime’s attempt to acquire nuclear capability is its most popular feature and gives it a degree of legitimacy it would not otherwise have. An American air campaign would increase this legitimacy and intensify the insurgency in Iraq, as Iranian-supported militias stepped up their attacks on US forces. It could also have a highly disruptive impact on the global economy, since the Iranian government has the capacity to block oil shipments in the Persian Gulf. At the same time it could not be relied upon to destroy all of the country’s suspect nuclear facilities. Another American attempt at regime change would likely leave Iran in the hands of more extreme Islamist forces and still seeking nuclear capability, with incalculably destabilising consequences for the region. Even so, such an attempt – with or without the use of military force – is sure to be made.


Neo-conservative foreign policy is based on a utopian faith in creative destruction, not reason. The idea of creative destruction originated with Mikhail Bakunin, the nineteenth-century Russian anarchist who famously declared: ‘The passion for destruction is a creative passion.’ The belief that human progress requires the destruction of existing institutions animated a long line of twentieth-century revolutionaries that includes Lenin, Trotsky and Mao. Its remoter origin is in the Jacobin faith in violence as a means of regenerating society, which produced the Great Terror in revolutionary France. Despite their position on the political spectrum, neo-conservatives belong in this Jacobin and Leninist tradition.2


Neo-conservative policies of regime change in the Middle East implement a right-wing version of modern utopian ideology. Many of the older generation of neo-conservatives began on the far left of American politics, where they were sustained by a fantasy of an imminent proletarian revolution that would sweep away capitalism and bourgeois democracy. Today some of the same people believe capitalism and bourgeois democracy are destined to replace all other systems. The neo-conservative theory of a ‘global democratic revolution’, which President Bush has cited as the basis of US policy in the Middle East, is a right-wing variant of Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution. It differs from Trotsky’s in that it has the power of the world’s most heavily armed state behind it. That will not spare it from a similar fate.


Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution was a sectarian variant of Leninism. Lenin believed that the new universal society that was emerging would only be established after great wars and savage revolutions involving the systematic use of terror. Trotsky shared this belief, and so do his neo-conservative disciples. There is a historical myth according to which the Bolshevik Revolution was hijacked by Stalin and would have turned out better had Trotsky been in charge. Given the cruelty that he demonstrated in the Russian civil war – when he introduced the practice of hostage-taking and crushed the revolt of workers and sailors in Kronstadt – the fate of Russia might well have been worse under a regime headed by Trotsky than it was under Stalin; but the upshot would have been no different. The Soviet regime practised oppression on a scale unprecedented in Russia for over seventy years, only to founder when confronted by the power of nationalism and religion in Poland, Afghanistan and the Baltic States. The global democratic revolution is a variant of Leninism that will not last anything like as long, but like the Soviet version it will founder after it has inflicted much needless suffering.


Neo-conservatives believed that the result of regime change in Iraq would be the spread of liberal democracy across the region and that the result would be an end to terrorism and the threat of WMD. In this they were doubly deluded. Democracy in Iraq and much of the Middle East means elective theocracy rather than anything resembling a liberal state, but liberal democratic regimes in the region would very likely also seek to acquire WMD. In the unlikely event that the current Iranian regime were to be replaced by something more like liberal democracy, the situation would not change. The same is true in Saudi Arabia, and in Iraq. In any realistically foreseeable future the Middle East will continue to be a dangerously unstable region with energy resources that the rest of the world urgently needs. Regimes of all types will seek to protect themselves against attack from neighbours and from predation by great powers. If they can acquire WMD they will do so. Creating a string of western-style democracies in the region – if that were feasible – would not alter this fact.


Nor would the spread of liberal democracy curb terrorism. Many long-standing liberal democracies have produced powerful terrorist movements, and terrorism often continues or increases when democracy replaces authoritarianism. The UK has struggled to contain terrorist activity by the IRA and its offshoots for decades, Italy was subject for many years to major attacks by the Red Brigades, Japan produced the Red Army Brigade and the apocalyptic Aum cult that planted sarin gas on the Tokyo Underground, Germany engendered the Baader–Meinhof Gang while Spain still suffers from Basque terrorism decades after its transition to democracy. The US has its own problem of indigenous terrorism, as was seen in the Oklahoma bombing. Again, despite its record as a stable democracy, India has been subject to terrorism for many years, while the Tamil Tigers developed in the context of a functioning democratic system in Sri Lanka. On the other hand, after a version of democracy was installed in Russia it has suffered terrorism on a larger scale than anything that existed in Soviet times, whereas authoritarian China remains largely immune. There is no reliable correlation between the spread of democracy and the decline of terrorism. If anything the link works the other way, with terrorism worsening when democracy is established in contexts where there are deep-seated conflicts or aggrieved national or religious minorities.


The belief that the ills of the Middle East can be cured by a conversion to western modernity ignores the central role of terror in modern western history. Saddam’s regime was highly despotic and employed terror in a systematic way, but it was built on modern western models – the Stalinist Soviet Union and National Socialist Germany. The history of the twentieth century is largely one of the rise and fall of totalitarian regimes driven by radical western ideologies. Importing another of these ideologies into the fractured societies of the contemporary Middle East is a recipe for conflict and oppression on a larger scale than exists there already.


The destructive role of modern western ideology is already evident. To a degree that is not commonly acknowledged, radical Islam is a recent western construction. During the Cold War Islamist movements were funded and armed by the West as buffers against the Soviet Union. Al Qaeda was founded in the Soviet–Afghan conflict with western aid and support, and in many other contexts Islamist parties were used as instruments of western policy. Islamist ideologues define themselves in terms of enmity to the West, but they have often served as its proxies.3 They also define themselves as anti-modern, but it should by now be evident that radical Islam is a by-product of late modern globalisation. In the case of Al Qaeda this is evident in the use of the technologies and types of organisation that go with the present phase of globalisation – encrypted Internet sites, offshore financial institutions and worldwide criminal networks, for example – and also in the nature of its ideological appeal. Al Qaeda gains strength from the collapse of traditional societies that is an integral feature of globalisation. The Utopia it envisions is not a return to the local cultures of the past but a universal civilisation in which such cultures will no longer exist. As Olivier Roy has put it: ‘Fundamentalism is both a product and an agent of globalisation, because it acknowledges without nostalgia the loss of pristine cultures, and sees as positive the opportunity to build a universal religious identity, delinked from any specific culture.’4


The use of terror by radical Islamist groups has very little to do with traditional Islam and far more with the techniques of asymmetric warfare used by modern revolutionary movements. There is nothing peculiarly Islamic in suicide bombing. Until the Iraq war it was the Tamil Tigers, a Marxist–Leninist group that recruits mainly in Hindu communities, that had committed more suicide bombings than any other organisation, and the first suicide attack on Israeli soil was committed in 1972 by the Japanese Red Army. The use of suicide bombing by Hamas falls into the category of strategic terrorism analysed by Robert Pape in a notable recent study.5 Cheap and highly effective, suicide bombing is the technique of choice for groups confronting overwhelming conventional military force.


Much suicide bombing can be analysed in these strategic terms, but Al Qaeda is more complex. While it has political objectives (such as the destruction of the Saudi regime), it also displays some of the features of contemporary cults. Al Qaeda has a strong appeal to deracinated Muslims in westernised societies: it provides meaning and purpose in lives that lack them and recreates an identity where one has been lost. The spectacular violence of Al Qaeda has been compared with that of the Assassins (or Hashashin), a twelfth-century heretical Ismaili sect that practised ritual assassination. It is better understood as a fusion of symbolic violence of the kind waged against capitalist institutions by groups such as the Baader–Meinhof Gang with overtly apocalyptic terror of the sort practised by the Japanese Aum cult.


The crucial point is that all these movements are modern. The Middle Ages were extremely violent, and gave birth to the revolutionary millenarian movements analysed by Norman Cohn as precursors of twentieth-century totalitarianism.6 Yet the medieval world – Christian or Islamic – contained nothing like the revolutionary movements of the late modern period that aim to transform society by the use of force. In medieval times violence was accepted as a legitimate form of defence against tyrants. It was also often used against heretics, sometimes on a large scale. No one imagined that it could alter the human condition. The belief that a type of society better than any that has ever existed can be brought into being by the systematic use of violence belongs in our time, not that of our medieval ancestors. Like Jacobinism and Leninism, Nazism and Maoism, radical Islam is a uniquely modern pathology.


The belief persists that the modern period has witnessed a gradual movement towards societies based on reason and science. Much of the history of the last century was shaped by totalitarian movements that claimed to be based in science but were in fact fuelled by apocalyptic myths. In liberal societies we think we are immune to that type of irrationality. Radical ideologues may seize power in a backward country lacking modern democratic institutions, but not in a highly developed country. Dictatorships may be prone to utopian projects, but not liberal democracies. Free societies cannot be captured by revolutionary ideologues possessed by myths.


The rise and continuing power of neo-conservatism in the United States shows this liberal faith to be delusive. The last century was a time of myth-based politics and wars of faith – secular and religious. Al Qaeda and the War on Terror suggest that the present century is unlikely to be very different.




Notes


1 A year before the war, in March 2002, I warned that ‘toppling Saddam might lead to the fragmentation of the Iraqi state’, while on the eve of war in March 2003 I pointed to the risk that ‘the Iraqi state, a rickety structure cobbled together by departing British civil servants, will fracture and fragment in Yugoslav or even Chechen fashion’. See John Gray, Heresies: Against Progress and Other Illusions, London: Granta Books, 2004, pp.98, 140.


2 Francis Fukuyama – himself an erstwhile neo-conservative – has noted the Leninist character of neo-conservative foreign policy in his book, After the Neo-Cons: America at the Crossroads, London: Profile Books, 2006, pp.54–5.


3 For a probing analysis of the ways in which the United States has used radical Islamist movements to further its foreign policy objectives, see Robert Dreyfuss, Devil’s Game: How the US Helped Unleash Fundamentalist Islam, New York: Henry Holt/Metropolitan Books, 2005.


4 Olivier Roy, Globalised Islam: The Search for a New Ummah, London: Hurst and Company, 2004, p.25.


5 Robert Pape provides an illuminating examination of the origins and purposes of suicide bombing in a number of different historical contexts in Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Bombing, Random House: New York, 2005.


6 Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Millenarians and Mystical Anarchists of the Middle Ages, Oxford and New York; Oxford University Press, 1972.
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What Al Qaeda destroyed







The word ‘humanity’ is most repugnant; it expresses nothing definite and only adds to the confusion of all the remaining concepts a sort of piebald demi-god.


Alexander Herzen1





The suicide warriors who attacked Washington and New York on September 11th, 2001, did more than kill thousands of civilians and demolish the World Trade Center. They destroyed the West’s ruling myth.


Western societies are governed by the belief that modernity is a single condition, everywhere the same and always benign. As societies become more modern, so they become more alike. At the same time they become better. Being modern means realising our values – the values of the Enlightenment, as we like to think of them.


No cliché is more stupefying than that which describes Al Qaeda as a throwback to medieval times. It is a by-product of globalisation. Like the worldwide drug cartels and virtual business corporations that developed in the Nineties, it evolved at a time when financial deregulation had created vast pools of offshore wealth and organised crime had gone global. Its most distinctive feature – projecting a privatised form of organised violence worldwide – was impossible in the past. Equally, the belief that a new world can be hastened by spectacular acts of destruction is nowhere found in medieval times. Al Qaeda’s closest precursors are the revolutionary anarchists of late nineteenth-century Europe.


Anyone who doubts that revolutionary terror is a modern invention has contrived to forget recent history. The Soviet Union was an attempt to embody the Enlightenment ideal of a world without power or conflict. In pursuit of this ideal it killed and enslaved tens of millions of human beings. Nazi Germany committed the worst act of genocide in history. It did so with the aim of breeding a new type of human being. No previous age harboured such projects. The gas chambers and the gulags are modern.


There are many ways of being modern, some of them monstrous. Yet the belief that there is only one way and that it is always good has deep roots. From the eighteenth century onwards, it came to be believed that the growth of scientific knowledge and the emancipation of mankind marched hand in hand. This Enlightenment faith – for it soon acquired the trappings of religion – was most clearly expressed in an exotic, sometimes grotesque but vastly and enduringly influential early nineteenth-century intellectual movement that called itself Positivism.


The Positivists believed that as societies came to be based on science they were bound to become more alike. Scientific knowledge would engender a universal morality in which the aim of society was as much production as possible. Through the use of technology, humanity would extend its power over the Earth’s resources and overcome the worst forms of natural scarcity. Poverty and war could be abolished. Through the power given it by science, humanity would be able to create a new world.


There has always been disagreement about the nature of this new world. For Marx and Lenin, it would be a classless egalitarian anarchy, for Fukuyama and the neo-liberals a universal free market. These views of a future founded on science are very different; but that has in no way weakened the hold of the faith they express.


Through their deep influence on Marx, Positivist ideas inspired the disastrous Soviet experiment in central economic planning. When the Soviet system collapsed, they re-emerged in the cult of the free market. It came to be believed that only American-style ‘democratic capitalism’ is truly modern, and that it is destined to spread everywhere. As it does, a universal civilisation will come into being, and history will come to an end.


This may seem a fantastical creed, and so it is. What is more fantastic is that it is still widely believed. It shapes the programmes of mainstream political parties throughout the world. It guides the policies of agencies such as the International Monetary Fund. It animates the ‘war on terror’, in which Al Qaeda is viewed as a relic of the past.


This view is simply wrong. Like communism and Nazism, radical Islam is modern. Though it claims to be anti-western, it is shaped as much by western ideology as by Islamic traditions. Like Marxists and neo-liberals, radical Islamists see history as a prelude to a new world. All are convinced they can remake the human condition. If there is a uniquely modern myth, this is it.


In the new world as envisaged by Al Qaeda power and conflict have disappeared. This is a figment of the revolutionary imagination, not a prescription for a viable modern society; but in this the new world envisioned by Al Qaeda is no different from the fantasies projected by Marx and Bakunin, by Lenin and Mao, and by the neo-liberal evangelists who so recently announced the end of history. Like these modern western movements, Al Qaeda will run aground on abiding human needs.


The modern myth is that science enables humanity to take charge of its destiny; but ‘humanity’ is itself a myth, a dusty remnant of religious faith. In truth there are only humans, using the growing knowledge given them by science to pursue their conflicting ends.




Notes


1 Alexander Herzen, My Past and Thoughts, Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1999, p.523.
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Three modern projects







Europe in 1914 had perhaps reached the limit of modernism … Every mind of any scope was a crossroads for all shades of opinion; every thinker was an international exposition of thought. There were works of the mind in which the wealth of contrasts and contradictory tendencies was like the insane displays of light in the capitals of those days … How much material wealth, how much labour and planning it took, how many centuries were ransacked, how many heterogeneous lives were combined, to make possible such a carnival, and to set it up as the supreme wisdom and the triumph of humanity!
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