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“Nothing is too difficult for the brave.”



PREFACE



This book is the second in a series (that began with #1 New York Times bestseller Rise of ISIS) published with our Oxford Centre for the Study of Law & Public Policy. Much of the research for this book took place during my summers at the University of Oxford at the historic and world-renowned Bodleian Library. Three years ago, I undertook an extensive study of the former prime minister of Great Britain Benjamin Disraeli. I was privileged to have access to his private papers. Interestingly, Disraeli faced challenges eerily similar to the ones addressed in this book. During Disraeli’s time, Russia caused much commotion throughout Europe and especially with Turkey. Not much has changed in the ensuing 150 years. Disraeli famously said, “Questions between Russia and England are not questions that can be settled by arbitration. They are questions in which power is involved; and power can only be met by power. Questions of this kind can only be settled by force. I do not mean necessarily by war. I mean by diplomacy or war; because in my opinion, diplomacy is force without violence.”

The next year at the University of Oxford, I studied former British prime minister Winston Churchill, who prophetically warned, “Unsuccessful intervention in the affairs of another country is generally agreed to be a mistake.” Churchill was correct and we should heed his admonition even today.

Last year, I did a comprehensive study of T. E. Lawrence—Lawrence of Arabia. Lawrence played a pivotal role in the development of the modern Arab world. He was both pro-Arab and a Zionist. Unlike today, during this time period, this was not a contradiction. I read the entirety of Lawrence’s tome, Seven Pillars of Wisdom, as well as his personal letters. Colonel Lawrence had a comprehensive and personal relation with the emerging Arab political leaders during World War I. He also encountered the Persians (the Iranians of today). He made an interesting and important observation regarding their unique view of Islam. Lawrence observed that the “Shia Mohammedans from Pershia . . . were surly and fanatical, refusing to eat or drink with infidels; holding the Sunni as bad as Christians; following only their own priests and notables.”

Each of these three leaders provides valuable insight into the intrigue that is the Middle East today, because the lessons they learned from their leadership in their eras can instruct us on the challenges we face in our own time.

A new alliance has developed in the last few years that has created what I call an unholy alliance. History often repeats itself. We no longer have the luxury of simply letting history unfold. We must change the course of events, rewriting the history if needed, to preserve our constitutional republic.

In this volume, I discuss and analyze the history and suggest a path of engagement to end what is the latest in a history-spanning line of attempts to export Sharia law and radical jihad around the world. We will win. We must win. We have no option.
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Exporting Terrorism

Every day. Every single day.

We turn on the news, check our phones, or start our computers, and we see the horrific headlines. Tragically, they’ve become commonplace now. We expect them. Terrorists burn entire villages to the ground, with the children’s wailing heard miles away. Christian men are forced to kneel above explosives that are detonated by jihadists. Crucifixions. Beheadings. Christians are buried alive. Missionaries’ sons and daughters are slaughtered. Women are sold into sex slavery—the younger the girl, the higher the price. Radical Islamic terrorists even distribute pamphlets explaining how Islamic law does not forbid the rape of young girls.

It breaks our hearts. It makes our stomachs churn. We crave justice.

But the slaughter of Christians and other religious minorities and desecration of these religions’ heritages aren’t restricted to villages in the middle of nowhere. Nor has radical Islam stopped at cities in Iraq and Syria. The entire world is at war with radical Islam, whether President Barack Obama and progressives in the ivory towers of academia and the powerful halls of our federal government are willing to admit it or not. One thing is certain: radical Islam is at war with us.

Terrorist attacks are now a reality for everyone around the world. No one is safe. No city, town, or village is out of the reach of the radical jihadists. No one and no place is terrorist-proof. On November 13, 2015, the world was shocked by several coordinated attacks in Paris, France.1 Two explosions erupted outside a stadium filled with fans enjoying a soccer game.2 At the exact same time, gunmen armed with assault rifles engaged in shooting sprees at four different locations in Paris, and a suicide bomber detonated a bomb inside a restaurant.3 Altogether, 130 people were killed in a single hour, and hundreds more were injured.4 Daesh, more commonly known as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or ISIS, claimed credit for the massacre.5 I still remember watching the news, glued to the TV, talking with the American Center for Law & Justice’s affiliate offices in Europe and around the world. When would the next attack happen? How many more would die? I prayed for the victims, the families, and the law enforcement and military officials working to find the evil men and women targeting all of us. The Paris attacks weren’t the beginning, and they certainly would not be the end.

In modern history, the norm has been for terror cells to disperse after a major attack like Paris. The surviving jihadists normally scatter around the world and the cell is done. But tragically and unfortunately, after Paris, the ISIS cell in Europe stayed alive and carried out another large-scale attack in Brussels.6 This network of ISIS-linked cells in Europe included many jihadists who had spent time fighting in Syria.

Interviews and confidential court documents seen by The Wall Street Journal define the fugitives as part of an extensive web of young men who developed a deep hatred of the West after embracing radical Islam at underground mosques and clandestine meetings in Molenbeek, a heavily Muslim populated district in the heart of Brussels. They have since become central to Islamic State’s plans to strike the West, according to investigators, who suspect the Brussels network is behind the movement of battle-hardened operatives from Syria to Europe.7

When this cell struck again, on March 22, 2016, they attacked the ticketing and baggage area of the Brussels airport and one of the main subway stations, resulting in the death of at least thirty-five people, including three Americans.8 More than three hundred others were injured.9 On June 28, 2016, jihadists using a similar strategy attacked Istanbul’s airport in Turkey, killing forty-one and injuring more than two hundred thirty.10 And once again in Europe, on July 14, 2016, as Bastille Day celebrations commenced in Nice, France, a jihadist drove a large truck down a street, leaving at least eighty-four dead and more than two hundred injured.11 Another attack could strike the heart of Europe at any moment. Meanwhile, miles of ocean aren’t enough to keep the United States safe from jihadists.

In fact, only a month after the Paris attacks, in the United States, Tashfeen Malik and her husband, Syed Rizwan Farook, opened fire on colleagues with whom Syed had worked. The attack took place during a holiday party being held at a county convention center in San Bernardino, California.12 In fact, just weeks before the terrorist attack, Syed’s coworkers had thrown a baby shower for them. This couple killed the very people who had celebrated the birth of their child. This is beyond horrific. Again, as the news broke, I suspected jihad had once again come to our homeland. Sure enough, the FBI officially classified the massacre as a terrorist attack. On the day of the shooting, Tashfeen Malik posted on her Facebook page a pledge of allegiance to ISIS.13

In the early-morning hours of June 12, 2016, at a nightclub in Orlando, Florida, Omar Mir Seddique Mateen—an American citizen born to Afghan parents—carried out the largest terrorist attack on U.S. soil since 9/11, slaughtering at least forty-nine of our fellow Americans and injuring dozens more.14 He called 911 during the attack and pledged allegiance to ISIS.15 Once again, terrorism had struck on our shores. And sadly, reports showed that Mateen had been under FBI investigation numerous times previously, and had been cleared.

But not all terrorist attacks on America get the same news coverage. Whenever possible, politicians work with the media to downplay terrorist attacks by ignoring their Islamist causes, calling them instead routine crimes. This most recently happened in early January 2016 when a gunman ambushed a police officer in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, firing multiple close-range shots into his patrol car.16 While in custody, the gunman openly confessed to being a follower of Allah, committing the act “in the name of Islam,” and pledged allegiance to ISIS.17 The same thing happened immediately after a terrorist openly fired on military recruiting offices in Chattanooga, Tennessee, in July 2015.18 In both of these cases, the media and many politicians went out of their way to avoid talking about possible Islamist connections, including disregarding—until it was unavoidable—the ties to radicals or the audible pledges to Allah.19

Sadly, while media reports of tragic attacks in Paris, San Bernardino, and Brussels remind us of the threat we face, it’s impossible to comprehend just how often jihadists shed innocent blood and butcher men, women, and children around the world. On November 12, 2015, two suicide bombers killed forty-three people in the streets of Beirut, Lebanon, and injured at least 239 others.20 One surviving attacker claimed to have been working for ISIS, and an online statement purporting to be from the organization claimed responsibility.21 On January 12, 2016, a suicide bomber blew himself up in Istanbul, Turkey, choosing to attack an area frequented by tourists and filled with innocent families.22 Ten people died in the attack and fifteen others were injured.23 Although no terror group officially claimed responsibility, the Turkish government identified the bomber as Syrian and believed that ISIS committed the attack.24

This is just a small sampling of the alarming attacks that have occurred around the world. As this sample suggests, ISIS has been establishing a name for itself as a primary perpetrator of Islamic terrorism globally, reaching even to American soil. But what is ISIS, and perhaps more important, what is the cause or inspiration that has led to its development? Is ISIS truly the primary terror threat in the world today, or is it simply the most visible face of a deeper problem, a single sprout growing from a much more ominous and extensive root system?

The Many Faces of Terror

As we know, ISIS is not the only group responsible for acts of terrorism around the world. Many other terrorist groups, both new and old, join ISIS by pledging fidelity to its Caliphate or, at the very least, express similar goals—to conquer the world by destroying anyone who refuses to bow to its radical ideology and anything that threatens its radical apocalyptic worldview. The groups use many different names and consist of many different nationalities. Yet they are inspired by the same religious zeal. They are known as Boko Haram in Nigeria and other African countries, the al-Nusra Front in Syria, Hamas in Palestine, Hezbollah in Lebanon, the Taliban in Afghanistan, and al-Qaeda throughout the world.

On December 16, 2014, seven Taliban militants attacked a school in Peshawar, Pakistan, killing at least 145 people, the vast majority of whom were children between the ages of twelve and sixteen.25 Hamas constantly carries out its campaign of terror against Israel and Jewish people everywhere. For decades Hamas has indiscriminately and deliberately fired thousands of rockets at Israeli civilians.26 In 2014, Palestinian terrorists as well as civilians started a stabbing campaign (that continues today) against innocent Jewish men, women, and children, killing and wounding scores of Israelis.27

So what are these terrorists’ goals? Who is their primary target? The vast majority of the targets are Western, with attacks in Europe and the United States being the unholy grail for these jihadists. Whether we are willing to admit it or even realize it, they are determined to eliminate us. No amount of posturing or political correctness will make this any less true. If we are to stop this terrible pattern of death and terror, we must understand the underlying motivation that has galvanized groups such as ISIS and spurred them into action. We must diagnose the disease before we can truly eradicate the symptoms.

The Historical Roots of Terror

So how did we get here? Where did ISIS come from? The origin and motivating force of ISIS—the latest radical Islamic effort to establish a worldwide Caliphate—is tied directly to the tumultuous situation in Iraq and Syria in particular, and the Middle East in general. Understanding it requires a foundational knowledge of modern history.

Prior to World War II, the United States’ involvement in the Middle East was minimal. But after the war, the world was radically different. With Europe in ruins, the Soviet Union flexing its muscle, and the United States emerging as the preeminent world power, balance shifted, leading to substantial growth in the Middle East’s strategic importance. Thus, the United States became more heavily involved there.28 Two global superpowers emerged, competing for geopolitical influence and the future of human civilization. On one side was the Soviet Union, promoting communism and authoritarianism. On the other was the United States, standing up for freedom and the historic values prized by Western civilization.29 This was in fact the beginning of a proxy war between the United States and the USSR, the Cold War, with some of the most significant and potentially dangerous conflicts in the Middle East.30 Battles and wars erupted in Egypt and other countries as well. One such battle—the Suez Canal Crisis—involved Israel, Egypt, and other countries. The Soviet Union sought to gain control over oil resources in the Middle East in order to oppose the United States and other Western powers, and the United States began to move into the region in order to counter Soviet interests.31 American and Western forces established military bases in the region as a crucial part of the contingency strategy should the Cold War erupt into actual armed conflict, and also for security and intelligence-gathering purposes.32 Thus, for many years, the Middle East was a theater of crucial strategic importance, as the Soviet Union and the United States vied for global supremacy.

World balance shifted again after the fall of the Soviet Union and the United States established itself as the hegemon, the world’s primary superpower. Even in the absence of the Soviet Union, however, the Middle East remained a tumultuous region in which the United States remained heavily involved throughout the 1990s, especially because of the need to counter and contain the regional ambitions of Saddam Hussein in Iraq.33 Encouraged by the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, Islamic terrorist organizations increased their opposition to America and U.S.-backed secular regimes in the region.34 The pinnacle of anti-American terror occurred on September 11, 2001, and it ignited the Global War on Terrorism and spurred further U.S. involvement in the Middle East.35 After the terrorist attacks on 9/11, the United States decided it had to root out terrorist threats around the world so that radical jihadists could never again strike us at home. Through the brave sacrifice of hundreds of thousands of Americans and other allies who fought evil jihadists in Afghanistan and Iraq, al-Qaeda was weakened. It cost us lives and money, but the United States believed that the battle was necessary and continued its decades-long commitment to destroy terrorists throughout the Middle East.36

Recently, however, a change has occurred in U.S. policy toward the Middle East, as we have begun to withdraw from the region under President Obama.37 According to Ryan Crocker, dean and executive professor of the Bush School of Government & Public Service at Texas A&M University and a former U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Pakistan, we are now seeing “the lowest ebb since World War II for U.S. influence and engagement in the region.”38 The United States has substantially withdrawn its troops from Iraq and Afghanistan and has, for the most part, chosen not to involve itself in the civil war raging in Syria, due to the Obama administration’s foreign policy decisions.39 This departure has created a vacuum in the Middle East, a void waiting to be filled by some other country.40 Our enemies no longer fear us and our allies don’t trust us.

Power abhors a vacuum. As Crocker explains, “[I]f you look at the heart of the Middle East, where the U.S. once was, we are now gone—and in our place, we have Iran, Iran’s Shiite proxies [e.g., Hezbollah], Islamic State [i.e., ISIS] and the Russians.”41 Strangely, some Muslim sects that normally war with one another are even joining forces in some of these unlikely alliances. For example, Shia Iran is supporting Sunni Hamas because they both want to see Israel wiped off the face of the planet. Eager to spread its vision of Islamic revolution throughout the Islamic world, Iran has been strategically expanding its reach through proxy terror organizations ever since it overthrew the Shah in 1979 and established the Islamic Republic of Iran. At the same time, Russia’s activity in the Middle East has greatly increased42 as our former Cold War foe attempts to regain a foothold in the region and assert control over lucrative oil resources.43 As Iran seeks to fill the vacuum and oppose American interests around the world, it has cultivated an alliance with Russia, a nation led by a former Cold War intelligence officer who dreams of returning Russia to its Soviet-level influence in the region and throughout the world. In February 2016, Iran’s defense minister, Brigadier General Hossein Dehghan, traveled to Moscow to meet with Russian president Vladimir Putin to arrange for the purchase and delivery of Russian weaponry to Iran.44 Despite a United Nations (UN) resolution banning Iran from purchasing tanks and combat aircraft without UN approval,45 Iran is eager to purchase Russia’s most advanced tanks and fighter jets.46 During the same visit, Dehghan met with Russian defense minister Sergei Shoigu, who then stated, “I am convinced that our meeting is going to contribute toward reinforcing friendly relations between Russian and Iranian armed forces.”47 This is the formation of the unholy alliance in which numerous enemies of freedom join together to fight America and our allies.

This is not shocking to even the most rudimentary student of world history. We recognize human nature, and we know how evil works. If the United States is unwilling to sacrifice and stand up against dictators and terrorists, then the dictators and terrorists will work together to ensure more people around the world are oppressed, and they will oppose the United States at every turn. When we show weakness, they show strength. When we withdraw, they advance. When we lack strategy, they execute their strategy. And let there be no doubt, this will result in more terrorist attacks, more aggression, more lives lost, and a reshaping of the world order.

The Syrian Civil War: A Case Study

Nowhere is the unholy alliance between Russia and Iran more clearly displayed than in their partnership with Syrian president Bashar al-Assad against the rebel forces attempting to overthrow his regime.48 Both Russia and Iran have supported Assad’s regime as part of a strategic alliance. Also embroiled in that conflict, positioning itself against both the pro-Assad forces as well as many of the rebel forces, is ISIS.49 Despite the danger of this conflict, the Obama administration has done very little to intervene.

To understand this conflict in Syria, one must understand the intra-Muslim conflict between Sunni and Shia Muslims. ISIS adheres to a jihadist Sunni strand of Islam while Assad is Alawite, a sect belonging to Shia Islam. Later in this book, I’ll discuss these branches at greater length, laying out how these conflicts have led to proxy wars, unlikely coalitions, and ultimately, the unholy alliance between Iran and Russia. Thus it becomes clear that America’s withdrawal from the Middle East has allowed Iran, Russia, and ISIS the opportunity to grow in strength and expand their control of the region. This in turn has led to the growth and spread of terrorism in every part of the world.

As Iran increases in strength, the Middle East becomes increasingly unstable, especially as other Middle Eastern countries react to oppose Iranian hegemony. After an Iranian mob attacked the Saudi Arabian embassy in Tehran in early 2016 in response to Saudi Arabia’s execution of an outspoken Shiite cleric, Saudi Arabia severed its diplomatic ties with Iran.50 Sudan and Bahrain followed the Saudis’ lead, completely severing relations with Iran. The United Arab Emirates also downgraded its diplomatic ties with Iran.51 As tensions grew between Iran and Saudi Arabia, the Saudis, interestingly, turned to Pakistan for help.52 All of this sets the stage for further conflict and turbulence in this pivotal region of the world.

Recent U.S. foreign policy has done more than simply allow these dangerous forces to multiply and to gain control of an increasingly unstable Middle East. It has also actively compounded the problem through the disastrous Iran nuclear deal, formally known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action.53 The JCPOA, announced in 2015, came about after years of negotiations between Iran and the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Russia, China, and Germany, the so-called P5+1.54 President Obama entered office wanting to negotiate with Iran, making clear he was willing to do whatever it took. As soon as the Obama administration sent senior advisor Valerie Jarrett to negotiate through back channels, Iran knew how desperate the Obama administration was. The Iranians sensed this desperation, which allowed them to get everything they wanted while giving up virtually nothing in return.

The deal completely capitulates to Iran, providing very broad relief from existing sanctions in coming years as well as the ability to recover billions of dollars’ worth of hard currency presently frozen abroad in foreign banks.55 Frozen Iranian assets based in the United States, including oil, petrochemical, and investment companies, will also be lifted.56 Estimates suggest that loosening sanctions will provide Iran up to $150 billion in assets currently tied up.57

That’s billions to terrorists around the world who hate America. That’s billions to President Assad in Syria to kill his own citizens and use chemical weapons on children. That’s billions to Hamas to launch rockets toward innocent Israeli civilians. That’s billions to Hezbollah. That’s billions in payments to Russia for weapons that violate international sanctions, money that Russia can, in violation of international law, use to attack its neighbors.

What has Iran promised the United States and the world in return? Iran has agreed to relax its uranium enrichment efforts and repurpose some of its nuclear facilities for peaceful operations.58 Yet there is considerable fear that Iran will leverage the removal of trade restrictions and the $150 billion it is receiving to build nuclear weapons and to support terrorism worldwide.

Several years before the Iran nuclear deal was finalized, Lieutenant Colonel Oliver L. North said,

It will change the world as we know it today, if the Iranians . . . put on the end of one of those North Korean–provided missiles anything that looks like a warhead. . . . [T]he Iranians are building not only the warheads, they have the means of delivering it, and I’m telling you target number one is Israel. The Israelis cannot abide that; it is truly an existential threat.59

Dani Yatom, Mossad’s former director, said that

a nuclear Iran is going to be an existential threat [for Israel]. . . . The main reason for trying to achieve a nuclear capability is to be able to cope with Israel and probably to destroy Israel, because once they will have such a bomb, they will face a very very huge temptation to use it. And I think they might use it.60

Essentially, by agreeing to the Iran nuclear deal, the Obama administration has added fuel to the already dangerous fire of the ayatollahs’ revolutionary Iran, which in turn will certainly continue to sponsor terrorism worldwide and export its revolution to other Muslim countries and terrorist organizations.

How Radical Islam and Russia Endanger Our Way of Life

I wrote this book for a very simple reason: we will soon reach a point at which it’s too late. Civilizations aren’t destroyed in an instant, but rather by a series of cowardly capitulations and gradual erosion of strength. If we don’t act soon, then the world as we know it could cease to exist. Our enemies who historically have been fighting each other are now teaming up not only to take down the United States, but also to eradicate Christians and Jewish people in every part of the world.

This book explores the causes and consequences of Iran’s dangerous increase in strength and aggression as it reacts to the dwindling presence of the United States in the Middle East and takes advantage of the favorable treatment the Iran nuclear deal provided. It will expose Iran’s role as an exporter of terror worldwide and its ultimate ambition to fulfill Shiite Islam’s apocalyptic prophecies of taking over Jerusalem for the arrival of the Mahdi. It will explore the implications of Islam, its tenets and its mind-sets, and will provide an overview of Sharia law, which controls the radical Muslim’s mind, whether he is the Grand Ayatollah of Iran or a foot soldier in ISIS’s jihadist army. Ultimately, however, this book’s goal is to reveal the existence, nature, and danger of the unholy alliance that has developed between Iran, Syria, Russia, and terror organizations around the globe.

President Obama has consistently failed to name our enemy. He desires to create a modern international community based on mutual respect, international security, and global prosperity. This is a false narrative, plain and simple. How can these things be achieved when the United States faces a serious security threat? Only after we understand the true nature of the enemy we are facing will we be in a position to effectively combat it.

It’s a sad day when even Hollywood understands these truths that the U.S. president refuses to acknowledge. Like many Americans, I enjoy Homeland, a fictional television series about the CIA that rips plotlines from our real-life headlines. In the season-five premiere, a CIA agent is asked by bureaucrats and politicians why ISIS and radical terrorists continue to succeed. He’s asked whether the U.S. strategy is working. He answers:

What strategy? Tell me what the strategy is and I’ll tell you if it’s working. [Silence] See, that right there is the problem because they—they have a strategy. They’re gathering right now in Raqqa by the tens of thousands, hidden in the civilian population, cleaning their weapons and they know exactly why they’re there. They call it the end times. What do you think the beheadings are about? The crucifixions in Deir Hafer, the revival of slavery? Do you think they make this [stuff] up? It’s all in the book. Their . . . book. The only book they ever read—they read it all the time. They never stop. They’re there for one reason and one reason only: to die for the Caliphate and usher in a world without infidels. That’s their strategy and it’s been that way since the seventh century. So do you really think that a few special forces teams are going to put a dent in that?61

Winston Churchill, one of the greatest leaders of the twentieth century, gave one of his most famous speeches after the Battle of Dunkirk in the summer of 1940. The Allied troops had retreated and the United States was still not entering the war; so to inspire the troops and draw U.S. support, Churchill gave a stirring speech about the resolve of the freedom-loving people to stand up to evil. He concluded:

The British Empire and the French Republic, linked together in their cause and in their need, will defend to the death their native soil, aiding each other like good comrades to the utmost of their strength. Even though large tracts of Europe and many old and famous States have fallen or may fall into the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule, we shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender, and even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this Island or a large part of it were subjugated and starving, then our Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the British Fleet, would carry on the struggle, until, in God’s good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old.62

This is the type of leadership and resolve we need today. Though the Nazis have been vanquished and communism has been diminished, we now fight a more ancient and ideological foe. A foe that wants each and every single one of us dead.

The stakes could not be any higher.
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Rising from the Ashes of the Ottoman Empire

The history of the Middle East is essentially as long as recorded history itself. From the earliest days of human civilization, Mesopotamia1—the cradle of civilization—has been a location of pivotal importance. The nations and states in the Middle East today, however, are relative newcomers to the scene. Just a hundred years ago, the geopolitical landscape of the Middle East was very different. The Arab states that we know today came into being at the end of World War I with the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire.

The Ottoman nation first entered into history as a small tribal state at the end of the thirteenth century, filling the void left by the weakness of the Byzantine Empire and the destruction of Seljuk Turkish power by the Mongols.2 Over the course of the next two centuries, it grew into an impressive empire in its own right.3 The Ottoman Empire controlled the entire Middle East for more than four hundred years, from the mid-fifteenth century until the early twentieth century.4 At its peak in 1683, the empire stretched from Budapest to Iran and the Persian Gulf, down both sides of the Red Sea, and across North Africa to Algiers.5 The Ottomans were Turks, not Arabs, so for those four-plus centuries the Middle East was dominated by a non-Arab power. The last wholly Arab power had been the Umayyad Caliphate circa AD 750.6

Until the end of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire had ruled its subjects with a relatively soft hand.7 The sultans allowed ethnic and religious minorities to remain autonomous as long as they paid their taxes to Constantinople.8 However, with the rise of nationalism, modern communications, and global commerce, such rule became increasingly difficult in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.9 The world had become a smaller place, and the Ottomans’ traditional methods no longer worked satisfactorily to rule over the empire’s minority populations.10

Throughout the nineteenth century, the nations of Europe grew more powerful while the Ottoman Empire steadily declined.11 In the 1870s, Czarist Russia destroyed an Ottoman army in the Balkans, leading to the independence of Romania, Serbia, and Montenegro.12 In 1881, the Ottomans lost Tunisia to the French; in 1882, the British took Egypt; and in 1908, the Austro-Hungarians annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina.13 In the period leading up to World War I, the Ottomans suffered defeat in the First Balkan War and lost most of their remaining European territories.14 The British, taking advantage of the Ottoman decline, seized the Suez Canal in 1882.15 Collectively, these events worsened relations between the Ottomans and the European continent.

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, the Zionist movement began to gain traction in Europe.16 While the Europeans and the Ottomans were each attempting to solidify their respective political holds on the Middle East, Jews around the world started a serious discussion about creating a Jewish state in Palestine. The return to Zion (the Holy Land) had been an aspiration of Jews in the Diaspora for millennia. However, it was Theodor Herzl, a Hungarian writer, who helped create the modern political movement aimed at establishing a Jewish state in Palestine.17 In his 1896 book, The Jewish State, Herzl argued that Jews would never be safe from anti-Semitic persecution until they had their own state.18

A prime example of the pervasive anti-Semitism occurring in Europe at this time was the Dreyfus Affair, a French espionage trial that took place in 1894.19 Alfred Dreyfus was a French-Jewish army captain who was accused of selling military secrets to Germany, for which he was subjected to a court-martial and convicted of treason.20 Fueled by anti-Semitic rhetoric that framed French Jews as disloyal and untrustworthy, the public was quick to condemn Dreyfus as a traitor.21 In 1896, evidence began to surface showing that the crime had actually been committed by Ferdinand Walsin-Esterhazy, another French officer. However, a court-martial of Esterhazy acquitted him of the crime.22 The controversy grew to such proportions that France was split between “Dreyfusards” and “anti-Dreyfusards.” In 1898, evidence surfaced that indicated a document critical to Dreyfus’s conviction had been forged, strengthening the Dreyfusard cause.23 Nevertheless, a subsequent court-martial convicted Dreyfus again in 1899.24 The president of the French republic then pardoned the captain and a civilian court of appeals set aside the judgment in 1906, but it was not until 1995 that the French army acknowledged Dreyfus’s exoneration.25

In 1897 Theodor Herzl presided over the World Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, where he tried to spur the Jewish global audience to action.26 Somewhat surprisingly, Herzl experienced opposition from many European and American Jewish leaders.27 These leaders were afraid that Zionism would fuel the long-standing view that Jews were not completely loyal to their birth countries.28 Additionally, there were fears that the harsh climate of Palestine would not support a large Jewish population.29 Aaron Aaronsohn, an agronomist and amateur archaeologist, worked to dispel the climate fears.30 He examined similar climates, such as the American West, and argued that the prosperity in those locations could be repeated in Palestine.31 Aaronsohn’s work encouraged many Jews to support the Zionist movement, resulting in the raising of nearly $20,000 in 1909 toward the Jewish state’s creation.32

A Collapsing Empire and Great Britain

As the Zionist movement grew early in the twentieth century, the already declining Ottoman Empire began to suffer further from internal conflicts. The Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), a group of young military officers who later became known as the “Young Turks,” staged a reformist coup in 1908 and forced the sultan to reinstate the parliamentary constitution that had been discarded thirty years earlier.33 By 1911, the Young Turks had become a stronger reform movement that sought to modernize the declining Ottoman Empire, calling for the extension of full rights to women and minorities.34 In its attempt to gain the favor of Turks, as well as Jews, Christians, and other non-Turkish minorities, this movement attempted to simultaneously embrace three conflicting goals: modernization, the defense of Islam, and Turanism (a return to Turkic cultural unity).35 Instead of reviving the empire, this mixed-bag progressive movement had the effect of alienating both Muslim traditionalists and the non-Turkish population.36

The Young Turks also found no support from the European powers. What seemed at first like a promising reform movement actually hastened the decay of the empire.37 When World War I began, the Ottoman Empire joined the Central Powers of Germany and Austria-Hungary against the Allied Powers of Great Britain, France, and the Russian Empire, due primarily to the Russian Empire’s desire to control the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles.38 The Allied Powers went on to win the war, handing the Ottoman Empire a severe defeat.39

Even before the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, a movement had begun in the Arab provinces to establish a national Arab political identity separate and independent from the Ottoman Empire.40 In 1908, Hussein ibn Ali was appointed Sharif41 of the Hejaz, a province within the Ottoman Empire that essentially existed to rule the two Islamic holy cities of Mecca and Medina.42 Hussein was appointed by the Turkish government in the hopes that his long prior residence would make him sympathetic to the Ottomans.43

Sharif and caliph were two religio-political offices intertwined.44 As long as the sharif acknowledged the sultan of the Ottoman Empire as “caliph,” the sultan could claim supremacy over all other Muslim princes.45 The sharifs had recognized the Ottoman sultans as caliphs since 1517, when Sultan Selim the Grim had conquered the Hejaz (generally present-day Saudi Arabia).46 The Ottoman claim to the Caliphate was based, first, upon its “protection” of the holy cities of Mecca and Medina and, second, on its “military supremacy in Arabia.”47

When the secular Young Turk revolt in 1909 overthrew the Islamic regime of Sultan Abdul Hamid,48 Hussein did not approve.49 Hussein was by nature conservative and viewed Arab nationalism as inconsistent with Islam.50 He claimed descent from Hashem, the great-grandfather of the Prophet Muhammad.51 This genealogy gave him legitimacy with the Arabs52 and his family the name of Hashemite.53 While most Muslim jurists agreed that the ruler of Mecca had a superior legal claim to the Caliphate, the legal argument could not defeat the Ottomans’ superior army.54

At the beginning of World War I, Hussein saw a chance to increase his power and actively sought to obtain the loyalty of local tribes.55 He initially sought recognition from the Turks of a hereditary kingship over the Hejaz.56 The Turks’ rejection of a hereditary kingship for Sharif Hussein led him to seek an alliance with the British.57

Great Britain was eager to encourage Hussein’s ambitions, foreseeing that an Arab revolt would significantly weaken the Ottoman Empire. While the Ottoman vilayets (provinces) of Damascus, Beirut, Basra, and Baghdad were agricultural and, with the city of Jerusalem, subject to typical Ottoman administration,58 in the Arabian Peninsula (what we know today as Saudi Arabia), Turkish authority was minimal and, so long as the nomadic Arab chieftains feigned respect, little exercised.59 Hussein had ample opportunity to rebel.

What we call Saudi Arabia today was not a country in 1914 as we understand it. The minimal Turkish rule did not extend to the interior.60 The Arabian Peninsula had three families vying for power in the desert and others in the Yemen hills.61 The three desert powers were the Hashemites, the Rashid, and the Saud. The Rashid were agricultural, at war with the Saud, in the north of the peninsula and sympathetic to the Turks (who had aided them against the Saud). The Saud were not sympathetic to the Turks or even the Hashemites.62 When the First World War started, the British began negotiations with both the Saud and Sharif Hussein of the Hashemites. Both parties, at different times, aided the British against the Ottomans.63

Additionally, Britain’s demand for oil was growing greater than then-current world supply, and the British feared that without a stable supply, their industries and modernization would grind to a halt.64 With its recently discovered vast oil fields, the Middle East offered the perfect solution to Britain’s oil problem.65 Britain could use Hussein to weaken the Ottoman Empire and thereby expand British control over its own oil supply.66

Hussein’s ambitions were filled with Islamic and pan-Arabic rhetoric,67 but it is hard to tell if he was motivated by a desire for an independent Hashemite kingdom or dreams of pan-Arab independence. 68 His “nationalism was based on the traditional concept of tribal and family unity whereas Abdullah’s [Hussein’s son] was based on the theory of Arab preeminence among Muslims.”69

Over a period of three years, Sharif Hussein communicated via letters with Sir Henry McMahon, the British high commissioner in Egypt.70 The first of these letters was sent in 1914, soon after Britain declared war on Germany and its ally, the Ottoman Empire.71 In his initial letter, Hussein asked Britain to grant him control over the Arab territories, based on his assertion that “the whole of the Arab nation without any exception have decided in these last years to accomplish their freedom, and grasp the reins of their administration both in theory and practice.”72

Hussein further requested that Britain “approve the proclamation of an Arab [Caliphate] of Islam” that would rule these lands.73 Hussein’s goals were to dismantle the Ottoman Empire and to build in its place an Islamic Arab empire.74 His desire was to rule the entire Middle East area that was then under Ottoman control, though he was willing to make exceptions for those places with large British populations, such as the port of Aden, in what is now Yemen.75

Hussein continually maintained that it was not out of selfish interest that he made these requests: “[I]t is not I personally who am demanding of these limits which include only our [Arab] race, but . . . they are all proposals of the people, who, in short, believe that they are necessary for economic life.”76 McMahon originally responded to Hussein ambiguously, stating, “[I]t would appear to be premature to consume our time discussing such details in the heat of war.”77

After Hussein reiterated to McMahon the urgency of his request, McMahon communicated the request to the British government, which then tentatively agreed to recognize an independent Arab state with some modifications within the territorial boundaries as proposed by Hussein.78


Germany and Jihad

The British were not the only European nation with a keen interest in the Middle East. Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany had also developed an intense interest in the region, largely due to the influence and ambitions of Max von Oppenheim, a wealthy explorer, writer, and later diplomat.79 Oppenheim, who had spent twenty years in the Middle East,80 had convinced the Kaiser that Germany should use its increasingly benevolent friendship with the Muslim world to combat the British Empire.81 Oppenheim’s plan was to use Islamic teachings on jihad to stir up the Muslims against the French in North Africa, the Russians in Central Asia, and the British in India.82

By 1907, Germany was seeking ways to assert itself as an imperial power.83 Wilhelm saw the Middle East as an opportunity to expand Germany’s political and economic influence abroad.84 The newly formed German nation-state needed room to grow, and Europe was already largely controlled by the British, French, and Russians.85 The Middle East, on the other hand, was still largely free from European control and offered tremendous opportunity for colonization.86

Because the Ottoman Empire was crumbling, Kaiser Wilhelm recognized an opportunity to create a powerful German Empire in the Middle East with Muslims as its loyal supporters.87 Wilhelm even went so far as to call himself “Hajji Wilhelm,” the protector of Islam.88 Yet, whereas the British chose to use Sharif Hussein of the Hejaz to stir up Arab nationalism against the Ottomans, Oppenheim tried to use pan-Islamism to stir up the Muslim masses against the European colonial nations.89 Oppenheim wanted to use religious fanaticism, as opposed to Arab nationalism, to turn the Muslim population against the British.90 Oppenheim encouraged the German foreign ministry to forge an alliance with the Ottoman Empire, recognizing the strategic advantage Germany could gain in the war if the Ottoman government in Constantinople were to call for a holy war against the Christian occupiers of Ottoman lands.91

The idea of fragmenting the British Empire via jihad had some merit. The Kaiser had even advanced the idea to the Czar.92 As recently as 1898, the British had crushed an Islamic revolt at the battle of Omdurman in the Sudan.93

Oppenheim, working as the head of the German Intelligence Bureau for the East (nicknamed “the jihad bureau”),94 employed numerous avenues to try to sow the seeds of jihad in the Muslim world. He bribed Muslim jurists across the Middle East into issuing fatwa95 rulings against all Europeans except Germans, Austrians, and Hungarians.96 Echoing what we often hear from ISIS and other Islamists today, Oppenheim also ran a propaganda war against the British, claiming that the British were untrustworthy and anti-Muslim, and he even distributed pamphlets to stir up old ethnic and religious resentment toward Christians in the Middle East.97 Such pamphlets frequently cited verses from the Quran, which stated that “[t]he blood of the infidels in the Islamic lands may be shed with impunity” and that Muslims should “slay [the unbelievers] wherever ye find them.”98

Assisting Oppenheim was Curt Prüfer, who was a prodigy with respect to learning foreign languages. Prüfer developed an extreme fascination with the Middle East.99 As Prüfer grew older, he mastered Turkish and Arabic.100 In 1907, he took a position as interpreter at the German embassy in Cairo.101 It was there that Prüfer met Oppenheim.102 Over the years, Oppenheim mentored young Prüfer and instilled in him the idea of using jihad as a tool to further Germany’s interests.103 Oppenheim also helped organize small terrorist cells, composed of pious Muslims, to assassinate British, French, and Russian citizens.104 Such cells even began employing suicide tactics.105

To endear the Arabs to Germany, Germany helped finance and engineer miles of railroads within the Ottoman Empire.106 Germany spent around three billion marks on its Middle East jihadist efforts.107

Despite its investments and some successes, Germany’s efforts were ultimately unsuccessful. An attack by Sanussi tribesmen on Egypt from the Libyan desert caused no end of concern to the English in Cairo but was quickly put down.108 An attempted rebellion by Indian Muslims, the Silk Letter Conspiracy, was discovered by the British before it began.109 The Shah of Iran agreed to declare war on the Allied Powers but ultimately backed out in November 1915.110 These attempts were as close as Germany came to success.111

Lawrence of Arabia

By June 1916, Britain’s seeming support for an independent Arab state, the financial and military support it promised, and the turning of the tide of war against the Germans in favor of the British and French helped persuade the Arabs to side with the British and to revolt against the Ottomans rather than fight against the British, French, and Russians.112

The man responsible for helping to lead the successful Arab revolt against the Ottomans was T. E. Lawrence, later known as “Lawrence of Arabia.” Lawrence came from an aristocratic Anglo-Irish family that resided in England.113 He attended Oxford University and wrote his thesis on the influence of the Crusades on European military architecture.114 To research his thesis, Lawrence had traveled to Syria in 1909.115 As a twenty-one-year-old student, Lawrence had trekked across Syria and surveyed Crusader castles.116 During this trip, Lawrence developed a fascination with the Middle East, its people, and its culture.117

Throughout his trip, Arabs received Lawrence with great hospitality and kindness.118 Lawrence later joined an excavation expedition to the ancient city of Carchemish.119 There, Lawrence first realized his potential to lead, specifically his ability to lead Arab men.120 Lawrence, unlike other Westerners, took time to learn the Arabic language, to visit the workmen in their homes, and to learn about their culture.121 Additionally, Lawrence earned their respect because he worked along with the men.122 Such conduct greatly impressed the local Arabs123 and was a core element in his ability to successfully lead the Arab revolt against the Ottomans. Throughout his time in the Middle East, Lawrence became an apologist for the Arabs and often criticized British negotiating policies.124

Lawrence convinced the British government to rely on local Arabs exclusively rather than send British troops to fight the Ottomans.125 By limiting the use of British troops, the British stood a better chance at retaining the loyalty and trust of the Arabs.126 The British, then, agreed to bankroll and supply the Arab forces under Emir Feisal, the son of Sharif Hussein of Mecca, and a key leader in the Arab revolt against the Ottomans in World War I.127

By 1916, Britain had provided nearly one million pounds in gold to the Arab forces.128 Lawrence, donning Arab clothing at the suggestion of Feisal so that the troops would identify Lawrence as one of their leaders, took command of the Arab troops and led them successfully against the Ottoman forces in the Aqaba campaign.129 Lawrence’s reputation grew tremendously after his capture of Aqaba. Acting without orders from the British military, Lawrence and forty-five Arabs made a nearly six-hundred-mile journey through the desert in order to attack Aqaba from the rear.130 Upon reaching Aqaba, Lawrence learned of an Ottoman relief force nearby.131 After careful preparation, Lawrence and his force of now one thousand newly recruited Arabs fell upon the Ottoman relief force and annihilated it.132Approximately 300 Ottomans were killed, and another 160 surrendered, at the cost of only two Arab rebels.133 The city of Aqaba surrendered soon after without firing a shot.134 The British decorated Lawrence with the Victoria Cross, the highest British military award, for his efforts.135 Later, Lawrence received the Distinguished Service Order medal and was promoted to the rank of colonel.136

Dividing the Middle East: The Sykes-Picot Agreement

While the British were openly supporting the Arabs in 1916, Britain, France, and Russia met secretly and agreed to divide the Arab territories among themselves,137 enshrined in a document that came to be known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement after the English and French negotiators.138 The Sykes-Picot Agreement did not draw actual boundary lines, but simply established general zones over which each country would maintain influence.139 According to the agreement, France would control the area that would eventually become Lebanon and Syria, Britain would control Mesopotamia (Iraq) and Jordan, and Russia would control the Turkish straits, Turkish Armenia, and Persian Azerbaijan. Palestine was to be placed under international control.140

The Sykes-Picot Agreement was wholly unknown to the Arabs.141 In fact, the British purposefully kept the agreement a secret in order to curry Hussein’s support and favor.142 The British accord with Hussein contained a “modest clause” stating that the British agreed to “support the establishment of native governments in parts of Syria and Mesopotamia, ‘saving the interests of [their] ally, France.’ ”143 By reserving the “interests of [its] ally,” Britain, unbeknownst to Hussein, was referencing the Sykes-Picot Agreement.144 The Arabs’ agreement to revolt against the Ottomans, then, was based upon false pretenses because the British promise to support the establishment of local Arab governments was secretly limited by the Sykes-Picot Agreement.145 Moreover, the same territory that the British had “promised” to Hussein was also “promised” to rival Arab groups in Cairo.146 The British were using the recently fallen Ottoman territories as bargaining chips in their desire for Middle East expansion.

Rumors of the Sykes-Picot Agreement eventually reached the Arabs from Turkey.147 The Turkish government disliked Hussein, and Britain’s seemingly underhanded conduct was the Turks’ “strongest card” to play in trying to drive a wedge between the two.148 The Turks learned of the Sykes-Picot Agreement from the Bolsheviks, who had recently overthrown the Czar and publicly released the agreement in November 1917.149

That same month, Great Britain’s foreign secretary, Sir Arthur Balfour, sent to Lord Rothschild, a leader of the British Jewish community, a letter that has become known as the Balfour Declaration.150 The letter contained a short but clear message directly approved by the British government:

His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.151

Despite the publication of the Sykes-Picot Agreement and the Balfour Declaration, the leadership of the revolutionary Arab nationalists maintained its loyalty to and cooperation with Great Britain through the final year of the war.152

By the end of 1917, the Ottomans had lost Jerusalem, Mecca, and Baghdad.153 These losses dealt a severe blow to the legitimacy of the Ottomans and turned the tide against them.154 By late 1918, the war had ended, and the Ottomans had been defeated. It was not until after the defeat of the Ottoman Empire and the end of the war that disagreements arose, as the conflicting claims to Middle Eastern lands became more widely known.155

The dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire, planned for in the Sykes-Picot Agreement, was then completed by the armistice between the powers of France and Britain with the Ottomans at Mudros, Greece.156 The armistice of Mudros deliberately used geographic terms that did not correspond to any Ottoman administrative divisions.157 In it, the Ottomans agreed to the occupation of much of the empire, through a diplomatic sleight of hand where the French and British could occupy any “strategic point.”158

It is important to note that, in contrast to the often violent relationship that has arisen between the Arab people and the Jewish people in the Middle East that we know today, at this early stage of development, the leaders of both groups appeared ready to cooperate and unite their aims. At the end of World War I, in 1918, Feisal met with Zionist leader Chaim Weizmann.159

Feisal was recognized as the “spokesman of the Arab world” at the Paris Peace Conference directly following the war.160 In 1918, when the Arab resistance forces occupied Damascus, Feisal declared himself king of Syria, believing that he would receive British support after the war to create a unified Arab nation covering most of Syria.161 It was while Feisal entertained this belief that he met with Weizmann.

Weizmann recounted that, in his meeting with Feisal, he explained to the Emir the nature of his mission and tried to “allay Arab fears and susceptibilities” concerning the prospect of a Jewish Palestinian state.162 Weizmann also asked Feisal for “his powerful moral support.”163 The two carried on a lengthy conversation in which Weizmann found Feisal “by no means uninformed” about the Zionist program.164 Weizmann spoke to Feisal about how the presence of a Jewish state would greatly benefit the Arabs, and Weizmann found that Feisal was in “full agreement” with Weizmann.165 This meeting occurred at Emir Feisal’s camp on the Trans-Jordan plateau, where T. E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia) was operating.166

Weizmann related, “[t]his first meeting in the desert laid the foundations of a lifelong friendship” between him and Lawrence.167 Their meetings eventually “crystallized into an agreement” drafted by T. E. Lawrence and signed by Weizmann and Feisal.168 The agreement would ensure that “[a]ll necessary measures shall be taken to encourage and stimulate immigration of Jews into Palestine on a large scale” and allow for the peaceful establishment of both Jews and Arabs in various territories in Palestine.169 The agreement also included a reservation by Feisal: “If the Arabs are established as I have asked in my manifesto of 4 January, addressed to the British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, I will carry out what is written in this agreement. If changes are made, I cannot be answerable for failing to carry out this agreement.”170

“Thus,” says Weizmann, “the leader of the Arab world against Turkey, who by his leadership initiated a new period of Arab revival, came to a complete understanding with us, and would no doubt have carried this understanding into effect if his destiny had shaped as we at that time expected it would.”171

The goodwill undergirding this agreement was further demonstrated by a letter written by Feisal to a member of the American Zionist deputation in 1919, while both Feisal and Weizmann were attending the Paris Peace Conference:

We feel that the Arabs and Jews are cousins in race, suffering similar oppressions at the hands of powers stronger than themselves, and by a happy coincidence have been able to take the first step toward the attainment of their national ideals together.

We Arabs, especially the educated among us, look with deepest sympathy on the Zionist movement. Our deputation here in Paris is fully acquainted with the proposals submitted by the Zionist Organization to the Peace Conference, and we regard them as moderate and proper. We will do our best, in so far as we are concerned, to help them through; we will wish the Jews a most hearty welcome home.
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