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More Praise for HATRED’S KINGDOM

“Dore Gold is best known as an Israeli foreign policy analyst and diplomat, but he has also long been, since writing his Ph.D. dissertation at Columbia University on this subject, a specialist on the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. With Saudi support for militant Islam and for terrorist operations making front-page news, Gold adds a historical dimension to the debate, explaining in this important book where the hatred comes from and its full implications, as well as offering helpful suggestions on how to counter it.”

—DANIEL PIPES, director of the Middle East Forum

 



“Some senior officials, most notably in the Pentagon, echo the views of Dore Gold, a former Israeli ambassador to the United Nations, whose recent book, Hatred’s Kingdom, cites the Wahhabi extremism of Saudi Arabian clerics as a root cause of terrorism.”

—TOBY HARNDEN, London Daily Telegraph


 



“Gold argues persuasively that contributions from some of Saudi Arabia’s wealthiest families, and from charitable arms of the Saudi government, were important for al-Qaeda’s evolution.”

—HUME HORAN, former U.S. ambassador to Saudi Arabia

 



“For the general reader interested in the origins of Middle Eastern terrorism, Hatred’s Kingdom will shed a great deal of light; for policy-makers in Washington, it ought to be required reading.”

—ALEX ALEXIEV, Commentary Magazine


 



“Indispensable reading”

—JEFFREY GEDMIN, Die Welt


 



“[a] thoroughly researched study”

—JOSEPH A. KECHICHIAN, The Middle East Journal


 



“. . . certain for many years to remain the standard work on the political and terrorist effects of Wahhabism in Saudi Arabia, the Islamic world, and the West.”

—DR. JOSHUA TEITELBAUM, Moshe Dayan Center for Middle Eastern and African Studies, Tel Aviv University, in the Jerusalem Report


 



“Hatred’s Kingdom author Dore Gold, former Israeli ambassador to the UN, explores in great detail the connection of Saudia Arabia and Wahhabi preachers to 9/11 and global terrorism. Gold pulls together shocking evidence of how Saudi Arabia, our ally, have used their billions in oil revenues to finance worldwide terrorism.”

—JAMES TARANTO, Wall Street Journal
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Introduction

The Roots of Terror


Since the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, a great deal of mystery remains about the precise source of the hatred that impelled nineteen Middle Eastern terrorists to take their own lives in an act of mass murder. Why would the masterminds of these attacks set out to kill thousands of innocent people? Though more is now known about the terrorists—their coconspirators, their stated objectives, their organizational affiliations, even some of their financial backing—the key question remains unanswered: What larger forces drove the perpetrators to undertake the most lethal terrorist attack in America’s history? In other words, can the source of their hatred be identified, beyond the hijackers themselves and their commanders, so that it, too, can be addressed as part of the larger effort to understand and prevent terrorism?

In studying the September 11 attacks, some American investigators have looked at the possible supporting role of Saudi Arabia. After all, fifteen of the nineteen terrorists, as well as their ultimate commander, Osama bin Laden, were born and raised in Saudi Arabia. A third of the prisoners the United States held from the war against bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organization were Saudi nationals, as of the summer of 2002.1 The  Saudi state, moreover, was one of only three countries that recognized and backed Afghanistan’s Taliban government, which harbored al-Qaeda in the late 1990s. And there are hints of even wider Saudi support for bin Laden. High-level U.S. intelligence sources have identified two Saudi princes who have made regular payments to bin Laden since 1995.2 Furthermore, in August 2002, the families of six hundred Americans killed in the September 11 attacks filed a lawsuit in a U.S. district court in Washington, D.C., contending that three Saudi princes—including Saudi Arabia’s minister of defense, Prince Sultan bin Abdul Aziz—gave money to charitable foundations and other groups that funded al-Qaeda.3


One might protest that the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is supposed to be an American ally, not a sponsor of international terrorism like Libya or Syria. Indeed, since it was established in 1932 by King Abdul Aziz (known in the West as Ibn Saud), Saudi Arabia has been economically aligned with U.S. oil interests; witness, for instance, the Arabian-American Oil Company (ARAMCO) consortium. Moreover, Saudi Arabia backed the United States in the Cold War, procured billions of dollars of advanced American weaponry for decades, and opened its air bases to the U.S. Air Force in the 1991 Gulf War against Iraq.

But September 11 has forced America to reassess Saudi Arabia’s reliability as an ally. In fact, in July 2002, a RAND Corporation analyst told the Pentagon’s Defense Policy Board that Saudi Arabia was an enemy of the United States. The analyst concluded that the Saudis were active “at every level of the terror chain.”4 Suspicions over Saudi state involvement in the September 11 attacks have only deepened. In late November 2002, it was disclosed that U.S. authorities were investigating how checks written by Princess Haifa bint Faisal—the wife of Prince Bandar, the Saudi ambassador to Washington—ended up with Omar al-Bayoumi, a Saudi who hosted two of the September 11 hijackers when they reached America.5


Commentators in the Islamic and Arab worlds have also examined the Saudi role in the September 11 attacks, but unlike their American counterparts, they have looked beyond the tactical elements of terrorism—the recruiting of operatives, the training, the financing, the planning, the acquisition and transfer of weapons and explosives, and so forth. Specifically, they have investigated the root causes of terrorism, zeroing in on the main creed or version of Islam practiced in Saudi Arabia, known as Wahhabism. 


Wahhabi Islam, which was established in mid-eighteenth-century Arabia by Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab, remains the dominant religious creed in Saudi Arabia. Many regard Wahhabism as a radical and violent departure from the mainstream Islamic tradition. For example, in a Bangladesh newspaper column, the London-based Pakistani Tariq Ali concluded that after the fall of the Taliban in Afghanistan, “the deployments in Pakistan to cut off the tentacles of the Wahhabi octopus may or may not succeed, but its head is safe and sound in Saudi Arabia, guarding the oil-wells and growing new arms, and protected by American soldiers and the USAF base in Dhahran.”6 More recently, the brother of Zacarias Moussaoui, the captured twentieth hijacker in al-Qaeda’s September 11 plot, denounced Wahhabism for inspiring Moussaoui’s extremist actions.7


Former New York Times Arab affairs commentator Youssef M. Ibrahim stated, “The money that brought Wahhabis power throughout the Arab world . . . financed networks of fundamentalist schools from Sudan to northern Pakistan.”8 Taliban leaders, in fact, were a product of these Saudi-funded Islamic academies, which are known as madrasas, in Pakistan. Mohamed Charfi, a former minister of education in Tunisia, wrote in the New York Times:
Osama bin Laden, like the 15 Saudis who participated in the criminal operations of September 11, seems to have been the pure product of his schooling. While Saudi Arabia is officially a moderate state allied with America, it also has been one of the main supporters of Islamic fundamentalism because of its financing of schools following the intransigent Wahhabi doctrine. Saudi-backed madrasas in Pakistan and Afghanistan have played a significant role in the strengthening of radical Islam in those countries.9






Some Saudis have openly acknowledged the ideology of hatred fostered in their country. In December 2001, Sahr Muhammad Hatem, a doctor in Riyadh, bravely wrote a letter to a London-based Arabic newspaper; in the letter, which was headlined “Our Culture of Demagogy Has Engendered bin Laden, al-Zawahiri, and Their Ilk,” she explained: 
The mentality of each one of us was programmed upon entering school as a child [to believe] that... anyone who is not a Muslim is our enemy, and that the West means enfeeblement, licentiousness, lack of values, and even Jahiliya [a term used to describe the backward, pre-Islamic era] itself. Anyone who escapes this programming in school encounters it at the mosque, or through the media or from the preachers lurking in every corner....

We all focus on bin Laden and his ilk . . . but we have yet to focus on the more dangerous people, and I mean those who fill our heads with this rhetoric in the schools, the mosques, and the media, who disseminate words without hesitation, without considering the consequences or even understanding that in this era, the entire world hears what is said.10






The clear target of Hatem’s critique was the government-backed version of Islam in Saudi Arabia—Wahhabism—for she declared that the “solution” was “the Islam that was taught by the Prophet of this nation—an Islam of tolerance—and not the Islam of those who control our media.” Hatem was defending mainstream Islam from its radical offshoot, renewing the call for an Islam that draws from authentic sources, for coexistence with and tolerance of non-Muslims, which prevailed for much of Islamic history.

Muslim scholars outside of the Middle East have also focused on Wahhabism. Khaled Abou El Fadl of the UCLA School of Law has argued that al-Qaeda was “anchored” in a theology that was “the byproduct of the emergence and eventual dominance of Wahhabism” and other recent militant Islamic trends.11 Sheikh Hisham Kabbani, the Lebanese-born chairman of the Islamic Supreme Council of America, characterized Wahhabism as “the modern outgrowth of a two-century-old heresy.”12 Kabbani reflects a whole line of anti-Wahhabi Islamic thinking dating back to the Ottoman Empire. In addition, the Chechen government’s special envoy to Europe, Hajj Salih Brandt, noting with alarm the spread of Wahhabism in the Northern Caucasus, stated:
The whole political agenda of Wahhabi Fundamentalism (what the West now calls Islamism) . . . [is] a deviation of Islam taught  in Madinah University in Saudi Arabia, sponsored by the Saudi government and exported from there.... Out of it have come Hamas, the Taliban, Osama bin Laden, the FIS [Islamic Salvation Front], Sudan, and now the gangs roaming Chechnya and Daghestan.13






In October 2002, after the devastating bombing that left more than 180 dead in Bali, Indonesia, Indonesian commentator Jusuf Wanandi targeted the ideological threat of Saudi Wahhabism in outlining the upcoming challenges for the Jakarta government:
Perhaps the most important thing is the ideological struggle against radicalism and terrorism in the name of Islam. Although Muslims in Indonesia are mainly moderate, they need help and assistance in expanding their educational systems . . . which have so far been able to withstand the extremist influences of Wahhabism from Saudi Arabia.14






In fact, Indonesian police found that the prime suspect in the bombing came from a violent Wahhabi cell in East Java that had previously clashed with other Muslims and even torched the tomb of a local Muslim saint.15


Thus, to these Muslim commentators, Wahhabism is nothing less than the religious and ideological source of the new wave of global Islamic terrorism—from Indonesia to Algeria, from Russia to Yemen, and finally to the United States. Their critique is not confined just to Wahhabism as a doctrine, but rather it extends to Wahhabi institutions—educational networks and channels of funding, the actual mechanisms that the Saudi state erected to give it worldwide outreach. What they are saying to the West is that unless the influence of Saudi Wahhabism is understood, it is impossible to explain how September 11 occurred—or to prevent a future attack.

These commentators are right. The United States and its allies can win the most spectacular military victories in Afghanistan; they can freeze terrorists’ bank accounts and cut off their supplies of weaponry; they can eliminate terrorist masterminds. But even taken together, such triumphs are not enough to remove the terrorist threat, for they do not get at the source of the problem. Terrorism, on the scale of the September 11 attacks, does not  occur in a vacuum. People do not just decide spontaneously that they are going to hijack an aircraft, crash it into a building, and commit mass murder (and take their own lives) because of some political grievance or sense of economic deprivation. No, there is another critical component of terrorism that has generally been overlooked in the West: the ideological motivation to slaughter thousands of innocent people. The ideological sources for terrorist attacks are no less important than the questions of where terrorists received their training and which bank accounts they used.

All terrorists must be indoctrinated—indeed, brainwashed. Terrorists must totally dehumanize their victims and thus deny them the basic right to live. Terrorists must even be taught to show no mercy to children. Since suicide goes against the human instinct for self-preservation, special efforts need to be made to prepare individuals for suicide attacks. Without an unshakable conviction in the merits of martyrdom and in its rewards in the afterlife, terrorists would never have undertaken the suicidal attacks of the past decade.

In short, unless the ideological roots of the hatred that led to September 11 are addressed, the war on terrorism will not be won. It will be only a matter of time before the next Osama bin Laden emerges.




The Real Problem 

The tendency in the West is to not deal fully with the ideological basis of terrorism, but one need look no further than the terrorist organizations themselves to understand the centrality of ideology. An al-Qaeda training manual found in Great Britain outlines the necessary qualifications for any new member: the first qualification is a commitment to Islam, the second a “Commitment to the Organization’s Ideology.”16 But what is that ideology? What do bin Laden and his operatives take to be Islam? According to at least one militant religious leader in Saudi Arabia, it is Wahhabi Islam that has provided the foundation for bin Laden’s vast terrorist network. Sheikh Abdul Aziz bin Salih al-Jarbu asserted in a book written after September 11 that “Osama bin Laden is a natural continuation from Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab.”17


This is a crucial point, for even when Americans have considered the source of the hatred that impelled the terrorists, many have not known where to look. In the days and weeks after September 11, many wondered  whether Islam was the enemy. But Islam is not the problem. Rather, the problem is the extremists in the Middle East who have manipulated Friday sermons in the mosques, textbooks in the schools, and state-controlled television to one end: to systematically prepare young people to condone the cold-blooded murder of innocent civilians.

That is why Wahhabism as it has developed in Saudi Arabia is so dangerous, why it demands the attention of America and its allies. This radically intolerant form of Islam has shaped public opinion toward the West in Saudi Arabia and in key parts of the Islamic world; it has influenced Osama bin Laden from his earliest years.

How, then, has Saudi Wahhabism fostered the ideology of hatred that spawned suicidal terrorism? This question is inevitably linked to the question of how Wahhabism has treated the Islamic concept of jihad (literally, “struggle,” but commonly translated as “holy war”).

According to Islamic tradition, a warrior who gives his life in a true jihad, a holy war, becomes a shahid, or martyr (literally, “witness”), and is guaranteed entry into Paradise. But beginning in the ninth century, as two centuries of Muslim holy wars and territorial expansion ended, Muslim theologians broadened the meaning of jihad, deemphasizing armed struggle and, under the influence of Sufism (Islamic mysticism), adopting more spiritual definitions. True, some sectarians who broke off from Islam continued to stress the older, militant meaning of jihad. For example, the Kharajites (“seceders”), who left the Islamic mainstream in the seventh century, even made jihad into a sixth pillar of the Islamic faith (the five pillars of Islam accepted throughout the Muslim world are: affirming God and his messenger; prayer; charity, or zakat; the Ramadan fast; and the pilgrimage to Mecca, known as the hajj).18 But the Islamic mainstream had shifted away from this focus on the religious requirement of a universal campaign of jihad. Consequently, the meaning of shahid changed as well. Whereas the term had originally applied to one who gave his life in battle, a scholar or someone who led Muslim prayers could now be compared to a shahid when his day of judgment arrived.

The Wahhabis, however, restored the idea of jihad as armed struggle, and they spread their new doctrine across the Arabian peninsula and beyond in the latter part of the eighteenth century. Even today the revival of jihad, and its prioritization as a religious value, is found in the works of  high-level Saudi religious officials like former chief justice Sheikh Abdullah bin Muhammad bin Humaid: “Jihad is a great deed indeed [and] there is no deed whose reward and blessing is as that of it, and for this reason, it is the best thing one can volunteer for.”19 And in October 2001, during a Friday sermon delivered in a Mecca mosque, a Saudi cleric went so far as to describe jihad as “the peak of Islam.”20


If, as has been seen, Wahhabism has drawn such pointed criticism in the Islamic and Arab worlds, why has it eluded the conceptual radar screen of most analysts in the West, especially in the United States? The name seems innocuous enough: Wahhabis, who prefer to see themselves as theological advocates of the oneness of the Divine, call themselves in Arabic muwahhidun, or advocates of oneness. In part because of that, Wahhabism has been greatly misunderstood. During the 1950s, analysts for ARAMCO in Saudi Arabia described the Wahhabis as “Muslim Unitarians”—a term meant to increase the comfort level between Protestant America and Saudi Arabia at a time when the Saudi-U.S. relationship was in an embryonic stage.21 Yet the Unitarian Church is one of the most liberal and inclusive churches in Protestant Christianity; Wahhabism certainly could not be called liberal or inclusive. In a 1980 book commemorating the rule of King Faisal, Professor George Rentz of Johns Hopkins University, who had previously headed the intelligence and analysis section of ARAMCO’s Arabian Affairs Division, described Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab’s activities as “the [Islamic] Reformation,”22 echoing language used by other historians.

Perhaps “outsiders” are uncomfortable even investigating Wahhabism as a particularly radical form of Islam, especially given the American tradition of freedom of religion. It is difficult for American scholars of Islam to take a critical approach to a particular offshoot of Islam, even a radical minority sect, because it might be misconstrued as an attack on an entire religious tradition. In general, religious viewpoints are considered sacrosanct and hence beyond scrutiny. Yet Western analysts must delve into the distinction between particular forms of Muslim militancy and the rest of mainstream Islam, so as not to make Islam, as a whole, into a new enemy.

The Saudi national Nawaf E. Obaid, in a 1998 master’s thesis for Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government, charges that the U.S. intelligence community “misunderstood the nature of Wahhabism.”23 Obaid believes that U.S. experts underestimated the power of religion,  and specifically the Wahhabi religious establishment, in decision making in Saudi Arabia. In part this could be because American analysts have not wished to look at the religious roots of political behavior; one could argue that they have preferred explanations based on economic or strategic interests or tribal and dynastic political factors. In fact, a former U.S. intelligence officer made this very point: “Throughout much of the 1990s, when I was part of the intelligence community in Washington, we were not quite forbidden to consider religion as a strategic factor, but the issue was considered soft and nebulous—as well as potentially embarrassing in those years of epidemic political correctness.”24


Finally, there is the factor of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Often, policy-makers suffer from a kind of myopia when looking at the underlying reasons for problems in the Mideast; they focus exclusively on this conflict, and have become riveted to the Palestinian issue in particular. Consequently, disproportionate diplomatic energy is invested in Israeli-Palestinian diplomacy at the expense of addressing larger regional issues, such as the 1979 Iranian revolution or Saddam Hussein’s threats to Kuwait in 1990. Indeed, these major Middle Eastern developments came as complete surprises to the Carter administration and the first Bush administration, which were so mired in the details of Arab-Israeli diplomacy.

The almost singular Western focus on the Palestinian issue is based on the assumption that resolving this conflict would solve many other Western problems in the Middle East—from obtaining basing rights for the U.S. Air Force in the Arabian peninsula, to forming an effective coalition against Iraq, to achieving oil price stability.

This mistaken tendency has influenced the debate over the sources of contemporary terrorism. For example, British foreign secretary Jack Straw told an Iranian newspaper, “One of the factors that helps breed terror is the anger which many people in this region feel at events over the years in Palestine.”25 Caryle Murphy of the Washington Post put it even more directly: “If we want to avoid creating more terrorists, we must end the Israeli-Palestinian conflict quickly.”26 After September 11 came a whole spate of articles on the same theme.27


Of course, achieving a peace settlement between Israel and the Palestinians is a highly desirable goal. But resolving that conflict would not be a panacea. To focus solely on this conflict is to ignore the real motivating  forces behind terrorism against the West. It also serves as a diplomatic diversion that prevents the United States and other nations from dealing with the more fundamental factors that have destabilized the Middle East.

Arab analysts have been more intellectually honest on this point; they tend to be among the first to point out that Osama bin Laden was not motivated by the Palestinian issue. For example, Hisham Melhem, the Washington bureau chief of the Lebanese daily as-Safir, stated on CNN, “He never served the Palestinian cause. He never did anything to help the Palestinian people. His focus was on Afghanistan and on Chechnya.” 28 In fact, the Arab press criticized bin Laden for his indifference to the Palestinian question.29 Even when, in 1998, bin Laden spoke about a “crusader-Zionist alliance,” his declared priorities were first Arabia, second Iraq, and only third Jerusalem.30 Clearly, something else was motivating bin Laden and his supporters—something more fundamental than antipathy to Israel.

For many Arab radicals, hatred of Israel stems from its being perceived as a Western outpost. They resent the many European incursions into the Middle East, from Napoleon’s 1798 invasion of Egypt to the British and French colonial regimes throughout the Mideast. Al-Qaeda’s training manual introduces its members to its historical grievances by starting with the fall of the Ottoman Empire to the allied powers after the First World War, the dissolution of the office of caliph (successor to the Prophet and spiritual head of Sunni Islam), and the rise of secular regimes in the Arab and Muslim world: “After the fall of our orthodox caliphates on March 3, 1924 and after expelling the colonialists, our Islamic nation was afflicted with apostate rulers who took over in the Moslem nation. These rulers turned out to be more infidel and criminal than the colonialists themselves.”31


In any case, Israel, which is not mentioned in the al-Qaeda manual, is a small thread in a much larger historical tapestry. The West and pro-Western regimes in general are more significant. Reflecting that proportionality, Iranians refer to America as “The Great Satan” and Israel as “The Little Satan.” Bin Laden himself began to talk more extensively about the Israeli factor only after his September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States, in a transparent effort to prevent the emergence of a Middle Eastern coalition against him.

In short, the Arab world has a problem with Israel because of its deeper anger toward the West.




The Religious-Ideological Underpinnings of Violence 

Fortunately, some analysts in the West have started to look at the possible impact of religious factors, including the Wahhabi ideology, in motivating the new international terrorism. Their conclusions are similar to those that have been emerging from the Arab and Islamic worlds for years. A Council on Foreign Relations collection of analytical essays on the reasons for the September 11 attacks and America’s counterstrategy includes an analysis by F. Gregory Gause III, a leading U.S. expert on the Persian Gulf, that is provocatively titled “The Kingdom in the Middle: Saudi Arabia’s Double Game.” Gause concludes that the Saudis have some “soul-searching to do,” adding, “Official Wahhabism may not encourage antistate violence, but it is a particularly severe and intolerant interpretation of Islam.... The Saudi elites should consider just what role such a severe doctrine and the vast religious infrastructure they have built around it played in bin Laden’s rise.”32


In a subsequent essay, Gause reaches a more clear-cut conclusion: “It is undoubtedly true that the extremely strict, intolerant version of Islam that is taught and practiced in Saudi Arabia created the milieu from which Osama bin Laden and his recruits emerged.”33


In addition, a Lebanese-born French analyst, Roland Jacquard, has concluded, “Bin Laden may be the CEO of [al-Qaeda], but there’s a whole board of directors in Saudi Arabia and other countries around the Gulf.” He adds that ignoring al-Qaeda’s religious underpinnings is a deep flaw in the campaign against terrorism.34 Rohan Gunaratna, who has written a detailed analysis of al-Qaeda, concurs: “The Saudi export of Wahabiism [sic] has helped bring about the current Islamist milieu. Saudis must reform their educational system and they must create a modern education system.”35 A particularly strong attack on Wahhabism, written from a perspective sympathetic to Sufi Islam as practiced in the Balkans, came from author and journalist Stephen Schwartz in October 2002.36


To understand how and why terrorism has come to afflict the West, we must delve deeper into the Saudi system and examine Wahhabism. We  will look at both the religious ideology of Wahhabism and its translation into action—the global impact of Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabi clerics and their international Islamic organizations.

By examining the history of Wahhabism, this work will trace the development of the ideological fervor that has spawned the new global terrorism. From the beginning, Wahhabism has been a movement of total intolerance toward those who did not adopt its principles, including other Muslims. Such extreme religious intolerance has demanded, first of all, that Wahhabis eradicate symbols of non-Wahhabi civilization. This had not been the universal practice of Islam in the past. Even when Muslim rulers appropriated holy sites for the Islamic faith, pre-Islamic holy structures were frequently spared. When the Muslim armies invaded Egypt in the seventh century, they did not smash the symbols of ancient Egyptian civilization; they did not dismantle the Sphinx. But when Wahhabi armies attacked the holy cities of Shiite Islam in southern Iraq in the early nineteenth century, they destroyed tombs and ransacked other religious shrines.

For Wahhabis, such actions are part of their war against idolatry. It is not a tremendous leap from the Wahhabi sacking of the Shiite holy city of Kerbala in 1802 to the Taliban’s destruction of Buddhist statues in the Bamiyan Valley in Afghanistan in March 2001. Indeed, Osama bin Laden and other al-Qaeda spokesmen adopt Wahhabi terminology when they call America “the Hubal of the age”—the Hubal being a seventh-century stone idol.37 By implication, just as the Hubal had to be destroyed, so too does American civilization have to be eradicated.38 One person influenced by this worldview was the Egyptian El-Sayyid Nosair, a key underling of hard-line Egyptian cleric Sheikh Omar Abdul Rahman who, along with Rahman, was involved in the 1993 World Trade Center bombing. Police found documents in which Nosair called for smashing the idols of American civilization, “destroying the structure of their civilized pillars . . . and their high world buildings which they are proud of and their statues.”39


Wahhabism’s religious intolerance has also led to repeated massacres of non-Wahhabis. This, too, was a distortion of basic Islamic tenets, for although Islam traditionally mandated an inferior position for Jews and Christians under its rule, it protected “people of the book,” prohibiting the slaughter of adherents of other monotheistic faiths. Although Wahhabis in the eighteenth century did not generally encounter Christians and Jews—there were virtually none on the Arabian peninsula at that time—they defined even Shiite Muslims as polytheists (mushrikun). Wahhabi forces thus slaughtered thousands of Shiites in what is today southern Iraq in 1802. Sunni Muslims who did not subscribe to Wahhabism frequently did not fare much better.

Wahhabism, according to the Berlin-based Islamic expert Aziz al-Azmeh, attributed to its immediate neighbors a status of being kufar, or infidels, “which makes conquest and subjugation incumbent, under the banner of jihad, both as the political act of an expanding polity and as a legal-religious obligation.”40 In the 1920s, Ibn Saud’s Ikhwan armies were just as brutal as had been the Wahhabi forces who slaughtered Shiites in 1802. Other Islamic extremist groups, influenced by Wahhabism, attacked secular Arabs as apostates, and sometimes even attempted to assassinate their leaders.

The brutality of Wahhabi organizations has only continued. As one Egyptian columnist in the Cairo newspaper al-Ahram put it, “Mass murder is regarded by these groups as an act of faith that can bring them closer to God, especially during Ramadan, as evidenced by the blood baths they created in Algeria.”41 Indeed, veterans of Osama bin Laden’s Afghanistan units provided one of the building blocks of the brutal Groupe Islamique Armé (GIA), which massacred civilians during an Algerian civil war that claimed 100,000 lives between 1992 and 1997.42


In fact, for al-Qaeda, the ideological readiness to commit mass murder has reached an entirely new scale. One al-Qaeda spokesman, Sulaiman Abu Ghaith, asserted, “We have a right to kill 4 million Americans—2 million of them children—and to exile twice as many and wound and cripple hundreds of thousands.”43


This is how Osama bin Laden’s mass terrorism works—and it has sprung from the Wahhabi tradition of delegitimizing other religious groups, labeling their adherents as infidels or polytheists, and sanctioning their murder.

In the late 1990s, Saudi mosques were serving as centers for vicious religious incitement, according to which Christianity was a “distorted and twisted religion.”44 Interfaith dialogue was called “sinful,” and it was “forbidden for man to bring together Islam and blasphemy, monotheism and  polytheism . . . Allah’s straight path of righteousness and the satanic path of heresy.”45 Since Christians and Jews were infidels, it was permissible, according to Saudi religious textbooks, “to demolish, burn, or destroy [their] bastions.”46


Apologists for the Saudis will argue that every society has its fringe elements. But as will be demonstrated, those who are voicing extreme religious intolerance—verging on incitement to murder—are not simply a Saudi version of an extreme, intolerant, but minuscule group such as the Ku Klux Klan. Rather, they are a product of mainstream Saudi society and culture, and maintained by the government.

It can also be argued that some fire-and-brimstone sermons in Mecca mosques against Americans or Christians prove nothing much. After all, some might assert, nobody pays attention to the rhetoric of the clergy. Visiting reporters noting the familiar symbols of Western consumer society in Saudi shopping malls might mistakenly assume that Saudi Arabia is no different from Western societies. Certainly, in many other traditional societies, a great deal of intolerant, antimodern rhetoric emanates from religious leaders and other highly conservative forces; simultaneously, a highly modernized, Western-educated component of the population has little patience for such rhetoric. Usually, it is this cosmopolitan element that conducts diplomacy with foreign policy elites in Washington or London.

But in fact, only a tiny minority in Saudi Arabia actually has graduated from Western universities. Underneath Saudi society’s thin veneer of modernity, a far larger, traditionally educated population listens very carefully to what is preached in the mosques. It is useful to remember that Muhammad Atta, the Egyptian leader of the al-Qaeda attacks on America, attended a Hamburg mosque whose imam, or religious leader, was known to preach, “Christians and Jews should have their throats slit.”47 Whether this imam was under any kind of Saudi Wahhabi influence has not been determined. Nonetheless, the Atta case makes clear how religious incitement can become an integral part of terrorism.

A Saudi professor of Islamic law in Riyadh told a New York Times reporter, “Well, of course I hate you because you are Christian, but that doesn’t mean I want to kill you.”48 He basically challenged his Western listener to prove the nexus between hatred and violence. But the recent  history of al-Qaeda demonstrates how deadly extreme religious incitement can be.

Still, this analysis does not mean to brand a whole branch of Islam as terrorists. The adherents of Wahhabism can have their own internal religious debates about such matters as the role of saints and intermediaries in prayer; they can have legitimate debates with other Muslims about whether it is fitting to celebrate the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad. These are matters for Islamic religious leaders to decide among themselves. The problem begins when certain religious beliefs lead to claims that entire groups of people have no right to live and deserve to be slaughtered.

This is no longer an issue of religious intolerance but rather a question of global security, for such claims have spawned the modern scourge of global terrorism. To put an end to the sorts of horrors that have been perpetrated by Osama bin Laden, it is absolutely necessary to understand the unique environment whence the hatred sprang. A cold eye must be cast, therefore, on the internal dynamics of America’s purported ally Saudi Arabia.





Chapter 1

Violent Origins

Reviving Jihad and the War Against the Polytheists

 



 



 



 



 




Islam spread across the Middle East from the Arabian peninsula in the middle of the seventh century with the military conquests of the Prophet Muhammad and his successors. Within one hundred years, the armies of the Islamic faith had extended their control from southern France to India. A thousand years later, in the eighteenth century, this extraordinarily successful military campaign would serve as a model for a new militant religious movement in the Arabian peninsula, Wahhabism. The Wahhabis resurrected jihad (holy war) as central to their cause, motivating their followers with the rewards of martyrdom, including the promise that those killed on the battlefield—fulfilling their duty of spreading the faith—would go directly to Paradise.




The Saudi-Wahhabi Covenant 

The founder of Wahhabism, Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab, was born sometime between 1699 and 1703 in the village of Uyaina, which was situated on the Najd plateau in east-central Arabia. This relatively isolated, inland region of Arabia differed from the Hijaz, where the holy cities of Mecca and Medina and the cosmopolitan Red Sea port of Jeddah were located, and from al-Hasa, along the Persian Gulf coast.

Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab did not remain confined to the Najd. After studying with his father, the qadi (religious judge) of Uyaina,1 he moved to Medina, where he came under the influence of Hanbali Islamic scholars, admirers of the writings of the fourteenth-century scholar Ibn Taymiyya (died 1328). Ibn Taymiyya argued that insidious foreign influences had seeped into Islam after the Mongol invasions of the Middle East. He denounced Muslims who had adopted Christian practices and objected to the excessive veneration of Jerusalem, since such practice was borrowed from Judaism.2 According to one account, ibn Abdul Wahhab found his works so gripping that he actually copied them in his own hand.3


Ibn Abdul Wahhab traveled outside of Arabia to what is today Iraq and Syria. The evidence indicates that he studied in the Persian cities of Isfahan and Qum during the reign of Nadir Shah (1736–47), who tried forcibly to return Persia to the mainstream branch of Islam, Sunni (“orthodox path”), after it had adopted Shiite (literally, “partisan”) Islam as a state religion in the early sixteenth century.4 For a while, ibn Abdul Wahhab became an exponent of Sufism, the mystical movement of Islam, but he would eventually repudiate it.5 He also visited Basra, in southern Iraq, but was expelled, probably for his strong religious views.6 In short, having traveled throughout the main centers of the Muslim world, he was fully acquainted with the major schools of Islamic practice.

The Islamic world during this period was changing because the military expansion of Islam had stagnated after the armies of the Ottoman Empire were blocked at the gates of Vienna in 1683. By 1771, the Ottomans would be ceding land to the Russian Empire for the first time. British and Dutch ships were regularly sailing into the Persian Gulf, establishing a commercial presence, as the Portuguese had a century earlier. These developments might have been beyond the horizons of many of the residents of the Najd but were probably discussed in the larger urban centers of the Middle East that ibn Abdul Wahhab visited.

Returning to Arabia, ibn Abdul Wahhab concluded that the Islam practiced throughout the Ottoman and Persian cities he had visited had been corrupted by foreign influences. The armies of Islam had vanquished many earlier civilizations but in the process had absorbed many of their practices. The veneration of saints, for example, including pilgrimage and prayer rites at their tombs, had become widespread.

Ibn Abdul Wahhab may have been trying to explain the rising power of the Christian West, which he tied to the degeneracy in Islam under the Ottoman Empire. As a result, he developed his own unique approach to Islam, one that stressed the need to expunge any departures from traditional Islamic doctrine, especially practices that seemed to indicate polytheism. He sought to restore the puritanical Islam of the Prophet Muhammad and the early caliphs (al-salaf al-salihin). Years later, his followers would, in fact, call themselves salafis. But in general, his movement was better defined by what it opposed than by what it advocated.

Ibn Abdul Wahhab also found certain bedouin practices in his native Najd highly objectionable, including the sanctification of the dead, which involved supplications and sacrifices at their shrines. At a shrine in Jubaila, people sought success in business. Infertile women used to rub themselves against an idol in order to conceive. Some Muslims even worshiped at sacred trees. Imputing sacred powers to inanimate objects did not comport with ibn Abdul Wahhab’s conception of true Islam.7


In his Book of Tawhid, ibn Abdul Wahhab wrote, “We must find out what true Islam is: it is above all a rejection of all gods except God, a refusal to allow others to share in that worship which is due to God alone (shirk). Shirk is evil, no matter what the object, whether it be ‘king or prophet, or saint or tree or tomb.’”8


The war against shirk (polytheism) became his central preoccupation. In this, ibn Abdul Wahhab was following what he understood to be pure Islam, for the Koran states, “Kill those who ascribe partners to God, wheresoever ye find them.”9 Polytheists (mushrikun) were his declared enemy—but his definition of polytheism was far different from that of the rest of the Islamic world.

In the name of his new strict monotheism, ibn Abdul Wahhab destroyed the tombs of the companions, or first disciples, of the Prophet Muhammad, which had become objects of veneration. He demolished the tomb of Zayd bin al-Khattab, the brother of the second caliph of Islam, Umar bin al-Khattab.10 Praying at tombs, he averred, imitated Christian saint veneration. But Christian influences were not his only concern. Just after its birth, Islam became divided between the mainstream Sunni branch and the Shiite branch. Initially, the two branches fought about who should be the Prophet Muhammad’s successor (khalifah, or caliph). Sunni Islam  soon won out; by modern times, only 16 percent of Muslims belonged to one of the various Shiite groups.11 During ibn Abdul Wahhab’s time, however, large concentrations of Shiites were in what is today Iran, Iraq, and Bahrain, and along the eastern coast of the Arabian peninsula.

The Shiites, who were the “partisans of Ali,” Muhammad’s son-in-law, added a theological dimension to the succession debate. They attributed special religious qualities to Ali and his sons, Hasan and Hussein, as well as to their descendants. Ali and his successors established an imamate, a hereditary dynasty, of spiritual leaders who possessed secret knowledge and miraculous powers; the twelfth imam is expected to return as a mahdi, or messianic savior, an intermediary between man and God. According to some Shiites, Ali even shared the power of prophecy with Muhammad. Because of Shiite Islam’s veneration of Ali and his successors, the Shiites drew the wrath of ibn Abdul Wahhab and his followers.

Ibn Abdul Wahhab even enforced the old Islamic punishment for an adulteress, stoning her to death, which other Muslim leaders of his time considered outmoded.12 His zealotry was fed by a desire to re-create the true Islam, based on what he understood to be Islamic practice in seventh-century Arabia at the time of the Prophet Muhammad. But because many of ibn Abdul Wahhab’s activities antagonized the local ulama, or religious leadership, he was expelled from Uyaina and sought a new protector—all the more necessary because he quarreled with both the emir (prince or commander) of his tribe and his own father.

In the end, Muhammad ibn Saud, the ruler of Diriyah, near modern-day Riyadh, gave him shelter. The Najd, at this time, may have been under the nominal rule of the Ottoman Empire, but it was essentially divided among many tribal families, like the Saudis of Diriyah. The two men struck an alliance in 1744. Ibn Saud, according to one source, assured his new ally, “This oasis is yours, do not fear your enemies. By the name of God, if all Najd was summoned to throw you out, we will never agree to expel you.” Ibn Abdul Wahhab responded, “You are the settlement’s chief and wise man. I want you to grant me an oath that you will perform jihad against the unbelievers.”13


Muhammad ibn Saud and Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab thus established a mithaq, or covenant, under which ibn Saud established the first Saudi state and ibn Abdul Wahhab determined its official creed. It was,  
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in short, a political bargain: ibn Saud would protect ibn Abdul Wahhab and spread his new creed, while ibn Abdul Wahhab would legitimize Saudi rule over an expanding circle of bedouin tribes, which were subdued through a new jihad. Ibn Saud also became the imam of ibn Abdul Wahhab’s new religious community. (He apparently used only the title emir, however; subsequent generations of Saudi leaders actually adopted the term imam.)14


Their covenant even involved a dynastic marriage: ibn Saud married ibn Abdul Wahhab’s daughter.15 The descendants of these two families—the Al Saud and the Al al-Sheikh (the sheikh’s family)—would serve as the leaders of the original Saudi state for generations.

The new community called its movement al-da’wa ila al-tawhid (“the call to the doctrine of the Oneness of God”). But in the West the new puritanical doctrine was named Wahhabism after its founder, and its adherents were called Wahhabis.




Radicalism and Brutality 

With this political-religious alliance, tribal raiding could now be carried on as a religious cause. What had been once taken as tribal booty was now demanded as zakat (the charitable payments required as one of the five pillars of Islam). Significantly, ibn Abdul Wahhab legitimized jihad against fellow Muslims for the first time. And thanks to his military alliance with ibn Saud, he could duplicate the Muslim conquests of the seventh century.

Since that time, four different legal interpretations or orthodox madhahib (schools of law) had emerged within mainstream Sunni Islam alone: the Shafii school, the Hanbali school, the Hanafi school, and the Malaki school. The Hanafi school was largely followed within the Ottoman Empire; the schools varied most with respect to the conduct of religious rites, but also with regard to political philosophy. Although ibn Abdul Wahhab did not establish a new school, his da’wa (call or creed) within the Hanbali school marked a sharp break with mainstream Islam. For centuries, followers of one Sunni Islamic school of law had regarded followers of another school as true Muslims; ibn Abdul Wahhab broke with this tradition.

The radical nature of ibn Abdul Wahhab’s dispute with mainstream Islam was captured by Sheikh Jamil al-Zahawi (1863–1936), a late-nineteenth-century cleric in Baghdad whose father had been the mufti of Ottoman Iraq. In an anti-Wahhabi history of the movement, al-Zahawi wrote, “His practice was to declare a group of famous scholars of the past unbelievers . . . [and to maintain that] the Muslim community has existed for almost six hundred years in a state of unbelief (kufr), and he said the same of whoever did not follow him.”16


Al-Zahawi related how ibn Abdul Wahhab—who established that prayers must not allude to any sort of human intervention, even through the Prophet Muhammad—went so far as to burn books containing prayers to the Prophet and to destroy tomes on Islamic law, commentaries on the Koran, and scientific analyses of hadith, Islam’s oral tradition.

Ayyub Sabri Pasha (died 1890), a rear admiral in the Ottoman navy during the reign of Sultan Abdul Hamit Khan II (1876–1909), coauthored a history on the origins of Wahhabism. According to this account, ibn Abdul Wahhab and ibn Saud declared that those who would not accept  Wahhabism were “disbelievers and polytheists,” and so it was permissible “to kill them and confiscate their possessions.”17 Wahhabism could thus be spread by force, militarily.

One of the central doctrines of Wahhabism was takfir, a charge that Muslims could become infidels, or worse, by engaging in improper religious activities. Even a person who uttered the proclamation of Islamic faith, the shahada, but still practiced polytheism should be “denounced as an infidel and killed.”18 In a letter to a critic, ibn Abdul Wahhab identified an infidel as one “who has known the religion of the Prophet and yet stands against it, prevents others from accepting it, and shows hostility to those who follow it.”19 This definition opened the door to religious war against fellow Muslims who defined Islam differently from the Wahhabi creed.

Domingo Badía y Leblich, a Napoleonic agent who visited Arabia in 1807 under the name Ali Bey, described how the Wahhabi-Saudi alliance treated those who did not adhere to Wahhabism:
The reform of Abdoulwehhab being admitted by Ibn Saaoud, was embraced by all the tribes subject to his command. This was a pretext for attacking the neighboring tribes, who were successively reduced to the alternative of embracing the reform or of perishing under the sword of the reformer.20






The Wahhabis were brutal to their enemies. To captured “polytheists” the Wahhabis offered a choice: embracing Wahhabism or death.

This spread of religion by the sword was actually a departure from, not a continuation of, classical Islam. True, the Prophet Muhammad had commanded Muslims to “strive in the path of God,” which is understood as the source for jihad. And in the seventh century, Muslim armies had extended the geographic dominion of Islam—the “House of Islam”—by expanding into the outside world, the adversarial “House of War,” which included the Byzantine and Persian Empires.

But the victorious Muslim armies did not forcibly convert the peoples of these vanquished areas; Christians and Jews were protected as monotheists, “people of the book.” Throughout the centuries, many did convert to Islam, but not because their lives were at risk. Rather, they hoped to get out from under the discriminatory taxes that successive Muslim  empires subjected them to, such as the jizya (poll tax) and the kharaj, a discriminatory land tax.

In short, the popular image that Islam was spread by the sword held to the throat of potential converts is simply untrue. According to Bernard Lewis, the eminent historian of the Middle East, “The application of jihad wasn’t always rigorous or violent.”21 Lewis explains that 150 years after Islam’s founding, the Islamic conquest—which had extended as far as France, India, and China—lost most of its steam: “While the universal Caliphate broke up into smaller states, the irresistible and permanent jihad came to an end, and a relationship of mutual tolerance was established between the Muslim world and the rest.” Even when, as late as the seventeenth century, the Ottomans carried on a new holy war of expansion, the war was not universally pursued. They fought in the Balkans, right to the gates of Vienna, and in (Orthodox) Russia as well, but they made no effort to recover Islamic Spain and Sicily. In many cases, new Muslim conquests into the “House of War” were simply unfeasible, so that, as Lewis explains, jihad was “postponed from historic to messianic time.” When the Ottomans issued a call for jihad against the Allied powers during World War I, their appeal was no longer able to unite the Muslim world.

Sir Hamilton Gibb, the great British expert on Islam, observed that “in the historic Community the concept of jihad had gradually weakened and at length been largely reinterpreted in terms of Sufi ethics.”22 Another analyst noted, “Jihad petered out.”23 With the stagnation of Islamic expansionism, the concept of jihad became internalized as a moral or spiritual struggle.24 Thus, unsurprisingly, fundamentalist groups in the 1990s, like Egyptian Islamic Jihad, called jihad “the neglected duty.”25 The fundamentalists were clearly nostalgic for the militant jihad of the seventh century.

In purely religious terms, the traditional military concept of jihad was not easy to carry out even when politically feasible. Under strict Sunni Islamic law, a jihad can be declared only when it has a reasonable prospect of success. The Koran advises, “Fight in the way of God against those who fight against you, but do not commit aggression.”26 Jihad, it is important to remember, is not one of the five pillars required by the Islamic faith.

As recently as March 2002, the grand imam of Egypt’s al-Azhar mosque, Mohammed Sayed Tantawi, explained that only a head of state  or leader of all Arab peoples can proclaim jihad, and only when Arab lands have been invaded and occupied.27 This implies that a central political-religious authority of Sunni Islam, like a caliph, is needed to declare jihad and thus guarantee that its martyrs enter Paradise.

Sunni Muslim theologians attempted to downplay jihad in several ways during the late Middle Ages. They proposed that the merits of those who die in a jihad could be earned through other types of religious devotion, such as traveling to Medina to learn or teach Islamic wisdom. In order to quell fanatical religious movements against the central authority of the state, theologians even ruled that “jihad waged out of opposition to authority had no claim to God’s reward.” They were concerned with the outbreak of fitna, or armed sedition, against a legitimate ruler.28


Under Shiite Islam, an offensive military jihad against nonbelievers could be undertaken only with the return of the twelfth, or hidden, imam; jihad was suspended until “the Imam reappeared as the messianic restorer of pristine Islam.”29 Only the Kharajites, a violent minority movement that seceded from mainstream Islam and revolted against the caliphate in the seventh century, actually defined jihad as a sixth pillar of their faith.

Wahhabi writings, however, elevated jihad to a central obligation of Islam by attributing to the Prophet Muhammad such sayings as: “Jihad is the ultimate manifestation of Islam, as the Messenger said.... It is a furnace in which Muslims are melted out and which allows the separation of the bad [Muslim] from the good one. It is also a pass to the Eden [Paradise] and the Eden is in the shade of swords.” This jihad is, again, nothing less than an “armed struggle,” rather than an inner struggle of the soul.30


In his Book of Tawhid, ibn Abdul Wahhab advanced an extremely anti-Christian and anti-Jewish agenda, describing the followers of both religions as sorcerers who believed in devil worship (al-shaitan). He cited a hadith, or oral tradition, that the punishment for the sorcerer is “that he be struck with the sword.”31 He wrote that both groups had improperly made the graves of their Prophets into places of worship, and warned Muslims not to replicate their historical errors.32 Ibn Abdul Wahhab concluded, “The ways of the people of the book are condemned as those of polytheists.”33 This analysis made Wahhabism far more intolerant of Christianity and Judaism than classical Islam had been.

Embracing jihad allowed Wahhabism to grant its warriors the full advantages of martyrdom—that is, immediate entry into Paradise. This was a huge enticement, for according to Islamic tradition, upon their death all Muslims face a “day of judgment” that determines whether they enter Paradise or are banished to Hell. The Koran describes Paradise as “Gardens of Delight” with rivers of water, milk, and honey, and filled with dark-eyed virgins who serve as “loving companions.”34 By reviving jihad and condemning enemies as polytheists who have no right to live, Wahhabism set the stage for the swift success and infamous cruelty of its eighteenth-and early-nineteenth-century military campaigns.




The Saudi-Wahhabi Military Campaigns 

Although Muhammad ibn Saud died in 1765, his son, Abdul Aziz, continued the Wahhabi wars, reaching the Persian Gulf coast in 1780, when he took al-Hasa. The Wahhabis advanced toward Kuwait in 1788. Bahrain recognized their sovereignty by paying zakat to the Saudi leader. But the Wahhabis soon came under attack. In 1790, Sharif Ghalib ibn Musaid, the Ottoman-appointed ruler of Mecca, sent an army from the Hijaz against them but was defeated. Seven years later, the Ottoman governor of Baghdad sent seven thousand Turks and fourteen thousand Arabs against a Wahhabi army headed by Saud, the son of Abdul Aziz. The Ottoman army lost this battle as well.

Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab died in 1791, but the Wahhabi campaign of expansion continued. Abdul Aziz sent a copy of ibn Abdul Wahhab’s writings to the rulers of Oman, demanding that they and their people adopt the Wahhabi creed, a proposal the Omanis rejected. An Omani chronicler, Ibn Razik, wrote about the work, “It is a small book.... It legalizes the murder of all Muslims who dissent from them [the Wahhabis], the appropriation of their property, the enslavement of their offspring, the marriage of their wives without first being divorced from their husbands.”35


In the spring of 1802, twelve thousand Wahhabis under the command of Saud invaded the southern part of Ottoman Iraq. That April, the army entered Kerbala, massacred some four thousand Shiites, and sacked holy Shiite shrines, including the tomb of Hussein, the martyred grandson of the Prophet Muhammad.36 Looting the city, the Wahhabis made off with  precious spoils, including jeweled sabers, handguns, gold ornaments, and Persian carpets, all carried on the backs of four thousand camels.37


Ali Bey recorded the nature of the Kerbala attack: “The inhabitants made but a feeble resistance; and the conqueror put to the sword all the men and male children of every age. Whilst they executed this horrible butchery, a Wahhabite doctor cried from the top of a tower, ‘Kill, strangle all the infidels who give companions to God [that is, who engage in polytheism].’”38 Indeed, the conviction that their opponents were “polytheists” gave the Wahhabis all the justification they needed for the slaughter.39


Another Western source, J. Rousseau, who lived in Iraq in this period, detailed the horrors of the Wahhabi attacks in Kerbala: “Old people, women and children—everybody died at the barbarians’ sword. Besides, it is said whenever they saw a pregnant woman, they disemboweled her and left the foetus on the mother’s bleeding corpse. Their cruelty could not be satisfied, they did not cease their murders and blood flowed like water.”40


In 1805, Wahhabi forces besieged Najaf, the other Shiite holy city in Iraq, which was the burial place of Muhammad’s son-in-law, the revered Ali. In response, a leading Shiite cleric, as the deputy of the hidden imam, who is to return as a messianic savior, called for a defensive jihad, which was justified against “enemies of Islam.”41 Unlike Kerbala, Najaf was not vanquished.

But Najaf was an exception during this period. In 1803, the holy city of Mecca fell to a Wahhabi army led by Saud, and the Wahhabis continued their practice of smashing shrines. Ali Bey relates that “Saaoud ordered all the mosques and chapels consecrated to the memory of the Prophet and his family to be razed to the ground.” They destroyed “sepulchers of the saints and heroes which were held in veneration.”42 The army demolished the chapel on Jebel Nur, the mountain on which, according to Muslim tradition, the Angel Gabriel had brought the first chapter of the Koran to Muhammad. The Wahhabis then posted a guard on the mountain to prevent pilgrims from praying at its summit.43


But on November 4, 1803, a Shiite assassin, taking revenge for the sacking of Kerbala, murdered Abdul Aziz in the mosque of Diriyah. Undeterred, the Wahhabis continued their campaigns under Saud, and Medina fell a year later.

The 1802 Wahhabi assault on the fortress of Taif, in particular, became known as an act of unmitigated barbarism. The Taifians had raised a flag of truce on their fortress. The Wahhabis’ envoy demanded, as the terms of surrender, all the possessions of Taif’s residents. In return, he would guarantee the lives of the men only; women and children were to be put in chains.

The envoy’s mission failed. One historian wrote that the Wahhabis, in their ensuing attack on Taif, “killed every woman, man, and child they saw, cutting even the babies in cradles.” Those who survived surrendered after twelve days, but these “three hundred and sixty-seven men, together with women and children, were put to the sword.”44


In Medina, the Wahhabis applied their religious doctrine of destroying shrines and of banning anything that resembled the veneration of saints. Going beyond their actions in Kerbala, the Wahhabis tried to destroy the magnificent domed structures over the tomb of the Prophet Muhammad himself.45 The Wahhabi conquerors also removed all precious objects from the tomb and plundered the treasury of the Prophet’s mosque.46 In an act that clearly antagonized the Ottoman Empire, they expelled Medina’s large Turkish population.47


By 1802, the Wahhabis had subdued the entire coastline of the Persian Gulf, from Basra in the north to the Gulf of Oman. Under Wahhabi influence, pirates from the Qawasim tribe in the lower Gulf targeted British shipping. One British assessment claimed that the Qawasim had been “urged by the Wahhabis” to extend their activities to the coasts of India.48 The Qawasim Wahhabis even crossed the Persian Gulf and, in 1805, seized Bandar Abbas (today the main base for Iran’s navy). In the late 1950s, Donald Hawley, the former British political agent in the Trucial States (today the United Arab Emirates), summarized the history of these Wahhabi pirates: “Wahhabi religious fervour affected the Qawasim, who were driven by the zeal of the converted to a degree of aggressiveness at sea which they might otherwise not have attained.”49


According to this account, Wahhabi militancy and expansionism extended to the sea, to such an extent that European sailors called the shoreline of Sharja and Ras al-Khaimah the “Pirate Coast.” One commentator referred to the Wahhabi piracy as a “seaborne jihad.”50 The British eventually pacified the Arabian shoreline and reached separate  truces with each tribal sheikh to suppress piracy. Because of these truces, these sheikhdoms of the Pirate Coast became known as the Trucial States.

The Wahhabi incursions into Iraq resumed in 1805 and extended to Syria as well. In 1808, Saud demanded that the sheikhs of Damascus and Aleppo adopt Wahhabism. His allies from the subdued tribes of Jabal Shammar raided the Syrian desert on his behalf and, in 1810, challenged Damascus.51 In 1808, 1810, and 1812, Wahhabi raids threatened Baghdad. The Wahhabi sphere of influence soon reached from Palmyra in the north, deep in the interior of Syria, to Oman in the south. The resulting Saudi state became the largest single political entity to have emerged on the Arabian peninsula since the time of the Prophet Muhammad.

The magnitude of these military successes threatened the political order in the Middle East. Much of this region was still nominally controlled by the Ottoman Empire, but Ottoman subjects could interpret the Wahhabi victories as an expression of God’s displeasure with the innovations introduced by the Ottoman sultan, Selim III (1789–1807).52 His political authority challenged, Selim III in 1803 appointed a new governor of Damascus to handle the Wahhabi menace.53


But the Wahhabi threat was not only political. With Sultan Selim III also serving as the caliph (and thus protector) of Sunni Islam, each Wahhabi victory against his Ottoman subjects undermined his religious authority as well. An Ottoman backlash against Wahhabism, and in the defense of Sunni Islam, was inevitable.





Chapter 2

Countering the Wahhabi Menace


In the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire stood as the last in a series of great Muslim powers that began with the seventh-century military conquests under the Prophet Muhammad. After the Prophet’s death, Muslim expansion continued under Muhammad’s successors—the Rashidun (based in Medina from 632 to 661), Umayyad (based in Damascus from 651 to 750), and Abbasid (based in Baghdad from 750 to 1258) caliphates. The Ottoman Empire, at its height, stretched from Algiers in the west, across North Africa and the Middle East, into western Persia, and up to the Caspian Sea; in the north it covered Greece, the Balkans, Hungary, and the southern Ukraine; and in the south it controlled the Arabian peninsula down to Yemen.

In 1453, the Ottomans conquered Constantinople—the capital of Eastern Christendom, which had resisted the assaults of all previous Muslim powers—and changed the city’s name to Istanbul. With this victory, the Ottoman sultan could claim an uncontestable position of superiority vis-à-vis other Muslim leaders as the “Commander of the Faithful,” for in the centuries of Muslim expansionism, spiritual authority had always accompanied political authority. This was reinforced when the sultan seized the Muslim holy cities of the Hijaz in 1517.

The Ottomans claimed that the last Abbasid caliph, whose family had lived in exile in Egypt ever since the Mongols had destroyed Baghdad in 1258, ceded his title to Sultan Selim I when the Ottomans conquered Cairo in 1517. Thereafter, Ottoman sultans based in Istanbul were also caliphs, the highest religious authority in orthodox (Sunni) Islam. It was a tough claim to make, since according to Sunni Islamic doctrine, the caliph must come out of the Arabian tribe of Quraish.1 The Ottomans were ethnically Turks, not Arabs. Moreover, many scholars consider the story of the transfer of the caliphate from the Abbasids to the Ottomans to be apocryphal. Nevertheless, Ottoman sultans described themselves as “the supreme religious leader of Islam” from at least 1774.2


Although Ottoman sultans had become the spiritual leaders of Sunni Islam, they did not use their authority to attack other Islamic groups or branches. Initially, Ottoman rulers did brand Shiites as heretics, but in later years, they demonstrated considerable tolerance toward their Shiite population. In Ottoman Iraq, local Ottoman officials sometimes even attended Shiite religious events, such as ashura processions commemorating the martyrdom of Hussein, rather than oppressing Shiites, as the Wahhabis did.3 With the exception of its Persian Gulf coastline from Kuwait down to al-Hasa and Oman, as well as the area of Yemen, the heart of Arabia—where Wahhabism developed—was solidly Sunni Muslim. But the Ottoman territories to the north were hardly as homogeneous, so the rulers had to be more accommodating to minority religious groups.

The Wahhabi raids on the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire were more than a challenge to the sultan’s political rule. Since the Wahhabis regarded those who did not adopt their creed as less than true Muslims—and since the religious prestige of the Ottoman sultan-caliph grew out of the Ottoman Empire’s military reputation as the protector of Muslims4—Wahhabist military expansion was a direct challenge to the sultan-caliph’s religious authority. With Mecca and Medina now in Wahhabi hands, the sultan could no longer call himself “Custodian of the Two Holy Cities” or guarantee the security of his subjects during the pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj). As a result, Sheikh Jamil al-Zahawi, a late-nineteenth-century religious authority in Iraq, described the founder of the Saudi-Wahhabi alliance, Muhammad ibn Saud, as “the Rebel who turned his face in disobedience to the greater Islamic Caliphate.”5
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