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Not Christian or Jew or Muslim not Hindu,

Buddhist, sufi, or zen. Not any religion

or cultural system. I am not from the East

or the West, not out of the ocean or up

from the ground, not natural or ethereal,

not composed of elements at all.

I do not exist, am not an entity in this world or

the next, did not descend from Adam and Eve or any

origin story. My place is placeless, a trace

of the traceless. Neither body or soul.

I belong to the beloved, have seen the two worlds

as one, and that one call to and know,

first, last, outer, inner, only that

breath breathing human being.



—Jalaladdin Rumi

The nationality of Jalaladdin Rumi—the poet and the spiritual guide known over centuries as Maulana—is still debated today. The Afghans consider him one of theirs, as he was a native of Herat in 1207, while many Iranians insist that he is the highest poet of the Sufi tradition in their Persian language. The Turks know that it was from Konya that his profoundly ecumenical and universal thinking was diffused into the world before his death in 1273.

In America, seven hundred years later, the poetry of Rumi is a bestseller.
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PROLOGUE

Where am I? That is the first question.

—SAMUEL BECKETT, THE UNNAMABLE

This book was written to shed light on what the media has widely chosen to ignore since September 11, 2001. In my storytelling, I have cited the very few writers and journalists who have spoken truth to power. Like Cassandra, their lonely warnings have been cries in the desert.

It began three years ago in Florence when my young niece Fioretta asked me to explain the chaos in the Middle East. Bloodshed had stained the heart of Paris. The brutal ISIS massacre left her stunned and fearful. Could it happen here in Florence? She desperately wanted answers. And so I started speaking, simply and clearly.

From our dialogue, this book was born. Published first in Italy, the Italian edition is now in its fifth reprint and has entered into the curriculum of high schools in various cities from north to south, from Udine to Naples.

The premise of the book is simple: A much-needed debate has been silenced while the vastly diverse followers of mainstream Islam have been targeted and unjustly blamed for extremism. It is my deeply held conviction that when Europeans and Americans learn to pronounce the word Wahhabi, one and a half billion Muslims will be exonerated and freed from the cloud of guilt cast by a new breed of populist politicians who profit by spreading slander and fear.

The truth is that this severe, ultra-conservative Wahhabi sect of Islam has served as both Saudi Arabia’s official religion and the core ideology for international terror groups such as ISIS, al-Qaedea, the Taliban, and Boko Haram. Over decades, the Saudi regime has engaged in a well-crafted mission to fund charities, mosques, and schools to promote their Wahhabi doctrine across the Middle East and beyond. For years, global leaders at the highest levels of power have avoided speaking publicly about the roots of this extremism. American administrations have even been complicit in its growth. And, this silence has borne bitter fruit.

Meanwhile, in Saudi Arabia, the young crown prince, Mohammad bin Salman, has ascended to great heights. In June 2017—one month after the first publication of the book—King Salman dismissed his own cousin, Crown Prince Nayef bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, and appointed his own son as next in line for the throne. This year, the new crown prince (known as MBS) completed his masterfully orchestrated tour of America that took him from the White House to Silicon Valley, from Hollywood to Harvard, from 60 Minutes to Oprah.

Leading American public relations firms (The Podesta Group, Burson-Marsteller, Hill+Knowlton, King & Spalding, Brownstein Hyatt Farber Schreck, FleishmanHillard, Hogan & Hartson, APCO, Qorvis, The Harbor Group) and a virtual army of 146 lobbyists (comprised of ex-senators, congressmen, ambassadors, and advisors) made sure that the prince enjoyed privileged red-carpet access to America’s leaders in Wall Street, San Francisco’s high-tech world, Houston’s petroleum sector, as well as New York’s Jewish community, Los Angeles’s entertainment industry, and Capitol Hill’s fawning politicos.

Articles and interviews carefully promoted an air-brushed image of Saudi Arabia as a country in the midst of change. The prince was presented as a visionary. He deftly blamed the West, the Soviet Union and Iran, for the thirty years of draconian social controls that the older generation of his own royal Saud family imposed in response to fears provoked by the siege of Mecca and the Iranian Revolution in 1979.

According to the Financial Times, the kingdom’s information ministry is now setting up PR “hubs” in Europe and Asia to promote the changing face of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to the rest of the world and to improve international perception of the kingdom. The move comes as the capital city of Riyadh leads an extraordinary regional embargo of Qatar and a devastating war in Yemen, where it has been accused of bombing civilian targets.

Only time will tell how this re-branding of Saudi Arabia will unfold. Can the world’s most conservative society truly make groundbreaking changes? Or are we witnessing yet another round in what has been a long pattern of Saudi promises and deception?

One may ask whether lifting the ban on women driving or opening three hundred cinemas by 2030 signal a dramatic break with the old regime. Should one also listen to female activists who are voicing their anger about MBS’s failure to revoke the “guardianship law” that places every woman in Saudi Arabia under the control of a male guardian in the family? Or the imprisoned human rights activists monitored by Amnesty International? Or those suffering from the ongoing bombing and starvation in neighboring Yemen?

One word of caution: as America’s political, industrial, and media elite now rush to pardon the Saudi government for past actions, let me cite a brave Muslim journalist whose voice reveals a different perspective. In his Washington Post opinion piece, “How Trump Got Played by the Saudis,” Fareed Zakaria wrote:


The threat from radical Islamist terrorism is ongoing. And President Trump’s journey to the Middle East illustrated yet again how the country central to the spread of this terrorism, Saudi Arabia, has managed to evade and deflect any responsibility for it. In fact, Trump has given Saudi Arabia a free pass and a free hand in the region.

The facts are well-known. For five decades, Saudi Arabia has spread its narrow, puritanical, and intolerant version of Islam—originally practiced almost nowhere else—across the Muslim world. Osama bin Laden was Saudi, as were 15 of the 19 9/11 terrorists. And we know, via a leaked email from former secretary of state Hillary Clinton, in recent years the Saudi government, along with Qatar, has been “providing clandestine financial and logistic support to the Islamic State and other radical Sunni groups in the region.” Saudi nationals make up the second-largest group of foreign fighters in the Islamic State and, by some accounts, the largest in the terrorist group’s Iraqi operations. The kingdom is in a tacit alliance with al-Qaeda in Yemen. (May 25, 2017).



In an earlier Washington Post piece, “Saudi Arabia, the Devil We Know,” Mr. Zakaria explained the turmoil Saudi Arabia has spread globally across the Islamic world and his country of origin, Pakistan, from his uniquely American Muslim point of view. From his perspective, the export of Wahhabism has spawned lasting effects.


I believe that Saudi Arabia bears significant responsibility for the spread of a cruel, intolerant, and extremist interpretation of Islam—one that can feed directly into jihadi thinking. This globalized Wahhabism has destroyed much of the diversity within Islam, snuffing out the liberal and pluralistic interpretations of the religion in favor of and arid, intolerant one.

Saudi funding of Islamic extremism has not ended, and its pernicious effects can be seen from Pakistan to Indonesia. These funds come from individuals, not the government. Still, it is hard to imagine that the Saudi monarchy cannot turn off the pipeline of money to extremists abroad and at home. Saudi Arabia remains reluctant to take on its religious extremists for fear of backlash.

Hard-line religious leaders and ideologues have significant sway in Saudi society. The kingdom is known for its vast and growing social media. Less known is that its biggest stars are Wahhabi preachers and demagogues who are now spreading anti-Shiite doctrines as part of the struggle against Iran. Saudi Arabia has created a monster in the world of Islam that threatens Saudi Arabia and the West. The Saudi monarchy must reform itself and its export of ideology. But the reality is, this is far more likely if Washington engages with Riyadh rather than distancing itself, leaving the kingdom to fester in isolation. (Aug. 25, 2016)



Most Muslims wholeheartedly agree with Mr. Zakaria. Substantial reforms need to be made by Islamic scholars to those Wahhabi texts that have inspired so many jihadi groups. MBS has assured the world that such reforms will be forthcoming.

If scholars carefully edit and reform the texts—attributed to the founder of the doctrine, Muhammad Abdul Wahhab—perhaps change can take place. Perhaps new editions of religious books can be printed; students can be taught differently; and imams can be persuaded to adapt more open tolerant views. But unless this is done with a firm commitment by leading clerics and the royal family who publically voice a newfound vision that accepts all other Muslims—Shias, Sufis and Sunnis—and non-Muslims as God’s children, then the threat of re-emerging violence will be, in the words of Mr. Zakaria, “ongoing.”

Meanwhile, a lingering question remains. How secure is this new young prince and could rival Saudi tribes in the north or south stage an attempt to unseat him? In the human wreckage of Syria, Mr. Trump has declared that America will leave the region and its allies, Israel and Saudi Arabia, should pick up the burden. But is this a rational way forward? Janine di Giovanni—author of The Morning They Came for Us: Dispatches from Syria—suggests otherwise in the New York Times opinion piece “Is Trump Sowing the Seeds for ISIS 2.0?” in which she raises her alarm: “Mr. Trump is perhaps forgetting that Saudi Arabia is the birthplace of the hard-core Wahhabi branch of Islam, which has inspired jihadists around the globe and could turbocharge a revived Islamic State” (April 6, 2018).

Today, Israel and Saudi Arabia’s shared loathing of Iran has bound them together as allies, following the maxim: “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.” America stands at the precipice of war. Recent history shows that America is quite competent in starting wars but dramatically incompetent in ending them. Witness Afghanistan and Iraq, and now Syria.

Trump’s hatred of Obama, personified by his obsession with Iran, serves both Saudi Arabia and Israel. MBS stokes the flames of open conflict with Iran, knowing that only Israel and America can save him. Now that Trump has torn up America’s nuclear deal with Iran, many are convinced that he will embark on another ruinous Middle Eastern conflict. With no agreement in place, both Saudi Arabia and Israel argue there is nothing to stop Iran from racing for the bomb. Both MBS and Benjamin Netanyahu have aggressively lobbied the President and the Pentagon to launch a pre-emptive bombing campaign against Iran. We should be very wary.

The risk of a third world war is growing. Trump, Netanyahu, and King Salman now stand alone. Any aggression against Iran risks rupturing ties with Europe and in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, while provoking conflict with both Russia and China.

If conflict erupts, the narrow Strait of Hormuz, the gateway in and out of the Persian Gulf, will surely be closed to oil tankers until the shooting ends. Lights of the industrial world will dim. It will be a time for lighting candles, unless cooler heads prevail.

Perhaps Mr. Zakaria, in his Washington Post op-ed of 2016, cites the most dramatic truth that we all must calmly consider before America stumbles into this ill-conceived war:


According to an analysis of the Global Terrorism Database by Leif Wenar of King’s College London, more than 94 percent of deaths caused by Islamic terrorism since 2001 were perpetrated by the Islamic State, al-Qaeda and other Sunni jihadists. Iran is fighting those groups, not fueling them. Almost every terrorist attack in the West has had some connection to Saudi Arabia. Virtually none has been linked to Iran.



To begin unravelling our delicate story, we must now travel to Paris and that bleak day that dawned in November 2015.
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ON PARISIAN BOULEVARDS

Behold! The caravan of civilization has been ambushed. Everywhere fools are in charge.

—JALALADDIN RUMI

WINTER 2015

Pale morning light. Early Saturday. November 14. I stare out my window, stunned as a storm sweeps in from the east. News comes in from Paris. Dead citoyens lie scattered across the city. On Boulevard Voltaire, in Le Carillon bar and La Belle Equipe restaurant, outside À la Bonne Bière café, inside the Bataclan theater. Here, in Florence, the Arno churns with rainfall from the night before. Tears for the fallen.

“What now?” I ask myself. Yet, I know the answer. It is ISIS, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria. And the hunt for those responsible will lead police and journalists to Brussels, Europe’s epicenter of Wahhabism, where it has been incubating for decades.

I search the internet. I Google the word Wahhabi. Only four articles appear, all from 2014. One is posted on an Indian website, the other by British journalist Patrick Cockburn in The Independent, another by David Kirkpatrick in the New York Times, and the last in The Economist. Nothing else.

By noon, the body count grows—130 dead and 368 injured.

ISIS has claimed responsibility for the murders. But who are these people? And who has inspired and funded ISIS?

For the average citizen, this answer seems lost in the mists of time, in the distant fog of Middle Eastern wars that began with the American invasion of Iraq and later spread across Syria. This region of the world, now cursed with anarchy, leaves most questions unanswered.

Searching for clues, I open Kirkpatrick’s New York Times article, “ISIS’ Harsh Brand of Islam Is Rooted in Austere Saudi Creed,” in which he writes:


For their guiding principles, the leaders of the Islamic State … are open and clear about their almost exclusive commitment to the Wahhabi movement…. The group circulates images of Wahhabi religious textbooks from Saudi Arabia in the schools it controls. Videos from the group’s territory have shown Wahhabi texts plastered on the sides of an official missionary van. Bernard Haykel of Princeton has described al-Baghdadi’s creed as “a kind of untamed Wahhabism.”



Other clues lay inside the Economist article, “The Other Beheaders:”


There is not much difference between a death sentence in the jihadists’ “Islamic State” and in Saudi Arabia, a country seen as a crucial Western ally in the fight against ISIS. Nor, indeed, is there much difference between the two entities in other applications of a particularly merciless brand of sharia, or Islamic law, including public whippings and the right for victims of crime to claim eye-for-an-eye revenge. Dissidents in Raqqa, the Syrian town that is ISIS’s proto-capital, say all 12 of the judges who now run its court system, adjudicating everything from property disputes to capital crimes, are Saudis. The group has also created a Saudi-style religious police, charged with rooting out vice and shooing the faithful to prayers. And as in ISIS-ruled zones, where churches and non-Sunni mosques have been blown up or converted to other uses.



I begin writing an article full of fury and anguish, but not with the venom of Oriana Fallaci or her uncontrollable hate. I write with deep affection for these ancient lands where I lived for over thirty years. I write with urgency to speak on behalf of these people, family and friends that I have known and loved my entire life. And I write for a troubled world under threat.

After finishing the piece, I sent it to my friend Stanley Weiss, chairman emeritus of Business Executives for National Security and expert on international politics. Stanley’s reaction was unusual—he was upset.

“Why haven’t I heard anything about this?” he asked over the telephone. A sophisticated, cosmopolitan gentleman with long security experience and a global awareness of looming dangers, Stanley does not enjoy being taken by surprise. He ended with, “This may be the most important article that I’ve read this year.”

A month later in December on the BBC, five experts are posed the question “Is Saudi Arabia to Blame for the Islamic State?” Saudi-born Madawi al-Rashid, visiting professor at the Middle East Centre at the London School of Economics, answered with yet more clues:


The Wahhabis were given full control of the religious, social and cultural life of the kingdom. As long as the Wahhabi preachers preached that Saudis should obey their rulers, the al-Saud family was happy. In the 1960s and 1970s the Arab world was full of revolutionary ideas. The Saudi government thought the Wahhabis were a good antidote, because they provide an alternative narrative about how to obey rulers and not interfere in politics. In the 1980s, King Fahd established a printing press to publish Korans, sent for free to different parts of the world. They established Al-Madinah University to teach religion to students from around the world.

When Afghanistan was invaded by the Soviet Union, Wahhabism was instrumentalized by the Saudi regime. It inspired young Muslim men to go to Afghanistan to fight a jihad against the Russian infidels. Wahhabism benefitted from the arrival of the Muslim Brotherhood, who were exiled from places like Egypt, Syria and Iraq in the 1950s and 1960s. Saudi Arabia welcomed them. A lot of them became religious teachers so the fusion between this Wahhabi tradition, and the organizational skills of other Islamists, led to the emergence of a new trend in Saudi Arabia; the Islamist trend, what is referred to as the Islamic awakening.



Soon after, my article was published in the Huffington Post on January 14, 2016. Stanley’s comment introduced the piece.

FIVE SAUDI IMPERIAL PROJECTS THE WEST HAS SLEPT THROUGH

By Stanley A. Weiss and Terence Ward


Horrified by the news that Saudi Arabia would set a record for beheadings in 2015 while continuing to fund radical Islamic groups across the world, I wrote a column last October arguing that it was time for the United States to reconsider its seventy-year relationship with the kingdom in Riyadh. After the piece was posted, one of the friends I heard from was Terence Ward, author of the internationally praised memoir, Searching for Hassan. Ward knows about Saudi Arabia: while born in Colorado, he spent his childhood in Saudi Arabia and Iran. Not only does he have a rich understanding of the deep conflicts within Islam and between nations in the Middle East, but as a man who speaks six languages—including Arabic and Farsi—his understanding of the subtleties of those conflicts go well beyond that of most Westerners. As tensions between Iran and Saudi Arabia have rapidly escalated this month over Riyadh’s execution of a high-profile Shiite cleric, Ward reached out with a thoughtful perspective on Saudi Arabia and the West. I print it in full. …
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"THERE IS NOBETTER PRIMER FOR UNDERSTANDING THE RISE OF JIHADIST VIOLENCE.”

—CHARLES GLASS, AUTHOR OF THE MIDDLE EAST: SYRIA BURNING AND TRIBES WITH FLAGS
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