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CHAPTER 1

9/11: THE EARTHQUAKE THAT NEVER WAS

On September 9, 2001, a group of sixty-nine Saudi Arabians arrived in Las Vegas from the L.A. area and checked into suites at the Four Seasons and Caesar’s Palace. To quote from the FBI field report on the matter, “It is understood that the group traveled from the Los Angeles area via chartered aircraft and rented automobiles. The group departed the Los Angeles area in response to their fears about further earthquakes following a tremor in the Los Angeles area on or about 09/08/2001.” Throughout the FBI report, the group is referred to as “the Saudi Arabian royal party and their entourage [italics in both sentences mine].”

When the news on the 9/11 attacks came in two days later, the Saudis at Caesar’s Palace checked out and joined their friends at the Four Seasons, where the group occupied fifty-six rooms. By the end of the day the entire group was being protected by a large contingent of armed personnel from the elite Beverly Hills security company FAM. Despite this, one of them told an unidentified FBI agent that the “Saudi Arabian royalty were extremely concerned about their personal safety, and the safety of their mostly Middle Eastern entourage, in the wake of the Twin Towers/Pentagon//PA [Pennsylvania] attacks.” The Saudis told the Las Vegas agents that they wanted to charter a flight out of the U.S. as soon as possible.

For the next week the Saudi group repeatedly tried to book a charter flight out of the United States, but with no luck, according to the FBI report. Finally, on September 18, they succeeded. Whether the FBI assisted them by playing travel agent isn’t clear; the many blank spaces in the report, made for “security reasons,” leave that question unanswered. The document does state that on the eighteenth two agents met with a representative of the Saudi group to review passenger manifests and passports, and on the nineteenth, fifty-one of the Saudis boarded a Republic of Gabon-registered DC-8 bound for London; FBI agents helped provide security at the boarding area. The next day, the remaining eighteen Saudis flew out of Las Vegas for London on a chartered 727-21, with the FBI again safeguarding their departure.

As we all know now, sixteen of the nineteen hijackers who attacked the United States on September 11, 2001, were citizens of Saudi Arabia, and all were members of al-Qaeda, a multinational Islamist group headed by another Saudi, Osama bin Laden. Al-Qaeda is funded by some of the richest, most powerful people in Saudi Arabia, including members of the royal family.

The Southern California Saudi community had close ties to at least two of the 9/11 hijackers, Nawaf al-Hazmi and Khalid Almihdhar. When the two young Saudi Arabians arrived at LAX from Southeast Asia early in 2000, they spoke almost no English and reportedly had little money; the day they landed, they were taken in by Omar al-Bayoumi, a Saudi who was a long-time resident of San Diego and who owned an apartment building there. When he was questioned after 9/11, al-Bayoumi told investigators he had never met the two men before; he happened to be at the airport in Los Angeles that day, overheard them talking in Arabic, and decided on the spot to help them. After giving them $1,500 in cash, he let them move into his apartment building, got them Social Security cards, and helped them apply for flight school.

Over the next several months, al-Bayoumi and two of his associates reportedly received a series of checks worth from $3,500 to $15,000 from Prince Bandar bin Sultan and his wife Princess Haifa, daughter of the late Saudi King Faisal. Prince Bandar is an old friend of many American presidents, vice presidents and congressmen, and for many years was the Saudi ambassador to the United States. Bandar and his wife claim that they thought the funds were going to charitable institutions aiding innocent Saudi immigrants in the U.S. Al-Bayoumi passed the money on to al-Hazmi and Almihdhar, allowing them to live quietly in the U.S. until, on September 11, 2001, they and three other men hijacked an American Airlines 757 and crashed it into the Pentagon.

Some months after 9/11, al-Bayoumi was picked up by British authorities in London and questioned about his role in relaying money to the hijacker and his connections with Saudi officials in that regard. He denied everything, even when investigators found the private phone numbers of Saudi diplomats in papers concealed beneath the floorboards of his London apartment. Inexplicably, he was then released, immediately flew home to the safety of Saudi Arabia, and hasn’t been seen since.

For her part, Princess Haifa claimed she thought the checks she wrote were going to a legitimate Saudi charity, and had no idea they had been used to fund terrorist attacks against the United States.

Evidence regarding this and other financial links between leading Saudi Arabians and al-Qaeda was blacked out in the 9/11 Commission Report on the attacks, and all attempts to pursue the issue later have been systematically stonewalled at the highest levels of our government. “Follow the money” is the recognized key to unraveling any conspiracy; by covering up the financing behind the 9/11 plot, the very U.S. officials sworn to protect this country and its citizens have ensured that the people behind the worst terrorist attack in history, an attack that killed over three thousand Americans, have so far gone unpunished.

And that earthquake that supposedly triggered the mass exodus of Saudi royalty from Los Angeles two days before 9/11? Records from the Southern California Earthquake Center show that it was a relatively minor tremor, 4.1 on the Richter scale, so small that it didn’t make the evening news on network television; it caused no injuries, and the only property damage resulted from objects falling off tables, shelves, and mantelpieces, and no one in the seismological community predicted that it might be the precursor of another, larger quake.

Whatever drove the Saudi royal party to flee from L.A. two days before the terrorist attacks on the United States, it seems very, very unlikely it was the nonexistent threat of a major earthquake.
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There’s never been a stranger war than the one America has been waging since the events on 9/11. Today, a half decade later, we are occupying Iraq, which had nothing to do with the attacks; are trying to destabilize Iran, which had nothing to do with the attacks; and are threatening Syria, which had nothing to do with the attacks, with forcible regime change. Meanwhile Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, the real powers behind 9/11, continue to receive tens of billions of dollars in U.S. aid, and are totally unmolested.

One army officer I knew in Iraq put it this way: “It’s as if on December 8, 1941, we declared war on Brazil, Iceland, and New Zealand, and announced that Japan, Germany, and Italy were our closest allies in the conflict.”

I will have much more to say about the role of Pakistan’s military intelligence apparat, ISI, in 9/11 and other more current anti-American activities, but I’ll bring up just one glaring piece of circumstantial evidence here. When I was in Taleban-controlled Afghanistan, ISI and al-Qaeda’s Arabs were omnipresent; every government office in Kabul had its ISI officers in mufti and Arabs lurking in the background, calling the shots. The ISI knew everything that went on inside Afghanistan; even back when the Soviets occupied the country, their eyes and ears were everywhere. I remember coming back from a long walk/horseback ride through the combat zones in eastern Afghanistan back then, and being called in to the local ISI office in Peshawar immediately upon my return. I had warm relations with ISI back then, partially because we shared common friends in the global intel community. After all, we were more or less on the same side.

Over cups of tea, the officers there showed me on the map everywhere I had been on my trip, told me everyone I had met and talked to in chaishops, villages, and marcazs (guerrilla bases), and what we had talked about. And this was while Afghanistan was occupied by the Soviet Union, when journalists and ISI agents alike had to do their work on the run, invisibly!

This all clicked when I saw a videotape released by al-Qaeda on September 11, 2006, to celebrate the anniversary of the attacks. In the tape, Osama bin Laden is shown talking with head hijacker Mohammed Atta about the plot; the two are sitting out in the open in one of the training camps in Afghanistan, within earshot of countless other people. It is 100 percent impossible to believe that someone in ISI, or an ISI informant, didn’t know about the plot; and only slightly less likely that they, and the wealthy Saudis who funded the attacks, weren’t active participants, from start to finish. There is much, much more hard evidence, to be discussed later.

The truth of the matter is, the real Axis of Evil is ISI, leading members of the Saudi Arabian ruling class, and the violent extremist Sunni groups, like Taleban, al-Qaeda, and the Moslem Brotherhood, that Saudi Arabia funds and sponsors around the globe. And while we tilt at windmills, this unholy troika remains in the shadows, growing stronger, smarter, bigger, and more elusive, its goal nothing less than taking over the entire Islamic world, and after that, the rest of us. And as we are perceived as being in the way, we have to be totally destroyed for the goal to be achieved.





CHAPTER 2

BEFORE THERE WAS AL-QAEDA, THERE WAS AL-QAEDA

I first met al-Qaeda before there was an al-Qaeda, way back in the winter of 1984; it was an encounter that came within a split second of costing me my life.

It was my second trip into wartime Afghanistan, a hard time for the anti-Soviet mujahedin. After five years of fighting, the Red Army’s superior firepower and willingness to use it on civilians and guerrillas alike was beginning to take its toll on the resistance. The muj were brave, and stubborn as only Afghans can be, but they were outgunned to a surreal degree: they faced an armada of helicopter gunships and jets, thousands of tanks and armored personnel carriers, heavy artillery and truck-mounted multi-tube rocket launchers; their ragtag arsenal consisted of ancient Enfield carbines, homemade booby traps, and a smattering of AK-47 assault rifles and bazooka-like RPG-7s.

A few lucky guerrilla bands had acquired 12.7 and 14.5 millimeter heavy machine guns and recoilless rifles, and occasionally a camel or train of pack horses managed to bring in a few thousand black market Italian antitank mines, but for the most part the Afghan resistance ran on pure grit, the faith and fervor of jihad, holy war.

My interpreter friend Sher Mohammed and I had entered Afghanistan from Pakistan with a mujahedin caravan delivering supplies to the front lines southeast of Kabul. The commander of the group we were with, Anwar, had a base in the bombed-out village of Jegdeleg, from which he mounted attacks on the Kabul-Jalalabad highway and the hydroelectric power plant at Soroobi. It took us two days to get there from the border, a rugged journey across the Safed Koh, the White Mountains, through one bombed-out, abandoned village after another, past the flag-decked graves of shaheed, martyrs, most of them civilian refugees killed while fleeing the fighting.

The skies were alive with enemy aircraft, cruising imperiously, virtually omnipotent; we were never out of sight of one, two, or more of them. Here a quartet of deadly Mi-24 helicopter gunships loitered, looking for kills; each chopper packed dozens of air to surface rockets and a rotary nose cannon that fired six hundred rounds per minute, and they often carried one or two thousand-pound bombs. A few miles to the south another pair of gunships crossed a ridge and descended into the next valley. There was a high ripple of thunder, a sound something like a giant block of iron being dragged across a marble floor, and craning our necks we saw two MiGs bisecting the sky with parallel contrails. To the north, where we were headed, an Antonov turboprop cut lazy circles in the sky, back and forth: it was a spy plane equipped with cameras, the Afghans said, that could take your portrait from ten thousand feet up and zap it to Kabul in an instant. It all made you feel incredibly vulnerable, as if all your nerve endings were poking out through your naked skin; a world of hurt, without safety, shelter, rules.

The last few hours of the trek we passed through an area of barren badlands, where the only cover was provided by sparse shoulderhigh trees. The countryside around the trail was littered with antipersonnel mines, small butterfly-shaped plastic devices scattered from the air, their tan color designed to blend in with the ground; they were designed to maim instead of kill, the idea being that a man with his foot or leg blown off was a greater psychological blow to an insurgency than a dead one, especially since the Afghans believed that anyone killed in a jihad went straight to Paradise.

The mujahedin called this stretch the Trail of Death, for the scores of travelers, guerrillas, and civilians caught here and killed by enemy aircraft, and we had a narrow escape ourselves that day, crossing that sinister zone. The caravan was winding down a nullah, a dry river bed, when a roar like a minotaur’s cry came rolling down the gorge from our rear. The lead packhorses were just entering a deep narrow cleft in the rock, the only cover for miles in either direction; the muj drove the animals into a gallop, and they vanished into the shadowy depths of the canyon just as two MiGs came into view, following the trail less than a hundred feet up. I had been lagging behind, and as the two jets passed, wingtip to wingtip, the pilots angled down to take a good look at me. I was dressed like an Afghan, in a loose shalwar kameez, long shirt and baggy trousers, and all they saw was a lone native, a peasant or peddler, perhaps a Sufi pilgrim, trudging through the dust and stones; the caravan was safely out of sight, hidden by cliff and shadow. For an interminable split second the two pilots and I locked eyes, and then the two deadly jets swerved and were gone, rocketing on down the ravine. The sound of their engines faded away in the air and disappeared into silence, I rejoined my companions a few moments later, in the shelter of the slot canyon; they hugged me, and we all began to laugh, the unequivocal laughter of lucky survivors.

When we arrived at Anwar’s marcaz (base) in Jegdeleg at dusk, Sher Mohammed and I were greeted warmly by the small band of fighters there. Foreigners rarely visited the mujahedin back then, and anyone who did, journalist, aid worker, doctor, whatever, was regarded as a kind of honorary supporter of the jihad. Only one person stood apart, a young man, handsome in an effete way, with a neatly-trimmed spade-shaped beard, clad in spotless white robes. When I smiled at him he glared back at me, his eyes radiating an almost palpable hostility. Sher Mohammed questioned the mujahedin and learned that the man was a Saudi Arabian from a wealthy family in Riyadh; he had heard about the Afghans’battle against the infidel Russians, and had decided to come over to try and help them. He had brought several thousand dollars in cash, to contribute to the jihad, and he told the Afghans he was going to raise more money for them when he went home to Riyadh.

That night in the cave-like room where the muj slept the Saudi youth led the Afghans in prayer. He recited the creed in a loud theatrical voice; whenever he mentioned God, he sang out “A-llah” with lip-smacking fervor. A couple of times I noticed some of the young Afghan fighters exchange glances: evidently they found their coreligionist benefactor a bit of a queer duck. The Afghans liked to do their praying quietly, each man muttering his prayers under his breath, for God’s ears alone. When everyone turned in later that night—we all slept on thin mattresses on the floor—the Saudi was still giving me the evil eye.

I rose early the next morning, wakened by the mujahedin doing their dawn prayers, and the Saudi was gone. I asked Sher Mohammed where he had was, and he replied vaguely that he had “gone away,” either back to Pakistan or to another marcaz in the area ...

It wasn’t until we returned to Pakistan that Sher Mohammed told me what had happened during that night at Jegdeleg. He hadn’t trusted the Saudi Arabian, so he had lain awake, pretending to sleep, one eye on the young Arab. Sometime in the middle of the night, the Saudi rose silently and crept between the slumbering Afghans to where the weapons were stacked by the door. He took an AK-47, made sure it was loaded, and then he tiptoed stealthily toward where I was sleeping. As he raised the gun to fire, Sher Mohammed leapt on him, ripped the AK from his hands, and dragged him out the door.

I must have been totally exhausted after two days on the trail, because I slept through it all, but the mujahedin in the room woke in time to see what had happened. They were furious, Sher Mohammed told me; I was a guest in their village, with their tribe, and my death while I was there would have cast an indelible stain on their honor. After a fierce whispered conference they marched the would-be assassin out to the edge of the ruined village and hurled him out onto the trail. Sher Mohammed watched him limp out of sight, a wretched figure in a torn white robe, bruised, bleeding, heading south toward the Pakistan border. A year or two later a horde of others like him would be in Afghanistan; one of them would be Osama bin Laden.
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Foreigners who didn’t understand Afghanistan described it as a land of religious fanatics, bloodthirsty holy warriors who hated all non-Moslems, but I had found the reality to be radically different. Afghan society was still tribal, and people still lived according to an ancient code of honor, one of whose linchpins was melmestia, hospitality to strangers. “Musafir aziz khoda,” went the Afghan saying: “The traveler is beloved by God.”

The Pushtuns, the dominant tribal group in the country, liked to tell the story of a chieftain in the mountains whose only and much-loved son was murdered by a member of a rival clan. One day the murderer found himself being pursued by warriors from a clan allied with the chieftain’s; he ended up in the chieftain’s village, and came to the open gate of the chief’s compound. Not knowing what else to do, where else to go, he entered the compound, threw himself at the chieftain’s feet, and placed himself under the his protection. According to the tribal code called pushtunwali the chieftain had the right to kill his son’s murderer on the spot; the doctrine of badal, blood feud, decreed an eye for an eye, a death for a death, when one’s relative or fellow clan or tribe member was killed by an outsider. But melmestia trumped vengeance. When the mob of pursuers reached the compound, they found the chieftain standing in the entrance, sword in his hand, his son’s murderer behind him. “If you want to kill him, you must first kill me,” the chieftain said. “No matter what he has done in the past, he is under my protection now.” The tale ends with the chief dying to protect the man he hates more than anyone on earth. Honor, fearlessness, generosity of spirit: the story embodied all of the Afghans’ most treasured values.

The Afghans’ religious beliefs complemented their tribal traditions perfectly. Ninety percent of all Afghans were followers of the moderate Hanafi school of Sunni Islam, permeated with Sufism, the mystical form of Islam that stresses personal experience of the divine and rejects orthodoxy and dogma. Every Afghan, even illiterate farmers, truck drivers, and peddlers, could quote from memory the words of Afghanistan’s famous Sufi poet Hakim Sanai: “At God’s door, what’s the difference between Moslem and Christian, virtuous and guilty?”

If you came to their country peacefully, with a modicum of respect for their beliefs and customs, they were the very soul of tolerance. They loved to debate religion with Christians, Jews, and other non-Moslems; nothing delighted them more than an endless palaver about prophets, angels, djinns, and right and wrong, fuelled by countless cups of toor chai (black tea) and sheen chai (green tea), and if they didn’t manage to convert you into a good Moslem in the end (their poorly disguised hope) they didn’t seem to really mind.

One incident on my first trip into the war zone particularly lodged in my mind. Sher Mohammed and I along with two or three guerrillas were on our way from Pakistan to Dobanday, a mujahedin center hidden in a deep gorge southeast of Kabul, and at one point we stopped to rest in the rubble of a bombed-out village in the badland foothills of the Safed Koh. The place had been utterly destroyed: every building was gone, including the community mosque, blasted into lumps of adobe, splintered timbers and dust; the abandoned fields had dried up, and the orchards were dying or dead. All the inhabitants were gone, fled to the crowded refugee camps in Pakistan; only a dozen or so youths remained, camping out in the ruins, subsisting on bread and tea and fighting the Russians with old Enfield carbines and a couple of secondhand Kalashnikovs. They were a wild bunch, angry-eyed, sinewy, and sunburnt, in dust-colored clothes. They smoked hashish constantly in their buurow-like marcaz, till the air was cloying, thick with dreams.

That evening, they gathered in the empty plaza amid the ruins to pray toward Mecca; when they saw I wasn’t joining them, they gathered around Sher Mohammed, gesturing toward me and asking him what was wrong. I had never been with the muj before, and I looked on nervously, imagining an Islamic version of the Inquisition: “Who is this infidel, and why doesn’t he pray to God the way we and all good people do?”

Instead, they came over to me with a smiling Sher Mohammed in tow. “They want to know if you have a pencil and paper,” he said, as the muj looked on expectantly.

“Why?” I asked.

“I told them that you were a Christian, and that Christians always pray in a building called a ‘church.’ They want you to draw them a picture of one, so they can build it before you return. They are ashamed that there is no place for you to pray in their village.”

So much for the “intolerant Afghans” and their “fanatical religion.”
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Look at the overall history of Islam, and a couple of things instantly become clear: we need to stop referring to the struggle we currently find ourselves involved in as “the War on Terror,” and we need to stop thinking it is between the United States and something called “Islamo-fascism.”

The attacks on 9/11 were really a sideshow in the civil war that is currently raging within Islam, an internecine struggle whose roots stretch back to the very earliest years of the faith. On one side are the majority of Moslems whose focus is the future; who are slowly, painfully adapting their beliefs to the modern world; on the other, a fanatical minority who reject both future and present, and who look to the past, a past that never was, for salvation. Most of the innocent victims in this conflict have been moderate Moslems: in Afghanistan, the Taleban and al-Qaeda killed as many as 200,000 Shi’a members of the Hazara tribe, and allied groups in Pakistan have murdered hundreds of Shi’as, Alawites, and other Moslem minority groups over the last few decades. Until we join forces with progressive, pragmatic Moslems around the globe, we and they will be vulnerable to the kinds of asymmetrical warfare typified by 9/11, the assassinations of Anwar Sadat and Benazir Bhutto, and the suicide bombings that are now destabilizing Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq.

Islam was founded in seventh-century Arabia, at a time of religious and political discord in the region. The Arabian Peninsula was populated by feuding tribes; some were converts to Christianity or Judaism, while others practiced the ancient polytheistic paganism of their ancestors. The center of Arabian paganism was Mecca, and it was there, in AD 610, that a forty-year-old merchant named Mohammed, disgusted with the city’s corruption and decadence, retreated to a cave on a nearby mountainside in search of spiritual comfort. The series of visions he experienced, recorded in the Koran, became the basis of a new faith, one very much in the monotheistic tradition of Judaism and Christianity—Mohammed regarded himself as the successor to the great prophets of the Old and New Testaments—but uniquely Arab in character. The new religion was called Islam, meaning “submission,” as in submission to God’s teachings as revealed to Mohammed.

At first Mohammed’s teachings gained few converts, most of them members of his family, slaves, and the poor and dispossessed. The pagan majority in Mecca, including Mohammed’s own tribe, the Quraysh, had become wealthy catering to the pilgrims flocking to worship the idols in the city’s central shrine, the Ka’aba; they resented the new prophet’s uncompromising monotheism and anti-paganism on both religious and economic grounds.

In 622 the persecution of Mohammed and his followers became so harsh that the tiny Moslem community was forced to flee to the neighboring town of Medina. For the next eight years the Prophet’s preaching gained more and more converts, and in 630 he returned to Mecca at the head of an army of ten thousand men and overthrew the city’s pagan rulers; on his orders the idols were removed from the Ka’aba and destroyed, and the now-empty shrine became the central holy place of Islam. Mecca was only the beginning; when Mohammed died of a fever two years later, Islam had already spread across most of the Arabian Peninsula, and was rapidly making inroads in the surrounding regions.

What made Islam such an instant success story? After all, the metaphysical and ethical bedrock of Islam was unmistakably Judeo-Christian—there is one God, and His laws are laid down in the Ten Commandments—and Judaism and Christianity were already well established among the tribes of Arabia. What set Islam apart from these two older creeds, what was totally unique and original about Islam, was its strict code of behavior, which pervaded every aspect of everyday life, and which fit the austere traditional Arab mindset perfectly.

Anyone who converts to Islam agrees to the so-called Five Pillars. First, one accepts the creed called the shahadat: there is one true God, not many, that God is named “Allah,” and Mohammed is Allah’s messenger on earth (in Arabic, “Allah illaha illa la, wa Mohammedan rasullah”). Second, one must pray toward Mecca five times a day, at dawn, noon, late afternoon, sunset, and night; ideally, Moslems should also gather once a week, on Friday, and pray as a group. Third, Moslems must practice charity, or zakat, by donating at least onefortieth of their income and wealth to the poor each year. (In reality, pious Moslems are usually far more generous. In 1972, when I was in Herat, in eastern Afghanistan, spring blizzards and floods had decimated the flocks and ravaged the tent encampments of the Kochi nomads in the area. The city’s merchants not only fed, clothed, and housed the victims, they contributed enough money for them to buy new breeding stock and begin to replace their lost sheep and goats.)

The fourth pillar is the most rigorous: all Moslems must observe an annual month-long fast known as Ramadan, during which they neither eat nor drink from sunrise to sundown. Ramadan commemorates the hardships of Mohammed and his early followers when they were forced to flee from Mecca to Medina in 622.

Fifth and last, every Moslem, no matter where in the world they live, should attempt to make the Hajj, the pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca, at least once in their life. During the peak of the yearly Hajj season, millions of the faithful gather from the ends of the earth, from every imaginable background: Afghan nomads, Turkish peasants, black African businessmen, blond blue-eyed Bosnian doctors, Indonesian fishermen. In aerial photographs taken at the height of the Hajj, hundreds of thousands of pilgrims, clad in white cotton robes, swirl around the shrine like iron filings gathered in by a powerful magnet.

All of this made Islam very different from Christianity, Judaism, paganism, and all of the world’s other great religions, for that matter. With this code of behavior, Mohammed created not only a spiritual creed but a new kind of society, a kind of super-tribe, a borderless nation that was open to anyone on earth who accepted its strict tenets, regardless of ethnicity or cultural background. And it was a democratic society; according to Moslem tradition, the different races of mankind were created equal:


The angel Izrail gathered dust from all parts of the earth—white, black and red dirt, soft and hard, which is why the complexions of the children of Adam are so varied, and why the Prophet said all the sons of Adam are the same, like teeth in a comb ...


Once converted, a Moslem finds every aspect of his or her life has changed. The Five Pillars, along with the teachings of the Koran and the Hadith (the body of sayings traditionally attributed to the Prophet) and the code of sharia or theology-based law that has evolved over the centuries, rule every aspect of a devout believer’s life.

Time is Moslem Time, from the prayers that rule each day, the weekly gathering at the mosque, and the yearly ordeal of Ramadan, to the Hajj that every Moslem hopes to carry out at least once in his or her life. And Space is sanctified as well, with Mecca at the center of the universe and the target for the prayers of all Moslems everywhere.

Even the language one thinks in changes: all Moslems everywhere, regardless of their native tongue, pray in the common liturgical language of Arabic that the Koran was written in. The beauty part of classical Arabic is its emotive power, even to someone who doesn’t understand its meaning: anyone who has heard the suras (verses) of the Koran recited aloud, the rolling incantatory cadences, the strangely stirring strings of syllables, knows what a peculiarly potent vehicle spoken Arabic is in carrying a message, any message.

Islam began to split apart almost as soon as Mohammed died, with the dispute over who would succeed him as leader of the faith. And the tribe-like nature of the ummah, the global community of Moslem believers, guaranteed that the dispute would be bitter and uncompromising.

One side was led by Mohammed’s wife Aisha, whose faction supported one of the Prophet’s most prominent disciples, Abu Bakr; the other supported Ali, Mohammed’s cousin, husband of the Prophet’s daughter Fatima, and the second person to convert to Islam when Mohammed first began to reveal his divine message. Ali’s followers called themselves the Shariat Ali, “Ali’s followers,” later shortened to “Shi’a”; Abu Bakr’s faction became known as “Sunnis,” from “sunnah,” or “tradition,” meaning the way of life of Mohammed, Abu Bakr, and the other original founders of Islam. This focus on the past as the source of salvation eventually led to the extreme fundamentalist groups causing so much trouble inside Islam and in the rest of the world today.

Over the next two decades, as Islam spread across the Arabian Peninsula into present-day Iraq, Iran, Syria, Palestine, North Africa, Armenia, and Turkey, the two factions fought a bloody civil war over who would be caliph, as the head of the faith came to be called. Abu Bakr, the first caliph, was poisoned, and his successor, Umar, was stabbed to death, both victims of feuds among their followers; the third caliph, Uthman, a Sunni like his two predecessors, died in battle. The Shi’a faction fared no better: Ali finally took power as the fourth caliph, but he was eventually murdered by one of his followers who thought he was too conciliatory toward the Sunnis.

The fate of Ali’s two sons, Hassan and Hussein, further hardened the split in Islam. When Hassan told his followers not to fight against the Sunnis in order to preserve Islam’s unity, they turned against him; a group of the most bitterly disaffected stabbed and badly wounded him. He retired from public life, continuing to stay aloof from the Shi’a-Sunni power struggle while refusing the Sunnis’ demands that he join them in attacking another minority Islamic sect, the Kharijites. Though his death a few years later was officially blamed on natural causes, many Shi’ites believe he was poisoned to death on orders from the Sunni leader Muawiyah, who wanted his son Yazd to succeed Ali as the fifth caliph.

In AD 680, the Sunni-Shi’a conflict came to a climax, when Yazd and an army of forty thousand men cornered Hussein, Hassan’s younger brother and Shi’a claimant to the position of caliph, near the town of Karbala, in present-day Iraq. Hussein was accompanied by less than a hundred supporters, almost all members of his family, including women, children, and old people; thousands of other Moslems supported his cause, but when Hussein begged them to come to his aid they declined to act. On the morning of October 10, after a day of furious fighting in which, according to legend, Hussein personally killed more than four hundred foes, he and his companions were slaughtered, even the elderly and the newborn babies. From that day on, the Sunnis have been the dominant group in Islam, while the Shi’as mourn the greatest tragedy ever to befall mankind.

As Islam spread over a wider and wider territory, the Sunni caliphs became more and more involved in earthly affairs like governance, administration, and taxation. Much of what they did was positive: they built housing for travelers and medical centers, increased charitable institutions for the poor, wrote tolerant laws guaranteeing the rights of Jewish communities, and encouraged the arts and sciences. But inevitably there was negative side: as the state religion of what was essentially an empire, Sunni Islam lost much of its spiritual purity: the faith’s leaders became rich and the rich got richer, and with wealth and inequality came corruption, bribery, and all the ugly, inevitable by-products of imperialism.

Over time, a pattern developed: whenever Sunnism was threatened from within by corruption or theological innovation or without from secularism or foreign imperialism, a certain number of Sunnis reacted by returning to the faith’s roots in sunnah, tradition; to the past. Followers of this throwback theology call themselves Salafis, meaning “pious ancestors,” referring to the supposed purity and spiritual perfection of the earliest Moslems. There are several different strands of Salafism today; al-Qaeda represents only one, and all of them possess that group’s potential for catastrophic violence.

If modern Salafi movements have a common theological rootstock, it is the teachings of the thirteenth-century Syrian, Ahmad Ibnal-Taymiyyah. Al-Taymiyyah came along at a time when Islam was under siege by the Crusaders and the Mongols, and the current Islamic establishment seemingly lacked the vigor to defend itself.

Al-Taymiyya contrasted this sorry situation with the early gloryyears of the faith, when the Prophet’s followers swept irresistibly across the Arabian Peninsula and beyond, propelled by force of arms and the power of its message: despite Western portrayals of early Moslems spreading their faith solely by the sword, it was really the popularity of Mohammed’s message and its ability to enlist converts from widely differing backgrounds into a rock-solid militant community that took it so far so fast.

Al-Taymiyya’s message was fundamentally simple: if Moslems only returned to those glorious days of yesteryear, by re-creating the Islam of the Prophet and his companions, they would once again be successful. So went al-Taymiyya’s thinking, and he mercilessly attacked anyone who dared disagree with him: this included Sufi mystics, with their emphasis on personal experience of the divine and saints who served as intermediaries with the divine; they were extremely popular at the time. All of the theologians, saints, and wise men who over the years had discovered new ways of expressing or interpreting Mohammed’s teachings were guilty of apostasy: the only authentic guide to righteous behavior was contained in the lives of the Prophet and his immediate predecessors, and anyone who said or wrote anything else was no better than a kfir, an idolworshipper. Al-Taymiyya went even further: anyone who prayed to God for protection or strove to communicate with God diminished God’s stature.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, al-Taymiyya spent much of his life in jail, under threat of execution, or apologizing for and disavowing his most outspoken ideas and abusive ad hominem attacks on rival theologians; but his ideas, as dour and sour as they were, lived on.

In nineteenth century Arabia, a rural theologian named Mohammed Ibn al-Wahhab, an admirer of al-Taymiyya’s austere creed, saw an opportunity to empower it on earth by finding it a secular political ally. At that time, the relatively cosmopolitan Ottoman Turks ruled much of the Arab world; the Ottomans’ sprawling territories were home to a wide variety of forms of Islam, everything from moderate schools of Sunnism to Sufism and other liberal forms of Islam.

The savvy al-Wahhab allied himself and his followers with the politically ambitious al-Saud tribe, who wanted to used the unifying power of ultraconservative Islam and anti-Turkish fervor to unite most of the Arabian Peninsula. The Ottomans succeeded in temporarily crushing the al-Sauds and their tribal allies, but in the mid-1920s a new al-Saud chief, twenty-year-old Abd al-Aziz, linked up with the Bedouin descendants of al-Wahhab’s disciples, the Ikhwan or “Moslem Brotherhood,” and succeeded in finally liberating the Arabian Peninsula once and for all. In 1932 the victorious al-Sauds formally established the nation of Saudi Arabia, and promptly suppressed the Ikhwan, who were a bit too politically active for their tastes; at the same time they made Wahhabism, a state-sponsored and controlled version of al-Wahhab’s reactionary Sunnism, the nation’s official religion. Thus was set the pattern that prevails in Saudi Arabia to this day: a monarchical regime, worldly and corrupt, that gives lip service to the extreme puritanical Sunni fundamentalism that helps keep it in power. The problem for the rest of the world is, the Saudi government spends hundreds of millions of dollars building Wahhabi mosques and madrassas around the world, spreading a militant, politically active, and often violent version of the faith that would never be allowed in Saudi Arabia itself. There are two basic reasons for this: some members of the vast Saudi royal family use the Wahhabi missionary movement to relieve fundamentalist pressure within Saudi Arabia and preserve their power base; others, genuine converts to Wahhabism’s fanatical creed, look beyond the borders of Saudi Arabia, dreaming of an Islam and a world dominated by a Saudi-led Wahhabi theocracy.

Saudi Arabia is not the only country where Salafism has reappeared in the last century or two, almost always in response to a decline in Islam’s fortunes. In the mid-nineteenth century, a group of Moslem scholars gathered in a small town north of Delhi and founded a madrassa called Dar-ul-Uloom, to promulgate a revitalized, politically active form of Islam. This resurgent brand of the faith was called Deobandism, after Deoband, the town’s name. For centuries, the subcontinent’s political power and culture had been based in the north, dominated by successive waves of Moslem invaders from Afghanistan and Central Asia. Now that the British had more or less unified India, Moslems found themselves a relatively weak minority group in a Hindu-dominated society. With a layer of British colonial overlords above that, the Deobandis looked back to their grand past and beyond, to the glory days of the Prophet and his disciples.

Deobandism remains a powerful player throughout South Asia today, and its power is spreading. Deobandi madrassas in Pakistan spawned both the Taleban movement in Afghanistan and the many Taleban-style Sunni extremist groups that continue to trouble Pakistani society; Deobandism has also converted a large percentage of the Pakistani Army’s officer class, once a bastion of Western-style secularism, and has increasingly gained control of the Moslem separatist movement in Indian-controlled Kashmir. Pakistan’s founders envisioned a secular nation, with equal rights for Sunnis, Shi’as, and the small Christian minority; today, life in Pakistan is increasingly dominated by Sunni fundamentalists, who terrorize the country’s Shi’as, Christians, and moderate and secular-minded Sunnis. The secular education system has broken down, leaving hundreds of Saudi-funded fundamentalist madrassas to churn out millions of graduates who can quote the Koran from memory, fire a Kalashnikov, and do little else.

Egypt is another country where European colonialism helped radicalize large numbers of Moslems, and attract them to a variation of al-Taymiyya’s Salafism. In 1938, a theologian, philosopher, and political theorist named Hasan al-Banna founded the Egyptian version of the Moslem Brotherhood, at least partially in reaction to British domination of Egypt and the power wielded by Christian Europeans in the country. From its very beginnings, the Egyptian Ikhwan’s beliefs have had a strong racist element. German historians have recently discovered that al-Banna received financial help and schooling in propaganda from the Nazis, including financing for a printing press and help in disseminating Arabic translations of Mein Kampf and The Protocols of the Elders of Zion across the Middle East. During the Second World War, Brotherhood members supported a German-Italian victory over the Allies in North Africa. It is hard to blame them: tens of thousands of Moslem colonial subjects from North Africa and present-day India and Pakistan died fighting for their British and French rulers in both the First and Second World Wars and were rewarded with continued discrimination and exploitation: one of the great untold stories of injustice of the twentieth century; no Tom Brokaw has written a Greatest Generation praising them.

By the time Egypt won its independence in 1953, a virtual state of war existed between the Brotherhood and the Egyptian colonial regime, assassinations on one side and executions and extrajudicial killings on the other. Al-Banna himself had been murdered in 1949, almost certainly by Egyptian security agents in retaliation for the Brotherhood’s assassination of Prime Minister Nokrashi of the puppet colonial government in Cairo. He was succeeded as the Ikhwan’s head by Syed Qutb, who was attending college in the United States at the time of al-Banna’s death; Qutb continued the Brotherhood’s war against secular authority, now in the form of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s independent Egyptian republic, until he was arrested for treason and executed in 1966.

Both al-Banna and Qutb are much praised by today’s Salafists for their supposed scholarship, but I must admit that their writings leave me cold in comparison to the Koran, al-Taymiyya’s acerbic writings, the great Shi’a classic the Najul Balagha, or bin Laden’s poetry, for example. Especially Qutb: his polemic about his experiences in this country, titled What I Saw in America, that is still read by radical Sunnis as an accurate picture of life in the decadent West, is so uniformly awful that one is tempted to retitle it What I Imagined I Saw in America: Confessions of a Dirty Young Man.
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