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Religious terrorism arises from pain and loss and from impatience with a 
God who is slow to respond to our plight, who doesn’t answer. Its converts 
often long for a simpler time, when right and wrong were clear, when there 
were heroes and martyrs, when the story was simple, when the neighborhood 
was small, when we knew one another. When the outside world, with its 
vulgar cosmopolitanism, didn’t humiliate us or threaten our children. When 
we did not envy these others or even know about them. It is about finding a 
clear purpose in a confusing world with too many choices. It is about purify-
ing the world. The way forward is clear: kill or be killed. Kill and be rewarded 
in heaven. Kill and the Messiah will come. It is about seeing the world in 
black and white. About projecting all one’s fears and inadequacies on the 
Other. Why is my life not going as well as it should? The answer is America. 
The answer is affirmative action. The answer is the Jews. The answer is the 
Dome of the Rock. A devilish cabal controls the banking system and the press 
through globalization and world government, through the Council on For-
eign Relations, or the Arab oil sheiks. My people are in the majority. This is 
the temple’s wall. The wall where his horse stood tied. It is clear from the Bible 
that this land is legitimately ours. Archaeologists show. History proves. My 
ancestors’ bones. My people are suffering. Without this piece of land or this 
temple, I am not whole. My people are not whole. We are spiritually dead. We 
are dry bones cast about the earth. This is where our Messiah will rule. This 



is where our prophets walked. This is the furthermost place of his nocturnal 
ride, where miracles happened, where He made us the chosen people, where 
loaves became fishes, where He comforted the afflicted, where He rose to 
heaven, where the angel Gabriel’s handprints remain. This, in short, is where 
bloodbaths begin. 



I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Any creative encounter with evil requires that we not distance our-

selves from it by simply demonizing those who commit evil acts. In order 

to write about evil, a writer has to try to comprehend it, from the inside 

out; to understand the perpetrators and not necessarily sympathize with 

them. But Americans seem to have a very difficult time recognizing that 

there is a distinction between understanding and sympathizing. Somehow 

we believe that an attempt to inform ourselves about what leads to evil is 

an attempt to explain it away. I believe that just the opposite is true, and 

that when it comes to coping with evil, ignorance is our worst enemy. 

—KATHLEEN NORRIS 

I teach a course called “Terrorism” at Harvard University’s Kennedy 
School of Government. I have been studying terrorism for many years in 
various capacities—as a government official, a scholar, and as a university 
lecturer. A few years ago I decided to do something scholars rarely do: I 
decided to talk with terrorists. 

People have always told me their secrets. Taxi drivers tell me about 
their dreams, their relationship with their bosses or their siblings, their 
affairs. A professional acquaintance once declared that he had killed some-
one in self-defense and had never before told anyone. I will also confess 
that I am intensely curious, especially about spiritual and emotional mat-
ters, and I suppose secret-sharers sense this. This personality quirk has 
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been useful in talking to terrorists, as important, I believe, as my academic 
training and my experience working in national security agencies. 

All of us at various points in our lives experience spiritual longing. I 
started this project in such a phase. I visited synagogues, churches, and 
mosques. Not attending services, or anyway not often. I wanted to be in 
rooms saturated with prayer, to feel prayer rugs under my bare feet, to 
hear the sound of hymns and chants sung by believers. I longed to be able 
to say that I know God, that I feel His presence every moment, every-
where, even typing in front of this computer screen. I envy people whose 
parents trained them to believe, who don’t have to battle intellect to make 
room for faith. 

In March of 1998, I had my first extended conversation with a reli-
gious terrorist. He is an American who had been released from prison and 
was living in a Texas trailer park at the time we spoke. I called him in con-
nection with an earlier project on terrorists’ potential to use weapons of 
mass destruction. Although I had been studying and working on terror-
ism for many years by that time, none of what I had read or heard pre-
pared me for that conversation, which was about faith at least as much as 
it was about violence. 

Kerry Noble had been second-in-command of a violent apocalyptic 
cult active in the 1980s, whose members were convicted of murder, fire-
bombing a synagogue and a church that accepted homosexuals, conspir-
acy to assassinate federal officials, and other crimes. They had stockpiled 
cyanide with the aim of poisoning major city water supplies and, like 
Timothy McVeigh ten years later, plotted to bomb the Oklahoma City 
Federal Building. Their political goals included racially cleansing the 
United States; bringing down the U.S. “Zionist occupied” government 
and replacing it with a Christian one; destroying multilateral institutions 
such as the United Nations and the World Bank, the same institutions 
that Al Qaeda would come to describe as instruments of Western domi-
nation; and stopping the creation of a new world order based on “human-
ism” and “materialism.”1 They believed that ridding the world of Jews, 
blacks, and sinners would facilitate the Apocalypse and the Messiah’s 
return. “The major cities to us were like Sodom and Gomorrah, like the 
Tower of Babel,” Noble explained. “Who would be judged? The homo-
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sexual; the liberal, idolatrous preachers; those officials in high places; the 
merchants of trade and usury; and all those who refused the word of the 
Lord. They were the enemy. And so they would have to die. . . . We  
wanted peace, but if purging had to precede peace, then let the purge 
begin.”2 

During our first conversation, Noble told me he spends a lot of time in 
meditation and prayer. He is an accomplished student of the Scriptures— 
he knows whole chapters of the Bible by heart. And he feels he has a per-
sonal relationship with God. He is still 100 percent certain that there is a 
God and that God is good, even though at an earlier period in his life he 
listened to God and ended up living on an armed compound in rural 
Arkansas, doing things he now feels were wrong. Much to my consterna-
tion, I found myself feeling envious of Noble’s faith, even as I was horri-
fied by his cult’s plots and crimes. I wanted to keep talking with him. I 
wanted to understand how a person so obsessed with good and evil, with 
such strong faith, could be led so far astray. 

I was the “Superterrorism Fellow” at the Council on Foreign Relations 
in Washington at the time I began this project. I started pestering a psy-
chologist whose office was near mine in Washington. Steve Kull works as 
a pollster, but he is interested in spirituality and has sometimes assisted 
people who have had frightening mystical experiences. This man tells me 
he has seen God’s hand in visions, I report to Steve. He has heard God’s 
voice. He has experienced revelations. He has spoken in tongues. But he 
thought he could persuade the Messiah to return more quickly by killing 
people. Could it be that he really was having spiritual experiences, but 
misinterpreted them? Or is he simply mad? After meeting with Noble, 
Steve told me that in his view Noble was not mentally ill. This is a group 
phenomenon. Once inside an organization whose goals include killing, 
ordinary people can commit seemingly demonic acts.3 According to psy-
chiatrist Robert J. Lifton, who has studied Nazis and other violent, fanat-
ical groups, cult members become two people: the self they were, and the 
new, morally disengaged killer self.4 Some people are more susceptible to 
such doubling than others, often in response to trauma. Certain profes-
sions, including medicine, psychiatry, military work, and research, 
encourage doubling, at least to some degree. A surgeon incapable of sup-
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pressing his capacity to empathize would have trouble slicing open his 
patient’s chest. This book is in part about how terrorist organizations foster 
extreme doubling, extinguishing the recruit’s ability to empathize with his 
victim, encouraging him to create an identity based on opposition to the 
Other. 

Steve said several things to me back then that I had trouble absorbing, 
some of which now make perfect sense. He listened to me discuss my con-
versations with Noble. I explained how exhausting it was to talk to Noble 
because, to make him feel at ease, I felt that I had to try hard to see the 
world through his eyes. I had to suspend judgment, to try to understand 
his view that killing mixed-race couples, homosexuals, blacks, and Jews 
was a way of worshiping God. Steve observed my struggle and told me, 
you won’t be able to explain terrorism to others until you can completely 
empathize with the pain and frustration that cause it. You need to picture 
yourself joining the groups you study. This can’t be a superficial feeling, 
he said. At least during the period you are speaking to them, you need to 
feel yourself ready to join their cause. You need to sustain that feeling— 
go into it completely—but at the same time trust that you will recover 
yourself at the end of the conversation. 

This struck me as an impossible task at the time. Coming back to 
myself wasn’t the hard part—it was the possibility of empathy that 
seemed impossibly difficult. The individuals I had met or studied up to 
that point seemed so irrational, and the crimes they had committed so 
evil. How could I, as a Jew, imagine becoming a Nazi? How could I 
believe—even for a moment—that killing was a form of worshiping God? 

This is tricky moral ground. I realize that the reader may be curious 
about my own moral position in regard to these questions, so I provide a 
summary argument at the end of this chapter. Despite this trickiness, 
however, I held fast to the view that informing myself about what leads to 
evil, as Kathleen Norris suggests, “from the inside out” is the best way to 
fight it.5 

It is important to point out that empathy does not necessarily imply 
sympathy. To empathize is “to understand and to share the feelings of 
another,” without necessarily having feelings of pity or sorrow for their 
misfortunes, agreeing with their sentiment or opinions, or having a favor-
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able attitude toward them—the feelings that define sympathy.6 It is a kind 
of vicarious introspection.7 Although empathizing with a religious-
extremist killer is difficult, I discovered that it can be learned. It is possi-
ble to understand and vicariously share the feelings that give rise to 
terrorism—if only briefly—and still maintain that the terrorist’s actions 
are immoral, or even evil. 

The hardest part to deal with, I told Steve, was the religious aspect. 
Although I was brought up in a secular household, I had a prejudice in 
favor of religion when I started this project. My image of religion was 
based on two formative experiences: my reading of Simone Weil in high 
school, and my exposure to a nun named Sister Miriam Therese. Simone 
Weil struck me (and undoubtedly many teenage girls) as an extremely 
romantic figure. She was a brilliant French Jewess, born to a family of sec-
ular intellectuals. She read the paper aloud to her family by the time she 
was five years old and mastered Greek and several modern languages by 
her early teens.8 Her determination to understand the nature of suffering 
led her to relinquish temporarily her profession as a philosophy teacher to 
work variously as a factory hand, as a farmworker, and as a cook on the 
front lines of the Spanish Civil War. Although her physical awkwardness 
prevented her from excelling at any of these tasks (her most often cited 
accomplishment as a cook was to spill boiling water on her leg, wounding 
herself), the work strengthened her compassion and her interest in help-
ing the less fortunate. She struggled to believe in God, eventually finding 
faith through music and poetry. She became a Christian after listening to 
monks singing Gregorian chants and reading the poetry of John Donne 
and George Herbert. Had she accepted baptism, it is likely she would 
have been canonized for her work with the poor and for her philosophical 
writings.9 

Sister Miriam Therese was my grandmother’s best friend. I saw that 
her faith fueled her desire to help the poor and abandoned in my grand-
mother’s town of New Rochelle, New York. She considered my grand-
mother to be her “Jewish mother” and often invited my grandparents, my 
sister, and me to her convent—which struck me as a kind of “goodness 
spa,” where, if a person would only spend enough time in contemplation, 
she would become perfectly good. 
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It seemed to me, in short, that faith made people better—more gener-
ous, more capable of love. Meeting Noble made me reconsider this position. 
Noble and other Christian terrorists I had spoken with are profoundly 
religious. They spend a lot of time in meditation and prayer. They are 
interested in good and evil, even if, from my perspective, they are con-
fused about which is which. Some are intellectuals. How is it that people 
who profess strong moral values, who, in some cases, seem truly to be 
motivated by those values, can be brought to do evil things? Is there some-
thing inherently dangerous about religion? How can it be that the same 
faith in God that inspired Michelangelo, Mozart, Simone Weil, and Sister 
Miriam Therese also inspires such vicious crimes? Why, when they read 
religious texts, do these terrorists find justification for killing innocents, 
where others find inspiration for charity? 

These are the questions that inspired this book—and once they 
occurred to me, I couldn’t let them go. I couldn’t stop this quest. My 
curiosity compelled me to travel, far beyond Kerry Noble’s Texas trailer 
park, to Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine, Israel, India, Indonesia, and Pakistan. 
I can’t pretend to have answered these questions definitively, but I have 
learned something about them, which I hope to share with others inter-
ested in the topic of terrorism. 

I soon realized that the grievances Noble described were similar to 
those of religious extremists around the world. Al Qaeda’s complaints 
about the new world order sound remarkably similar to Kerry Noble’s, for 
example. Ayman Zawahiri, Osama bin Laden’s second-in-command, 
accuses Western forces of employing international institutions such as the 
United Nations, multinational corporations, and international news agen-
cies as weapons in their “new crusade” to dominate the Islamic world. The 
new world order is “humiliating” to Muslims, he writes.10 Religious 
extremists see themselves as under attack by the global spread of post-
Enlightenment Western values such as secular humanism and the focus 
on individual liberties. Zawahiri accuses the “new crusaders” of dissemi-
nating “immorality” under the slogans of progressiveness, liberty, and lib-
eration.11 Many see America’s way of life as motivated by evil, “Satan,” 
“bad for the human being,” and overly materialistic. “Globalization,” a 
Hezbollah militant told me, “is just another word for McDonaldization.” 
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They often reject feminism in favor of “family values,” whether their 
families are in Oklahoma or Peshawar. They see themselves as defending 
sacred territory or protecting the rights of their coreligionists. They view 
people who practice other versions of their faith, or other faiths, as infidels 
or sinners. Because the true faith is purportedly in jeopardy, emergency 
conditions prevail, and the killing of innocents becomes, in their view, 
religiously and morally permissible.12 The point of religious terrorism is 
to purify the world of these corrupting influences. 

But what lies beneath these views? Over time, I began to see that these 
grievances often mask a deeper kind of angst and a deeper kind of fear. 
Fear of a godless universe, of chaos, of loose rules, and of loneliness— 
fears that we all have to one degree or another. The religious extremists’ 
angst is familiar, as is their fear. What surprised me most was my discov-
ery that the slogans sometimes mask not only fear and humiliation, but 
also greed—greed for political power, land, or money. Often, the slogans 
seem to mask wounded masculinity. This book is about those deeper 
feelings—the alienation, the humiliation, and the greed that fuel terror-
ism. And it is about how leaders deliberately intensify those feelings to 
ignite holy wars. 

The book takes two cuts at the problem. First we look at the issue of 
religious terrorism from the perspective of individuals. What are the 
grievances that lead individuals to join holy-war organizations? And once 
they join such organizations, what makes them stay? Why do they risk 
their lives in support of a purported public good and not ride free on the 
“soldiering” of others? Second, we look at organizations. What does a 
leader need to run an effective terrorist organization? How have terrorist 
leaders structured their organizations in response to the challenges and 
opportunities posed by globalization and technological change? 

I studied these issues in several ways. I visited the schools that recruit 
cannon fodder for “jihads.” I talked to leaders, public-affairs officers, 
trainers, and operatives. I talked with terrorists in jails, in their homes, 
and at their training complexes. I talked with government officials and 
religious leaders—both sympathizers and opponents of the terrorist 
groups I studied. I arranged to have locals administer detailed question-
naires, querying the terrorists about their motivations. 
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Before we examine what the terrorists say about themselves, it may 
help to discuss briefly how terrorism will be defined in these pages, and 
the ethics of interviewing terrorists and of terrorism itself. 

W H A  T  I S  T E R R O R I S M ?  

The student of terrorism is confronted with hundreds of definitions in 
the literature.13 Some definitions focus on the perpetrator, others on his or 
her purpose, and still others on the terrorist’s technique. But only two 
characteristics of terrorism are critical for distinguishing it from other 
forms of violence. First, terrorism is aimed at noncombatants. This char-
acteristic of terrorism distinguishes it from some war-fighting. Second, 
terrorists use violence for dramatic purpose: instilling fear in the target 
audience is often more important than the physical result. This deliberate 
creation of dread is what distinguishes terrorism from simple murder or 
assault.14 

In this book terrorism will be defined as an act or threat of violence 
against noncombatants with the objective of exacting revenge, intimidat-
ing, or otherwise influencing an audience. This definition avoids limiting 
perpetrator or purpose. It allows for a range of possible actors (states or 
their surrogates, international groups, or a single individual) and all puta-
tive goals (political, religious, or economic).15 This book is concerned only 
with terrorists who claim to be seeking religious goals, i.e., religious ter-
rorism. It is limited to three monotheistic religions: Christianity, Islam, 
and Judaism. As we shall see, most religious terrorists promote a mixture 
of religious and material objectives, for example, acquiring political power 
to impose a particular interpretation of religious laws or appealing to reli-
gious texts to justify acquisition of contested territory. 

The characteristics of terrorism, as we have listed them, in turn raise 
additional questions. How do we define noncombatants?16 The term is 
controversial. A soldier on a battlefield is unquestionably a combatant, but 
what if his country is not at war, and he is sleeping, for example, in a mil-
itary housing complex in Dhahran, as nineteen U.S. soldiers were in June 
1996 when they were killed by a bomb? What if he is riding a bus also 
carrying civilians, as happens regularly in Israel, when a suicide bomber 
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attacked? What if the soldier’s country is not at war, but he is working at 
a Defense Department office, as was the case for the 125 killed when Al 
Qaeda attacked the Pentagon on September 11, 2001?17 

Under these circumstances, many would claim that the soldier is not a 
combatant. But what if troops are sent into a country on a humanitarian 
mission? And what if those troops are perceived to be partisan? This ques-
tion is likely to arise whenever U.S. leaders send the military on humani-
tarian missions. 

A second thorny issue is the perpetrator of the violent act. Can a state 
commit acts whose purpose is to intimidate noncombatants, acts that 
might be labeled terrorism? The answer is yes. States can and do unleash 
terrorist violence against their own civilians, as Saddam Hussein did with 
chemical weapons against Iraqi Kurds; as Stalin did, in acts of random 
violence against Soviet citizens; and as the Guatemalan government did 
for nearly forty years against its own people. And states have also used ter-
rorism as an instrument of war, by deliberately attacking civilians in the 
hope of crushing enemy morale. Although states frequently engage in ter-
rorism, I am concerned in this book only with substate actors. 

Two religious terrorist organizations from history are of particular 
interest for our purposes: the Zealots-Sicarii and the Assassins. The first 
was active around the time of Jesus Christ, the second during the eleventh 
to the thirteenth century. The technologies they employed were primitive: 
their weapons were the sword and the dagger. Nonetheless, these groups, 
inspired by religious conviction, were highly destructive and were active 
internationally.18 

A Jewish group, the Zealots-Sicarii, survived only twenty-five years, 
but profoundly influenced the history of the Jews. The Zealots murdered 
individuals with daggers and swords. Later they turned to open warfare. 
Their objective was to create a mass uprising against the Greeks in Judea 
and against the Romans that governed both Greeks and Jews. The revolt 
had unforeseen and devastating consequences, leading to the destruction 
of the Temple and to the mass suicide at Masada. Later revolts inspired by 
the Zealots-Sicarii led to the extermination of the Jews in Egypt and 
Cyprus, the virtual depopulation of Judea, and the Exile itself, which, 
David Rapoport explains, became central features of the Jewish experi-

i n t r  o d u c t i o n  | xxi 



ence over the next two thousand years. “It would be difficult to find ter-
rorist activity in any historical period which influenced the life of a com-
munity more decisively,” he observes,19 though the influence was not what 
the terrorists had intended. 

The Assassins, or Ismailis-Nizari, operated over two centuries, from 
1090 to 1275. Their aim, like that of Islamist extremists today, was to 
spread a “pure” version of Islam. They stabbed their victims at close range 
in broad daylight. Under these circumstances, escape was nearly impossi-
ble. Like contemporary suicide bombers, they considered their own lives 
to be sacrificial offerings. Unlike today’s suicide bombers, the Assassins 
murdered particular individuals—prominent politicians or religious lead-
ers who refused to accept the new preaching. Despite their primitive tech-
nique, the Assassins seriously threatened the governments of several 
states, including those of the Turkish Seljuk Empire in Persia and Syria.20 

The twenty-first century is seeing a resurgence of holy terror—the 
kind practiced by the Zealots-Sicarii and the Assassins.21 Unlike their pre-
decessors, however, today’s terrorists attack randomly, targeting people 
whose only crime is to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Religious 
terrorist groups are more violent than their secular counterparts and are 
probably more likely to use weapons of mass destruction.22 It is for these 
reasons that I decided to focus exclusively on religious terrorism in this 
book, in addition to my intense curiosity about why people who are 
obsessed with good and evil end up murdering innocents, somehow slip-
ping into becoming more evil than the evil they aim to fight. 

How should we respond to this evil? One approach to evil insists that 
we look the other way to avoid being contaminated. Another, according 
to philosopher Susan Nieman, insists that morality demands that we 
make evil intelligible. It is, of course, the latter approach that I am adopt-
ing here.23 

T H E  E N C O U N T E R  W I T H  E V I L  

When I was asked to take a stand on the “evil” of terrorism, my first 
response was that I’m not a priest. I had no hesitation saying that terror-
ists are morally wrong. It doesn’t matter how compelling their grievances, 
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or how familiar their pain, it’s terribly wrong to kill innocents. But I have 
come to think Hannah Arendt’s conception of evil certainly applies—the 
unthinking evil of the person who follows rules that are morally wrong— 
and wrong is too weak a word. The person who commits atrocities. That is 
what they do—they commit atrocities. I decided it was important to learn 
something about evil in order to take a stand. 

Theologians, psychologists, and moral and political philosophers, 
among others, have various perspectives on what constitutes evil, its 
causes, and how to fight it. Philosophers traditionally identify three kinds 
of evil: moral evil—suffering caused by the deliberate imposition of pain 
on sentient beings; natural evil—suffering caused by natural processes 
such as disease or natural disaster; and metaphysical evil—suffering 
caused by imperfections in the cosmos or by chance, such as a murderer 
going unpunished as a result of random imperfections in the court sys-
tem. The use of the word evil to describe such disparate phenomena is a 
remnant of pre-Enlightenment thinking, which viewed suffering (natural 
and metaphysical evil) as punishment for sin (moral evil).24 

If we look to literature and the Bible for our understanding of moral 
evil, we find evil men acting deliberately, often out of envy, sometimes in 
a fit of rage or apparent possession. Cain murders his brother out of envy 
that the Lord took more pleasure in Abel’s sacrificial offerings. Iago per-
suades Othello that his wife was unfaithful. Othello is eventually driven 
mad by Iago’s lies and murders his beloved wife. Iago’s evil arises from his 
disappointment in his own professional failures and because he envies the 
Moor’s goodness. Men may become evil by giving in to selfishness, 
despair, or ennui, as is the case for Stavrogin in The Possessed. The heroes 
of the Marquis de Sade’s novels are perfect villains who planned their 
crimes in detail and took sensual pleasure from their victims’ pain. But at 
the trial of Adolf Eichmann, Hannah Arendt observed another kind of 
moral evil: men who comply, unthinkingly, with evil rulers, regulations, 
or unfair systems, perpetrating unspeakably cruel acts. In this “banal” 
form of evil, perpetrators shut off the knowledge that their victims are 
human beings. It is this kind of evil that I observe in the terrorists 
described in these pages. The Evil One does not possess them. They love 
their families, they give alms to the poor, they pray. A guest, even a 
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stranger espousing offensive religious or political views, is likely to be 
treated with respect and generosity. But they have lost the ability to 
empathize with their victims. This book is partly about how leaders bring 
themselves and their followers to the point where their empathy for vic-
tims is gone. Over time, some operatives, who may begin their terrorist 
careers as evil in Arendt’s sense, will become accustomed to inflicting 
pain. They may even begin to take pleasure from atrocity in the name of 
“purification.” One of the problems with employing unjust means for 
(subjectively determined) just ends is that violence and crime can become 
second nature. By resorting to terrorism, a man whose ends are undeni-
ably just becomes a criminal.25 

Another view, subscribed to by some psychoanalysts, is that evil arises 
from trauma. When the pain of trauma is so great that the victim cannot 
sustain feeling, he too becomes susceptible to propagating further evil, 
and evil thus proliferates.26 In this case, suffering can lead to sin, rather 
than—as pre-Enlightenment philosophers believed—sin leading to suf-
fering.27 Absent intervention, victims of genocidal wars may raise tortured 
children who, in turn, are more susceptible to harm their own children 
psychologically.28 Male children raised in cultures of violence are more 
likely to become delinquents or violent criminals.29 Not surprisingly, 
many of the terrorists described in this book grew up in failed or failing 
states where violence was commonplace. 

For Jung, evil was inherent, not only in every human being, but also in 
God. He viewed evil as an archetypal Shadow, an aspect of the uncon-
scious that cannot be controlled, but can be integrated. When it is inte-
grated, it becomes a source of creativity. When it is repressed, it can lead 
to overt acts of evil such as terrorism. All of these approaches to evil seem 
to me to be important, not only for understanding terrorism, but also for 
developing an effective response. 

Some terrorism is evil in a straightforward way. The September 11 
hijackers, for example, plotted their attack for years. They may have felt 
themselves grievously wronged by U.S. policies, but their victims were not 
responsible for creating or implementing them. The hijackers issued no 
ultimatum. Many of the victims were not American. Malice and fore-
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thought, the classic components of evil intentions, have “rarely been so 
well combined,” philosopher Susan Nieman observes.30 

Before September 11, we had grown used to complex villains, whose 
evil was less immediately apparent. We were in the habit of thinking 
about evil in Arendt’s terms—ordinary people contributing, like cogs in a 
wheel, to evil outcomes. “Wall Street seemed determined to show us that 
everything could be bought and sold, the Pentagon bent on renewing the 
pre-Socratic belief that justice means helping your friends and hurting 
your enemies,” Nieman writes. “Those whose conceptions of evil were 
always simple and demonic were happy to see them confirmed,” she tells 
us. But for those of us whose conceptions of evil had been shaped not by 
Hollywood but by Vietnam, Cambodia, and Auschwitz, this “single-
mindedly thoughtful evil” caught us entirely unprepared.31 

Few of the terrorists described in these pages are single-mindedly 
thoughtful villains like those who masterminded the September 11 attacks. 
In some cases, determining the ethical basis of their actions is complicated. 
Many are followers, not leaders. Some fight militaries at least some of the 
time.32 In rare cases, action that would otherwise be defined as terrorism 
could be construed as just, for example, in self-defense or to defend others 
from imminent death, where no other options are available. In such hypo-
thetical cases, “just terrorism” could be consistent with just-war teachings. 

Although none of the terrorism described in this book can be 
described as morally acceptable, at least in my view, the pro-life doctor 
killers probably come the closest and are worth examining in detail for 
that reason.33 Unlike the September 11 hijackers, the doctor killers are 
discriminating: they target individuals who, in their view, are in the busi-
ness of murder. If we accept their assumption that a fetus is a human 
being, it is easy to follow the moral logic that leads doctor killers to con-
clude that killing abortion providers is “justifiable homicide,” even if we 
condemn their actions. 

Doctor killers assert that “ensoulment” begins at conception. While 
many of us feel uncertain about precisely what ensoulment entails, if it 
exists, viability can be tested empirically. It is reasonable to assume, given 
the direction and pace of medical advances, that it will soon be possible to 
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sustain and grow a fertilized egg outside the womb. So the assertion that a 
fertilized egg is a human being is difficult to reject out of hand, even for 
those of us who utterly condemn the doctor killers’ actions. 

Doctor killers see themselves as the moral equivalent of the abolition-
ists in the period before the American Civil War.34 The abolitionists rec-
ognized the humanity of the slaves and felt that God too recognized their 
humanity—the same argument used by the doctor killers in regard to the 
unborn. Most people around the world accept that slavery is morally 
wrong. But the violent abolitionists went one step further than condemn-
ing slavery and working to stop it. They felt that the slaves’ situation was 
so dire that terrorism was warranted to secure the slaves’ release. Like John 
Brown and other violent abolitionists, the doctor killers believe that the 
risk to unborn children is sufficiently grave to warrant murder. 

Even if we accept the view that abortion is morally wrong, if only for 
the sake of moral exploration, that doesn’t mean that killing doctors who 
provide abortions is morally acceptable. Abraham Lincoln argued again 
and again that the institution of slavery was wrong. And yet he also 
argued that it was wrong to be “so impatient of it as a wrong as to disre-
gard its actual presence among us and the difficulty of getting rid of it 
suddenly in a satisfactory way.”35 There were “constitutional obligations 
thrown about” the institution of slavery, and these could not be ignored 
without putting the Union at risk, he said.36 For these reasons, Lincoln 
supported punishing the terrorist abolitionists, even though he concurred 
entirely with their cause. Lincoln’s argument applies equally to the case of 
the doctor killers. 

The religious terrorist’s moral error is partly his impatience, to use Lin-
coln’s word—or put another way, his zealotry. By taking the law into their 
own hands, the doctor killers—and other terrorists who claim to be moti-
vated by moral concerns—make a grave moral error by putting at risk 
institutions that are a critically important part of our moral world. When 
they murder, pro-life killers step over the line from activists to criminals.37 

The tendencies to focus on a single value to the exclusion of others, to 
use morally unacceptable means to address genuine grievances or achieve 
defensible goals, and to turn to violence when other means are available 
for achieving the same goal (even if more slowly) are common among reli-
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gious terrorists all over the world. Thus, an additional question explored 
in these pages is this: Why and how do people who may be particularly 
sensitive to the suffering of others or to spiritual wrongs, who are 
motivated—at least initially—by a desire to purify the world of political 
and spiritual corruption, evolve from activists into murderers? 

Writing this book has helped me to understand that religion is a kind 
of technology. It is terribly seductive in its ability to soothe and explain, 
but it is also dangerous. Convents such as the one I visited as a child may 
make good people better, but they don’t necessarily make bad people 
good. They might even make bad people worse. 

Religion has two sides—one that is spiritual and universalist, and the 
other particularist and sectarian. We should not turn away from this dan-
gerous aspect of religion in an attempt to remain uncontaminated. We 
must recognize the seductiveness of sectarianism to understand the extent 
of the danger. 

The philosopher Martha Nussbaum tells a wonderful story about her 
mentor, John Rawls, who felt that the dangerousness of the Wagnerian 
view could be comprehended only if one understood its appeal. 

“I recall a conversation with him about Wagner’s Tristan, when I was a 
young faculty member,” she writes. “I made some Nietzschean jibes about 
the otherworldliness of Wagnerian passion and how silly it all was. Mr. 
Rawls, with sudden intensity, said to me that I must not make a joke 
about this. Wagner was absolutely wonderful and therefore extremely 
dangerous. You had to see the danger, he said, to comprehend how bad it 
would be to be seduced by that picture of life, with no vision of the gen-
eral good.”38 

Religious terrorism attempts to destroy moral ambiguities. But we 
should be wary of succumbing to the extreme dualist view that the per-
petrator is a manifestation of pure evil, rather than a suffering human 
beleaguered, as we are, by unmet aspirations, negation, and despair. In 
The Origins of Satan, Elaine Pagels explores the evolution of Satan 
from his roots in the Hebrew Bible. Pagels tells us that the evolving image 
of Satan served “to confirm for Christians their own identification with 
God and to demonize their opponents—first other Jews, then pagans, 
and later dissident Christians called heretics.”39 “The use of Satan to 
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represent one’s enemies lends to conflict a specific kind or moral and reli-
gious interpretation,” she argues, “in which ‘we’ are God’s people and 
‘they’ are God’s enemies, and ours as well. . . .  Such moral interpretation 
of conflict has proven extraordinarily effective throughout Western his-
tory in consolidating the identity of Christian groups; the same history 
also shows that it can justify hatred, even mass slaughter,” she observes.40 

This is the way religious terrorists view the world. Their commitment to 
a religious idea or a religious group leads them to dehumanize their 
adversaries to a degree that they become capable of murder. They start 
out with the intention to purify the world of some evil, but end up com-
mitting evil acts. Pagels’s words teach us not only about the terrorists, but 
also about ourselves, and our own capacity to become counterterrorism 
zealots—dehumanizing our enemies, putting innocent civilians at risk. It 
is an approach we should strive to avoid if we aim to succeed in counter-
ing them. 

What is so deeply painful about terrorism is that our enemies, whom 
we see as evil, view themselves as saints and martyrs. As such, religious ter-
rorism is more than a threat to national security. It is psychological and 
spiritual warfare, requiring a psychologically and spiritually informed 
response. We cannot hope to develop such a response without analyzing 
the terrorists’ methods, including skillful marketing of grievances as spir-
itual complaints and targeted charitable giving to generate support. 

A psychologically and spiritually informed response demands that we 
understand that religious terrorists aim not only to frighten their victims 
in a physical sense, but also to spread a kind of spiritual dread, to shift 
their own existential dread of cultural and spiritual defeat onto their vic-
tims. Thus, fighting religious terrorism also requires examining not only 
our propensity to overreact in the face of such fears, including by demo-
nizing the perpetrators and their supporters or coreligionists, but also how 
our actions and reactions play into their hands. 

Although we see them as evil, religious terrorists know themselves to 
be perfectly good. To be crystal clear about one’s identity, to know that 
one’s group is superior to all others, to make purity one’s motto, and 
purification of the world one’s life’s work—this is a kind of bliss. This is 
the bliss offered to those who join religious terrorist groups.41 Participants 
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in the Crusades, the Inquisition, and the kamikaze suicide-bombing raids 
all understood the appeal of purifying the world through murder. It is a 
bliss I have seen among the terrorists described in this book. This power-
ful yearning for bliss cannot be denied if we are to fight terror in the name 
of God, the gravest danger we face today. 

A  M E T H O D O L O G I C A L  N  O T E  

Many people ask why terrorists have been willing to talk to me. I was 
acutely aware that the men I interviewed for this book must have been 
attempting to use me for something. The Pakistani jihadis, for example, 
seemed to feel they had not received enough attention from the U.S. gov-
ernment, and initially thought I was working for the CIA. They were 
probably right that the CIA was ignoring them at the time we started 
speaking, although they can hardly feel neglected now. Often, my inter-
viewees hoped that I would broadcast their message to the world. Some-
times they spoke to me out of loneliness. That applies especially to terrorists 
in prison, for whom the experience of speaking with a woman who hangs 
on their every word, with no interruptions, was obviously a rare pleasure. 
Many of my interlocutors hoped to change my mind; they often asked me 
to join their cause or convert to their religion. Sometimes, they denied 
killing civilians—either because they were lying; because they considered 
enemy civilians to be potential soldiers, as Hamas sees Israeli children; or 
because they truly did focus on military targets (which in my view, makes 
them paramilitaries or mercenaries, not terrorists). 

But the flip side is that I was using them too. I wanted to understand 
how they view the world and how they feel, in order better to understand 
how to stop them. On rare occasions I tried to persuade young men to 
turn back. But mostly, I took advantage of their desire to be heard. I did 
not share my own views. It was not a normal human encounter. 

It is also important to point out that my interviewees lied to me. Some-
times, but undoubtedly not always, I knew when they were lying. Their 
lies revealed not only what they considered particularly sensitive informa-
tion, but also their fantasies about what would impress me, frighten me, or 
make me sympathetic to their cause. In some cases, I suspected that intel-
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ligence agencies had briefed operatives in advance about what was appro-
priate to tell me or even arranged for me to encounter individual opera-
tives. Readers should be alert to possible lies. 

Another problem is that I had limited access to terrorists; my sample 
was far from random. Some terrorists refused to speak with me; and some 
I was afraid to approach. Although I spoke with jihadis from many of the 
groups that are member organizations in Osama bin Laden’s International 
Islamic Front, I did not try to talk to members of Al Qaeda (other than 
one that was already in U.S. custody) because I was afraid. 

A rigorous, statistically unbiased study of the root causes of terrorism 
at the level of individuals would require identifying controls, youth exposed 
to the same environment, who felt the same humiliation, human rights 
abuse, and relative deprivation, but who chose nonviolent means to 
express their grievances or chose not to express them at all. A team of 
researchers, including psychiatrists, medical doctors, and a variety of social 
scientists would develop a questionnaire and a list of medical tests to be 
administered to a random sample of operatives and their families. 

Furthermore, to identify more systematically the attributes of terrorist 
organizations correlated with “success” (however defined), it would be 
important to examine a large variety of groups with a variety of purported 
goals, and attempt to tease out the causative factors. I am hopeful that the 
“risk factors” I identify in chapter 10 can serve as the basis of more sys-
tematic research by future scholars. 

All subjects involved in this study were informed of how the material 
would be used. Where possible, I asked subjects to review not only my 
notes of the interviews but in some cases, the chapters in which they were 
mentioned. 

In preparing to systematize my interviewing of terrorists, including 
developing a questionnaire administered to subjects in Pakistan and in 
India, I had to present the project to the Standing Committee on the Use 
of Human Subjects at Harvard University. All universities undertaking 
grant activities have such rules, which were originally established to pre-
vent abuses in medical and psychological experiments. Normally, researchers 
are required to obtain signed consent forms from the subject. In this case, 
the Board allowed me to write a script explaining who funded the project 
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and how the results would be used. I made clear to the Human Subjects 
Board that in the unlikely event any information I obtained could save 
someone’s life, I considered my responsibility to possible victims to be 
more important than my responsibility to the Committee on Human 
Subjects or the subjects themselves. 
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Part I 

Grievances 
That Give Rise 

to Holy War 





Part 1 of this book explores the kinds of grievances that give rise to ter-
rorism in the name of God. We learn in the first half of this book how 
leaders exploit feelings of alienation and humiliation to create holy war-
riors; and how demographic shifts, selective reading of history, and terri-
torial disputes are used to justify holy wars. 

Part 1 addresses the question: Why do some people respond to these 
religious grievances by joining terrorist groups, and once they join, what 
makes them stay? We learn, through the terrorists’ stories, that the bene-
fits they receive are partly spiritual, partly emotional, and partly material. 
Terrorism involves a collective-action problem, in the sense that only 
those who contribute incur the costs, but a broader collective shares the 
benefits. The theory of collective action suggests that people tend to “free 
ride” on others’ contributions to collective goods. It suggests, for example, 
that it is irrational to pay taxes if there is no enforcement mechanism 
because we can reap the benefits of others’ contributions whether or not 
we write a check to the government.1 It is possible to encourage collective 
action through positive incentives (rewards or payments) or penalties for 
noncompliance (corporal punishment, incarceration, or fines). 

When Jewish extremists attempt to lay a cornerstone for the Third 
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Temple they hope to build, all like-minded messianic Jews (and messianic 
Christians) benefit. Only the participants pay: When they ascend the 
Temple Mount, they incur risks to their person, livelihood, freedom, and 
families. Given this, the extremist should be asking himself: Why bother 
participating? Why not let others do the work and take the risks? 

Participation in terrorist violence can be seen as kind of tax paid to 
redress the collectives’ grievances. Those who contribute their lives, their 
money, or their support are paying their taxes; those who do not are free 
riders. The metaphor may sound far-fetched, but an Al Qaeda member 
has used precisely this language to chastise non-violent Muslims who 
don’t contribute to Al Qaeda’s goals. Ramzi bin al-Shibh, a mastermind 
of the September 11 attacks, describes violence as “the tax” that Muslims 
must pay “for gaining authority on earth.” He says that “it is imperative to 
pay a price for Heaven, for the commodity of Allah is dear, very dear. It is 
not acquired through rest, but [rather] blood and torn-off limbs must be 
the price.” The moral “obligation of jihad” is equally important as the 
duties of prayer and charity, he says. He urges Muslims to “grasp this 
understanding,” claiming that the punishment awaiting those who neglect 
the obligation to pay their “taxes” by waging jihad will be “painful and 
harsh.”2 

Terrorist leaders encourage operatives to participate in terrorist vio-
lence by holding out the promise of heavenly rewards or the threat of 
heavenly retribution. Some operatives participate because they fear being 
punished in the afterlife, as Ramzi bin al-Shibh suggests, or because they 
desire to be virtuous (in their view) for its own sake. But leaders also offer 
material and emotional incentives—both rewards and punishments. They 
provide cash payments for successful operations. They provide money to 
“martyrs’ ” families. Recruiters in Kashmir coerce families into donating 
their sons by demanding large payments or the use of a child. One Al 
Qaeda recruit told his interrogators that the atmosphere at the training 
camps was one of intense psychological pressure enforced by the torture 
of those who did not embrace the violent code.3 

Some operatives will admit they got involved in terrorism out of a 
desire for adventure.4 Many join out of friendship or through social net-
works. In some cases, the desire to be with friends turns out to be more 

4 | t e r r  o r  i n  t h e  n a m e  o f  g o d  



important, over time, than the desire to achieve any particular goal. Oth-
ers are attracted to the “glamour” of belonging to a militant group. One 
operative told me about the appeal of living outside normal society under 
extreme conditions, on a kind of permanent Outward Bound. Some get 
involved in violent groups out of a sense of alienation and anomie. Once 
part of a well-armed group, the weak feel strong and powerful, perhaps for 
the first time in their lives. Some admit that they find guns and violence 
appealing. For such individuals, there are clear emotional benefits to 
belonging to violent groups. In short, fun and profit—status, glamour, 
power, prestige, friendship, and money—provide powerful incentives for 
participating in terrorist groups. 

But fun and profit do not explain the whole picture. Foot soldiers are 
likely to receive no monetary compensation. They are often recruited 
from extremist religious seminaries where they are indoctrinated from an 
early age about the spiritual importance of donating their lives to a holy 
war. The September 11 hijackers apparently were not paid. Fun and profit 
also do not explain how an organization begins. “Why and how . . . the  
group committed from the start to fundamental transformation of the 
structure of power . . . remains one of the mysteries of our time,” sociol-
ogist Charles Tilly famously observed in regard to social movements.5 

And yet revolutions and violent social movements do come about, much 
to the puzzlement of rational choice theorists. Something other than fun 
and profit appears to be at play.6 

In real life (as opposed to elegant, parsimonious theory), people have 
mixed motives for everything they do. We may desire to do the right 
thing, but we may want our efforts to be noticed and rewarded—perhaps 
by God, perhaps by other people. Terrorists, similarly, have mixed 
motives. They see themselves as purifying the world. They believe that 
murdering the group’s “enemies” is a way to “do good” or to “be good.”7 

As some terrorists define it, virtue may be its own reward. But operatives 
may be influenced simultaneously by more pragmatic incentives, possibly 
including money for themselves or their families. 

What seems to be most appealing about militant religious groups— 
whatever combination of reasons an individual may cite for joining—is 
the way life is simplified. Good and evil are brought out in stark relief. 
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Life is transformed through action. Martyrdom—the supreme act of 
heroism and worship—provides the ultimate escape from life’s dilemmas, 
especially for individuals who feel deeply alienated and confused, humili-
ated or desperate. 

When religious terrorist groups form, ideology and altruism play sig-
nificant roles. Commitment to the goals of the organization, and the spir-
itual benefits of contributing to a “good cause” are sufficient incentives for 
many operatives, especially in the initial phase of the organization. Over 
time, in some cases, cynicism takes hold. Terrorism becomes a career as 
much as a passion. What starts out as moral fervor becomes a sophisti-
cated organization. We will find in the pages that follow that grievance 
can end up as greed—for money, political power, or attention. 

Astute leaders take advantage of the variety of motives that lead oper-
atives to become terrorists. They do not rely on terrorists’ (mistaken) 
moral convictions alone to sustain the group over time. They offer friend-
ship, status, adventure, “glamour,” and jobs. In commander and cadre-
style organizations, leaders also realize they need a variety of recruits, 
some of whom will require material incentives in addition to moral, spiri-
tual, or emotional ones.8 

Although each chapter is named after a single grievance (alienation, 
humiliation, demographic shifts, historical wrongs, and claims over terri-
tory), multiple grievances play a role in the religious conflicts highlighted 
in these chapters, not just the one mentioned in the chapter’s title. The 
goals of the terrorists discussed in part 1 also vary along three dimensions: 
from spiritual to temporal, from instrumental to expressive, and from ide-
ological to profit-driven. 

All the terrorists discussed in part 1 claim to be motivated by religious 
principles, but most pursue a mixture of spiritual and political goals. At 
the extreme religious end of the spectrum are the groups seeking eternal, 
spiritual goals such as redemption or helping to bring on the apocalypse 
and the Endtimes predicted in biblical texts. The Covenant, the Sword, 
and the Arm of the Lord, the Christian cult discussed in chapter 1, and 
the Jewish Underground, one of the terrorist groups discussed in chapter 
4, probably come closest to this ideal type. Both were interested in influ-
encing the process and timing of the apocalypse. Neither was seeking po-
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litical power, at least when they started out. At the opposite end of the 
spectrum are the groups that are mainly pursuing temporal, pragmatic 
goals on this earth. They may propose to impose religious laws, but their 
principal interests are obtaining political power or expanding their terri-
tory. For example, some of the worst religious violence in Indonesia, dis-
cussed in chapter 3, has arisen in areas where indigenous groups living in 
natural-resource rich regions are seeking greater autonomy or indepen-
dence. Hamas, discussed in chapter 2, claims to be protecting co-
religionists from assault by other religious groups, but is largely focused 
on achieving political power and asserting control over the whole of Israel. 
Jewish extremist Avigdor Eskin invoked an ancient mystical prayer to 
bring about the death of Israeli Prime Minister Rabin. Despite his fasci-
nation with mysticism, however, Eskin is mainly interested in altering the 
situation in this world. He wanted Rabin to die because he was giving 
away “Jewish” territory to Muslims. Eskin and others discussed in the 
chapter are raising money to create a “genuine” right-wing party in Israel. 

Terrorists also vary in their desire to accomplish something. Some-
times they are businesslike in their pursuit of objectives. The objective 
could be to frighten the enemy or damage an economy. It could be to 
force the enemy to overreact, thereby demonstrating his ruthlessness or 
weakness. It could be to impose religious laws. But sometimes the purpose 
is expressive rather than instrumental. The aim is to convey rage or to 
exact revenge with little thought to long-term consequences. For whom is 
the message intended? Usually we think of the audience for terrorism as 
the victims and their sympathizers. But attacks sometimes have more to 
do with rousing the troops than terrorizing the victims. Bin Laden, for 
example, appears to believe that spectacular attacks make him more 
appealing to his followers. In his words, people follow the strong horse, 
and abandon the weak one. 

Terrorists groups also vary in terms of the extent to which ideology 
matters. Some terrorist organizations transform themselves, over time, 
into profit-driven organizations for which crime is an end rather than a 
means. These groups switch from grievance to greed. 

The groups discussed in part 1 also vary in size, organizational sophis-
tication, and potential to cause mass casualties. Some engage in terrorism 
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essentially full time; while others engage in terrorism as a kind of hobby. 
Some are mainly involved in fighting enemy troops, resorting to terrorism 
(targeting noncombatants) only occasionally. For still others, the charita-
ble and political wings of the organization are equally as important as the 
military ones. 
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O N E  

Alienation 

This chapter tells the story of a group of alienated individuals who joined 
a religious fellowship in rural Arkansas. After the leader received a “revela-
tion” that the Endtimes had begun, the cult began “fusing together in one 
body” as directed by a prophetess living on the compound. They burned 
family photographs, sold their wedding rings, pooled their earnings, and 
destroyed televisions and other “reminders of the outside world’s propa-
ganda.” They also began stockpiling weapons to prepare for the “enemy’s” 
anticipated invasion. But the Apocalypse—and the battle between good 
and evil forces—failed to materialize on the appointed hour. Each failed 
prophecy was followed by a revised forecast. Instead of giving in to 
despair that their dream of the Endtimes might not materialize, cult 
members’ confidence grew stronger. They intensified their military train-
ing, acquired more powerful weapons, and purified themselves to prepare 
to vanquish the forces of evil. 

By examining this cult, we learn how leaders develop a story about 
imminent danger to an “in group,” foster group identity, dehumanize the 
group’s purported enemies, and encourage the creation of a “killer self” 
capable of murdering large numbers of innocent people. This chapter 
focuses on the evolution of a cult member named Kerry Noble. We 
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observe how the leader cunningly capitalized on Noble’s need to feel 
important inside the group, and how, over time, Noble was transformed 
from a gentle but frustrated pastor seeking transcendence to a terrorist 
prepared to countenance “war” against the cult’s enemies—blacks, Jews, 
“mud people,” and the U.S. government. 

On April 19, 1985, two hundred federal and state law-enforcement agents 
staged a siege at a 240-acre armed compound in rural Arkansas inhabited 
by a Christian cult called the Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the 
Lord (CSA).1 The cult had long been expecting an enemy invasion, and 
members had laid land mines around the periphery of the property. They 
had stockpiled five years’ worth of food. James Ellison, the commander of 
the cult, wanted to shoot it out with the feds. Danny Coulson, head of the 
FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team, eventually persuaded Ellison that the cult 
would lose such a battle. Coulson said he had a Huey helicopter, just over 
the hill, which would level the place if a cult member fired a single shot. 
He also said that an aircraft circling the property was equipped with heat-
seeking devices. “We can watch your every move, day or night,” he said. 
He told cult members that he had an armored personnel carrier around 
the bend, and weapons so advanced and new that the military didn’t have 
them yet. “Your organization is considered by the government to be the 
best-trained civilian paramilitary group in America. That’s why we’re 
here. We’re only sent against the best,” he told the cult’s second-in-
command, Kerry Noble, who had been sent to negotiate with the enemy.2 

The FBI asked the Reverend Robert Millar, a leading cleric of the 
American racist right, to help negotiate with the cult. Millar reports that 
he saw 150 men in camouflage, plus FBI and ATF agents, a SWAT team, 
and “a few Mossad agents,” scattered in the woods around the compound, 
whom he blamed for provoking a “tense and dangerous confrontation.”3 

“If it comes to a fight, hand me a gun, show me how to use it, and I am 
with you,” he says he told Ellison.4 

Three days after the siege began, the Covenant’s “Home Guard” sur-
rendered. The Reverend Millar was disappointed. “It ended with the 
whole group walking out, the womenfolk carrying their Bibles and 
singing, the men handing over their carbines.”5 When government offi-
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cials searched the compound, they found a large cache of weapons, 
including fifty hand grenades; seventy-four assault weapons; thirty 
machine guns; six silencers; an M-72 antitank rocket; a World War II–era 
antiaircraft gun; three half-pound blocks of C-4 plastic explosives; an 
unfinished, homemade armored personnel carrier; and a large drum of 
cyanide, which cult members intended to use to poison major-city water 
supplies. 

The cult hoped to hasten the return of the Messiah by “carrying out 
God’s judgments” against unrepentant sinners.6 They believed that 
humanists, communists, socialists, and Zionists had taken over the U.S. 
government. They knew for a fact that Jews, Satan’s direct descendents, 
were working closely with the Antichrist, whose forces included the 
United Nations, the IMF, the Council on Foreign Relations, the Illumi-
nati, and the “One-Worlders.”7 They had discovered, through their intel-
ligence channels, that the aim of this cabal was to create a world 
government, a clear sign that the forces of Satan were at work.8 The cult 
planned to poison residents of major cities—far more people than any 
modern terrorist group has killed before. They had joined forces with 
other right-wing groups in the hope of destroying what they called the 
Zionist Occupied Government (ZOG). Cult members and their cocon-
spirators were eventually tried for sedition, but in the end, the government 
lost the case.9 

Kerry Noble was a “God-anointed elder” of the cult and, by the end, 
its second-in-command. I first contacted him by telephone in March 
1998. He was living in Texas, now released from prison. He told me that 
the group had started preparing for “war” because there were signs of 
Armageddon. “We believed that once those signs were there, it was time 
for us to act, to make judgments against those who were doing wrong or 
who refused to repent,” he says. “The original timetable was up to God, 
but God could use us in creating Armageddon. That if we stepped out, 
things might be hurried along. You get tired of waiting for what you think 
God is planning.”10 

Kerry said he regrets his involvement in leading the cult, especially its 
paramilitary activities. He is active in anticult programs and helped the 
FBI investigate the Oklahoma City bombing. He tells me he got involved 
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in CSA because he listened to God, and that God encouraged him to stay 
with the cult even after it became violent. He told me, “God directs us in 
everything we do. God is in control of everything.” He believes that God 
speaks to individuals and provides direction, although individuals can 
misinterpret what they hear. I am instantly reminded of the famous warn-
ing that anyone who believes God speaks to him directly should be 
careful—it might actually be the devil speaking. 

I want to know more about this faith. Kerry defines faith as “believing 
and obeying God when He tells you to do something or when He leads 
you into a situation. When you believe that God is directing you, it also 
follows that He will provide [for] and protect you.”11 He says that faith in 
God is key to every action he has ever taken, “whether relocating, living 
communally, casting out demons, or having a baby by natural child-
birth.”12 Faith must also have played a role, then, when he drove to 
Kansas City with plastic explosives and a .22 pistol to shoot some “queers 
and niggers,” bomb a pornographic bookstore, and blow up a church fre-
quented by homosexuals.13 In the end he discovered that he didn’t have 
the stomach for killing at close range, but other cult members did. That 
same God also leads him now, he tells me, in his efforts to help deprogram 
youth who have joined violent cults. 

We spoke a number of times, but I was dissatisfied, irritated, and, 
frankly, confused. This was early in my study of religious terror, and I was 
still of the view that faith in God makes people better human beings. 
How is it possible that Kerry could retain faith in a God that he believes 
directed him to do things that were evil? Things that he now sees as 
morally wrong? 

I e-mailed Kerry to ask him more questions. He wrote me back, “Hi, 
Jessica. It always blesses me when someone asks questions concerning spir-
itual matters, as you did, in trying to understand people. I can’t tell you 
how much our last conversation meant to me. I will be glad to help you 
any way possible.”14 He also told me, “You are welcome to come down to 
visit; we would be honored to have you here. Just let me know when.” I 
decided to take him up on his offer in June 1999. 

Kerry lives in Burleson, Texas. The Burleson, Texas, Web site calls the 
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town “more than a whistle stop. It’s a visitor’s delight!” But there are no 
hotels in Burleson, so I stay in a Holiday Inn in a neighboring town. 

Kerry invites me to dinner. After mulling it over awhile, I conclude 
that one should bring a gift to one’s dinner host, even if he is a former ter-
rorist. A box of chocolates? A cake? Finally I settle on a bottle of wine. On 
a whim, I select a substantial merlot, which a flyer hanging from the shelf 
informs me was highly rated by Mr. Robert Parker. It is the most expen-
sive bottle of wine I have ever bought. 

I follow Kerry’s detailed instructions, eventually finding my way to a 
quiet neighborhood consisting mostly of mobile homes. Kerry, his wife, 
Kay, and their children live in a mobile home behind his parents’ house. 
Kerry’s grandparents bought the mobile home for Kay and the children 
when Kerry was in prison. The mobile home has four bedrooms. It is 
twenty-eight feet wide and seventy-six feet long. 

Kerry meets me at the door. He is a big man, six feet tall, and stout. 
He has puffy, unhealthy-looking skin, and a neatly trimmed gray beard. 
The crown of his head is covered with a thin, gray fuzz. Tracks of worry 
are visible on his pale brow. Former minister, penitent neo-Nazi, regretful 
attempted bigamist, repentant terrorist. Convicted of conspiracy to pos-
sess unregistered weapons and of receiving stolen property. The prodigal 
son, now living on his parents’ land. Six children, three granddaughters. 
He moves slowly, apologetically, as though weighed down by a childlike 
shame, and perhaps an embarrassing resentment at having gotten caught. 
He wants to please, to be forgiven. Is that my role? I wonder whether I am 
the first Jew to have entered this mobile home. 

He thanks me for the wine, which he immediately takes into the 
kitchen and puts in the refrigerator. I notice through the kitchen door that 
the table is already laid. Everything is ready. Everything is neat and clean. 

I ask to use the bathroom. It is spotless. 
Kerry invites me into the living room. He sits on a recliner, where he 

tells me he sat for nearly three days straight reveling in the quiet and space 
of the mobile home after his release from solitary confinement. I sit on a 
couch. In front of me is a glass of iced tea sitting on a dust-free coffee 
table. I notice the mingled smells of “fresh scent” antibacterial soap on my 
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now very clean hands, lemon Pledge, and something like fear, someone’s 
fear, but I’m not sure whose. Kay joins us. We make small talk. How was 
your drive? Hot weather in Texas. Hot weather in Washington too. I hear 
locusts humming out the window. 

Kay invites us to sit down to dinner. Kerry takes the wine out of the 
refrigerator. He offers some to me and pours a tiny amount for himself. 
This is the first time they have had wine with dinner, Kerry tells me. 
Kay pulls a perfectly white Corning Ware casserole out of the oven. She 
has made us Kerry’s favorite dish, she says, Mexican chicken: taco shells 
and precooked boneless chicken pieces baked in Campbell’s cream-of-
mushroom soup. 

What was it like living on the compound? I ask Kay. “There was a 
secure, Christian atmosphere,” she says. “We helped one another—taking 
care of each other’s babies and children. Canning, gardening. It was a big 
communal thing. It was nice.” 

“Back to basics, living in the woods,” Kerry adds. It was “heaven” for 
the children, he says—no worries, lots of other children to play with, and 
peaceful surroundings. Many of the children had a hard time adjusting to 
life after the cult dispersed. Kerry’s eldest daughter had nightmares for 
several years after the siege, having to adjust to a society she didn’t under-
stand, Kerry says. 

Cult members built their own houses, each one equipped with a 
bunker or a nearby foxhole in preparation for the enemy’s imminent inva-
sion. James Ellison, the leader of the cult, lived in a stone house. But the 
Nobles lived in a wood-frame house with no insulation, no electricity, and 
no running water. Kay washed the family’s laundry by hand. Their out-
house was on the porch, and in the winter they could see their breath even 
while standing right next to the woodstove. 

When the Nobles joined the cult, it was a “religious fellowship,” not a 
violent cult. The group believed in “clean” living: beer drinking, smoking, 
recreational drugs, and cussing were not allowed at the camp. “At the time 
of the siege,” Kerry says, “I had agents coming up to me during the stand-
off saying you had such a nice way of living. I wish I could live in some-
thing like this. Too nice to mess it up. We knew that at our best, we 
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worked hard, cared about people. Tight community, kids didn’t have to 
worry about drugs, kidnappings . . .”  

Later, I speak with a former government agent who asked me not to 
reveal his name. I’ll call him Keith. Keith quit his job because he was so 
upset by what happened with CSA. He admired the cult, he admits. “I 
had a problem to start with when this case was first assigned to me 
because of my understanding of what CSA represented,” he tells me. “I 
came from a Baptist background so I was accustomed to fire and brim-
stone [and] I didn’t see anything wrong with what Ellison was saying or 
doing. I got some heat for holding these views. But then I kept hearing 
from informants that it was not just a religious organization. When you 
look behind [the religious facade], you realize that this guy is not really 
what he holds himself out to be.” It was almost as if James Ellison were 
two people, he says. A religious leader, but also a thug. He was extremely 
charismatic, Keith says: “I can tell you right now, if he walked from where 
he is into the next state, he would gather a lot of followers.” Terrorists 
often strike people who know them as two different people: the family 
man and the killer.15 

In the beginning, the group held Bible meetings almost every night. 
Kerry was the main Bible teacher. At these meetings, members sometimes 
“prophesied” about fellow members’ “pride.” When this happened, the 
person guilty of pride would sit in a special chair, and the others would 
lay hands on him and speak in tongues to “cure” him. The chair was a 
“symbol in which to humble oneself in front of the group before asking 
for prayer, openly confessing what one needed,” Kerry explains.16 Public 
shaming of members is one of the hallmarks of a cult. 

Sometimes the prophecies were about the group’s future path. At one 
session, a “prophetess” named Donna told the group that “we would have 
to be willing to sacrifice much for the good of the group, that only by our 
fusing together in one body could He accomplish His will in us,” Kerry 
recalls.17 Ellison instructed all the men to shave their beards and cut their 
hair short. Members would no longer receive payment for their logging 
work; the group would pool all its earnings. Members were encouraged to 
burn any remaining vestiges of their precult identities: photographs, 

a l i e n a  t i o n  | 15 



keepsakes, and high school yearbooks. They destroyed televisions and 
radios and other “reminders of the outside world’s propaganda.” They 
sold their wedding rings. They received little or no information from the 
outside world.18 

Cutting off information from the outside world and destroying per-
sonal possessions or anything that reminds members of their precult lives 
is another common practice among cults. A French fascist told Robert J. 
Lifton that he felt that by joining the SS (a cultlike organization), he was 
entering a religious order that required that he “divest himself of his past” 
to be reborn as a person capable of what Himmler called heroic cruelty.19 

The creation of a new self, which Lifton calls doubling, helps to 
explain how “banal” operatives, in Hannah Arendt’s sense, come to kill 
innocent civilians.20 William James considered the potential for doubling 
to be inescapable, although he considered it most likely to occur in 
extremis, for example, when a person faces his own or a loved one’s 
death.21 Doctors report the need to develop a “medical self,” which is 
capable of slicing open a patient’s body while remaining relatively inured 
to the patient’s pain and even death.22 

In a study of the psychology of killing, military psychologist David 
Grossman found that without desensitivity training, most soldiers will not 
fire at enemies at close range. Nearly 80 percent of riflemen neglected, 
declined, or omitted to fire at an exposed enemy in World War II, even to 
save their lives or the lives of their compatriots. He found a similar ten-
dency in earlier wars. After extensive desensitivity training, however, the 
nonfiring rate in Vietnam was only 5 percent.23 Desensitivity training 
requires learning to see the enemy as less than human. Terrorists also 
employ this technique, partly by referring to the “enemy” as subhuman. 
Neo-Nazi hate groups refer to nonwhites as the “children of darkness,” 
and Jews as the “destroying virus.” Aryans are described as “pure,” “the 
Chosen,” and “the children of light.”24 As a terrorist’s assignments gradu-
ally become more violent, his capacity for moral revulsion is worn down. 
Psychologists find that even ordinary, decent people can be trained to do 
extraordinarily cruel things.25 

People tend to find and stay in positions that satisfy their psychologi-
cal needs, so there is probably some degree of self-selection in who joins 
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and stays inside terrorist movements and violent cults. Lifton argues that 
Nazi doctors who worked in the death camps were more ideologically 
committed to the cause but may have had, in addition, “greater schizoid 
tendencies, or been particularly prone to numbing and omnipotence-
sadism, all of which also enhance doubling.”26 But these characteristics 
suggest only greater susceptibility; “normal” people are also capable of 
extreme disassociation and inflicting great harm, under certain conditions. 

It is also common for cult leaders to demand that adherents donate all 
earnings, and in some cases possessions, to the group or its leaders. Shoko 
Asahara, for example, the leader of the Aum Shinrikyo cult best known 
for its use of chemical weapons on the Tokyo subway in 1995, demanded 
that members donate all their earnings to the group’s cause. 

CSA came to accept the teachings of Identity Christianity, which sees 
Anglo-Saxons as the “true Israel,” America as a sacred land, and the Dec-
laration of Independence and the Constitution as a God-inspired, Christ-
ian inheritance.27 Ellison told the cult that Christians had turned away 
from Old Testament laws and were allowing enemies of Christ to rule the 
land. It was time to take that sacred land back from God’s enemies, he 
said. As we will see, many religious terrorists imbue material objectives 
and objects (such as land) with a spiritual dimension, making it impossi-
ble to compromise because the land now has spiritual content. 

Like more mainstream Protestant fundamentalists, adherents of Chris-
tian Identity take the Scriptures literally and focus a great deal on the End-
times. A key difference is the understanding of when Jesus appears during 
the tribulation. “Pretribulation” fundamentalist Protestants believe that 
Jesus will save them from experiencing the Apocalypse through a “divine 
rapture,” the simultaneous ascension to heaven of all good Christians.28 

Followers of Christian Identity expect to be present during the Apoca-
lypse. Christian militants who subscribe to “posttribulation” beliefs con-
sider it their duty to attack the forces of the Antichrist, who will become 
leader of the world during the Endtimes. He will offer the people a false 
religion and a single world government. The strength of international 
institutions promoting world government, including the United Nations 
and the international banks, are indications that the Antichrist is already 
here, they believe. Identity Christianity has become the dominant religion 
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of the racist right in America. Adherents include Gordon Kahl, a leader in 
the Posse Comitatus movement who died in a shoot-out with the FBI in 
1983 and became the first Identity “martyr”; Randy Weaver, whose wife 
and son were killed in a government siege at his house in 1992; and Tim-
othy McVeigh, who was executed for killing 168 people in the 1995 
bombing of the Oklahoma City Federal Building. 

Like other apocalyptic sects in the past, some Christian Identity adher-
ents believe that they are now experiencing the tribulations as described in 
Revelation, that America is currently the equivalent of the corrupted and 
depraved Babylon. Others are not sure, nor are they certain how long the 
period of tribulation will last. I called up the Reverend Robert Millar, the 
leading cleric of the American racist right, to ask his views. “Armageddon 
could come anytime in the next thirty, forty, fifty years, it might come in 
2160, or it might even be five years from now,” Pastor Millar tells me. 
“We are not really hung up on the date.”29 

In late 1979, after Kerry Noble had been living at the compound for 
over a year, Ellison called the group together. “The Jews have declared war 
on our race, promoting race-mixing and thereby polluting the pure seed 
of God,” Ellison explained to cult members. “This ZOG, this Zionist 
Occupied Government, is killing our white babies through abortion! It is 
destroying white minds with its humanistic teachings of evolution! I tell 
you this—niggers may be descended from apes, but my ancestors never 
swung from trees by their tails. In order to preserve our Christian heritage 
and race, it is our right, our patriotic duty, to overthrow the Antichrist 
government!”30 He continued, “Prepare war, O Israel! Wake up the 
mighty men! Let all the men of war come near. Beat your plowshares into 
spears and your pruning hooks into swords. Let the weak say, ‘I am 
strong!’ ”31 Kerry says that the men, dressed in camouflage and armed 
with rifles and pistols, shouted, “I am strong!”32 

Terrorists frequently invoke the notion that they are protecting the in-
group from pollution by impure outsiders. Ellison’s speech also makes 
clear that he hopes to make his converts feel like new men—partly to fos-
ter the development of a killer self who wears combat fatigues, but also to 
make members feel strong inside the group, enhancing their commitment 
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to the cult. Outside the cult, Kerry tells us, he felt weak and repeatedly 
humiliated. Inside, Ellison made him feel needed and strong. 

The cult sold the pigs they had earlier raised for meat and, believing 
that they were the true children of Israel, started celebrating Passover. 
During their first Passover celebration, the men dressed in military uni-
forms. They prayed that the angel of death would come and kill the first-
born of all the “Egyptians” still living in America. “We were disappointed 
when we awoke the next morning not to find a plague having struck the 
nation,” Kerry recalls.33 

Ellison also subscribed to the “sonship” doctrine, which teaches that 
Jesus is only the head of God’s Christ, or Anointed One. The body of 
Christ is composed of a number of people—possibly the 144,000 people 
mentioned in the Book of Revelation. Eventually the people that make up 
the body of Christ will achieve spiritual perfection. Although they retain 
their mortal bodies, these prophets become incapable of sin.34 

This interpretation requires “spiritualizing” the biblical text.35 To spir-
itualize a scripture is to see a deeper meaning than the literal meaning or 
the one commonly taught, Kerry explains.36 

Cult leaders tend to create their own religions as they go along, freely 
“spiritualizing” texts, sometimes picking and choosing from a variety of 
religions, sects, or ideologies. The leader often has a “vision” that becomes 
an organizing myth, often related to hopes and fears about the end of the 
world as we know it, to be replaced by a new, fairer, better world. Shoko 
Asahara, the leader of Aum Shinrikyo, mixed Christianity, Hinduism, 
and Buddhism to legitimate his autocratic rule and to inculcate total com-
mitment among his followers. He chose Shiva the Destroyer as the princi-
pal deity for his cult, but he also emphasized the Judeo-Christian notion 
of Armageddon. He used his yoga skills to impress adherents and to 
establish schools, raising money for the cult. He used longing for the new, 
post-Apocalypse world to urge his followers to hurry it along through vio-
lence, including with weapons of mass destruction. 

Ellison believed that he and other cult members were among the peo-
ple that made up the body of Christ. When he felt himself to have 
achieved the requisite level of perfection, he took a second wife. He felt 
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that whatever he chose to do, he was no longer capable of sinning, so 
nothing was off-limits. Kerry planned to do the same, but his fiancée 
broke off the engagement just before the marriage was to take place. Cults 
frequently engage in unusual sexual practices, whether abstinence, free 
love, or polygamy. Shoko Asahara also took on multiple sexual partners 
among adherents. 

Ellison employed essentially all the techniques for enhancing commit-
ment that cults traditionally favor. These include sharing property and/or 
signing it over to the group upon admission, limiting interactions with 
the outside world, employing special terms for the outside world, ignor-
ing outside newspapers, speaking a foreign language or special jargon, 
requiring free love, polygamy, or celibacy, no compensation for labor, 
communal work efforts, daily meetings, mortification procedures such as 
confession, mutual surveillance and denunciation, institutionalization of 
awe for the group and its leaders through the attribution of magical pow-
ers, the legitimization of group demands through appeals to ultimate val-
ues (such as religion) and the use of special forms of address.37 Most 
terrorist groups employ at least some of these mechanisms. 

Kay explains that cult members felt they needed weapons because they 
had obligations to take care of one another. It is common for members of 
terrorist groups to begin taking on a group identity and to feel that the 
need to protect group members is as strong—or stronger—than the need 
to protect their own lives. “We bought guns as protection—against people 
who wanted to come and steal our food,” she says. “Part of it was antigov-
ernment.” The compound was supposed to be a place where God-fearing 
Christians could escape when the tribulation occurred. Ninety percent of 
the world’s population would die within the first hour of the Apocalypse, 
“leaving an elect people to rebuild society and usher in the millennial rule 
of Christ.”38 “We believed we were to house, feed, and clothe those who 
came to us,” Kerry explains.39 

From the very beginning Ellison held out the possibility that, by join-
ing the cult, members would receive early news about the coming Apoca-
lypse. There are still prophets and apostles in the church, Ellison said, and 
God would warn those prophets before Armageddon began. 

The cult received early intelligence about an imminent Apocalypse 
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several times, but their disappointed hopes did not lessen their faith in the 
least. In 1978, they received word that the judgments of God would 
begin on August 12, the ninth of Ab on the Jewish calendar, when Jews 
commemorate the destruction of both the First and Second Temples. 
Their source, whom they considered reliable, warned them of natural 
catastrophes “beyond measure,” including flooding on all sides of the 
United States in a band two hundred miles wide. When the prediction 
turned out to be premature, Kerry says, “We were disappointed it didn’t 
occur, but still anticipated its arrival as being near.”40 

The cult repeatedly prepared for the coming economic and social col-
lapse, which was certain, Ellison told them again and again, to arrive the 
following season.41 When the judgments started, Ellison told them, “It 
will get so bad that parents will eat their children. Death in the major 
cities will cause rampant diseases and plagues. Maggot-infested bodies will 
lie everywhere. Earthquakes, tidal waves, volcanoes, and other natural dis-
asters will grow to gigantic proportions. Witches and satanic Jews will 
offer people up as sacrifices to their gods, openly and proudly; blacks will 
rape and kill white women and will torture and kill white men; homosex-
uals will sodomize whoever they can. Our new government will be a part 
of the one-world Zionist Communism government. All but the elect will 
have the mark of the Beast.”42 The deliberate inculcation of apocalyptic 
fears often precedes violence in cults that are cut off from society. It is also 
common for cults to believe even more strongly in the world’s imminent 
end after prophecy fails.43 

To prepare, the men started practicing military maneuvers. Every male 
member of the cult was issued a rifle, a pistol, and full military gear.44 

They started stockpiling food. Kerry says that at one point he had over 
three thousand pounds of food in storage.45 They raised money by steal-
ing from department stores and committing arson for profit. They built 
factories for manufacturing grenades and silencers and sold weapons at 
National Rifle Association gun shows.46 They offered classes in “Christian 
martial arts” at a school they called the Endtime Overcomer Survival 
Training School. They charged $500 for the full course, which included 
shooting cardboard cutouts of blacks and Jews.47 Terrorist groups often 
raise money through criminal activities. 
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They published a series of books, including Witchcraft and the Illumi-
nati, Christian Army Basic Training Manual, The Jews: 100 Facts, and Pre-
pare War! They sold racist and survivalist literature as part of their official 
book list, including such titles as The Protocols of the Learned Elders of 
Zion, The Negro and the World Crisis, Who’s Who in the Zionist Conspiracy, 
The Talmud Unmasked, and A Straight Look at the Third Reich.48 

How did you feel when the group turned violent? I ask Kay. 
“Well, it came about slowly,” she says. “Over a couple of years. We got 

pulled into it, it became a way of life. 
“One of the doctrines that was heavily relied on was that women sub-

mit to their husbands,” she continues. “That was what we believed. We 
didn’t question. And we weren’t directly involved. Acts of violence were 
usually kept among the men; the women really didn’t know much of what 
was going on.” Women called their husbands “lord” as a sign of respect, in 
imitation of the way the biblical Sarah referred to her husband, Abraham. 

“End of times, I’ve heard of that for years as a child in the Baptist 
church. Everyone is left to fend for themselves,” Kay says. “And James 
[Ellison] was like a saint. I mean, he could just like hypnotize you.” She is 
crying now. 

Ellison enters a trancelike state when he concentrates, Keith, the for-
mer government agent, confirms to me later. “There are not too many 
things he would not do to establish his goals, once he puts his mind to 
something,” he says.49 

Do you still believe Armageddon is imminent? I ask Kay. 
“I don’t worry about it now. If it happens, it happens,” she answers. 
What was happening in your life before you joined CSA? I ask Kerry. 
“I desperately wanted to be valedictorian of my high school class,” he 

tells me. “In my sophomore year, there was no doubt that I would be vale-
dictorian, my grades were so outstanding,” but the family kept moving, so 
he was ineligible. Kerry then volunteered to go into the military, but was 
rejected because of an earlier illness. “I got disenchanted again,” he says. 
“At that point I had no direction and I was just going with the crowd. 
Then I got called to the ministry.” 

What does it mean to be called to ministry? I ask. 
“I had a spiritual experience, I guess,” he says. “In March of 1972, I 
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was living alone, and one night, after smoking a joint, I went to bed. Dur-
ing the night I found myself all of a sudden standing before God, even 
though all I could see was His arm and hand. Then He spoke; His voice 
seemed to echo throughout the entire place. Then I saw a book on a table 
about my life and why He had done what He did in those events. It totally 
changed my understanding about my life. God began to tell me what He 
had planned for me and what He wanted me to do. He said He had given 
me the gift of teaching and pastoring. The place I was in was so peaceful 
and so full of light, yet somehow dark at the same time. Anyway, I woke 
up and felt a power in my life I had never felt before. I went to a Christian 
bookstore and bought a pocket-size Bible to carry to work. Then I went to 
see a Baptist preacher at a church down the street and told him about my 
experience. He simply said I had been called to the ministry. It wasn’t 
until three years later that I realized I had experienced the baptism of the 
Spirit as well. When I got to work, I told everyone what happened. They 
said it was just the marijuana. But I ignored them and began to read the 
Bible every day, every chance I got. I read it through, underlining verses 
and memorizing scriptures, and then I would read it again, cover to cover, 
over and over. I couldn’t get enough of it.50 

“Everyone I knew just stood back and said, ‘Well, Kerry’s a religious 
fanatic now.’ So, I decided to move to Lubbock. I started going to college. 
Needed some kind of degree to graduate with. My first class, religion 
class, was very liberal, main denomination. The very first day I go to class, 
this Baptist preacher got up and said, ‘There’s no devil or hell, no calling, 
no God, Moses didn’t part the Red Sea.’ I mean, he goes through the 
whole ‘spiel’ in the first class. Everything that we had been taught as 
Southern Baptists growing up, here’s this Baptist getting up and saying 
this wasn’t true. And I’m thinking, ‘Well then, what is true?’ I mean, how 
can you be teaching at this Southern Baptist school and saying it’s not 
true? That just threw me. I just had no vision for the college thing.” Lead-
ers of new religions take advantage of people’s frustration with main-
stream religions, which many people believe do not help them deal with 
the problems of contemporary life. 

“Then I started working as a telephone counselor for the 700 Club 
with Pat Robertson,” Kerry tells me. People would call in to ask for 

a l i e n a  t i o n  | 23 



prayers. At the end of the evening, all the telephone counselors would 
pray together and ‘believe for a healing,’ Kerry says. Kerry was curious 
about whether the prayers worked, so he suggested calling people back to 
see how they were doing. “That’s a big no-no. We were just supposed to 
proclaim our healing and believe it and then leave it. I don’t see that, I’m 
sorry. I saw this as a conflict at the time and I quit doing that,” he says. 

“I was also working as an associate pastor. You don’t get paid. It’s more 
of a training thing.” But Kerry interpreted the texts in his own way, infu-
riating his superiors. “And then I find out that the deacons are talking 
about me.” 

So you were in trouble with the church and you had this awful job you 
didn’t like, and then you heard that your friends were moving up to this 
place in Arkansas? I ask. 

“Yeah,” Kerry says. “While we were in Dallas, we lived with our 
friends Tom and Barbara in the same house for a year. So, that was my 
first experience with community living. To me it was a high ideal. Two 
families living in a house and we never had a problem amongst us. Tradi-
tional patriarchal hierarchy where the women did all the chores and all 
that kind of stuff and the men went off to work. But to me, it was the 
best I had seen of what Christianity should be.” 

The two couples had regular prayer meetings. They sometimes con-
ducted healing sessions that included laying on of hands. During one of 
these sessions Kerry says he left his body. He was praying to be released of 
“religious pride,” and he suddenly found himself outside his body, watch-
ing the scene from above. “It was so powerful. . . . I can  still picture it 
today,” Kerry recalls.51 “When we went to Arkansas to visit [Tom and 
Barbara, who by that time had joined the cult], it was just a bigger picture 
of what that community living could be.” 

You told me once that Ellison liked to recruit people who were young 
and vulnerable, and that he was good at figuring out what they needed, I 
say. You told me he was somewhat rattled by people who are intelligent. 
What did he figure out you needed? I ask. 

“He has a gift of knowing what people needed. He knew enough 
about me to know what I was looking for. That’s what makes for good 
cult leaders. You’ve got to almost be good at psychology, have to have that 
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feel for what people want, what they are thinking, what is missing,” Kerry 
says. “Jim [Ellison] told me he needed me to be the Bible teacher, there’s 
this ego thing. He really needed me. He realized that he wasn’t that good 
at teaching, only preaching. He didn’t know the Scriptures that well. So 
he needed someone to teach.” 

And the fact that God had appeared to Ellison “perked my attention,” 
Kerry adds. 

You believed Ellison when he told you this? I ask. 
“Yeah.” Kerry was skeptical of Ellison at first, he admits. “But as soon 

as I met him, it wasn’t like he had this huge mansion and everyone else 
was working and he was just sitting up there. He worked harder than 
everybody else. I saw him do things compassionate-wise with people when 
people had done him wrong and he would still show mercy to them, for-
give them. I mean, he had a big heart.” 

Kerry had suffered from chronic bronchitis as a child, and his mother 
had discouraged him from exerting himself. He was weak, he tells me, 
with little endurance. In first grade he was forced to attend the girls’ phys-
ical education classes because he couldn’t keep up with the boys. “I don’t 
know if I ever got over the shame and humiliation of not being able to 
keep up with the other boys—or even with some of the girls,” he says. 
“Other boys often picked on me or hit me. But I never fought back. My 
mother taught me that violence and fighting never solved anything.” 

Kerry says that he desperately wanted to be a “rugged, hardworking 
man” with the confidence of his stepbrother and stepfather. He also 
remembers his brother-in-law telling him he would “never amount to a 
damn” because of his reluctance to exert himself and his physical weak-
ness.52 Even his sister was more willing to fight the neighborhood bullies 
than Kerry was. 

Now he is ready to answer my question more directly. “So I’m disillu-
sioned. I’ve got fears and insecurities ’cause my mom taught me to be 
antiviolent. I had a lot of fights when I was in school, a lot of bullies pick-
ing on me. I had a fear of man in me. In the paramilitary, for the first time 
I felt as if I could protect myself. For me, I needed this. I never had this 
growing up. 

“But I also needed to know that there was somebody who walked with 
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God, or at least who I perceived walked with God. This was in ’77; it’s 
been five years since I’d been called to ministry. And here was a group 
where everybody was seeking the same thing—hearing God, knowing 
God, and talking to Him and Him talking back. I had never seen this 
before. I had heard about it, but not seen it.” 

I tell Kerry that I’ve noticed that one thing that distinguishes religious 
terrorists from other people is that they know with absolute certainty that 
they’re doing good. They seem more confident and less susceptible to self-
doubt than most other people. 

“Sure,” Kerry says. “They believe they are directed by a higher author-
ity. They see themselves as chosen, anointed by God. So you’re in a group 
of people who understand the world the way you do, who see themselves 
as chosen to carry out a particular mission. And not only are you part of a 
group of people that understand you, but you think maybe you can do 
something. 

“Out of all the multitudes in the Book of Acts, there were five hun-
dred in the first part that follow Jesus Christ. Out of these five hundred, 
He chose twelve to be His disciples. Three were given more responsibili-
ties than the rest: Peter, Paul, and John. One scripture says that Jesus 
loved John—with the implication that there was something deeper there, 
a special relationship. So, God loves a multitude of people, but only some 
are chosen. At a certain point, it becomes easy to believe you are chosen.” 

Did any of you think you were a John? I ask. 
“I think Ellison did. I saw myself as a John in terms of my relationship 

with Ellison, not God,” Kerry says. 
Terrorists often suffer delusions of grandeur. They come to believe 

that their actions are of intense interest to everyone, especially their ene-
mies. These characteristics, together with profound suspicion of the gov-
ernment and premonitions of doom, are symptoms of what psychiatrist 
Jerry Post calls “politicized paranoia,” which often leads activist organiza-
tions to turn violent.53 

Ellison left the compound to attend a meeting of the Aryan Nations 
Congress in July 1983. At that meeting, a number of leaders realized they 
had a common goal—to overthrow the Zionist Occupied Government 
(ZOG)—and they decided to pool their resources.54 To facilitate commu-
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nication, they would establish a nationwide computer system linking 
right-wing organizations.55 They would assassinate federal officials, politi-
cians, and Jews; sabotage gas pipelines and electric power grids; and bomb 
federal office buildings, including the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building 
in Oklahoma City.56 And they would poison municipal water supplies 
with cyanide. The ultimate purpose was to spark the Second American 
Revolution, creating an all-white state. 

The most violent members of the participating organizations were 
recruited to form a new group called The Order, named after a fictional 
terrorist cell in William Pierce’s The Turner Diaries. This book, which 
inspired the Oklahoma City bombing, also describes the use of radiologi-
cal, nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons. Until he died in 2002, 
Pierce was the head of the neo-Nazi organization National Alliance, with 
headquarters in West Virginia. Timothy McVeigh was a fan of the book. 
He sold it at gun shows and reportedly slept with a copy under his pillow. 

Kerry says that Ellison returned from the Congress with more energy 
and excitement than he had seen in him for a “long, long time.” Ellison 
called the Elders together and told them about plans to finance the right-
wing movement through counterfeiting, robbing armored cars or banks, 
stealing from stores, or “whatever it takes.” “If the left wing could do it in 
the sixties,” he told the Elders, “the right wing can do it in the eighties.” 
They also talked about forming small cells, which would never meet with 
other cells, and “silent warriors,” who would operate on their own, to 
minimize the risk of leaks. Ellison told Kerry that he now understood that 
it was his destiny to become famous, “to go down in the history books in 
a major way.” He informed Kerry that he saw himself as a founding father 
of the Second American Revolution.57 

Soon after the Congress, CSA paramilitary forces detonated an explo-
sive device along a pipeline that supplied natural gas to much of the mid-
western United States, ending in Chicago. The attack failed. The pipeline 
was damaged but natural gas deliveries were not interrupted.58 “It was 
winter,” Kerry explains. “We thought people would freeze, that they 
might start riots.”59 They also detonated an explosive device on an electri-
cal transmission line at Fort Smith, Arkansas.60 

In 1988, the U.S. government took the historically unusual step of 

a l i e n a  t i o n  | 27 



accusing the fourteen people who had plotted to overthrow the govern-
ment of sedition.61 Federal prosecutors argued that they had returned 
home from the Congress determined to “wage war” against the govern-
ment.62 The government lost the case, but it succeeded in destroying The 
Order in a violent raid.63 A decade later, in 1998, another group named 
after Pierce’s fictional fraternity emerged in rural Illinois. The group, 
which called itself the New Order, was arrested for plotting a series of 
attacks, including bombing public buildings, assassinating several individ-
uals, and poisoning water supplies with cyanide.64 

I ask Kerry how the group “spiritualized” away the Sermon on the 
Mount, which extols the virtues of pacifism. Christians typically ascribe 
the qualities of “light” and “love” to God and try to manifest those quali-
ties in their own lives, Kerry concedes. “But the Scriptures describe 
another aspect of God: ‘The Lord God is a man of war’ ” (Exodus 15:3). 
And in Deuteronomy, the Lord says, “If I whet my glittering sword, and 
my hand take hold on judgment: I will render vengeance to my enemies, 
and will reward them that hate me. I will make my arrows drunk with 
blood and my sword shall devour flesh” (Deuteronomy 32:41, 42). They 
wanted to mimic this more violent aspect of God, Kerry says, a practice 
common to Identity Christian groups. 

Informants, in some cases hoping to reduce their own sentences, told 
the FBI that the cult was kidnapping children, stockpiling illegal, 
military-style weapons, conducting paramilitary exercises, and burying 
land mines around the perimeter of the compound. They stole cars when-
ever Ellison felt they were “needed in furtherance of the Lord’s work,” 
then altered or disguised them.65 They said that Ellison had taken two 
wives.66 They warned the FBI that cult members had been assigned sniper 
positions in the event of a government raid. All of these allegations were 
eventually confirmed, with the exception of the kidnapping of children. 

Kerry Noble was convicted of conspiracy to possess unregistered 
weapons in 1985 and sentenced to five years. Ellison was convicted and 
sentenced in September 1985 to twenty years in prison on federal racket-
eering and firearms violations charges. In return for a reduced sentence, 
Ellison told the government about other people in the movement and also 
provided details about the conspiracy to destroy the government.67 He 
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completed his probation three days before the 1995 bombing of the 
Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. He moved to Elo-
him City, another Identity Christian compound in Oklahoma, run by 
Pastor Robert Millar. By this time Ellison’s wives had divorced him or 
gone into government witness programs, and he married Pastor Millar’s 
granddaughter.68 Elohim City came to national attention when the FBI 
revealed that Timothy McVeigh had phoned the compound while plot-
ting to attack the Murrah Federal Building—the same building that Elli-
son had wanted to attack a decade earlier. 

Richard Snell, Ellison’s chief accomplice in the CSA plot to blow up 
the Murrah Building, was sentenced to death for killing a pawnbroker, 
whom he mistook for a Jew, and an Arkansas state trooper, who was 
black.69 His death was scheduled for April 19, 1995. Snell “repeatedly 
predicted that there would be a bombing or an explosion on the day of his 
death,” according to Alan Ables, a prison official.70 The day of Snell’s exe-
cution, ten years to the day after the siege that ended CSA, Timothy 
McVeigh bombed the Alfred P. Murrah Federal building in Oklahoma 
City.71 One hundred sixty-eight people died. Snell was still alive when the 
building was bombed and reportedly spent his last day watching television 
coverage of the bombing and laughing to himself.72 Kerry believes that 
McVeigh was inspired by his contacts with CSA members, but the FBI has 
reportedly found no proof. 

I ask Keith whether Ellison remains dangerous. He tells me, “If he 
envisions the Endtime rolling around again, there is no telling what he 
could do. He could easily become agitated or excited to the extent that 
he believes the Apocalypse is coming. Any sign that he sees could make 
him turn violent.” 

Do you think that he might try to get his hands on more sophisticated 
weapons than cyanide if he were to become violent again? I ask. 

“I don’t think there is anything anywhere at this point that he would 
not have access to, or that some member of a radical group would not 
have access to. They have such an intelligence network that would have 
knowledge about any kind of weapons of mass destruction,” Keith says. 

What kind of intelligence network? I ask Keith. Over the Internet? 
“The Internet and word of mouth. CSA had numerous ‘prophets’ that 
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would drop by that would carry messages about technical matters related 
to weapons. Even before computer communication they were knowledge-
able about all that stuff, even then. They know the intricacies of warfare. 
These prophets that travel around from one group to another are quite 
knowledgeable about any number of weapons,” Keith says.73 

But it is not the people we hear about that we should fear, Kerry tells 
me. “The guys that are taking in the spotlight and giving speeches— 
they’re in it for the fame and glory. Leaders aren’t radicals—they have too 
much to lose.” It’s the people we don’t hear about who should concern us, 
he says. 

Before talking to Kerry Noble, I had read that when prophecy fails, 
people can come to believe even more strongly in a false Messiah or that 
the prognosticated events will eventually come to pass. In the seventeenth 
century, for example, a handsome, charismatic young man named Shabb-
tai Tzvi was banished from Turkey for outlandish behavior. He came to 
Jerusalem. A well-known seer who lived in Gaza became convinced that 
Shabbtai Tzvi was the Messiah. Tzvi was prepared to play the part. He 
announced that the time of redemption had come and revealed a plan to 
rebuild the Temple. The Jews of Gaza fell entirely under his sway, and the 
movement spread quickly to the rest of the Jewish world. Word of the 
miracles performed by the prophet and his Messiah spread worldwide. 
The pope sent a delegation to Jerusalem to investigate. The two were 
expelled from Jerusalem and were gone by the time the pope’s emissaries 
arrived. When the sultan demanded that Shabbtai Tzvi convert to Islam 
on pain of death, he chose conversion, telling his followers that this was a 
stage in the redemption process. Many of his followers converted with 
him. Decades after his death, followers continued to believe that Shabbtai 
Tzvi was the Messiah. 

It is one thing to read about how this happened among seventeenth-
century followers of a charismatic false Messiah. It is another to hear the 
story from a person who himself fell under the sway of apocalyptic 
prophecy, who admits that his faith grew stronger when prophecy failed. 

Learning about Noble’s evolution from a mild-mannered pastor to a 
“soldier” taught me how cult leaders can harness alienation and anomie to 
construct a group identity, eventually creating killers out of lost souls. The 
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leader has to be a psychologist, Noble tells us. He has to have a gift for 
knowing what people need, what they want, what is missing from their 
lives. We will see many examples of leaders catering to followers’ needs in 
the stories that follow. 

We also learn through Noble’s story about the importance of “sacred 
territory.” The cult came to believe that America is sacred land and that it 
was time to take the land back from God’s enemies. As we shall see, once 
material objects, such as land, are imbued with a spiritual dimension, it 
becomes impossible to compromise. We also learn from Noble about the 
importance of selective interpretation of texts to justify violence. 

In the next chapter we continue to explore how leaders can harness 
perceived humiliation to create support for a terrorist movement. The 
humiliation that Noble talked about is personal, however. He alone was 
forced to take the girls’ gym class. In the chapter that follows, we explore 
the tragic effects of repeated humiliation of a whole people. 
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T W O  

Humiliation 

In this chapter we explore how real or perceived national humiliation of 
the Palestinian people by Israeli policies, and often by Israeli individuals, 
has given rise to desperation and uncontrollable rage. Terrorist leaders 
have learned to harness this sense of outrage to encourage youth to mur-
der Israeli civilians, creating a vicious cycle of atrocities on both sides. 

As we will see in the pages that follow, Palestinians are engulfed in an 
epidemic of despair, to the degree that mothers proclaim on television 
that they are joyful that their sons and daughters have committed murder-
suicide. On a per capita basis, Israelis and Palestinians have suffered mul-
tiple September 11–scale attacks. The effects of trauma on the general 
population are visible on both sides, drawing increasing attention from 
the medical community. But murder-suicide is not just an expression of 
individual hopelessness. In most cases, terrorist groups with clear political 
aims organize and facilitate the suicide bombings. We also learn in this 
chapter how terrorist groups use charities not only to garner support for 
their movement, but also to buy the quiescence of mothers, whose chil-
dren have donated their lives to murder Israeli women and children. 

Hamas and the other terrorist groups explored in this chapter use reli-
gion to justify their aspirations for political power and to recover Palestin-
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ian territory from Israeli occupation.1 Part of this land is sacred to Mus-
lims but also to Jews and Christians, as we will see in chapter 4. To 
achieve their ends, some of which are accepted as legitimate by much of 
the world, Hamas and the other terrorist groups discussed in this chapter 
are committing atrocities against Israeli citizens, oftentimes injuring or 
killing innocent Palestenians as well. The terrorist leaders deliberately 
inculcate the idea that “martyrdom operations” are sacred acts, worthy of 
both earthly and heavenly rewards. Mainstream Islamic scholars are 
increasingly voicing their view that suicide-bombing attacks against civil-
ians are not acts of martyrdom but suicide and murder, both of which are 
forbidden by Islamic law.2 

In the summer of 1999, the commander of Jordan’s Special Forces 
invites me to Amman to visit Jordan’s prisons, where he tells me he will 
arrange for me to interview incarcerated terrorists. I decide to take him up 
on his offer and fly to Amman in late July of that year. The day after I 
arrive, an official from the prison authority calls up to my room early in 
the morning, awakening me. She informs me that she has come to take me 
to visit some prisons. I rush to dress—a long skirt, long sleeves, a scarf— 
and hurry downstairs. A white Mercedes with police lights escorts us on 
the highway, forcing slow-moving vehicles out of our way. We visit Al 
Jweda jail, including the women’s division. I meet murderers, prostitutes, 
and drug pushers. My guides tell me that a number of the women are liv-
ing in the jail solely for their own protection—because they have been 
raped or have purportedly committed adultery, and authorities fear that 
they are vulnerable to “honor killings,” murders perpetrated by male rela-
tives to protect the family’s “honor.” The officials confirm that in many 
cases perpetrators of honor killings get off scot-free. Some of the women 
that I meet in the jail were involved in car accidents. They have been 
incarcerated to protect them from the wrath of the victims’ families. I 
find there are no terrorists in Al Jweda jail, however. 

Our next stop is Swaga, Jordan’s largest prison, an hour’s drive from 
Jweda. Security at Swaga is much tighter than at Jweda. The prison is sur-
rounded by high walls and barbed-wire fences. 

The manager of Swaga meets me with great fanfare, as though I were 
a visiting dignitary. He invites my guide and me to his office, where he 
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serves us glasses of hot, sweet tea with cardamom. He then escorts us 
throughout the grounds, which are substantial. He shows us workshops 
where the prisoners learn woodworking, chemistry, sewing, and cooking. 
Midsummer in Jordan is punishingly hot, and submitting to the man-
ager’s enthusiasm about his prison and his hospitality takes fortitude. 
Again, I meet many criminals, but no terrorists. When I ask the manager 
where the terrorists are incarcerated, he tells me that no one is incarcerated 
at Swaga for political crimes. I am puzzled, but don’t want to offend my 
hosts, whom I have gradually come to realize are under the false impres-
sion that I am an authority on prisons. 

The manager invites us back to his office for lunch. Several of his 
deputies join us. My hosts are excited because the best chef among the 
prisoners has prepared our meal. A whole roasted lamb lies on a bed of 
rice, surrounded by fresh herbs and pieces of the lamb’s liver. The rice is 
seasoned with cardamom, almonds, and dried fruits. My hosts encourage 
me to partake of the liver, a delicacy. They ask me about prisons in Amer-
ica. How are they different from those I’ve seen in Jordan? I tell them 
about drugs, weapons in the prison, homosexual rape, AIDS, fights among 
guards and prisoners, and occasional escapes. I tell them about what I 
observed on death row in Florida: metal-detecting equipment so sensitive 
that visitors have to remove their shoes. I tell them about fear and guards 
with guns. None of these, with the exception of rape, they tell me, occurs 
in Jordan. Not a single Jordanian prisoner has ever escaped. 

The terrorists, I discover, are incarcerated in another prison, which is 
located far from Amman. It was built during the British mandate and is in 
bad shape. The prison officials tell me they can’t take me there, presum-
ably because the conditions are not fit for foreign observers. 

I am disappointed, but still hopeful that I can meet with leaders of 
Hamas, the “Islamic Resistance Movement.” Some leaders of Hamas were 
living in Amman at the time. When I phone Ibrahim Ghosheh, chief 
spokesperson of Hamas, he demands to know my name. He refuses to 
meet with anyone named Stern, a Jewish name, and tells me that none of 
his colleagues will meet me either. I resolve to try talking with the Hamas 
leadership in Gaza instead, whom I will attempt to meet without revealing 
my name in advance. 
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I travel by bus to Jerusalem and from there by car to Gaza. Israelis have 
warned me that a car with Israeli license plates would be stoned, so I hire 
a taxi to take me to the border crossing at Erez. I walk on hot tarmac to 
the crossing reserved for Israelis and foreigners. At the checkpoint on the 
Palestinian side, two border guards stand behind a rickety desk. One of 
them politely requests my passport. When he sees that I am American, he 
smiles and says, “Welcome to my country.” He wants to be welcoming 
even though he has no country here, just an overcrowded city dotted with 
Israeli settlements and military outposts. 

I have hired a young Palestinian woman named Amira to translate for 
me, and she meets me at the border.3 She is an undergraduate at a top-
ranked American university, spending the summer with her mother in 
Gaza. An official with the Palestinian Authority (PA), Palestine’s interim 
self-government, has offered to give us a tour of the city.4 The PA was 
established in accordance with the Gaza-Jericho Agreement signed in 
Cairo on May 4, 1994. The official is General Osama al-Ali, introduced 
to me as Abu-Zeid (the name he uses with friends and family). 

The general picks us up in an air-conditioned, black SUV. A tough-
guy’s car. He drives with apparent pleasure, but safely, bureaucratically. 
He brings us to the office of the DCO—the joint Israeli-Palestinian com-
mand. The office is in a barrackslike building. A servant brings tea. The 
general begins a talk that I can see he has given before. He shows us a 
wall-sized map of the Gaza Strip, pointing out the Jewish settlements, and 
also the larger “settlement areas” encircling the settlements. Under the 
Oslo agreement these settlement enclaves would be governed by Israel 
even after the PA takes control over most of the Gaza Strip. He is espe-
cially angry that the Israelis are not complying with their part of the 
agreement, which in any case favors the Israelis, he tells us. 

Abu-Zeid invites us back into the SUV and takes us for a drive. Two 
things irritate him intensely: military outposts of the Israel Defense Forces 
(IDF) and the greenhouses on the settlements. He drives us past numer-
ous military posts and greenhouses so that we get the picture. These IDF 
structures are not allowed under the Oslo Accords and they should be 
removed immediately, he tells us. The greenhouses use an unfairly large 
fraction of the region’s water supply. There are hundreds of them. Many 
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of them have been built in the last few months, we are told, perhaps in 
anticipation of a peace treaty. 

Israelis build settlements where there is water. The settlement next to 
the Khan Younis refugee camp, for example, is built above the coastal 
aquifer. The six thousand settlers in the Gaza Strip use 70 percent of 
Gaza’s water resources, which is available to them at subsidized prices.5 

Although Palestinians living in Gaza don’t have enough potable water, 
some of the water is shipped to Israel through a pipeline built in 1994.6 

“The settlers could not survive without subsidized water and Palestinian 
labor,” Abu-Zeid scoffs. “And they treat Palestinian workers unfairly. 
They expose the workers to unsafe levels of dangerous pesticides, and the 
workers often end up with damaged lungs. They hire five hundred work-
ers on one day and twenty the next. The workers have no job security.” He 
wants to put a stop to this, he says. If he could find a way to prevent the 
Palestinian laborers from working in the greenhouses, it would force the 
settlers to shut them down, he muses. The settlers have also tried bringing 
in migrant workers from Thailand. He wants to stop this as well. 

As we drive around the city, Abu-Zeid points out buildings that he has 
erected next to Israeli military outposts, with the main goal of annoying the 
IDF. “They provoke me with their outposts, I provoke them with my build-
ings,” he says. Why don’t you set up security outposts right next to the 
IDF’s? I ask. “We are the rabbit,” he says. “They are the elephant. The rab-
bit will not be able to strangle the elephant no matter how hard he tries.” 

Gaza Strip is known as one of the most overcrowded places on earth. 
It is a small area—around twice the size of Washington, D.C. Three-
quarters of the 1.2 million Palestinians living in the 147-square-mile area 
are refugees, half of them living in camps. Under the Oslo accords Israel 
retains 42 percent of the land, most of it reserved for the six thousand set-
tlers (0.5 percent of the Gazan population).7 Still, we pass huge tracts of 
privately held open land, owned by wealthy Palestinians, seemingly neg-
lected. Most of the land is littered with garbage and junked cars. 

Later, we walk through the city. The sidewalks are uneven and covered 
with garbage. Mingled smells—of sewage, sweat, spices, and rotting 
meat—assault us as we walk. There is an inescapable feeling of depression 
here, of utter humiliation and despair. The city itself looks much like 
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other third-world cities around the world. But something is missing. 
There is none of the unabashed consumerism or entrepreneurial spirit you 
often feel in the third world. It’s as though the smog was made of despair. 

The settlers live in a different world, which a passerby can glimpse 
through chain-linked fences and barbed-wire entanglements. A world 
with pristine white villas, gardens, and manicured lawns. The settlers burn 
the ancient olive groves to make room for their lawns and pools and con-
sume, on average, five times as much water as their Palestinian neighbors. 
The passage from one world to the other is dizzying. For Gazans, a world 
of relentlessly humiliating occupation by a vastly superior military power. 
For settlers, a southern-California-style oasis, kept up by Palestinian 
laborers. 

Tawfiq Abu-Ghazaleh, a renowned Palestinian lawyer, has invited us 
to lunch. He tells us that both Jews and Palestinians are profoundly hurt 
as a result of the difficulty of achieving peace. His wife interrupts him to 
reject this view. “The hurt is on our side,” she says. “Until you have been 
forced out of your own home, until you have watched the police beat your 
own child, you can never understand the Palestinians’ pain.” Later I dis-
cover that her son fell while being chased by Israeli soldiers during the first 
Intifada (uprising). He fell so hard that he broke his leg and was unable to 
move. A friend dragged him home. He had already been accepted to 
Northeastern University in Boston and had to travel to Massachusetts in a 
wheelchair. 

Since the occupation began, Palestinians have been entirely at the 
mercy of the Israeli Civil Administration “in every sphere of economic 
life,” respected Israeli reporters Ze’ev Schiff and Ehud Ya’ari, explain. 
“Each requirement for a permit, grant, or dispensation entailed an 
exhausting wrestle with a crabbed bureaucracy of mostly indifferent but 
sometimes hostile clerks and officials—a veritable juggernaut of four hun-
dred Jewish mandarins managing thousands of Arab minions bereft of all 
authority.”8 A Palestinian student told me that it was at border crossings 
where she first experienced humilitation at the age of nine, while traveling 
with her parents and two siblings to Gaza. “Our trip from Amman to 
Gaza through the Allenby Bridge border crossing should have taken us no 
longer than three hours. Instead, it would last more than twenty hours,” 
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she said. “I will never forget those days, that seemed all the more difficult 
for a nine-year-old child. The toilets that were piled to the roof with 
excrement. The endless lines of other travelers and children, waiting for 
the unwelcoming and belligerent faces of their occupiers to place a simple 
stamp in their travel document giving them approval to return to their 
home; or to arbitrarily interrogate them; imprison them; or deny them 
entry. The strip searches.”9 

Hamas leaders recognize that poverty and hopelessness increase sup-
port for them. “Hardship always brings people back to God. It is like sick-
ness,” Sheik Younis al-Astal, another Hamas leader, explains. “[A] believer 
should never be afraid of being poor but of being rich. When you become 
rich, you think only of things. This kills your soul. Islam distinguishes us 
in that it prepares people to die for the sake of Allah. They are always 
ready to die for Allah.”10 Hopelessness, deprivation, envy, and humilia-
tion make death, and paradise, seem more appealing. “Look around and 
see how we live here,” an elderly resident of Jenin told a visiting reporter. 
“Then maybe you will understand why there are always volunteers for 
martyrdom. Every good Muslim understands that it’s better to die fight-
ing than to live without hope.”11 

Since the Second Intifada began in late September 2000, the eco-
nomic situation in Gaza has worsened significantly. Since then, unem-
ployment has risen 11 percent, to about 40 percent. The United Nations 
estimates that one in three Palestinians lives on less than $2.10 a day; an 
estimated two-thirds live below the poverty line. UNRWA,12 the UN 
organization in charge of providing relief and works assistance to Pales-
tinian refugees in the Middle East, reports that the population of Pales-
tinian refugees is growing at 3.1 percent annually.13 Half the population 
is under age fifteen. 

After lunch, Amira and I go to see Ismail Abu Shanab, a Hamas leader 
who is also head of the Society of Engineers in Gaza. He knows only that 
I am a visitor from Harvard University. He studied engineering at the 
University of Colorado and is completely comfortable—even excited—to 
talk with an American. When I give him my card, he seems entirely 
unfazed by my name. Perhaps he is more accustomed to talking with Jews 
than his counterparts in Amman. 
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“The Palestinian issue must be understood from its origins,” he says. 
“It started when Jews began to immigrate to Palestine in 1917 or even 
before, and continued when the Jews evicted Palestinians from their 
homes in 1948. The Jews took advantage of the hospitality of Palestinian 
people and settled here under encouragement of the British mandate. 
They developed their own army in 1948. They forced the Palestinians 
from their homes to neighboring Arab countries. This is the starting point 
of the problem. The six hundred thousand Palestinians who were evacu-
ated have become four and a half million refugees today. 

“In 1965, the Palestine Liberation Organization [PLO] established the 
Palestinian struggle. Those of us inside Gaza and the West Bank remained 
docile until 1987, when the [first] Intifada arose. It was the culmination 
of Palestinian frustration and suffering. You must understand: we were 
living under occupation. Occupation is prohibited under international 
law,” Abu Shanab asserts, with the tone of a teacher accustomed to the 
frustrations of attempting to instruct mentally disadvantaged students.14 

It is not just a matter of law, Abu Shanab says, but also of religion. “It 
is a duty for Muslims to struggle against occupation. It is our duty to 
defend the land for the sake of God. For Jews, the issue is the ‘Promised 
Land.’ For us, it is not a question of something promised—it is our land. 
We believe it is a natural law that power deters power. Without power 
there is no deterrence. We believe in talks, but to carry out talks we must 
be armed with power.” 

Do you see any psychological differences between those who join the 
military wing and those who don’t? I ask Abu Shanab. 

“They are more religious than typical. Often they are angry—they 
may have seen someone being hurt. It’s also a question of the general at-
mosphere they live in.” 

This line of questioning reminds Abu Shanab of a theory he has 
developed about the correlation between militants’ personalities and the 
weapons they choose. “While I was in prison, I tried to figure out whether 
there is any particular personality type that gets involved in various kinds 
of military operations. I found that those who use knives tend to have 
nervous personalities. Usually they become violent as a direct reaction to 
an incident. The person who uses a gun is well trained. The person who 
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explodes a bomb does not need a lot of training—he just needs to have a 
moment of courage.” 

I am surprised that Abu Shanab is speaking so openly. He seems to 
have forgotten that he is talking to an American who will scrutinize his 
every word for clues. He has told me, in effect, that while in prison, he 
realized that suicide bombers are a cost-effective weapon. 

A suicide bomber should be someone in whom the organization 
invests only minimal training—the minimum required to get the job 
done. Some operations, like the September 11 attacks, are complex. The 
leaders would have to be reliable experts. But for an ordinary suicide-
bombing attack in an Israeli shopping mall, all that is required is a bomb, 
a detonator, and a moment of what Abu Shanab calls courage. “Courage” 
is the scarce resource. Hamas’s job, then, is to find youth with the capac-
ity to feel this “courage,” and then to find ways to nurture it. This requires 
understanding the psychology of Palestinian youth, and the variety of 
spiritual, emotional, and financial incentives that will make them willing 
to be martyr-murderers. 

“This is the genius of the Intifada,” he says. “People acquire the 
courage to carry out attacks from having seen something terrible—some 
kind of atrocity. Islam says an eye for an eye. We believe in retaliation. 
When someone is killed in jihad, it is a joyful day.” 

Who are the combatants in your dispute with Israel? 
“There are no civilians in Israel because every citizen is required to 

serve in the army,” he replies. “We are at war with Israel. Americans are 
helping Israelis . . .” He  seems suddenly to remember that he is speaking 
to an American. He tells me, smiling, “We distinguish between the Amer-
ican government and the American people.” 

Would the Israelis’ withdrawal to the June 4, 1967, borders, i.e., those 
existing prior to the 1967 war, satisfy Hamas? I ask. 

“If the Israelis withdraw to the 1967 borders, we would consider that 
a truce, not the end of the war.” 

How do you feel about globalization? I ask Abu Shanab. 
“Globalization is just a new colonial system. It is America’s attempt to 

dominate the rest of the world economically rather than militarily. It will 
worsen the gap between rich and poor. America is trying to spread its con-
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sumer culture. These values are not good for human beings. The problem 
with pursuing capitalism as an end in itself is that the name of the game 
is the dollar. In the West, money really does talk. This is bad for the 
human being. It leads to disaster for communities.” 

Why are you involved in the political wing of Hamas, rather than the 
military wing? I ask. “In 1989 I was put in prison for directing the 
Intifada. I was in Ashqelon prison for eight years, so I didn’t have a chance 
to be in the Qassam brigades [the military wing of Hamas]. But I think 
every Palestinian should serve as a soldier.”15 

The most important element of Hamas’s success is its social welfare 
activities, he says. “We started getting involved in charity before Hezbol-
lah did. Our obligation as Muslims is comprehensive. This is the meaning 
of the phrase ‘Islam is the solution.’ The PA doesn’t understand this. 
They don’t provide social welfare. They are completely corrupt. Our dis-
cipline and lack of corruption are part of our appeal.” Arafat’s officials are 
widely reported to be running illegal import-export businesses, demand-
ing kickbacks, and pocketing money sent as foreign aid. 

“Even before Hamas came into being, in 1976, there were two organ-
izations that were engaged in social welfare functions: al-Jam’iya al-
Islamiyah and al-Mujjama’. In those days the priority was to work on 
social, educational, and welfare programs. After 1980, there were three 
such organizations, including the Islamic Benevolence Society. They had 
no connection with politics, even during the occupation. I founded 
Jam’iya al-Islamiyah, but I cut my connection with them when Hamas 
was first established. That happened on fourteen December 1987, during 
the Intifada.” 

Charitable giving is an important aspect of Islam. Zakat, the obliga-
tory giving of alms to the poor, is one of the five pillars of Islam. The 
word zakat means both “purification” and “growth.” Islam teaches that by 
providing alms to the needy, one purifies one’s possessions. Radical 
Islamist groups use the concepts of benevolence and self-sacrifice to 
spread their movements in regions where the government has failed to 
provide social welfare, especially for the poor. 

Later, I learn that Islamists are hardly the originators of the idea of 
using charitable works to recruit adherents. Early Christians also employed 
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this technique, with enviable success in terms of conversions. For example, 
during the reign of Marcus Aurelius, beginning in 165, a plague swept 
over the Roman Empire.16 The Christians ministered to the sick and 
dying, both Christians and pagans, including by preparing the dead for 
burial at great risk to their own lives. The Romans were highly suspicious 
of the Christians’ motives. They believed that the Christians engaged in 
good works only to spread their religion, a policy that the Romans were 
dismayed to discover was highly effective. Two centuries later the emperor 
Julian attempted to institute pagan charities that would rival the Christian 
ones. Sociologist Rodney Stark explains that by Julian’s day, in the fourth 
century, the Romans could no longer compete with the Christians in terms 
of providing social welfare. The seeds for this successful policy can be 
found in the doctrine itself, which emphasizes charity.17 

Although the Christians did not practice the combination of martyr-
dom and murder that has become so common in Palestine, there is some-
thing to be learned about the role of martyrdom—and the way the 
Church encouraged it—from the period when the Christian movement 
was perceived as a dangerous threat to the ruling Roman elite. Elaine 
Pagels writes that the Christian movement challenged converts to put 
their allegiance to fellow Christians before any other commitment, includ-
ing not only the corrupt Roman elite, but even their families.18 Perpetua, 
perhaps the most famous Christian martyr, wrote in her diary that the 
governor beat her father with a rod to try to persuade her to deny her 
beliefs in order to save her life. She felt sorry for her father, she wrote, as 
though she herself had been beaten, but refused to deny her faith, despite 
the pain it would cause her father.19 Similarly, Hamas encourages suicide 
bombers in training to focus on the ummah, the Muslim community, not 
the demands of corrupt Muslim rulers or the emotional loss of their par-
ents. Hamas attempts to soften the blow for families, however, by provid-
ing financial assistance to those left behind. 

Early Christian martyrs, like Palestinian suicide bombers, received many 
rewards for their sacrifices, including material, emotional, and spiritual 
ones. In the period leading up to a martyr’s death, fellow Christians would 
often shower the martyr designate with gifts of food and clothing as well as 
attention. The martyr was promised not only eternal life in the next world, 
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but also posthumous fame in this one. The letters of Ignatius, for example, 
make clear that he was “reaching for glory,” in the words of sociologist Rod-
ney Stark, “both here and beyond. He expected to be remembered through 
the ages and compares himself to martyrs gone before him, including Paul, 
‘in whose footsteps I wish to be found when I come to meet God.’ ”20 Chris-
tians would hold celebrations dramatizing the martyr designate’s forthcom-
ing test of faith. These celebrations served several functions, perhaps the 
most important of which was to establish a kind of social contract between 
the martyr designate and fellow Christians, to minimize the risk that he 
would recant at the last moment. Videotapes taken of suicide bombers 
would seem to fulfill a similar role, publicizing the shaheed’s commitment to 
sacrifice his life for the purported good of the community. 

Like contemporary suicide-bombing campaigns, which receive wide 
coverage in the press, Christian martyrdom was a kind of theater—always 
in public, always with the aim of demonstrating faith and recruiting new 
followers. A witness to Perpetua’s murder wrote: “On the day before, 
when they had their last meal, which is called the free banquet, they cele-
brated not a banquet but rather a love feast. They spoke to the mob with 
the same steadfastness, warned them of God’s judgment, stressing the joy 
they would have in their suffering, and ridiculing the curiosity of those 
that came to see them. Saturus said: ‘Will not tomorrow be enough for 
you? Why are you so eager to see something that you dislike? Our friends 
today will be our enemies on the morrow. But take careful note of what we 
look like so that you will recognize us on the day.’ Thus everyone would 
depart from the prison in amazement, and many of them began to believe. 
The day of their victory dawned, and they marched from the prison to the 
amphitheater joyfully as though they were going to heaven, with calm 
faces, trembling, if at all, with joy rather than fear. Perpetua went along 
with shining countenance and calm step, as the beloved of God, as a wife 
of Christ, putting down everyone’s stare by her own intense gaze.” 

Perpetua “screamed as she was struck on the bone; then she took the 
trembling hand of the young gladiator, and guided it to her throat. It was as 
though so great a woman, feared as she was by the unclean spirit, could not 
be dispatched unless she herself were willing.”21 Christian martyrs’ refusal 
to back down was seen as an important testament to the power of Christian 
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faith and the appeal of the sect, and thus an important recruitment tool for 
the Christian movement.22 The Roman officials realized that the Christians’ 
“inflammatory views, accompanied by passionate religious fervor, could 
catch fire among the disaffected and the restless, especially among subject 
nations and slaves. Thus Rome showed no toleration for these dangerous 
Christians,” Pagels explains.23 The martyrs provoked the Romans to react in 
a way that increased the Christians’ appeal to the public at large. 

Hamas provokes Israel to overreact for the same reason: to mobilize 
support. Martyrdom (including suicide bombing) is a cheap form of psy-
chological warfare. 

To be clear, I do not mean to suggest a moral equivalence between the 
Christian martyrs and suicide bombers. In my view, murder-martyrdom 
raises far more serious ethical and legal concerns; while suicide may be for-
bidden by most religions, murdering innocents is forbidden by all. But 
the example of Christian martyrdom helps to elucidate how organizations 
can provide spiritual, financial, and emotional incentives to persuade indi-
viduals that it is rational to sacrifice their lives for the good of a religious 
organization. 

I want to learn about how the Palestinian Authority (PA) views Hamas. 
Amira arranges for me to meet with Brigadier General Nizar Ammar of 
the Palestinian General Security organization. The offices are in the Saraya 
security compound, where the Palestinian Authority’s prison is also located. 
An aide leads us through seemingly endless, grime-encrusted hallways. The 
general’s office is similarly dingy, as if he intends to broadcast the message 
“We are overworked, underpaid, with few resources,” even though the 
general perception of the PA on the streets of Gaza is that the officials are 
all on the take, funneling moneys meant for the Palestinian people to their 
private bank accounts. The walls are stained and the windows blackened 
with dust. 

Amira seems even more distressed by the filth than I am. She periodi-
cally wrings her hands with an antibiotic lotion. Last summer, she tells 
me, she got sick when she visited Gaza. The septic system in Gaza is barely 
functional. In some places, raw sewage is dumped directly on the sand 
dunes with no treatment. Soaking pits and septic tanks frequently over-
flow onto the streets and into people’s homes.24 The water makes everyone 
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sick, Amira tells me. The general himself seems utterly oblivious of his 
surroundings, however. He greets us energetically. I scrutinize his face, 
looking for clues about how he feels talking to the two of us. Amira is a 
beautiful young woman, raised in privilege in Saudi Arabia, now complet-
ing an expensive American education. I am an American academic and 
former government official, now teaching counterterrorism at Harvard. 
Undoubtedly he will feel obligated to give us a particular impression, but 
what will it be? 

The general tells us that Fatah (a precursor of the PLO) emerged out 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, which was founded by an Egyptian school-
teacher named Hassan al-Banna in 1928. Hassan al-Banna was strongly 
influenced by revolutionary totalitarian movements from the far left as 
well as the far right, including glorification of the military and a fascina-
tion with violence, a cult of martyrdom, and the Russian revolutionaries’ 
idea of the “propaganda of the deed.”25 By the late 1930s, revolutionary 
junior officers in the Egyptian army, including those affiliated with the 
Brotherhood, had established links with Nazi Germany. Although the 
Brotherhood had started out as a charitable and cultural organization, it 
soon had a paramilitary wing, which took on fascistlike slogans and prac-
tices. From the very beginning, one of its explicit goals was to counter lib-
eral democratic principles.26 

Banna was assassinated in 1949, and Sayyid Qutb—considered by 
many to be the father of modern Islamist extremism—became the Broth-
erhoods’ chief spokesperson (and its liaison with the communists). Qutb 
was an early advocate of Islamic holy war as a legitimate response to 
regimes that claim to be Islamic but whose implementation of Islamic law 
is found wanting. Like Banna, Qutb was not an Islamic scholar by train-
ing. He worked as an inspector of schools and published literary criticism. 
In 1948 he left Egypt to study education in the United States. He found 
Americans’ materialism and the freedoms that American men gave their 
wives deeply distressing, and he returned to Egypt in 1951 with pro-
foundly anti-Western as well as anticapitalist views. Qutb described Amer-
icans as “violent by nature” and “having little respect for human life.” In 
his eyes, American churches were “not places of worship as much as enter-
tainment centers and playgrounds for sexes.” When an American female 
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college student told him that the sexual issue “was not ethical, but merely 
biological,” he concluded that Americans were “primitive in their sexual 
life.”27 

Qutb was most critical of Arab leaders, whom he described as arro-
gant, corrupt, Westernized princes and autocrats. He considered them the 
equivalent of Jahili Arabs, who practiced paganism prior to the birth of 
Muhammad and the revelation of the Koran. Qutb became convinced 
that the most important enemies of Islam were the secular leaders of the 
Arab world and advocated that a jihad be waged against them. He found 
support for his views in the writings of Ibn Taymiyya, a thirteenth-
century theologian and jurist who wrote that jihad against Muslim unbe-
lievers was a legitimate means for protecting the purity of the faith. Qutb 
described internal jihad as a necessary component of the permanent revo-
lution of the Islamic movement.28 

After the Egyptian revolution of 1952–54, the military government, 
which promoted secularism, became the Brotherhood’s chief enemy. Pres-
ident Gamal Abdel Nasser suppressed the Brotherhood in 1954, and 
many of its members went into exile in Algeria, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Syria, 
and Morocco, from where they established a network of adherents in reli-
gious schools and universities.29 Qutb was imprisoned and, in 1966, exe-
cuted. But an offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood, Egyptian Islamic 
Jihad, murdered President Anwar Sadat, who had initially courted the 
Brotherhood as a counter to the Communists.30 The Muslim Brother-
hood and the writings of Qutb inspired not only Egyptian Islamic Jihad, 
the group responsible for Sadat’s murder, but many of the Islamist terror-
ist groups active today. Al Qaeda and Hamas are perhaps the most promi-
nent examples. As we will see in chapter 9, Egypt’s strong anti-Islamist 
policies induced the Egyptian Islamic Jihad to focus on international tar-
gets, including, most famously, the first World Trade Center bombing of 
1993 and, after it merged with Al Qaeda, the September 11 strikes. 

Some Islamic scholars argue that the Islamism these groups promote has 
more to do with totalitarianism than with Islam.31 Islamist terror is “first 
and foremost an ideological and moral challenge to liberal democracy,” the 
historians Boroumand and Boroumand argue. It is an eminently modern 
practice “thoroughly at odds with Islamic traditions and ethics,” they 
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claim.32 The problem is that the Islamists are able to persuade their follow-
ers that they are preaching Islam, even if they are reading the texts selec-
tively. All religious terrorists engage in hermeneutics (interpreting texts), 
as we shall see. But Islamists seem to be able to spread their message to a 
larger group of followers, in part because of the organizational tools they 
employ. 

Palestinians living in Gaza at the time of the first Intifada talk about 
the social pressure to participate, even for youth not living in the camps. It 
was just what everyone did, one young man told me.33 Interviewees in a 
study overseen by psychiatrist Jerrold Post also talked about social pres-
sure, and the feeling that they would be ostracized if they didn’t partici-
pate in the violence.34 One said a friend recruited him to join Hamas, but 
that joining was just “the normal thing to do, as all young people were 
enlisting. With my Islamic leanings and the social pressure from the 
Islamic center, it is only natural that I joined in Hamas activities in the 
camp.”35 Another reported, “My entire spiritual, cultural, and social 
world revolved around the movement, and it was natural for me to join 
Hamas. . . .  All the religious men in the area joined Hamas.”36 

In 1991, Hamas carried out its first act of terrorism inside Israel, an 
attack on a Tel Aviv bus. In December 1992, Israel deported 415 mem-
bers of various Islamic organizations, including Hamas and Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad, to the Lebanese no-man’s-land on the border of Israel and 
Lebanon, where they remained until 1993.37 

“This was a big mistake on Israel’s part, because Hamas started coop-
erating with Hezbollah,” General Ammar recalls, referring to the Shia or-
ganization established in the aftermath of the 1982 Lebanon war. Hezbollah 
attempted to adopt Iranian revolutionary doctrine into Lebanon. Since its 
inception, Hezbollah fought the Israeli occupation of a self-declared 
“security zone” in southern Lebanon, and the group’s combination of 
guerrilla and terrorist tactics contributed much to Israel’s decision to with-
draw its forces from Lebanon in May 2000. 

Israel’s deportation of the 415 Islamists “utterly transformed Hamas,” 
the general continues. Hezbollah and the Iranian revolutionary guards 
taught Hamas members to carry out suicide-bombing campaigns during 
this period of exile. “Leaders like Dr. Rantissi and Dr. Zahar emerged 

h u m i l i a  t i o n  | 47 



during that period. They recruited intellectuals and academics for other 
leadership positions, following the pattern the PLO had used in 1965.” 

During the period of exile, the PLO was preparing to renounce terror-
ism, and Hamas became a more professional terrorist organization. As a 
result, Arafat’s Palestinian Authority began to curb Hamas’s unrelenting 
militancy. Once the PA started cracking down, Hamas divided itself into 
several wings—a political wing, a charitable organization, and the military 
wing. “But the difference between the wings is often a fiction,” the general 
explains. “We learned through interrogations that some of the people 
involved in operations inside Israel had been in the political wing only 
forty-eight hours before the operation. This is a big problem for the PA 
interrogators because people jump between the political and military 
wings at a moment’s notice. 

“This is how it works,” he tells us, seemingly more comfortable now. 
“Say Mohammed Deif [head of Hamas’s military wing] is planning an 
operation in Tel Aviv. He plans all aspects of the operation—he trans-
ports the explosives and specifies the target. But he needs two volunteers 
to carry explosives to the target. He calls the person in charge of Hamas 
at the university, and that person calls the head of the student union, or 
someone familiar with the students, and they will select two student vol-
unteers. Usually they are troubled youths. Forty-eight hours before the 
initiation of the operation, the two youths would be sent to meet with 
Mohammed Deif.” 

The central leadership is not located in Gaza or the West Bank. Khaled 
Mashaal, the man whom the Mossad tried to poison and whose life was 
saved by the late King Hussein, is the overall leader. Mousa Abu Mar-
zook, who had moved to the United States but was deported to Jordan in 
May 1997, is now based in Damascus. They send the funding and pro-
vide overall direction from their safe houses elsewhere in the Middle East. 

Where do they get the money? I ask. “There are tens of channels,” the 
general tells us. “Some money comes from Palestinians living in Saudi 
Arabia, the Gulf, or the United States.” 

A large fraction of Hamas’s money comes from Muslim charities in 
the West, including the United States. The Holy Land Foundation, for 
example, the largest Muslim charity in America, is a significant contribu-
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tor, according to the U.S. government.38 About 60 percent of Hamas’s 
budget goes to social welfare—schools, libraries, youth clubs, athletic 
teams, mosques, orphanages, and clinics, which are spread throughout the 
territories.39 Running charities that actually support the poor is a great 
cover for fund-raising for terrorism; but charitable giving is also a criti-
cally important aspect of Hamas’s appeal. 

The charitable wing, known as Dawa, plays a significant role in 
increasing support for the other two wings. It offers apartments to stu-
dents at reduced rates. It provides families of suicide bombers lifetime 
annuities. The bombers are recruited in Hamas classrooms and in Hamas 
sports clubs. A Hamas activist explains, “These guys kill Israelis, but they 
also secure their families from poverty.”40 

Iran is the only government that funds Hamas directly, the general 
tells us. Emad al-Alami, a senior Hamas official, provides the link between 
Hamas and Iran.41 The Iranians fund a variety of Islamic organizations, 
especially military wings. “In the beginning they considered Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad the most important Palestinian organization, but they have 
started funding Hamas as well. Now they support both,” the general says. 
Iran reportedly provides $20–$30 million a year to Hamas.42 “Saudi Ara-
bia and the Gulf States also support Hamas,” the general continues. “But 
it is not government support. Nongovernment organizations provide the 
money so that governments can’t be blamed. But the governments know 
what is going on; the governments oversee the money. Money comes in 
from Qatar, UAE, and Kuwait. When Sheik Yassin visited the Gulf, he 
collected millions of dollars for Hamas,” he tells us. 

Here is how it works. The Saudi government administers a foundation 
that provides funds to the families of suicide bombers. The Saudi 
embassy in Washington issued a press release in January 2001 claiming 
that the Saudi Committee for Support for the Al-Quds Intifada, chaired 
and administered by Interior Minister Prince Nayef bin Abdulaziz, dis-
tributed $33 million in support of wounded and handicapped Palestini-
ans and to “the families of 2,281 prisoners and 358 martyrs.” The press 
release also reported that the committee “pledged a sum of SR 20,000 
($5,333) cash to each family that has suffered from martyrdom.”43 

I want to know the Palestinian Authority’s view of who becomes a sui-
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cide bomber. What makes suicide bombing an appealing tactic to Hamas? 
How does the organization mold the beliefs and actions of recruits, and how 
do they keep them from changing their mind before detonating the bomb? 
How does Hamas identify a likely candidate? The general recounts for me, 
tick by tick, the profile of the typical Palestinian suicide bomber prior to the 
Second Intifada, and before Mohammad Atta’s September 11, 2001, attack: 

Young, often a teenager. 
He is mentally immature. 
There is pressure on him to work. 
He can’t find a job. 
He has no options, and there is no social safety net to help him. 
He would try to work for the PA but he doesn’t get a job because he 

has no connections. 
He tries to get into Arafat’s army, but again, he doesn’t have the right 

connections. He doesn’t have “vitamin W.” (Vitamin W is an expression for 
wasta in Arabic, which refers to political, social, and personal connections.) 

He has no girlfriend or fiancée. 
On the days he’s off, he has no money to go to the disco and pick up 

girls (even if it were acceptable). 
No means for him to enjoy life in any way. 
Life has no meaning but pain. 
Marriage is not an option—it’s expensive and he can’t even take care 

of his own family. 
He feels he has lost everything. 
The only way out is to find refuge in God. 
He goes to the local mosque. 
It’s not like in the United States where they just go to church on Sun-

days. He begins going to the mosque five times a day—even for the 4 a.m. 
prayers. (An average devout Muslim will not attend the early-morning 
prayer.) 

Hamas members are there and notice him looking anxious, worried, and 
depressed and that he’s coming every day. It’s a small society here—people 
tend to know each other. They will ask about him, discover his situation. 

Gradually they will begin to recruit him. 
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They talk to him about the afterlife and tell him that paradise awaits 
him if he dies in the jihad. They explain to him that if he volunteers for a 
suicide bombing, his family name will be held in the highest respect. He’ll 
be remembered as a shaheed (martyr, a hero). He’ll become a martyr and 
Hamas will give his family about $5,000, wheat flour, sugar, other staples, 
and clothing. The most important thing is that his family’s status will be 
raised significantly—they too will be treated as heroes. The condition for 
all this: he is not allowed to tell anyone. 

They will take him away from home forty-eight hours before the oper-
ation so there is no chance for him to reconsider. During this period he 
will write his last letters and sign his will, making it difficult to turn back. 

Ariel Merari, a leading Israeli authority on suicide terrorism, visited Har-
vard during the 1999–2000 academic year. In a lecture he gave to my class 
at my request, he added some detail to the general’s assessment. In inter-
views he conducted, he found that despite their coming disproportionately 
from refugee camps, suicide bombers tended to be of average economic 
status. More than half had spent time in Israeli prisons.44 The most impor-
tant factor is the organization: almost nobody does this as an individual; 
candidates are almost always trained.45 An organization provides logistics 
and planning. After the prospective shaheed is recruited, he will be referred 
to as a “living martyr.” In the last days before the operation, he writes let-
ters to family and friends, explaining his decision and his expectation of 
paradise. Often, audio- or videotapes are made of the candidate to be used 
as his final farewell. Photographs are taken of him in heroic positions, and 
the photos are then used to make recruitment posters and calendars to be 
disseminated after the shaheed ’s death. Sometimes additional footage is 
spliced to farewell videos to make them more effective recruiting advertise-
ments. The idea, Ariel Merari and other experts on suicide bombing 
explain, is to create points of no return, to make it nearly impossible for 
the candidate to back out of his commitment. Once these tapes and photos 
are made, it would be humiliating to change one’s mind out of fear.46 

After the al Aqsa Intifada of 2000 and the September 11 attack of 
2001, it has become clear that developing a single profile of suicide 
bombers is nearly impossible. Candidates are not necessarily poor; they 
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may in fact be wealthy. Nor are they necessarily uneducated. Women are 
now getting involved. Women have been responsible for over a third of 
the suicide bombings carried out by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
in Sri Lanka, and over two-thirds of those perpetrated by the Kurdish 
Workers’ Party PKK.47 But until recently, female suicide bombers were 
considered rare among Muslims.48 Hamas no longer needs to recruit sui-
cide bombers; they are swamped with volunteers requiring little indoctri-
nation.49 

Islam explicitly forbids suicide (intihar). The Koran instructs Muslims, 
“And do not kill yourself, for God is indeed merciful to you.” In another 
verse the Koran states, “And do not throw yourself into destruction with 
your own hands.” There is also a widely accepted tradition (hadith) that 
warns Muslims, “Whoever kills himself with a knife will be in hell forever, 
stabbing himself in the stomach; whoever kills himself by drinking poison 
will eternally drink poison in the hellfire; and whoever kills himself by 
falling off a mountain will forever fall in the fire of hell.”50 But terrorist 
leaders have for some time been arguing that suicide-bombing attacks are 
not suicides but acts of martyrdom (istishhad). Although God punishes the 
suicide, he rewards the martyr. The Koran states: “Think not of those who 
are slain in the cause of God as dead. Nay, they are live in the presence of 
the Lord and are granted gifts from him” (3, 169).51 

Soldiers are trained to risk their lives for their country; but a suicide 
bomber goes into the operation assuming not that he might die, but that 
he will die. The more training a soldier receives, the more skilled he is at 
avoiding death, whereas the opposite is true for a suicide bomber. When 
such a person makes a cost-benefit analysis about the value of his life ver-
sus the value of his death, he attaches greater value to death—both for his 
country and for himself. This suggests that something is terribly wrong— 
either with him, his training, or with his situation. 

Ordinary suicide has been shown to spread through social contagion, 
especially among youth.52 Studies have shown that a teenager whose 
friend or relative attempts or commits suicide is more likely to attempt or 
commit suicide himself.53 Not surprisingly, ordinary suicide is more com-
mon among youths who are depressed or exposed to intense social stress. 
Suicide bombing is different from ordinary suicide: it entails a willingness 
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not only to die, but also to kill others. Often, an organization takes charge 
of planning the suicide operation, and the terrorist may be on call for 
weeks or, in the case of the leaders of the September 11 attacks, years.54 

But suicide bombing has some things in common with ordinary suicide. 
The situation in Gaza suggests that suicide-murder can also be spread 

through social contagion, that at some tipping point a cult of suicide-
murder takes hold among youth. Once this happens, the role of the or-
ganization appears to be less critical; the bombing takes on a momentum 
of its own. “Martyrdom operations” have become part of the popular cul-
ture in Gaza and the West Bank.55 For example, on the streets of Gaza, 
children play a game called shuhada, which includes a mock funeral for a 
suicide bomber. Teenage rock groups praise martyrs in their songs. Asked 
to name their heroes, young Palestinians are likely to include suicide 
bombers on the list.56 

Suicide seems to spread more readily in subcultures heavily exposed to 
violence. In the United States, the local rate of suicide tends to be corre-
lated with the local homicide rate, especially among youths.57 Easy access 
to weapons plays a role. Teenagers are more likely to commit suicide if a 
gun is kept in their home. One study shows that youths who commit sui-
cide are thirty-two times more likely to have lived in a house with a loaded 
gun than matched controls in the same community.58 High school shoot-
ers, who are often suicide-murderers, are likely to have guns in their 
homes, and many spend a lot of time playing violent video games and 
watching violent films, again suggesting that exposure to violence is a risk 
factor.59 

Although some Palestinian parents claim to be pleased when their chil-
dren donate their lives to jihad, Palestinian mental health workers report 
that parents are seeking advice about how to prevent their children from 
martyring themselves.60 A backlash began after three Palestinian students 
from Sheikh Radwan refugee camp, one fourteen years old and two fif-
teen, set out on a suicide mission against a settlement armed only with 
knives and makeshift bombs, trying to infiltrate the settlement. IDF 
troops guarding the settlement shot and killed them.61 Shortly after that 
incident, a seventeen-year-old girl ran away, leaving her parents a note say-
ing that she was going to blow herself up in Israel. But her father 
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requested help from both Palestinian and Israeli security officials, who 
found the girl and returned her to her parents. Dr. Mahmud Sehawail, 
general director of the Treatment and Rehabilitation Center for Victims 
of Torture in Ramallah, explained that Israeli solders had killed the girl’s 
cousin and she wanted “revenge,” and that she required psychiatric treat-
ment for anger and depression.62 Dr. Elia Awaad, director of mental 
health at the Palestine Red Crescent in Beit Sahur, said, “It’s horrible 
what has been happening, but a suicide bomber acts because of accumu-
lated trauma, going back generations, in some cases back to 1948.”63 

Mark Juergensmeyer sees suicide bombing as a means to “dehumiliate” 
the deeply humiliated and traumatized. “They become involved in terror-
ism not only to belittle their enemies but also to provide themselves with 
a sense of power,” he argues.64 

The organizations that recruit suicide bombers encourage youth to 
donate their lives, and their parents’ quiescence, in a variety of ways. The 
parents are showered with gifts and attention, including substantial finan-
cial rewards offered by a variety of charities. They hold celebrations for 
the shaheed to celebrate his purported marriage in paradise. Death notices 
in Palestinian papers often take the form of wedding announcements. For 
example, a notice in Al-Istiqlal, the Palestinian Authority paper, read: 
“With great pride, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad marries the member of its 
military wing . . . the martyr and hero Yasser Al-Adhami, to the ‘black-
eyed’ [virgins].”65 A suicide bomber’s will, published in Al Risala, the 
Hamas newspaper, urged his mother to “call out in joy” and “distribute 
sweets” because “a wedding to ‘the black-eyed’ awaits your son in Par-
adise.” Al-Hutari had carried out a suicide bombing outside a disco in Tel 
Aviv, killing twenty-three people, most of them teenage girls. 

Islamic scholars argue that the tradition makes clear that seventy-two 
virgins are the reward for every believer who is admitted to paradise, not 
only martyrs. But terrorist organizations emphasize that the seventy-two 
virgins are a special reward for martyrdom. Hamas leader Isma’il Abu 
Shanab explained to Agence France Presse, “Anyone who dies a martyr’s 
death has a reward. If the martyr dreams of ‘the black-eyed,’ he’ll get 
[them].” Although many Islamic scholars claim that the tradition is not 
entirely clear on whether getting married to the “black-eyed” entails having 
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sex with them, suicide bombers seem to believe that it does. A sixteen-year-
old Hamas youth leader told a visiting American reporter, “I know my life 
is poor compared to Europe and America, but I have something awaiting 
me that makes all my suffering worthwhile. . . . Most boys can’t stop 
thinking about the virgins.”66 The Israeli Defense Forces report that one of 
the suicide bombers whose attack they managed to prevent had wrapped 
toilet paper around his genitals, apparently to protect them for later use in 
paradise.67 In a review of the Egyptian press, the respected Egyptian jour-
nalist Hasanain Kurum wrote that the late author and reporter Muham-
mad Galal Al-Kushk caused a scandal when he wrote that “the men in 
paradise have sexual relations not only with . . . the  ‘black-eyed’ but also 
with the serving boys,” and that “a believer’s penis is eternally erect.”68 

The evening after our interviews with Abu Shanab and the general, I 
consider staying in a hotel. Amira, my translator, invites me to stay with 
her family in their apartment in Gaza City. This strikes me as safer, so I 
take her up on her offer. We stop by the apartment in midafternoon. 
Amira’s mother, who is a doctor, offers to make some calls for me. She 
offers to phone Dr. Abdel Aziz Rantissi, the spokesperson for Hamas in 
Gaza. He is a pediatrician and known to her circle of friends. She will 
make me appointments for tomorrow, she says. In the meantime, she pre-
pares an extraordinary meal. Cucumbers and zucchini stuffed with 
ground meat. Chicken stewed with cinnamon, cloves, and cumin. Rice 
with dried fruits. Afterward, Amira and I walk to a hotel on the beach. 
The broken sidewalks are cooler now. Amira points out the movie theater 
that Hamas tried to shut down. The large square where students hold 
demonstrations. The liquor stores whose windows Hamas operatives have 
shattered. 

When we return, I discover that Amira and I are to share a bed. The 
combination of sleeping with a person whom I don’t know, the singing of 
the muezzin in a neighboring mosque, and the crowing of an enthusiastic, 
insomniac rooster keep me up most of the night. 

The next morning, Amira and I visit Dr. Abdel Aziz Rantissi, one of 
the founders of Hamas and a member of its executive committee, who is 
under house arrest at his home in Gaza. There appear to be security per-
sonnel in every part of the house—on the front porch, in the foyer, in 
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every room we can see. Many are wearing civilian clothes, but they have 
handguns. We are directed to a sitting room. An unidentified person— 
Rantissi’s bodyguard? His servant?—brings us soft drinks and tea. After 
ten minutes, a young man brings us to Dr. Rantissi’s office. Rantissi sits 
behind a desk, apparently entirely unaffected by the security officials sta-
tioned throughout his home. Posters of the Al Aqsa Mosque and the bril-
liant gold Dome of the Rock hang on the wall behind him. 

Dr. Rantissi is not as friendly as my other Palestinian interlocutors 
were. He waits for me to ask questions, which I find intimidating, espe-
cially on so little sleep. 

What is your view of globalization? I ask. 
“The West offers the rest of the world a very valuable civilization. The 

Prophet said that we should take [the] best that other tribes have to offer, 
and leave the worst.” 

What is the best? I ask. “Technological advances, democracy, the infor-
mation revolution, the industrial revolution, and elections—these are things 
that should be absorbed by Islam,” he says, in that order. “But dancing, 
drinking, seductive behavior—these are forbidden by Islam. There should 
be no inappropriate mixing of sexes. Women are very highly regarded in 
Islam, and these things adversely affect them.” He then adds, as if sensing 
that an educated American woman might not appreciate this kind of 
chivalry, “In Islam the man must support the woman. Even if she has a 
higher salary, even if she is a millionaire, he has to support their children.” 

Why are you involved in the political wing rather than the military 
wing? I ask. 

He tells us that he considers himself a mujaheed even if he doesn’t bear 
arms. “The political and military wings both are struggling. That is the 
meaning of jihad.” 

He tells us that after he had been imprisoned for two months, the 
Israeli High Court passed a resolution to release him. But the Mossad and 
the CIA did not want him released. Why? I ask. “I refused to recognize 
the state of Israel. Palestinians’ rights cannot be returned on the negotiat-
ing table. They will only be returned through war. When the Germans 
occupied France during World War II, the French people did not hesitate 
to fight Germany. We don’t like war. If it were possible to solve our prob-
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lems without it, that would be better. But clearly war is our only option. 
You can’t forget that there are generations of Palestinians that have been 
dispossessed for fifty years. A large part of our people are still under 
occupation—the worst form of slavery. The Jews have killed thousands of 
our people. They did not spare women and children. They declared them-
selves a state. The Israelis are also preparing for war. Why do they need 
those F-16s if they are really in favor of peace? They are for war. 

“We are living in a time when we are at a weak point. It is very hard for 
us. But history and religion tell us that the stronger does not always 
remain strong. When we become strong, we’ll tell the world that this land 
is our land. The world will not find this unusual because they already 
heard Jews make this claim.” 

As a pediatrician, are you bothered that your organization kills Israeli 
children? I ask. 

Dr. Rantissi responds angrily, “Our religion condemns killing women, 
children, and civilians. The intention is to kill combatants. When children 
are killed it’s collateral damage,” he says, using the language used by the 
American military in explaining the loss of civilian life in war and by 
Israelis when they kill Palestinian children. 

He thinks for a moment, then continues with a different line of argu-
ment. “All Israelis are combatants because they all participate in the army. 
All Israelis are the children of those who threw us off our homeland. If 
the Jew considers Israel to be his homeland because he was exiled two 
thousand years ago, then we will use the same logic: we were exiled half a 
century ago. It is our land.” 

The Jews killed over two thousand people during the first Intifada, he 
exaggerates, “and the vast majority of them were children.69 They have 
killed tens of hundreds, mostly in mosques. They forced us to resist.” 

That evening we return to Jerusalem. Amira is not really supposed to 
be in Jerusalem at night, but she stays in my room at my hotel. 

On a Saturday morning, Amira and I get up early to go visit the Dome 
of the Rock and Al Aqsa Mosque, beneath which many believe the 
remains of the first two Jewish temples are buried. We walk down Nablus 
Road to Damascus Gate and make our way toward the hill known as the 
Temple Mount to Jews, the Noble Sanctuary or al-haram al-sharif to 
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Muslims. At first we try going through the Jewish quarter, as instructed 
by the hotel. Tourists are required to pass through a metal detector to get 
into the Jewish quarter on Saturdays, and it turns out that Palestinians are 
not allowed through that gate at all. Amira could easily pass for an Israeli 
or an American if she took off her hijab (head scarf), but she doesn’t. I 
argue with the guards, explaining that Amira is a student at a U.S. univer-
sity and that we are together. They refuse to grant her access. We decide to 
try walking through the gate they have directed her to—the gate for Mus-
lims. A Jewish soldier looks me in the eye and asks whether I am a Mus-
lim. When I say no, he refuses me entry. I am forced to walk around. 
Amira waits for me near the Dome. While she is waiting for me she does 
something that for her is utterly unprecedented—she talks to an Israeli 
soldier. By the time I reach her, the two of them have been chatting for 
ten minutes. I watch her question him and am surprised to see her uncon-
sciously mimicking the line of questioning she had translated for me 
when I was interviewing one of the leaders of Hamas. “Have you ever 
killed anyone?” she asks the soldier. 

“No,” he answers. 
“Do you think you could?” He answers that he thinks he could but 

only in self-defense. 
The Dome is extraordinarily beautiful, lined with soft mosaics and 

stained glass. In the center is “the rock”—a cave in which the prophet 
Muhammad is believed to have prayed, alongside earlier prophets, includ-
ing Abraham and Jesus Christ. A guard urges everyone—including me— 
to leave the cave quickly to give others a chance to look. I want to stay here 
to see if I am susceptible to the power of this stone. I pretend to be in 
such a deep trance that I don’t notice him shooing me out. Eventually he 
gives up on me and concentrates on talking to beautiful Amira. Some of 
the visitors pray here. 

As we are leaving, the Israeli soldier beckons to Amira. The two of us 
walk toward him, surprised. He asks her about her plans for the week. 
Could he come pick her up some evening and take her out? he asks. She 
tells him she is busy. 

The following week the Israeli government grants me permission to 
interview a senior Hamas operative. I hire a car to take me to the prison at 
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Ramla, where I meet with Hassan Salameh—perhaps the most important 
Hamas leader in an Israeli jail. In January 1996, Yahya Ayyash, known as 
the Engineer, was murdered with a booby-trapped mobile telephone. Fol-
lowing Ayyash’s assassination, Hamas embarked on a retaliatory suicide 
campaign, which became the deadliest series of suicide bombings that 
Israel had known up to that point, causing over sixty deaths. Salameh, 
Ayyash’s deputy, was responsible for organizing that campaign. He 
planned many successful suicide bombing attacks. 

Hassan Salameh is twenty-eight years old. I ask him why he joined 
Hamas. He joined during the Intifada because he was attracted to the idea 
of fighting the Israeli government and he liked the way members of 
Hamas thought, the way they acted. “Many young people joined at that 
time,” he tells me. 

I ask whether part of his motivation was religious. “Yes, but not exclu-
sively,” he tells me. The most important motivation was the Israeli occu-
pation; he saw Palestinians were oppressed and wanted to take action. 

I ask whether he would ever consider carrying out a suicide bombing 
himself, or whether he sees himself exclusively as an organizer of suicide 
attacks. “The latter,” he tells me. “This is an organization. Every person has 
his own role.” This is fairly typical; terrorist leaders generally think of them-
selves as playing a different role from those they recruit as human bombs. 

I ask whether he feels any remorse about the lives of the young men 
that were lost when they carried out suicide attacks against the Israelis. 
“The terrible things that have happened to the Palestinian people are far 
bigger and far stronger than feeling sorry or guilty,” he tells me. “As a 
Palestinian, I feel that my people and I have been murdered in the soul by 
the Israeli occupation. This feeling stays with me in every situation. There 
is a big difference between murder and killing to defend his country— 
attacks against Israelis, even against Israeli citizens, are the latter kind of 
killing, not murder. All religions allow people the right to kill in self-
defense, or to defend their land. Land has been taken from us with vio-
lence, and we have the right to take it back. You must understand the 
difference between Hassan the person and Hassan the Palestinian. I was 
born in a refugee camp near Gaza. The jail I am now incarcerated in is sit-
uated on what was our land.” 
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He had one year of college prior to the Intifada, and that was the end 
of his education. His parents had essentially no education. His father had 
three wives and twenty-five children. The older children worked to help 
support the family. Everyone in the family worked as tailors. He is in soli-
tary confinement and says that he is lonely. It is inhumane, he says. But he 
believes he is in jail because God decided he had to be here. Religion gives 
me a feeling of peace, he tells me. He spends his time reading the Koran 
and watching the news. The officers treat him pretty well because they 
want him to be quiet. They mostly give him whatever he wants, he claims. 
A few weeks ago he decided to go on a hunger strike to protest his solitary 
confinement and didn’t eat for twenty-one days. A doctor was sent in to 
examine him every day. He lost ten kilograms. Four days ago he started 
eating again. You do not look emaciated, I tell him. He tells me he was fat 
when he began his hunger strike. He started eating again because they 
reached an agreement, the nature of which he does not reveal. 

If you are let out of prison, will you continue to do the same thing? I 
ask him. 

“I can’t say,” he says. “It’s in God’s hands.” 
I want to hear the Israeli counterterrorism office’s perspective on how 

Hamas works. I hire a taxi to take me to the offices of the Ministry of 
Defense in Tel Aviv. What a change from Gaza. In Gaza you feel humili-
ation, confusion, and desperation. Here you feel power, certainty, and 
determination. A part of me feels at home in this setting, but coming here 
immediately after spending time in Gaza is disorienting. I heard only par-
tial truths in Gaza. But the truth is not what counts for terrorists or for 
those who come to support them. It is perception and pain, not truth, that 
leads to terrorism. 

In the counterterrorism office I meet with a leading expert on Hamas.70 

He tells me, “Hamas’s raison d’être is the symbiotic relationship with the 
Palestinian people. They believe they have to change the behavior of the 
people prior to an Islamic revolution, but at the same time they have to 
persuade the Palestinian people that only they should be vested with the 
authority to lead. Hamas has a very good public image, and that is critical 
to its success.” 

What are the principal challenges Hamas faces today? I ask. 
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“For one thing, sources of authority.” He describes how the founders 
of Hamas, including Abu Shanab and Dr. Rantissi, the engineer and 
pediatrician, respectively, I interviewed in Gaza, as well as Hamas’s spiri-
tual leader, Sheik Ahmed Yassin, are from poor refugee camps. “They feel 
a duty to the Palestinian people, and the Palestinian problem is the issue 
that drives them. Living in poverty in refugee camps is what gave the orig-
inal leaders legitimacy,” the expert says. “But in 1989, we arrested the 
founders of Hamas: Zahar, Abu Shanab, Rantissi, and Yassin. After that, 
new leaders emerged: Musa Abu Marzook, Ibrahim Ghosheh, and Khaled 
Mashaal.” These new leaders, he adds, never lived in Gaza or the West 
Bank. “Their authority does not stem from their having lived in Gaza, but 
from their money. What gives Marzook and the others authority and 
power is money from the Gulf states.” 

How does Israel attempt to solve the problem? I ask. 
“The PA has an interest in keeping Palestinians in refugee camps. 

They remain in camps with no rights; they are not citizens. This is the best 
way to keep the problem going. This problem can only be solved with 
money. It can only be solved by providing the refugees with real housing 
and good jobs. Collective punishment and closures after attacks is bad 
because it hurts people economically. The solution is to build infrastruc-
ture, create an industrial zone, and give them the opportunity to work. 

“In 1996, after the Ashqelon attacks, we asked permission to search 
Islamic schools in Ramallah. All the walls were covered with posters about 
the jihad. We found a videocassette of six-year-old children marching, 
saying, ‘O my God, please take my life—I’m going to be a shaheed.’ What 
should we do? Close the school? That would be a disaster. And we cannot 
give money to the PA to improve the schooling system because they are 
corrupt. We cannot close down the charitable organization because it 
would be counterproductive—it would only increase support for Hamas. 
Jordan is the only country that knows how to deal with terrorist organiza-
tions. It brought the Muslim Brotherhood into its government and 
coopted them.” 

How does Hamas attract its followers? I want to know. 
“We have been researching the charitable and political wings of 

Hamas. In some places we found pornographic movies in their houses. 
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Some of them are not so religious. Some of them join Hamas because it’s 
the best way to express themselves. 

“One of the biggest issues is the gap between rich and poor. This gives 
Hamas two ways to attract followers. The first is economic. That’s easy. 
Hamas tells families, ‘We’ll take your children to school. Then we’ll take 
them to the club and we’ll provide assistance with their homework. The 
children can join the Islamic sports club and it’s free. Our bus will take the 
children. We’ll pay their scholarship. And we’ll find a job for you. Every 
Friday you should come to the mosque and we’ll give you food and every 
month we’ll give you fifty dinar [that’s a lot—around one-quarter the 
average monthly salary].’ After six to seven months of this, many families 
decide to join Hamas. Plus, everyone sees that the PA is corrupt, they are 
not providing essential services. Hamas looks very good in comparison. 

“Second, the failures of modern, open societies make Hamas attrac-
tive. The failures of modern society are like a disease, like AIDS: people 
everywhere have the feeling that the only way to protect their families is to 
go back to tradition, to religion. Parents send their children to religious 
schools to protect them. Identity today is based in general on religion and 
culture, not nation-states. Hamas uses religion for political purposes. 
They use religion to achieve political objectives.” 

People all over the world feel wistful about an earlier, simpler time, 
and some of them turn to religious revivalism to help inoculate them-
selves and their children from some of the less appealing aspects of 
modernity and globalization. But I can’t help but wonder whether this 
expert, like the soldier who asked Amira for a date, has any inkling of the 
role of Israeli policy in all this. It is not just the violence; it is the perni-
cious effect of repeated, small humiliations that add up to a feeling of 
nearly unbearable despair and frustration, and a willingness on the part of 
some to do anything—even commit atrocities—in the belief that attack-
ing the oppressor will restore their sense of dignity. 

At this point I had a pretty good understanding about the role of 
humiliation and alienation at both personal and national levels as risk fac-
tors for terrorism. In the next chapter we explore the impact of a govern-
ment policy to deliberately shift an ethno-religious mix, granting a new 
ethno-religious group numerical dominance in a region. 
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T H R E E  

Demographics 

This chapter examines the violence that broke out in Maluku, Indonesia, in 
early 1999, and the evolution of a holy-war organization that formed in the 
wake of large-scale massacres of Muslims by Christians in several parts of 
Indonesia. The Soeharto regime had supported the migration of Muslims 
from overpopulated areas, such as Java, to more sparsely populated ones in a 
kind of internal colonization of far-flung regions. In some cases, including 
Maluku, the migration policy tipped the confessional balance to favor Mus-
lim migrants, and indigenous groups lost the privileges they had traditionally 
enjoyed as a result of their demographic dominance. The Soeharto regime 
had held these ethno-religious tensions in check, but once Soeharto fell from 
power, violence erupted on both sides. Several new jihadi organizations 
emerged, and existing ones were revitalized in response to the massacres of 
Muslims by Christians in the late 1990s. Once these organizations formed, 
they instigated further violence, which spread to other parts of Indonesia. 

The jihad in Maluku became a kind of second Afghanistan. Extremist 
clerics used the conflict to recruit small armies. Training camps sprang up, 
eclipsing Afghanistan and the Philippines as centers for instruction in jihad. 
The young men drawn to fight in Maluku developed military skills, combat 
experience, and a determination to wage jihad in defense of Muslims from 
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a variety of perceived threats. Trainers and volunteers from Southwest Asia 
and the Middle East came to participate in this new holy war. 

This chapter tells the story of an Indonesian cleric named Ja’far Umar 
Thalib, who fought in the Afghan jihad and returned to Indonesia to teach 
at a pesantren, or religious seminary. After the violence broke out in Maluku, 
Ja’far formed Laskar Jihad as a Muslim counterweight to the Christian mili-
tias that were active in the region. His goal, he says, was to ensure that fellow 
Muslims in Maluku would feel “safe in their own country.”1 

The Indonesian government’s attitude toward the jihadi groups has been 
ambiguous. The army played a significant role in the creation of Laskar 
Jihad and other Indonesian jihadi groups. Off-duty military officers trained 
Ja’far’s “soldiers.” Vice President Hamzah Haz was a big supporter of Ja’far 
and other jihadis, denying the existence of terrorists or terrorism in Indone-
sia. But after the Bali bombing in October 2002, which killed two hundred 
Australian tourists and decimated Bali’s tourism industry, it was no longer 
possible to deny the danger of Islamic militancy in Indonesia.2 The govern-
ment made an effort to shut Laskar Jihad down, and Ja’far recalled his 
troops from Maluku. But some of the graduates of that conflict are now 
seeking new “jihads,” in some cases against Western targets. “Maybe in the 
future there will be another order” to mobilize again, a Laskar Jihad fighter 
said, shortly after his group was disbanded. “If so, we’ll be ready.”3 

In the spring of 2001, I receveived a letter from a former student who was 
then working for the United Nations Children’s Fund in Indonesia. He 
had recently arrived in Maluku. The entire city, he told me, was divided 
along religious lines, much like Belfast or Sarajevo. I was particularly 
intrigued with what he told me about militant organizations that had 
formed on both sides, especially by a new jihadi group that had formed 
only a year before. It reminded him, he said, of the Pakistani jihadi 
groups he had studied in my terrorism class. He urged me to come to 
Jakarta, where, he said, I would be able to meet Ja’far, the leader. In 
August 2001 I took him up on his offer. 

On the streets of Jakarta you could feel tension, like the feeling just 
before a storm, a premonition of violence in late Summer of 2001. I would 
later discover that just before I had arrived, a suspected Al Qaeda cell from 
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Yemen had appeared in Jakarta with the intention of bombing the U.S. 
embassy, but fled when it became aware that Indonesian intelligence was 
monitoring it.4 President Wahid had just been sacked by the Consultative 
Assembly in a vote of no confidence on July 23, 2001, and his successor, 
President Megawati Sukarnoputri, was just beginning to consolidate 
power. Wahid’s moderate-Muslim supporters feared widespread violence.5 

By the time I arrive in Indonesia, Ja’far was well-known inside Indone-
sia as a criminal religious radical. Earlier that year, he had presided over 
the execution by stoning of a follower who had confessed to adultery. Exe-
cution by stoning—or any form of privately administered punishment for 
“criminal activity”—is a violation of Indonesian law. The authorities 
placed Ja’far under house arrest for his crime. Ja’far claimed that an inter-
national Christian-Jewish conspiracy was responsible for his arrest.6 

Although Ja’far had only recently been released from house arrest, he 
was on a business trip in Jakarta at the time I was there, meeting with the 
new vice president and other politicians. His assistant instructed me that if 
I wanted to meet with Ja’far, I would have to come to Yogyakarta, an hour 
away by plane, as his time in the capital was already spoken for. I flew to 
Yogyakarta the next day. A photograph of Ja’far hugging Vice President 
Hamzah Haz at an official reception appeared in the paper that morning.7 

I book a room at the Hyatt Regency, a Disney-like resort on the outskirts 
of Yogyakarta. It has a pool with fantasy waterfalls, whirlpools, and slides. 
The golf course is decorated with copies of the temple at Borobudur, the 
world’s largest Buddhist monument, which is located nearby.8 

In my hotel, slim, young Javanese ply the mostly Western guests with 
drinks with flowers in them. At night there are noisy musical and dance 
performances on a grassy area between the restaurant and the pool. In my 
room is a basket of fruits—duku, passion fruit, water apples, and the 
divine mangosteen—thick towels, a robe. Complete luxury, some of 
which appeals, some of which repulses me. In any case, I know how Ja’far’s 
followers would feel about this hotel with its scantily clad, alcohol-
drinking Western tourists and its purported exploitation of Javanese cul-
tural heritage. After a swim and an early-morning visit to the temple, I feel 
deeply relaxed, ready to try to see the world through Ja’far’s eyes. 

I hire a translator and a car to take me to Ja’far’s house. My translator 
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is a teacher at a local language school. She is Christian, pro-American, and 
wearing a miniskirt, not the ideal costume for meeting with jihadis. I wear 
a long skirt, long sleeves, and a scarf I had acquired in Lebanon. Our car 
is not air-conditioned, and the driver seems surprised by our request that 
he take us into a dirt-poor region on the outskirts of town. We drive past 
rice paddies and orchards. There is an active volcano nearby and the fields 
are intensely green, despite the heat. The volcano, the most active in all of 
Indonesia, is known as Mount Merapi (Fire Mountain). 

We turn off the highway into Ja’far’s neighborhood. Chickens squawk 
as our driver pulls up to a ramshackle house to ask directions. Farther on, 
an old man tells us, past those houses, near the end of the dirt road. At 
last we find the boarding school, called a pesantren, that Ja’far runs. Our 
meeting is to take place in his home, which the students tell us is located 
behind the school. I notice that the complex seems to include not only a 
school and Ja’far’s house, but a number of additional buildings. 

The house is surrounded by a high fence to protect the women who 
live in it from prying eyes. We ring the bell. A young woman in a Middle 
Eastern–style chador comes to look at us through a peephole in the gate. 
She is expecting us and lets us inside. The yard is filled with laundry lines, 
as though many people are living here. The young woman who has come 
to meet us speaks perfect English. She tells us she is a student of Ja’far’s, 
and that her name is Fatima Ummu Yahya Lathifah el-Fadel. The name 
she gives me is Arabic, not Indonesian, and improbably long, as though 
she has added extra names to demonstrate her zeal.9 She wears glasses and 
looks bookish. Fatima had been studying at Java’s most prestigious uni-
versity when she decided to drop out to study Islam with Ja’far. She had 
learned about Laskar Jihad at a rally. Ja’far is dissatisfied with the press 
coverage of Laskar Jihad, she tells us, and has asked her to sit in on the 
interview to make sure that his words are correctly translated. 

Ja’far will not see me, I am told, but will talk to me from behind a cur-
tain. The bookish young Fatima, my miniskirted translator, and I gather 
in front of the curtain. Ja’far has yet to make his presence known. Another 
young woman comes to join us. She is slim and elegant, with nutmeg-
colored skin and glossy black eyes and hair. She is the most beautiful 
woman I have seen in Indonesia. She holds a baby boy whose features are 
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as lovely as hers. She has the slightly apologetic air of a woman who 
knows that her beauty might sometimes be intimidating both to men and 
women, but I have the feeling that she could also be haughty if she 
weren’t aiming to disarm. Fatima explains that this beauty who has joined 
us is Ja’far’s third wife. She is twenty-five. Fatima treats the wife as though 
she were a goddess, completely in awe of her beauty and her authority. 

An ancient lady servant offers us water and tea. Children run in and 
out hoping to catch a glimpse of me. Even young girls wear scarves to 
cover their hair. Ja’far’s interpretation of Islamic dress is the strictest I’ve 
seen yet. Ja’far’s followers are immediately obvious on the street. Their 
style of dress is “over-the-top extreme,” in the words of Indonesia scholar 
Robert Hefner.10 The children, the servant, and my hostesses are in a fes-
tive mood, as though a visitor from abroad is a rare treat. Later I realize 
that the women would not be allowed to meet male visitors, so their par-
ticipation in such an interview was probably quite unusual. 

After fifteen minutes, Ja’far suddenly informs us from behind the cur-
tain that he is ready to begin. Is this exciting to him, I wonder, to think of 
all these women waiting to hear his voice, hanging on his every word, 
longing to see him? 

I ask Ja’far whether he is promoting Wahhabism in Indonesia. Wah-
habism, a branch of Salafism, is the puritanical form of Islam promoted 
by Saudi Arabia.11 “No,” he says. “Not exactly. Sheik Muhammad ibn-
Abdul Wahhab emphasizes some hadith that are weak.” The hadith are 
the collection of writings of followers of Muhammad that have become 
part of Muslim tradition. “Ahle Sunnah—the [moderate] Islamic teach-
ings that we embrace—are more reliable, more fundamental. We are not 
taking Wahhab’s point of view; we identify ourselves as people who follow 
Muhammad’s friends. We criticize some of Wahhab’s literature, as relying 
too heavily on weak hadith that may not be the word of Allah.”12 

Muhammad ibn-Abdul Wahhab founded the Wahhabi movement in 
the early eighteenth century, calling for a “return” to tradition, although 
the doctrine he promoted was new, according to Islamic scholars. Wahhab 
successfully converted the illiterate bedouins living in the desert of Nejd, 
including Muhammad Ibn Sa’ud, the leader of a gang of raiders, to his 
version of Islam. Wahhab and Sa’ud agreed to cooperate: Sa’ud would be 

d e m o g r a p  h i c s  | 67 



the emir, the political leader, while Wahhab would be the sheik, the reli-
gious leader. Wahhab issued a religious decree, a fatwa, that all non-
Wahhabis were infidels, giving Ibn Sa’ud “the cloak of religious 
legitimacy he needed to persecute innocent people,” Professor Abdul Hadi 
Palazzi explains. “His gang was no longer a mob of traveling thugs and his 
victims were no longer innocent people. Now Ibn Sa’ud’s goons were 
‘fighters for jihad,’ authorized to murder ‘unbelievers.’ For the first time in 
history, jihad was proclaimed against Muslims and even against the 
Ottoman Empire, whose sultan was considered the heir of the prophet 
Muhammad and the highest Islamic authority.” The Wahhabis’ aim was 
to replace orthodox Islam with their puritanical doctrine, which would 
become the state religion of Saudi Arabia.13 Wahhabis reject the tradition 
that war is the lesser form of jihad, while purification of the self is the 
greater form, a tradition widely accepted by mainstream clerics.14 

Indonesia is the largest Muslim-majority country in the world. Most 
Muslims practice what is referred to in Indonesia as “traditional” Islam, 
which is influenced by Hinduism, Buddhism, and animism, the most 
common religions prior to the introduction of Islam.15 Ja’far, in contrast, 
is a “modernist,” a proponent of a Shari’a-based state. By rejecting Wah-
habism as weak, he is proclaiming himself to be a more radical Islamist 
than bin Laden.16 

Although the majority of Indonesian Muslims remain moderate, 
Islamist organizations and militia groups have become increasingly effec-
tive at mobilizing support for the cause of defending Indonesian Muslims 
from perceived or actual threats, often with the assistance of active or 
retired military personnel and with funding from Saudi Arabia. Christian 
extremism is also on the rise. 

I was deeply curious about how Ja’far manages to attract youth to his 
version of Islamism in a country long known for its moderation in reli-
gious matters. I could feel a kind of anxiety in my hostess Fatima, a kind 
of urgent earnestness mixed with fear. But I wanted to know more about 
why youth join movements that require them to dress strangely and cut 
themselves off from society. Sociologists and economists have studied the 
appeal of “strict churches,” whose followers embrace distinctive diet, 
dress, or speech, inviting ridicule, isolation, and persecution.17 Rodney 
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Stark, Laurence R. Iannaccone, and others have found that in some cases 
it is precisely the demanding nature of such sects that make them attrac-
tive to certain segments of societies.18 Sects break off from conventional 
religions with the aim of restoring religion to a higher level of tension 
with the environment.19 People most likely to join strict sects are those 
with the least to lose in the outside world, either because they have lim-
ited economic or social prospects, feel deeply humiliated and confused 
about their future path, or are frustrated with the political regime in which 
they live.20 

Another factor seems to be that Indonesia is undergoing rapid socioe-
conomic change. During the last quarter century, an extraordinarily rapid 
rise in the basic literacy rate and in the number of students who complete 
high school has resulted in the sudden development of an urban, Muslim 
middle class free to make its own choices regarding social and religious 
matters.21 The new democratically elected government is striving to throw 
off the vestiges of military rule, including the human rights abuses that 
eventually led the United States and Australia to cut off all military ties, 
while at the same time trying to control centrifugal forces that threaten to 
tear the country apart. Strict religious communities simplify life by pro-
claiming an exclusive truth—a closed, comprehensive, and eternal doc-
trine that provides answers to life’s most troubling questions. Ja’far offers 
rigid rules and severe punishment for transgressions, which for some 
youth is likely to be a comfort in a society under stress. 

I have come to believe that modernity itself creates confusion and fear, 
in part because of a surfeit of choice. This is true not only for Indonesians, 
but for many people all over the world. Modernity introduces a world 
where the potential future paths are so varied, so unknown, and the lack of 
authority is so great that individuals seek assurance and comfort in the 
elimination of unsettling possibilities. Too much choice, especially regard-
ing identity, can be overwhelming and even frightening.22 Under these cir-
cumstances, some people crave closing off options; they crave discipline 
imposed from the outside.23 The “strictness” of militant religious groups— 
and the clarity they offer about self and other—is part of their appeal. 

Did you study Islam in Saudi Arabia? I ask. “No,” Ja’far replies. Have 
you ever been to Saudi Arabia? I ask. “No, never,” he says. I don’t believe 

d e m o g r a p  h i c s  | 69 



him, and later, when he feels more comfortable, he will confirm that he 
studied in Riyadh. He goes so far as to cite fatwas for a jihad in Maluku 
from a variety of Sunni ulema in the Arab world.24 

Like many jihadi leaders around the world, Ja’far had spent some time 
fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan. 

Did you like being a mujaheed in Afghanistan? I ask. 
“Yes, very much,” he says. 
What did you do there? 
“I fought the Soviets,” he says, obviously not in an expansive mood. 
Did you ever kill anyone? 
“I don’t know. We used long-range weapons.” 
What kind? 
“RPGs. BM12s. Antiaircraft guns. M16s. AK-47s.” 
Did you ever learn to use Stingers? 
“We had one, but I didn’t use it.” 
I decide to try a different tack—forming questions based on research I 

had conducted prior to coming to Yogyakarta that will require him only to 
correct or amplify on my previous impressions. 

I have read that Laskar Jihad was formed after a Christian massacre of 
Muslim villagers in Maluku in December 1999. Is this true? “Yes. The 
government was not fulfilling its role of protecting the Muslims in 
Maluku so we had to step in.” So in essence you were replacing the gov-
ernment there? “Only in a military sense—to protect innocent Muslims.” 

In April 2000, Ja’far led a procession of fighters to meet with political 
leaders, including President Abdurrahmad Wahid, in Jakarta. Ja’far’s fol-
lowers were clothed in white robes, brandishing unsheathed swords and 
daggers. Ja’far threatened to launch a private jihad if the government 
didn’t come to the defense of Muslims in Maluku, whom Christian gangs 
were then killing in great numbers. The president threatened to arrest Ja’far 
and his fighters if they went to Maluku. But despite the president’s 
threats, within several weeks Ja’far dispatched an estimated three thou-
sand white-robed warriors to Maluku, over a thousand miles from their 
base in Yogyakarta. They traveled by commercial ferry. No one stopped 
them. Observers reported that a container of military weapons had been 
sent separately to Maluku. The minister of defense complained that sol-
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diers on the ground in Maluku did nothing to prevent the shipment of 
arms from reaching the militants.25 Observers speculate that the military 
was using Laskar Jihad to discredit President Wahid, who had recently 
sacked General Wiranto, chief of the armed forces, for his role in the 
atrocities in East Timor. As we shall see, Ja’far’s relationship with the mil-
itary and with the government would remain ambiguous.26 

I have read you are now training in Fakfak in Papua. Is this true? I ask. 
“Yes,” he says, reverting to one-word answers. 
Where else? 
“In Maluku, Sulawesi, Sorong on Papua, near Palangkaraya and else-

where in Kalimantan.”27 His pride seems to have gotten the better of him 
here. When I share my notes with my colleagues upon my return, they are 
astonished that Ja’far would be so open about his plans. 

Indonesia is made up of thirteen thousand islands spread over a three-
thousand-mile long archipelago. The largest of these are Sumatra, Java, 
Sulawesi, Papua, and Kalimantan. Medium-sized islands include Bali, 
Lombok, Timor, and Flores. Half of the remaining islands are uninhab-
ited. Seventy percent of the country is water. There are 731 languages, of 
which 726 are living, two are second languages without mother-tongue 
speakers, and three are extinct. Tensions between the center and the 
periphery have plagued the country since it achieved independence from 
the Netherlands in 1949. Tensions were largely held in check, however, by 
the brutal policies of the Soeharto regime and economic growth, until 
both came to an abrupt end in 1998. 

Ambon, the capital of Maluku, is one of the cities hardest hit by vio-
lence. Christians had long dominated politics in Maluku, a legacy they 
inherited from the colonial period, when the Dutch favored them with 
educational advantages.28 The migration of immigrants from South 
Sulawesi tipped the confessional balance in favor of Muslims, who now 
enjoy a slim majority in Maluku province.29 Beginning in the 1990s, 
President Soeharto began appointing Muslims to the government bureau-
cracy as part of a broad campaign to woo Muslim groups. In 1992, 
Jakarta appointed a Muslim governor in Maluku. 

Ambon was once the center of the lucrative spice trade. The Portuguese, 
Dutch, English, and Spanish vied to control trade in the spices grown in the 
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Moluccas, including cinnamon, cloves, and pepper, as well as the valuable 
nutmeg and mace, the carmine-colored filamentous arillode that covers the 
nutmeg seed. Several hundred years ago, nutmeg was the third most valu-
able commodity on earth after silver and gold. It was used to flavor and pre-
serve food, freshen ladies’ breath, promote virility, create hallucinations, and 
prevent plague. Jeanne Rose’s Herbal (a book containing names and descrip-
tions of herbs) describes nutmeg as a carminative, a stimulant, a narcotic, 
and an aromatic. It was believed to attract admirers if carried under the left 
armpit. When Christopher Columbus discovered the Americas, he had been 
looking for a new, western route to the Spice Islands. 

Locals remain uncertain about exactly how the conflict in Ambon 
started, although the date of its inception is clear: January 19, 1999. It 
appears that a Bugi migrant from Sulawesi tried to mug an Ambonese bus 
driver, demanding money at knifepoint. Some say that the two involved 
in the incident were members of rival criminal syndicates. Whatever 
sparked the incident, machete-armed mobs were soon drawn into a brawl, 
and hundreds of people were killed. 

Although the conflict arose in a climate of tension between indigenous 
Ambonese and migrants to the city, it was soon defined in religious terms. 
A vicious cycle of attack and counterattack took hold, with Christian 
gangs burning mosques and Muslim gangs burning churches in retalia-
tion.30 Christians became convinced that Jakarta intended to introduce 
Islamic law in the province, while Muslims were persuaded that Chris-
tians were conspiring with international backers to turn Maluku into a 
Christian state. Troops were widely observed siding with the Muslims in 
the clashes that followed, while police units sometimes sided with the 
Christians. In some cases security personnel stood by without intervening 
because, according to the provincial police chief, “rioters outnumber the 
troops and are armed with standard military weapons.”31 In other cases, 
according to a Muslim member of the national parliament, troops would 
demand money for protecting groups threatened with attack.32 

Another factor increasing religious tensions in Maluku may be the ero-
sion of interreligious social networks during the Soeharto period. Religious 
tensions in Maluku had long been held in check by a village alliance sys-
tem known as pela gandong. The alliance system stressed mystical beliefs 
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and ethnic similarities over religious differences. But the influx of Muslims 
from other islands reduced the power of these alliances because the new-
comers did not participate in these interreligious social networks. They 
were weakened still further with the fall of Soeharto.33 Political scientist 
Ashutosh Varshney has shown that interethnic or interreligious “networks 
of civic engagement” reduce the likelihood and severity of ethno-religious 
conflict in conflict-prone areas in India, and that, conversely, the lack of 
such networks makes conflict more likely.34 Here, the erosion of such net-
works appears to have increased the potential for violence. 

The violence soon spread beyond the capital city to other Moluccan 
islands. Militia groups, which formed on both sides, traveled to troubled 
areas with the purported aim of providing humanitarian assistance to 
their coreligionists. By early 2002, at least six thousand people had been 
killed in the conflict, and nearly a third of the population of 2.1 million 
in Maluku had become refugees.35 

The governor attributes the increase in religious tensions to Christian 
prejudice against Muslim “newcomers” from Sulawesi and a widespread 
perception that Muslims are receiving unfair preference for jobs in the 
civil service, which are considered good jobs. Many believe that economic 
and political rivalries caused the conflict, not religion.36 

Benny Doro, the head of a Christian militia group, says that God 
made him a military commander. He saw Jesus Christ hovering over his 
head like a bird while he was in the midst of battle, he says. With Jesus’ 
help, he caught a bullet in his hand. He can no longer count the number 
of Muslims he has killed.37 The Christian militia groups tend to be crim-
inal gangs whose principal occupation is petty crime. They are nominally 
led by prominent religious figures, but their field commanders tend to be 
local toughs, recruited from criminal syndicates (known as preman).38 

They occasionally mobilize under a central structure, but they tend to be 
less organized and less effective than their Muslim counterparts.39 

When I return to Cambridge, I want to investigate this further. How 
often does migration of an ethno-religious group into a region result in 
conflict? Does it occur only when the confessional balance is disturbed? I 
discover that this issue has largely been ignored by social scientists, who 
have focused primarily on the opposite problem: migration that occurs as 
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a result of war.40 Judging by what I saw in Indonesia, this strikes me as an 
issue that needs careful study. 

One of Ja’far’s “humanitarian missions” was to rescue the Christian vil-
lage of Waai from what he called a “historical crime”: the “illegal” conver-
sion of the entire village to Christianity in 1670. Laskar Jihad destroyed the 
village. Ja’far and a group of local Muslim leaders decided to erect a new 
town in its place, to be known as Waai Islam.41 According to local church 
officials, some four thousand Christians were forcibly converted to Islam on 
six islands in the Moluccas between January of 1999 and the end of 2000.42 

Similarly, Muslims in north Maluku were forcibly converted to Christian-
ity in December 1999 when Christian forces attacked Tobelo and Galela.43 

Forced conversions and returning villagers to their “true” religion is a 
common practice among religious extremists. I heard a lot about this issue 
when I visited Hindu extremists in India. Schools run by the Hindu 
nationalist group Rashtriya Swyamsevak Sangh (National Voluntary Ser-
vice), which is usually referred to by its acronym RSS, focus on “return-
ing” indigenous peoples and dalits—the lowest caste—to Hinduism. The 
RSS believes that all indigenous people, many of whom are animists, are 
actually Hindus. Through education, the RSS believes, they will come to 
realize their true religion. The Hindi word for indigenous peoples is adi-
vasi, which means people of the soil, suggesting that they predate Hindu 
civilization. The RSS prefers to call them vanvasi, or people of the forest. 
“We believe that all tribals in India, they are originally Hindu only. Slowly 
they will feel like this. They will say themselves, ‘We are also Hindus,’ ” 
Suresh Joshi, national coordinator of the education wing, told the New 
York Times.44 The RSS clashed with indigenous peoples over Christian 
conversions in Gujarat, determined to bring them back to the fold. They 
were at least somewhat successful in this effort. Tribal groups are now tak-
ing the side of Muslims in Hindu-Muslim violence in that state.45 

Christian missionaries have traditionally focused their efforts on con-
verting the tribal peoples and dalits in India, in many cases luring them 
with social services otherwise unavailable to them. The RSS is creating its 
own social-service organizations to compete with the Christian ones, 
employing many of the same techniques, including dispatching doctors 
and drugs to treat the poor, and building orphanages and schools. An 
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upper-caste teacher in one of the schools made clear that he chose his pro-
fession out of concerns about Christian conversions in the tribal belt. 
“Teachers control the mind,” he explains.46 In Indonesia, the indigenous 
peoples are called pribumi, sons of the soil, to distinguish them from Chi-
nese immigrants, approximately half of whom are Christian. 

I have read that you claim that Laskar Jihad has ten thousand mem-
bers. Is this true? I ask Ja’afar. 

“We have ten thousand fighters,” Ja’far says. “There are a hundred 
thousand members of our organization.” 

I have read that you traveled to Pakistan in 1986 to study Islam. Is 
this true? 

“Yes.” 
Where did you study? 
“At a school run by Jamaat-i-Islami.” 
Did you go straight to Afghanistan from there? 
“Yes.” 
What group did you fight with? 
“I joined a group of Arabs under the command of Hekmatyar and 

later Rabbani.” Hekmatyar is allegedly close to bin Laden and the Tal-
iban. 

How long were you there? 
“I was in Pakistan until 1987, and Afghanistan, 1987 to 1989.” 
I have spent some time with Jamaat-i-Islami in Pakistan, and although 

they call themselves “fundamentalists,” I can see that Ja’far has gone way 
beyond them in his desire to attain religious purity.47 

Do you now consider Jamaat-i-Islami to be too liberal? I ask. 
“Yes, much too liberal,” Ja’far says. “They are adopting a version of 

Islam promoted by Western liberals.” 
Are you closer to the Taliban? I ask. “No. They rely on dreams and 

fantasies. They are also Tassawuf [Sufi]. We are not Deobandi [like the 
Taliban]—we are Ahle Sunnah.”48 

Where did you get the idea to promote this strict interpretation of 
Islam? At last I have posed a question he appears to want to answer, and he 
does so with a paragraph rather than a word or a phrase: “When I was in 
Peshawar, I met people from Syria. They introduced me to Sheik Muqbil, 
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from Yemen. After that we went to Yemen to learn Islam there. He was 
my main teacher, but he introduced me to others in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 
India, and Jordan. I went to all those places to study Islam.” 

How much time did you spend in these places? 
“Between one and ten months—it varied. I studied with Siddik Has-

san Khan in India, with Sheik bin Baaz in Riyadh. I brought these ideas 
back to Indonesia. I also sent my students abroad, and when they came 
back [from these same countries as well as Pakistan], they encouraged me 
to form Laskar Jihad.” 

Prior to coming to Yogyakarta, I had interviewed scholars, United 
Nations personnel, experts working for local nongovernment organizations, 
and local reporters, and I have come with a list of alleged financial sponsors 
of Laskar Jihad, including a foundation called Al-Irsyad and Saudis living 
in Indonesia. Ja’far denies that he receives funding from any of them. 

Laskar Jihad has a highly sophisticated Web site, including detailed 
instructions for sending donations to the group. I see you are raising 
money on the Internet, I say. What fraction of the funds you raise comes 
from Internet versus fund-raising on the street? 

“Most is from the Internet,” he says, perhaps as a way to account for 
the money that purportedly does not come from foundations or Saudis. 

What fraction of that comes from abroad? 
“We don’t know. It’s always anonymous,” he claims. 
I have read that the Al-Irsyad foundation owns the seven hectares of 

land near Bogor, west Java, where several thousand of your operatives car-
ried out their military training in advance of your mission to Maluku. Is 
this true?49 

“Yes,” he says, surprising me with his sudden openness. “We trained 
there, but I have nothing to do with Al-Irsyad foundation. My brother is 
a lawyer and he was involved in a case over that land. While the land was 
disputed, we were able to use it for training.” 

What is the most effective way to recruit followers? I ask. On the Inter-
net, or in person—through social networks? 

“In person, at universities and mosques. From one person to another. 
We used the Internet to correct the false impressions created by the media.” 

In February 2002, the two sides in Ambon agreed to end all violence, 
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respect the rule of law, ban armed militias, and establish a national investi-
gation team to examine the causes of the conflict. But in April, Ja’far gave 
a speech urging Muslims to “prepare our bombs and ready our guns.” Two 
days later a dozen masked men entered a village outside Ambon with guns, 
grenades, and daggers. They killed fourteen people and torched about 
thirty homes. Some of the attackers were armed with M16s, a weapon that 
the Indonesian military purchases from the United States.50 In May, the 
government ordered Laskar Jihad to withdraw from the region, but the 
group remained. Soon after this, Ja’far was arrested. Vice President 
Hamzah Haz visited Ja’far after his arrest, and a month later he visited Abu 
Bakr Ba’asyir in Solo, central Java. Abu Bakr Ba’asyir is the leader of 
Jamaah Islamiyah, which Singapore accuses of being closely affiliated with 
Al Qaeda. Mr. Hamzah Haz urged the government to arrest himself rather 
than the clerics, claiming, “There are no terrorists here,” in Indonesia.51 

I have read that the army supports you, I said to Ja’far. Is this true? 
“No. We have no military support. The Christians—the RMS and the 

Laskar Christus—they get big, heavy weapons from outside Indonesia, 
even from U.S. Navy ships,” Ja’far said. 

President Soeharto initially saw radical Islam as a threat to his regime, 
and parties promoting a religious agenda were banned. But the armed 
forces used small radical Muslim groups to do their dirty work, often to 
fight communists52 and in some cases to quell separatism, including in 
Maluku, Sulawesi (also known as Celebes, famous for its coffee), Aceh 
(the oil-rich western tip of Sumatra), Kalimantan (the Indonesian half of 
Borneo, and East Timor, which seceded from Indonesia in 1999. 

Three years after the conflict began in Maluku, President Megawati 
ordered an investigation into its origin. Her army chief, appointed in 
spring 2002, said that army deserters were responsible for some of the 
bloodshed. Other government officials believe that generals loyal to 
Soeharto—who had been ousted by pro-democracy forces in 1998—had 
hoped to use the conflict in Maluku to undermine Soeharto’s immediate 
successor, President B. J. Habibie and Abdurrahman Wahid. 

Is it true that in east Java military backing for Muslim militias comes 
from Major General Sudi Silalahi, chief of the Brawijaya army command? 

“No.” 
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I have read in the Indonesian press that you admitted to having a hot 
line to armed forces commander Admiral Widodo A. S., through a sixty-
year-old man called Bambang, who donated the land for your boarding 
school.53 Is this true? 

“No.” 
But you were quoted! I exclaim. 
“Misquoted.” 
The Indonesian military has a long history of using semicriminal para-

military groups (preman) for a variety of causes: to consolidate the new 
nation after it achieved independence from the Netherlands and to sup-
press secessionist movements; to fight Islamist opposition—including by 
promoting rival Islamist groups; to fight both communist and democratic 
opposition to Soeharto’s autocratic regime; and to discredit political lead-
ers.54 Many of the Islamist groups active today were created by the mili-
tary, including the group most closely affiliated with Al Qaeda—the 
Jamaah Islamiyah. Some of the groups created primarily as criminal syn-
dicates occasionally take on a religious or political cause. But now the ide-
ologically based groups are expanding their source of funding, and the 
military may be unable to control them. The government demanded that 
Laskar Jihad disband itself in 2002, but the military may not be able to 
control the genie it unleashed. This is exactly what has happened in Pak-
istan, as we shall see in chapter 5. 

Is it true you have support from the navy? I ask. 
“Completely false,” Ja’far says. 
Some observers believe that the security forces tolerate continuing low-

level violence in various parts of Indonesia because it keeps them employed 
in the region. The conflicts also provide the military and the police with 
opportunities to engage in criminal activities, such as charging for their 
services, drug smuggling, illegal gambling, and “taxation” of trade.55 Army, 
navy, and police personnel occasionally get involved in skirmishes among 
themselves, which the International Crisis Group attributes to competi-
tion for scare resources.56 Soldiers reportedly rent or sell their weapons and 
trade ammunition for food. An Ambonese member of the national DPR 
(House of Representatives) explained, “The ammunition and guns are 
sold by soldiers who need money to live.”57 

78 | t e r r  o r  i n  t h e  n a m e  o f  g o d  



Is it true the army gives you guns? I ask. 
“No. We make our own,” Ja’far says. “The Christians are getting guns 

from the army and from Australia, New Zealand, and the United States. 
But we have to use swords and knives and homemade guns. They supply 
the Christians, but not us.” Observers report that Laskar operatives were 
equipped with military-style munitions. 

Both sides in communal conflicts tend to create—and come to 
believe—myths about the enemy’s capabilities and intentions. Each side is 
certain that the other is conspiring with outside forces to turn Indonesia 
into an uni-religious state. Like other organizations in the business of pro-
tecting groups from harm, militants have a strong incentive to exaggerate 
the enemies’ crimes and capacity for violence because it helps them drum 
up business. “Those who supply protection are inclined to exaggerate and 
manipulate its desirability,” Diego Gambetta argues with regard to the 
Sicilian Mafia. The same is true for governments, he argues, which often 
operate like racketeers in their exaggeration of threats to national sover-
eignty.58 In other words, those in the business of providing protection have 
an incentive to persuade their customers that the adversary is unstoppable 
unless the protectors—in this case the militants—arm themselves and act. 

I want to understand the effects of the Asian economic crisis, which 
hit Indonesia in late 1997, and from which, unlike Korea and other coun-
tries, it has yet to recover. It stands to reason that unemployed or under-
employed urban youth would be susceptible to the lure of extremism for 
several reasons. The opportunity cost of their time is low. The groups pro-
vide structure and a social network. And the paramilitary organizations 
provide a variety of financial incentives.59 Laskar Jihad acts as a kind of 
employment agency for underemployed students and university graduates. 
It actively recruits students and underemployed youth, providing stipends 
to fighters’ families during their service.60 But poverty, in and of itself, is 
unlikely to be the cause of violence. 

Soon after September 11, a debate arose in the United States about the 
socioeconomic causes of terrorism, with one side arguing that socioeco-
nomic deprivation is a root cause of terrorism, and the other arguing that 
bin Laden’s wealth, and his use of educated operatives, proves this 
hypothesis wrong. A widely reported study undertaken by two economists 
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for the World Bank purported to show that wealth and education are pos-
itively correlated with terrorism.61 The study only served to intensify the 
debate, although the data it examined were limited.62 

Measuring the effect of wealth and education on terrorism is difficult. 
Some terrorist groups, for example, left-wing extremists in the U.S. and 
Germany during the 1960s, attract well-educated and relatively wealthy 
youth, while others, for example, neo-Nazi groups, tend to attract less edu-
cated youth.63 Moreover, there is often a difference between midlevel man-
agers and low-level operatives. The latter are often less educated and 
trained, and therefore relatively expendable. One of the problems of the 
studies conducted so far is that they purport to demonstrate the role of 
socioeconomic factors on terrorism writ large, rather than for particular 
groups in a particular place under particular conditions at a particular time. 

If we look at the Indonesian case, it appears that a combination of ris-
ing expectations followed by an economic downturn, leaving educated 
youth without jobs after the 1997–98 crisis, may have contributed to the 
appeal of extremist groups offering employment.64 The same dynamic 
appears to have played a role in the first Palestinian Intifada and in the 
1990s civil war in Algeria.65 Another possible contributor to the extremist 
groups’ appeal includes democratic reforms allowing Islamists to openly 
recruit militants. De Tocqueville’s observation that the most dangerous 
moment for governments is when they begin to set about reform seems 
particularly apt with regard to Indonesia. It is at the moment life begins to 
improve that people are most prone to revolt.66 Other factors include 
widespread corruption throughout the government and security services; 
the security services’ support for paramilitary groups, in some cases in the 
hope of personal financial gain; and a weak state largely incapable of con-
trolling communal violence. 

Do you have any links with other jihadi groups? I ask Ja’far. “None,” 
he says. I find this claim hard to believe, since I had already asked Pak-
istani jihadi leaders about Ja’far, and they knew all about him. I investi-
gate further. Both American and Indonesian officials suspect that Laskar 
Jihad has had some association with Al Qaeda, but they lack evidence to 
make a conclusive link.67 

The Indonesian intelligence chief, Lieutenant General Abdullah Hen-
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dropriyono, said that Al Qaeda was assisting Laskar Jihad in its battles 
with Christians in Poso and central Sulawesi.68 He also said that Al Qaeda 
had used a Laskar Jihad camp in Poso, central Sulawesi. (Others claimed 
the camp was actually run by another group known as Laskar Jundullah, a 
group linked both to Jamaah Islamiyah and Al Qaeda.) The next day the 
minister of defense supported the intelligence chief’s claims. Court docu-
ments in a trial of alleged Al Qaeda operatives in Spain indicated that 
camps in Indonesia had provided training to Al Qaeda operatives, and 
that an Al Qaeda leader in Indonesia, Parlindungan Siregar, was also a 
member of Laskar Jihad. At the Madrid home of one of the Al Qaeda 
suspects, police found weapons, travel documents to Indonesia, and pho-
tographs apparently taken at the Indonesian camp.69 

Under pressure from conservative Muslims, the intelligence chief 
retracted his claim three days later, however. Other senior officials also 
denied that Al Qaeda was training in Indonesia.70 

Ja’far admits that he met bin Laden, and that bin Laden had offered to 
fund Laskar Jihad. But Ja’far says he refused to accept the funding. Since 
September 11, he has distanced himself from Al Qaeda, perhaps out of 
concern that he will offend his backers in the military, who would not want 
to risk offending the United States.71 Ja’far accused a rival Islamist group 
called Laskar Mujahidin, whose operatives are often called “ninjas” because 
they wear masks in battle, of accepting financial aid from bin Laden.72 

Some experts on Southeast Asia argue that the threat posed by radical 
Islam in Southeast Asia is not nearly as great as American officials seemed 
ready to believe after September 11. John Gershman argues, for example, 
that there is no risk of state-sponsored terrorism against U.S. interests in 
Southeast Asia, and that ethnic and religious diversity (including in the 
practice of Islam) that characterizes the area militates against the estab-
lishment of a fundamentalist hegemony by any one group. He also 
observes that most governments in the region are democracies that toler-
ate dissent, making Islamist extremism relatively less attractive as a 
broader vehicle for opposition to the government.73 Moreover, many of 
the groups do have predominantly local agendas, and none is formally a 
member of bin Laden’s International Islamic Front against the Jews and 
Crusaders. They also compete among themselves for funding and support. 
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While all these points are true and important, under the influence of 
bin Laden, the Southeast Asian jihadi groups have found a common cause 
in opposition to the West. 

Have you sent your students abroad to help in other jihads around the 
world? 

“Yes,” Ja’far says proudly. “They’ve been to Chechnya, Bosnia, Kash-
mir, Afghanistan. And they’ve been fighting the communists in Yemen.” 

Have any foreigners offered to join your jihad? I ask. 
“We’d like them to, but until now we’ve had to tell them we can’t 

afford their visas.” 
What is your level of secular education? I ask. 
“Elementary school. After that religious education. Jihad is the highest 

possible form of Muslim worship. We have to face our enemies, who are 
clearly kafir [infidels],” he adds, changing the topic. 

Who are the kafirs in Indonesia? 
“Jews, Christians, communists, and atheists.” The classification and 

required punishment of infidels interests Ja’far a great deal, and he con-
tinues, unbidden, “There are three classes of kafirs. The first is kafir harbi. 
This is someone who is physically attacking Muslims. This is an enemy 
we are obligated to fight. Then there is kafir dzimmi—these are kafirs that 
have a cooperative attitude toward Muslims. We must protect their blood 
and dignity and possessions. It is a big sin to bother them. Then there is 
the kafir mu’ahhad. They’re the kafirs who are citizens of other countries. 
As long as they obey regulations, they have to be treated the same way as 
kafir dzimmi.” I am relieved to hear this, as I am obviously a member of 
that class of infidel. 

What about Shia? I ask. Are they kafir? 
“Yes. They are not Muslims.” 
You yourself are no longer participating in these battles? “No. Too 

much to do here.” 
How many wives do you have? 
“Four.” There are nine children. The women explain that there are 

four houses on the complex, that each wife has her own house. 
Are you hoping for more children? 
“Yes.” 
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As I prepare to leave, Fatima tells me earnestly that she has written me a 
letter. She started drafting the letter as soon as she heard that a lady scholar 
was coming to visit the compound. She requests that I not open the letter 
until I return to my hotel, where I can meditate upon its meaning. 

When I open it, I see that she has taken great care with the writing. 
Her grammar and spelling are surprisingly good, and there are no crossed-
out portions. She must have written many drafts. 

Here is an abstract: 

To Professor Jessica Stern, 

Professor, we don’t know who you are, and it doesn’t matter whether 

you’re a spy or just somebody who’s curious with our existence. And you’ve 

known that we’re Moslems. 

But perhaps you haven’t known how our religion is. We proudly say to 

you that, “There’s no correct religion beside God but Islam.” . . . 

We’re not treasure and world adorers; we’re not the authorities’ flatterers. 

We’re not dead people, cross nor statue worshippers either. We’re the people 

who would bend and surrender their bodies and souls only to Allah, King of 

the kings. . . .  

Don’t ever think that we’re afraid of death in defending our religion. 

Even death is our goal to reach the true glory. Victory in this world is God’s 

promise for us in our every war. . . .  Allah has also told us that The Jews and 

The Christians would never be relief [sic] with our existence and us until they 

can get us out of our faith. We will not close our eyes from your ruses. . . .  

So we invite you, Professor Stern, to enjoy the noble of Allah’s 

religion. . . .  

This is our call, Professor, and we seek no benefits from you. We’re just 

seeking for bigger love from Him. . . . We hope that you will listen, and open 

up your heart. May Allah show you to the right way, to his bless and mercy. 

Yours sincerely, 
Fatima . . .  

The case of Laskar Jihad teaches us several important things about reli-
gious terrorism. Once contestants claim to be fighting a “holy war,” religious 
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militants on both sides flock to the region. Embittered and traumatized 
refugees, living together in close quarters, often in harsh conditions with 
no jobs and little hope, become ready recruits. Religious passions are thus 
turned into a weapon in a war that is often actually about control of nat-
ural resources or political power. Ja’far excelled at fomenting and capitaliz-
ing on these passions. 

When leaders express grievances in religious or spiritual terms, they 
give contestants the feeling they are fighting over eternal, spiritual values, 
rather than fleeting, material ones such as natural resources or territory. 
Religious language expands the pool of potential sympathizers, recruits, 
and funders beyond the contested region to wherever coreligionists are 
found. Religious charities and members of diaspora populations provide 
funding to the organizations for their social-welfare work, in some cases 
not realizing they are also funding militancy. We will see this pattern 
repeated in many parts of the world. 

Once holy-war organizations form, purportedly religious conflicts 
spread as the groups seek new “humanitarian” missions. Indonesia is one 
of the best examples of this phenomenon. But in Indonesia, another ele-
ment makes the situation especially volatile. Shifting demographics, in many 
cases brought about through deliberate government policies to increase the 
percentage of Muslims in restive regions, is often the spark that ignites 
violence between indigenous ethno-religious groups and immigrants. 

The case of Laskar Jihad and the other Indonesian jihadi groups also 
makes clear that when governments promote religious militants to use 
them as mercenaries, they are playing a dangerous game. 

The complex relationship between religious militants and the military 
is an issue that I felt I needed to explore more fully. Military commanders 
support the Islamist groups not necessarily because they favor a Shari’a-
based state, but to use them, when needed, as mercenaries. As we will see 
in chapter 5, I would encounter a similar dynamic in Pakistan. 
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F O U R  

History 

Israel has always had “more history than geography,” Isaiah Berlin once 
declared.1 Jews see their history as an account of loss and longing. It is 
about destruction of their Temples, expulsion from their lands, endless 
pogroms, and attempted annihilation. This chapter tells the story of sev-
eral Jewish extremists who tried to destroy the Muslim holy sites built 
where the Jewish Temples stood historically, or sought to expand the 
country’s borders to encompass the entire biblical Eretz Israel (land of 
Israel). Ancient history, as we shall see, can be a powerful weapon in 
extremists’ hands, including in their efforts to expand national boundaries 
and to seek redemption. 

In 1990, a messianic group known as the Temple Mount Faithful 
announced its intention to lay a 4.5-ton cornerstone at the site where the 
ancient Jewish Temples once stood, now the site of the Muslim Noble 
Sanctuary, the Haram al-Sharif. The group’s ultimate goal is to destroy 
the Muslim holy sites and build a Third Temple. Palestinians viewed the 
plan as the first step toward the destruction of the Haram-al-Sharif, and 
the group’s presence near the site incited the deadliest riots in Jerusalem 
since the city was taken over by the Israeli army almost a quarter century 
earlier. Gershon Salomon, the leader of the Temple Mount Faithful, was 
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satisfied with the results, boasting that the riots had sparked worldwide 
interest in the Temple Mount and his movement, particularly on the part 
of fundamentalist Christians.2 

The Temple Mount, or Haram al-Sharif, is of profound spiritual 
importance to all three monotheistic religions. Jews, Christians, and Mus-
lims all believe that when the Messiah appears at the end of days, he will 
reign from this small peak. 

To Muslims, Al-Quds (Jerusalem) is the third most holy city after 
Mecca and Medina, and the Haram al-Sharif is at the core of Jerusalem’s 
significance within Islam. According to Muslim tradition, the Al Aqsa 
Mosque, also located on the contested plaza, is the “furthermost place” to 
which the prophet Muhammad rode his horse on a nighttime journey 
from Mecca. From here, Muhammad ascended to heaven and met face-
to-face with God. Muslims call the Western Wall “Al-Buraq Wall,” after 
Muhammad’s horse, which, they believe, Muhammad tied to the wall 
prior to his nocturnal ascent. Christians revere the Mount as the place 
where Jesus drove out the moneylenders and as the site of the Messiah’s 
eventual return. 

Although the Temple Mount Faithful is a fringe group on the Israeli 
landscape, it is not alone in its desire to build the Third Temple. The 
movement has attracted a number of messianic individuals and groups— 
both Christians and Jews. Among them is Yoel Lerner, an MIT-trained 
mathematician and linguist who was imprisoned for a variety of terrorist 
plots, including a plan to blow up the Dome of the Rock to make room 
for the new Temple. 

In July 2000 I travel to Jerusalem to talk with some of these extrem-
ists. I call Yoel Lerner immediately upon my arrival in Jerusalem. He 
instructs me to meet him the following morning at the bus stop in the 
Jewish quarter of the Old City at 7:35 a.m. He will take me through the 
winding pedestrian streets to his home. 

I drag myself out of bed early the next morning. I have a quick break-
fast of Arabic coffee, dates, and cheese. I am staying on the Arab side of 
the city, so I hire a cab to take me to the bus stop. A crowd is waiting to 
meet the bus. Apparently I am easily identifiable as a visiting American 
researcher, for a plump, genial, middle-aged man comes straight toward 
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me to introduce himself. It is already punishingly hot, but Lerner is wear-
ing a long wool vest with fringes over wrinkled clothing. He is unkempt, 
with the look of someone too busy thinking to worry about combing his 
hair or ironing his clothing. I can see by the look in his eye that he is gen-
erally bemused by life, by its ups and downs, even the occasional prison 
sentence. 

We walk on ancient white stone streets, past ancient houses, also of 
white stone. There is a calm here in the early morning, an inescapable 
feeling of spirit. This is a long way from Brooklyn, where Lerner was 
born. He now lives on one of the most hotly contested pieces of real estate 
on earth, as close as possible to the one remaining wall of the Second 
Temple known as the Western Wall, or Wailing Wall. I feel lucky to get to 
see this side of Jerusalem accompanied by a resident. 

Lerner invites me into a house that is directly across from the Dome of 
the Rock, the extraordinarily beautiful Muslim shrine that he would like 
to destroy. From his roof, which Lerner shows me, you can see the glori-
ous gold dome. Coming in from the blinding-bright light of the sun on 
white stone, Lerner’s house feels dark and cavelike. Too much thinking 
and plotting going on here. Papers are piled everywhere. Newspapers, 
books, and legal briefs. He invites me to sit at the kitchen table, which is 
covered with a stained plastic tablecloth littered with sticky crumbs. He 
brings me coffee in a stained cup. I feel oppressed by the clutter and dirt. 
Once we start talking, I don’t notice the disorder here. I am distracted by 
thought, just as Lerner is. 

He tells me about his first run-in with the law, when he was involved 
in a plot to remove Christian “propaganda materials” from local churches. 
I ask about his later plot to blow up the Dome of the Rock. Jewish state-
hood requires that the Temple be rebuilt, Lerner says. To do that, the 
Dome of the Rock has to be removed. That was his aim back in the late 
1970s; it was a necessary step in the establishment of a state based on Jew-
ish law. Who are the people who would like to blow up the Dome today? 
“Today? I have no idea. And even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you,” he says. “I 
am now pursuing a different path.” What path? I ask. “I have been trying 
to put together a political force, a political party we’ll call it, over the past 
year or two. Essentially what I’ve been lacking is the funds to do it prop-
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erly. I know the Israeli scene sufficiently well so as not to try to do it if I 
can’t do it properly. The worst thing to do is start something like that and 
find yourself high and dry.” 

So, I say, you were once young and passionate, and you became a ter-
rorist. And now that you’re older, you pursue politics instead of terrorism. 
You no longer have the energy to sustain the necessary anger for violence. 
“You could look at it that way,” Lerner concedes, “or you could say I have 
chosen other paths to achieve the same objective.” 

What is your party’s agenda? I ask. 
“It begins with the assumption that nobody—from the individual Jew 

up to the most powerful government you could imagine—has the moral 
right to give up any significant territory making up part of the land of 
Israel,” he replies. “It would require bringing about a dissolution of the 
so-called Palestinian Authority. Moving tanks back into Gaza.” 

Lerner tells me he will explain more if I return in the afternoon. He 
has some business to attend to. I tell him I will. 

When I come back, the house feels cheerier. Lerner’s wife is in the 
kitchen, cooking. The house is permeated with sweet odors. A chocolate 
cake is cooling on a rack, and challah is baking in the oven. 

We return to a discussion of Lerner’s political movement. “The basic 
ideological premise,” he explains, “is that we would like to make it possi-
ble for people to practice their religion. There are six hundred thirteen 
commandments in the Torah. The temple service accounts for about two 
hundred and forty of these. For nearly two millennia, since the destruc-
tion of the Temple, the Jewish people, contrary to their wishes, have been 
unable to maintain the temple service. They’ve been unable to comply 
with those commandments. 

“The temple constituted a kind of telephone link to God,” Lerner 
summarizes. “That link is now destroyed. We want to rebuild it.” 

The Jews’ despair upon losing their Temple a second time was 
recorded by contemporary observers. The third century Midrash Tan-
huma, a collection of rabbinical interpretations of the Torah, described 
the Temple Mount as the world’s foundation. “Just as the navel is found 
at the center of a human being, so the land of Israel is found at the center 
of the world. Jerusalem is at the center of the land of Israel, and the Tem-
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ple is at the center of Jerusalem, the Holy of Holies is at the center of the 
Temple, the Ark is at the center of the Holy of Holies, and the Founda-
tion Stone is in front of the Ark, which is the point of Foundation of the 
world.”3 The fourth-century Christian leader Jerome observed Jews pray-
ing at the site of their lost Temple, destroyed by the Romans some two 
centuries earlier. “On the anniversary of the day when the city fell and 
was destroyed by the Romans, there are crowds who mourn,” he wrote, 
“old women and old men dressed in tatters and rags, and from the top of 
the Mount of Olives this throng laments over the destruction of its Sanc-
tuary. Still their eyes flow with tears, still their hands tremble and their 
hair is disheveled, but already the guards demand pay for their right to 
weep.”4 “In the sanctuary itself,” a pilgrim wrote, “where the Temple 
stood which Solomon built, there is marble in front of the altar which has 
on it the blood of Zacharias—you would think it had only been shed 
today. All around you can see the marks of the hobnails of the soldiers 
who killed him, as plainly as if they had been pressed into wax. Two stat-
ues of Hadrian [the second-century Roman emperor who had been sent 
to Palestine to curb a Jewish revolt] stand there, and, not far from them, a 
pierced stone which the Jews come and anoint each year. They mourn and 
rend their garments, and then depart.”5 

Lerner’s wife periodically interrupts us to provide her own opinions, 
often disagreeing with Yoel. I feel completely at home with this style of 
conversation, which is sometimes more like a fight. At one point she pro-
nounces that she believes that within a few years I will make aliyah—the 
Hebrew term denoting immigration to the Holy Land, which literally 
means “ascent.” In that moment I imagine myself living in Israel, hanging 
around in her kitchen helping her prepare for the Sabbath. Becoming a 
practicing Jew. Joining a community. The removal of skepticism and 
doubt. The image is remarkably comforting. Then I imagine what it 
would mean to want to rebuild the Temple. I see the beautiful Al Aqsa 
Mosque being crushed. I see Palestinians screaming. This guy is a terror-
ist, I tell myself. How can I have such a fantasy? 

How else would life be different if your party took control? I ask. 
“There is a prerequisite to Jewish statehood, which in our case was 

never fulfilled: the reestablishment of what Judaism used to call the High 
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Court, the Sanhedrin. It’s a body of seventy-one judges who were 
entrusted with final rulings in connection with interpretation of Jewish 
law in everyday life. The Sanhedrin was also responsible for providing 
religious approval for the workings of the secular government. You can’t 
have a seventy-one-man body run foreign policy in general. But a declara-
tion of war, for example, would require their approval. That would make 
a very big difference. Today, every Jew picks his own final authority. If the 
Sanhedrin were active, every Jew would be bound by whatever it ruled.” 

But what about the murder of Rabin? I ask. Do you believe it was reli-
giously acceptable, given that there exists today no ultimate authority to 
sanction such a step? 

“You’ve got a ticklish point,” he says. “Contrary to popular belief, the 
highest value for a Jew is not the preservation of human or even of Jewish 
life. The highest value is doing what God wants you to do. So in an 
attempt to put Jewish values in a hierarchy, human life in general, Jewish 
life in particular, is high on the list. But it’s not the top.” 

But how, I wonder, does a Jew know what God wants him or her to do 
in any given instance? Why is it that the only people who seem to know 
with absolute certainty are the people who become terrorists? 

“There are a number of circumstances under which the individual is 
enjoined to take a Jewish life if necessary without consulting a court,” 
Lerner continues. “If you see a person preparing to commit a capital 
crime—rape or murder—it is your duty to stop him. You must stop him 
any way you can. It’s similar in some respects to the right Jewish law 
accords the individual to restore his own property from a thief if it is 
stolen. You don’t have to bring him to court. If you can catch up with 
him, you can take your property back by force. You don’t have to bother 
the court with stuff like that. Rabin was stealing Jewish property, propos-
ing to give it away.” 

So the death of Rabin was simply “collateral damage” in an effort to 
recover stolen property, according to Lerner’s convoluted reasoning. His 
murder would not even have required a ruling by the Sanhedrin, if it had 
existed. 

“I had been convinced for some time that Rabin’s death was coming, 
that it had to come,” Lerner continues. “I understand what motivated 
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Yigal Amir [Rabin’s murderer]. I am convinced that he felt that Yitzhak 
Rabin was putting the survival of the Jewish people in danger by his poli-
cies. There was no other way of removing Rabin from the gun he was 
pointing at the Jewish people. I’m ninety-nine percent positive that that’s 
what he thought. Honestly, I can’t argue with it.” 

After his arrest, Amir proclaimed that the killing of Israeli prime min-
ister Yitzhak Rabin was justified, even commanded, by the rulings of Din 
Mosser and Din Rodef, as described in the Jewish religious law, or 
halakha. 

According to the halakah, the rulings of Din Mosser and Din Rodef 
apply to those Jews who have committed the most despicable crime 
imaginable—the betrayal of their fellow Jews. The punishment of the 
Mosser—a person who hands over sacred Jewish property to the gentile— 
as well as that of the Rodef—a person who murders or facilitates the 
murder of Jews—shall be death. Since the execution of the Mosser or the 
Rodef is aimed at saving the lives of other Jews, there is no need for a trial. 

Amir admits that he was partly inspired by the book Baruch the Man, 
published to commemorate the death of Baruch Goldstein, the terrorist 
who massacred a group of twenty-nine Palestinians near Hebron in 1994. 
Rabbi Yitzhak Ginzburg, a mathematician and specialist in Jewish mysti-
cism, contributed a chapter that discusses revenge and terrorism as purify-
ing. Jews are encouraged to take revenge against those who harm them to 
recover their inner power after centuries of humiliation. Revenge, he 
argues, “is stressing my positive essence, the truth in my being. . . . It is  
like a law of nature. He who takes revenge joins the ‘ecological currents of 
reality.’ . . . Revenge is the return of the individual and the nation to 
believe in themselves, in their power and in the fact that they have a place 
under the sun and are no longer stepped on by everybody.” Rabbi Cohen, 
another contributor, argues that seeking revenge not only helps the Jewish 
people, but also “provides the individual Jew with the satisfaction and 
consolation for the troubles the people of Israel suffered so long.” Both 
rabbis were talking about revenge against gentiles, but Yigal Amir felt that 
Rabin was the Jews’ worst enemy.6 

“The land is a sacred thing,” Lerner says, trying to explain Amir’s deci-
sion to kill Rabin. He refers me to passages in Genesis and Deuteronomy 
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for evidence that the land was given to the Jews in a sacred contract, and 
that no Israeli leader has the moral right to “give this sacred territory 
away.” 

“In that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying: Unto thy 
seed have I given this land, from the river of Egypt unto the great river, 
the river Euphrates . . .” (Genesis 15:18). And also, “Every place whereon 
the sole of your foot shall tread shall be yours: from the wilderness, and 
Lebanon, from the river, the river Euphrates, even unto the hinder sea 
shall be your border. There shall no man be able to stand against you: the 
Lord your God shall lay the fear of you and the dread of you upon all the 
land that ye shall tread upon, as He hath spoken unto you” (Deuteron-
omy 11:24–25).7 These areas include lands that today are in Jordan and 
Iraq. These are the words that inspired both Lerner and Yigal Amir. They 
also inspire many settlers. And they will probably continue to inspire ter-
rorism for years to come. 

The biblical promise of Eretz Israel, the land of Israel, to God’s cho-
sen people makes the concept of land a key component of religious doc-
trine to fundamentalist Jews, who believe that possession of the land of 
Israel is part and parcel of the Jews’ Covenant with God. Accordingly, 
relinquishing or dividing any part of the land promised by God to the 
children of Israel would constitute a breach of the Covenant. 

Israel’s victory in the June 1967 war (the Six Day War) not only tripled 
Israel’s territory, but the newly conquered areas included the biblical terri-
tories of Sinai, Judea, Samaria, and Gaza. For messianic Jews, the victory 
was a modern miracle of unimaginable proportions, a miracle that indi-
cated the imminent arrival of the Messiah. The movement centered around 
the Merkaz ha-Rav Yeshiva in Jerusalem, whose students formed the 
nucleus of what became known as Gush Emunim (Bloc of the Faithful), 
a messianic group that became the vanguard of the Israeli settlement move-
ment after the Yom Kippur War of 1973. The mantra of the students at 
Merkaz ha-Rav Yeshiva, and later on of Gush Emunim, was the settle-
ment of the newly “reconquered” territory in the West Bank or, as they 
referred to it, Judea and Samaria. Fundamentalist rabbis swiftly declared 
every inch of the West Bank holy land and called on Jews to settle it. They 
declared that by settling on this land, Jews could accelerate the process of 
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redemption, i.e., the coming of the Messiah, who is expected to remove 
the pain and agony from the Jews. The argument was that redemption 
would ultimately be achieved when the Jews controlled all of the biblical 
land of Israel. 

Within hours of the arrival of Israeli troops on the Temple Mount, 
however, then Defense Minister Moshe Dayan decided to leave the com-
pound in charge of the Muslim religious trust known as the Waqf. The 
belligerent parties agreed that Jews would be allowed to visit the Temple 
Mount only when Muslims were not conducting prayers there. Israelis 
would be treated as tourists, and Jews would not be allowed to pray on the 
compound at any time. In conceding control of the Temple Mount to 
Muslims, Dayan had made a pragmatic decision that enabled the Islamic 
world, however reluctantly, to tolerate Israeli sovereignty over East 
Jerusalem. 

Dayan’s pragmatism did not win him many friends among Israel’s reli-
gious right. To them, he was relinquishing the biblical Mount Moriah, the 
site of the two ancient Jewish temples that were built to honor and wor-
ship God. 

According to Jewish tradition, the first Jewish temple was erected by 
Solomon, King David’s son, in around 1000 b.c. In 586 b.c., the First 
Temple was destroyed by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar, who sub-
sequently enslaved the Jews, sending them to the Babylonian exile. On 
their return from exile roughly seventy years later, the Jews rebuilt the 
Temple, where they worshiped for centuries. In 37 b.c., when Herod 
became vassal king of Judea, he embarked on a project to build a court 
around the second Jewish Temple. Art historians describe King Herod’s 
enlarged Temple compound as one of the Roman Empire’s most magnif-
icent structures.8 The Roman legion burned the Second Temple to the 
ground on the ninth of Ab by the Jewish calendar, in a.d. 70. 

The Western Wall is the most well-known section of the remaining 
Herodian Temple Mount constructions and has stood exposed for almost 
two thousand years. The conquest of the Western Wall on June 7, 1967, 
was a national and emotional triumph to Israelis and many Jews world-
wide and symbolized, more than any other conquest, a restored connec-
tion to the past. In contrast to the Temple Mount, Israel did not cede 

h i s t  o r  y  | 93 



administrative control of the Western Wall to the Muslim Waqf during 
the 1967 war.9 

In 688 to 691, the Muslim caliph Abd el-Malik built the Dome of the 
Rock, a spectacular Muslim shrine situated on the Temple Mount/Haram 
al-Sharif, believed to sit atop the earlier locations of the Jewish Temple. 
Among the most beautiful Muslim buildings that have remained intact 
and relatively unchanged, the shrine encloses a rock that, just like the 
mount itself, bears religious and historical significance for both Muslims 
and Jews. Jewish tradition holds that Abraham was preparing to sacrifice 
his son Isaac on this very rock when an angel of God called to him from 
heaven and ordered him to desist, just as Abraham was raising his knife. 
(In the Islamic version of the story, it was Ishmael, Abraham’s first son, 
whom Abraham was about to slay.)10 Muslims believe that it is the very 
rock from which Muhammad rose to heaven and that the Prophet’s foot-
print and a handprint of the angel Gabriel are embedded in the stone. In 
early history, in many parts of the world, nonmonotheistic religions 
required occasional human sacrifice to propitiate the Gods for rain, abun-
dant harvests, or other good fortune. Some scholars argue that the great 
significance of the story of Abraham on the Mount, which is common to 
the three monotheistic religions, lay in the new message that people need 
no longer engage in the wasteful sacrifice of human beings. The theory 
suggests that the sacrifice of animals or agricultural products was less 
costly to the community, and may help explain why the new religions 
eventually prevailed. 

The main function of the Jewish Temple was to provide a dwelling 
place for the Shechinah, God’s manifestation in the world. The main ser-
vice done at the Temple was the offering of animal sacrifices. Regular 
public prayer could not be held in the Temple. However, the Temple 
served as the site for occasional communal gatherings to request divine 
favors. Anyone could go to the Temple to offer private prayers, even gen-
tiles.11 

Longing for the Temple’s reconstruction on what is now a Muslim 
sanctuary is a central part of Jewish tradition. In the Amidah12 prayer, 
observant Jews pray daily for the Temple to be rebuilt: “Lord our God, 
look with favor on Thy people Israel and their prayer. Restore worship to 
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Thy Temple in Zion, and with loving grace accept Israel’s offering and 
prayer. May the worship of Thy people Israel find favor with Thee ever-
more. . . . May our eyes witness  Thy loving return to Zion. Blessed are 
Thou, Lord who will restore His Divine Presence to Zion.”13 

Observant Jews commemorate the Temples’ destruction yearly on the 
holiday Tishah-b’ab. The medieval philosopher Maimonides, in his Code 
of Jewish Law, urged every generation of Jews to rebuild the Temple if its 
site was retaken, if a leader descended from David could be found, and if 
the enemies of Jerusalem were destroyed. Of the 613 commandments of 
Judaism Maimonides listed in that code, about one-third refer to worship 
in the temple. 

Millenarian Jews believe that at the End of Days, there will be a time 
of great troubles. Jerusalem will be taken in battle, but God will smite the 
enemies of the Jews. The wicked will act wickedly and not understand, 
while the knowledgeable will grow refined and radiant. The righteous 
among the dead will rise to eternal life, while others will be left to ever-
lasting abhorrence. All three monotheistic traditions have a conception of 
an apocalypse, but each believes that its own group will prevail in the cat-
astrophic events of the final days.14 Some millenarians hope to bring on 
that very catastrophe, which they see as a necessary stage in the process of 
redemption. Evangelical Christians and Messianic Jews have developed a 
cooperative relationship, based on their common belief that rebuilding 
the Temple will facilitate the process of redemption, even though each 
believes its own group will ultimately triumph. 

I want to learn more about the mystical aspects of the Temple. Lerner 
tells me he is too rational to understand or explain such things. He urges 
me to speak with two other people: Avigdor Eskin and Yehuda Etzion. 
Both are practitioners of Jewish mysticism. Eskin continues to run into 
trouble with the law, for a variety of activities the authorities call support-
ive of terrorism. Etzion, like Lerner, plotted years ago to blow up the 
Dome of the Rock and is now pursuing a more peaceful path. 

At Yoel Lerner’s recommendation, I take a bus to Avigdor Eskin’s 
apartment, which is in an ultraconservative Orthodox neighborhood 
known as Kiryat Moshe. I am wearing a long skirt, long sleeves, and a 
scarf that covers my hair, neck, and shoulders completely. It is terribly 
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hot. I begin to sweat as I wander through Eskin’s neighborhood in search 
of his apartment building. I am ready to cry from the heat when I finally 
find the right address. 

His wife meets me at the door. Smooth brownish skin. Coquettish, but 
obviously intelligent. Lithe, strong, efficient, I think. She is young, per-
haps twenty. A long skirt and hair held under a scarf, just like mine, as is 
the custom for Orthodox Jewish women. But somehow she looks lively 
and bohemian in this getup, whereas the person I saw this morning in my 
hotel-room mirror looked stern, dour, and nervous. I hear children— 
laughing, shouting, crying. There are obviously lots of them; their cheer-
ful detritus is everywhere in evidence. She speaks with a strong Russian 
accent. We switch to Russian, to her obvious relief. Avidgor will be with 
you shortly, she tells me. 

Eskin is a mystic and a convicted criminal. On October 6, 1995, two 
days after Yom Kippur, Eskin organized a group of fellow mystics to 
intone a cabalistic curse called the Pulsa di Nura (“Lashes of Fire,” in Ara-
maic). The ceremony was conducted outside the home of Yitzhak Rabin. 
They believed that chanting this evil prayer would result in Rabin’s death 
within thirty days. Thirty-one days later, Rabin was dead. 

“What Rabin was doing was the worst kind of betrayal to the exis-
tence of this country,” Eskin tells me. “It had reached a certain historic 
point. People couldn’t stand it anymore, what he was doing. His effort to 
make peace with the Palestinians. He wanted to change the course of 
Israeli history—in the wrong direction. We consider the PLO to be a ter-
rorist organization, and Yitzhak Rabin was assisting people who want to 
kill us. We prayed that he’d change his behavior or be removed by heav-
enly forces.” 

Do you think the prayer worked? I ask. 
“Yes,” he says. “The prayer has been used only once before in the twen-

tieth century. To kill Leon Trotsky. Rabbi Chafetz Chaim cursed him. It 
worked then, and it worked this time too.” 

I check on Rabbi Chafetz Chaim and find that his real name was 
Rabbi Israel Meir Ha-Cohen. He was known as Chafetz Chaim, which 
was the title of one of his most famous works. Ironically, The Book Chafetz 
Haim was an attempt to clarify the laws of “evil talk and gossip.”15 
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Was it your idea to say the prayer? I ask. 
“Yes,” he says. 
Where did you get the idea? 
“I was thinking what to do against Rabin. How to express the deepest 

of the depths. I was ready to do anything against him. But not to shoot.” 
Why not? 
“Simply because . . .” Words seem to fail him. “I was not ready to 

shoot.” 
Did you know Yigal Amir? I ask. Yigal Amir murdered Rabin thirty-

one days after Eskin and the others chanted the prayer. 
“No, I didn’t know him then. But now I’m in touch with him.” 
Did he know of your prayer? 
“I don’t know—we never discussed it.” 
Weren’t you curious whether he knew? 
“No, not so much. I know he wasn’t influenced by it—he would have 

told me. Whether he heard about it, I don’t know.” 
How are you in touch with him? 
“His parents, he calls them. Letters.” 
Could I hear the prayer? 
“We don’t talk about it. It was done once and I’m not going to be 

involved with this kind of thing ever again in my life.” 
The reason you’re forbidden to talk about it is religious? 
“It’s a very strong magic thing. You don’t go and give out this prayer to 

anyone.” 
What kind of rabbi knows about this kind of thing? I press him. 
“You find out yourself. I’m not into this any longer. . . . We  did  it  once  

and it worked and we don’t do it again. Last year a woman called me. She 
says, Avigdor, I want to meet you alone. She refused to tell me in advance 
what she wanted from me. She wanted to meet me without my wife. It 
sounded pretty interesting. Why not? I told her to meet me at the airport; 
I was going to Moscow. She says to me, Avigdor, I have this mother-in-law, 
driving me crazy. She wanted me to use the Pulsa di Nura against her 
mother-in-law. I won’t do it. You see? It’s dangerous. It should only be 
used against public figures, like prime ministers. One is not allowed to use 
it unless one is certain that the person one is cursing is one that God would 
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wish to be dead. If it’s used incorrectly, or against a person whom God 
does not wish dead, it will backfire. It might kill the chanter instead.” 

“There are certain things you are not supposed to use the cabala for. 
Mystical powers are never used unless there is some extreme situation. You 
can’t use it to make money. You can’t use it to make your wife look 
younger,” he says oddly, given how beautiful his wife is, and how much 
younger she is than he. “You can’t use it to improve sexual performance. 
These things are wrong.” 

The phone rings. Eskin answers it. It’s his lawyer. When he is finished, 
I ask him why he needs a lawyer. “Oh, there are many, reasons,” he says. 
“There are four trials. One of them is about the Pulsa di Nura.” How can 
you be arrested for a prayer? I ask. “They said it was support for terrorism. 
I was accused of supporting terrorism, and I didn’t even know that Amir 
was going to do it. The GSS [General Security Service, Israel’s internal 
security service known as Shin Bet] accused me also of collaborating with 
someone on a plan to build a catapult to throw a pig’s head onto the Tem-
ple Mount while Arabs were praying. It was supposed to be a joke. And I 
didn’t know anything about it. We were caught in a sting operation. 
Things happen here that couldn’t happen in America. They torture us. 
They put sacks on our heads. They prevent us from sleeping. They do all 
kinds of things they do to Arab terrorists.” 

How do they keep you from falling asleep? 
“Very simple, they keep interrogating you and in between interroga-

tions they put you in a special chair so you can’t sleep. These are the meth-
ods of the Israeli security service.” 

Were you observant when you were growing up? 
“No. Absolutely not. My parents were not observant.” 
But you knew you were Jewish? 
“Yes. I became a Zionist at age thirteen. I learned Hebrew at age fif-

teen, and then I started teaching it. I was expelled from secondary school. 
I was arrested. I was arrested for the second time at age fifteen or sixteen, 
for giving lectures. I have a long history of arrests.” 

Was your family afraid for you? 
“Yes. My father was, my mother was, they all were. But back then I 
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was the darling of the Jewish establishment. Now I’m the bad guy. Now 
I’m considered one of the most radical in the world.” 

We turn next to a discussion of America. “I would rather live in 
Moscow than America today,” he says. “The whole idea of America being 
a country based on certain moral principles, values, is gone. The culture is 
absolutely destroyed by Afro-Americanism. The lowest of the low. All this 
pop music, rock and roll.” I have heard that Eskin is an accomplished 
pianist. “All these homosexuals. Monica Lewinsky and Clinton. It was the 
only thing Americans were interested in. Their minds are disturbed. 
America wants to create in Israel the same situation it created in South 
Africa, meaning that Israel will cease to exist as a Jewish state. This is the 
ultimate goal of the United States of America.” 

What do you think of globalization? 
“Americans think they’ve succeeded in using the Internet to occupy 

the whole world. They’re mistaken. Some people use the Internet to pro-
mote the most extreme fringes of Islam, using the tools that America gave 
them. And other people use the Internet to promote the most vicious neo-
Nazi ideology. The new strength given to neo-Nazis is primarily through 
the Internet. American Nazis can now communicate with Nazis in 
Europe. This is called globalization. America is also causing terrible dam-
age to Israel and the West by exporting its culture. American culture 
should be treated the same as we treat drugs . . . as a poison. Pop music is 
created primarily by blacks who live on drugs. Homosexuals too. In 
America you have this homosexual revolution. It’s a fashion—it’s not an 
inborn thing. There’s nothing left of what America used to be. And this is 
what America’s trying to spread—to Israel, Russia. It’s destroying the 
Western world and Islam is taking advantage of this. In America, people 
have no education, no religion. They play with computers, television, pop 
music. These people have no values to fight for. This is the way fascism is 
created psychologically. First by absence of values. Then by accepting vio-
lence. And American society is very violent.” 

Avigdor Eskin, like Yoel Lerner, is a follower of the teachings of Rabbi 
Kahane. Kahane’s teachings remain a strong influence on Jewish extremists 
long after a Muslim extremist assassinated the rabbi in New York City in 
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1990.16 To followers of Kahane, redemption is inevitable, now that God 
has helped create the modern state of Israel. But it is up to the Jews to 
reestablish a theocracy, and to remove any obstacles that stand in the way, 
including the Arabs. 

The Kahanist ideology was institutionalized in the Jewish Defense 
League (JDL), which Kahane founded in 1968 under the slogan “Never 
again!” The group’s activities have included fighting “black and white 
anti-Semitism,” supporting the emigration of Jews from the former Soviet 
Union, hunting for Nazi war criminals, and practicing “Jewish self-
defense.”17 Under the motto “Every Jew a .22,” the vigilante JDL urged 
American Jews to arm themselves. 

In September 1968, Kahane moved to Israel, where he founded the or-
ganization Kach (Thus) in 1971. An offshoot of Kach, an organization 
called Kahane Chai (Kahane Lives), was founded by Kahane’s son 
Binyamin18 following his father’s assassination. Both groups have a vio-
lently anti-Arab outlook and call for the expulsion of Arabs from Israel. 

In 1973 and 1977, Kach participated in the Israeli parliamentary elec-
tions, but failed to gather a sufficient number of votes to elect anyone. 
The movement ran for elections again in 1984, and Kahane was elected 
to the Knesset, the Israeli parliament, with twenty-six thousand votes. In 
the following year, the Knesset banned Kach from participating in the 
next elections based on its incitement to racism. In his appeal to the 
Supreme Court’s decision to ban Kach, Kahane claimed, to no avail, that 
“security needs justify severe measures of discrimination against Arabs.”19 

Kach and Kahane Chai were declared terrorist organizations in 1994 
by the Israeli cabinet. The banning of the two groups followed one of the 
most well-known incidents of Jewish extremism, namely the massacre of 
twenty-nine Muslims in Hebron by Dr. Baruch Goldstein on February 
25, 1994. Goldstein, a thirty-seven-year-old doctor and father of seven at 
the time of the shooting, was a prominent member of Kach. The group 
had issued statements supporting Goldstein’s attack. 

Both Kach and Kahane Chai organize protests against the Israeli gov-
ernment and harass and threaten Palestinians in Hebron and the West 
Bank. Groups affiliated with them have threatened to attack Arabs, Pales-
tinians, and Israeli government officials. They claimed responsibility for 
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several attacks of West Bank Palestinians in which four persons were 
killed and two were wounded in 1993. In April 2002, the current leader 
of Kach, Baruch Marzel, was arrested by Israeli police in connection with 
a plot to leave a trailer laden with two barrels of gasoline and two gas 
balloons outside a Palestinian girls’ school in East Jerusalem.20 The West 
Bank settlements of Tapuah and Kiryat Arba are strongholds of the 
Kahnist movement. According to the International Policy Institute for 
Counter-Terrorism, both organizations receive support from American 
and European sympathizers.21 

“America is the most antisexual society,” Eskin continues. “American 
women try to be like men. They turn men off with feminism. This is 
ruining the white people. While Western society is dying, all the savages 
around the world, they are not doing this. Their women aren’t feminists. 
They have real culture, real strength. The Muslims, they are ready to 
fight. They are ready to die for something. They’re ready to die for their 
ideas. Democratic liberal societies are getting globalized, they are rotten to 
the core, while the enemies of the free world are becoming stronger and 
ideologically firmer. More determined to fight and win. 

“Today you see two very strong trends in the world. One you can 
define as a masculine trend—presented by Islam, which has no mercy. 
Only power, force, and violence, and no place for the individual. On the 
other hand you see America getting rotten with liberalism, which is more 
feminine—being submissive and being poisoned by no will to live.” 

Do you associate this feminine liberalism with too much emphasis on 
the individual? 

“Yes. America emphasizes the individual to the extent that individual 
becomes nobody. An individual grows when he gets higher and higher 
through education, by being with God. But without education and 
prayer, you don’t develop. You lead an animal life, you have no freedom 
of choice, you become the simple and despicable animal of the earth. 
When you have desires stronger than the animal, this is the psychological 
basis for fascism. . . . Judaism has the special task to be in between these 
two extremes, to preserve certain values, family values. To make sure that 
men are men and women are women. Homosexuals should be somewhere 
else, in Africa maybe, with those that prefer that lifestyle.” 
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Eskin tells me that he and Yoel Lerner are raising money to start a po-
litical party to create a truly Jewish state in Israel, based on Jewish law. He 
wants to know whether I would like to contribute. I politely decline. 

It turns out to be easy to find the killing prayer on the Internet. It reads, 
“I deliver to you, the angels of wrath and ire, Yitzhak, the son of Rosa 
Rabin, that you may smother him and the specter of him, and cast him 
into bed, and dry up his wealth, and plague his thoughts, and scatter his 
mind that he may be steadily diminished until he reaches his death. Put to 
death the cursed Yitzhak. May [he] be damned, damned, damned!”22 

The next day I hire a car to take me to Yehuda Etzion’s house. He lives 
in a West Bank settlement, in vigilante territory, where Jews and Arabs 
regularly shoot one another in “self-defense.” We drive through arid 
countryside, which is dotted by farmland and settlements. It is here you 
notice how the Israelis have made the desert bloom, as my grandmother 
told me breathlessly many years ago. What extraordinary ingenuity. What 
impressive energy. But there is one part of the story my grandmother 
didn’t tell me: the settlements get a disproportionate share of the region’s 
scarce water supply. Palestinians will readily admit, at least in private, that 
they envy the Jews’ drive. But it is hard to build farms in the desert with-
out water, no matter how strong one’s energy and determination. 

In the summer of 1967, the Israeli cabinet deliberated on what to do 
with the land they had won in the war. The crucial session, Israeli histo-
rian Amos Elon tells us, began on a Sunday in mid-June and lasted, with 
brief interruptions for food and sleep, until the following Wednesday. In 
the end, the decision taken was not to decide, Elon explains. As a result, 
Defense Minister Dayan, by then a national hero, Foreign Minister Allon, 
and “assorted right-wing and religious fundamentalist militants and squat-
ters” successfully established “dubious facts on the ground.” The settle-
ments and outposts, which multiplied, were lavishly subsidized and 
eventually legalized through a patchwork of formal and semiformal agree-
ments. “It was said of the British Empire that it was born in a fit of 
absentmindedness. The Israeli colonial intrusion into the West Bank came 
into being under similar shadowy circumstances. Few people took it seri-
ously at first. Some deluded themselves that it was bound to be temporary. 
Those responsible for it pursued it consistently,” Elon recounts. 
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Michael Ben Yair, Israel’s attorney general to the Rabin government, 
describes the occupation thus: “The Six Day War was forced on us; but 
the war’s Seventh day, which began on June 12, 1967—continues to this 
day and is the product of our choice. We enthusiastically chose to become 
a colonialist society, ignoring international treaties, expropriating lands, 
transferring settlers from Israel to the occupied territories, engaging in 
theft and finding justifications for all this.”23 

As of this writing, the total settler population of the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip is roughly two hundred thousand, about double what it 
was at the time of the 1993 Oslo Agreement. Another two hundred thou-
sand live on former Jordanian territory in East Jerusalem and in the Golan 
Heights. The boundaries of the approximately 190 settlements (130 in 
the West Bank alone) enclose some 10 percent of West Bank territory.24 

Israeli law does not prohibit the creation of new settlements, but since 
the signing of the Oslo accords in 1993, official Israeli government pol-
icy has been that no new settlements will be built.25 But the law is unclear 
and therefore problematic, explains Dror Etkes, who heads the settle-
ment watch section of the Israeli peace organization Peace Now.26 The 
government allows existing settlements to expand, sometimes into new 
neighborhoods located miles away from the original settlement site. And 
construction of outposts, or fledgling settlements, is continuing. It has 
become a “twilight zone,” he says, “a Wild East.”27 

Opponents of the settlements say that all Israeli settlements violate 
United Nations resolutions and international laws, not just the new out-
posts. The Fourth Geneva Convention, for example, prohibits an occupy-
ing power from settling its own citizens on the territory it is occupying. 
But past Israeli administrations have asserted that the territories are “dis-
puted” rather than “occupied,” and that these laws do not apply.28 

Some settlement residents have become frightened of the violence and 
are moving back to Israel proper. But a new generation, significantly more 
radical than their predecessors, is coming to take their place. The “Hilltop 
People” are armed settlers who have taken it upon themselves to police the 
new outposts. They have engaged in violent confrontations not only with 
local Arabs, but also with the Israeli military. When the military tried to 
destroy Gilad Farm, an outpost manned by twenty-seven-year-old Itay 
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Zar and ten Hilltop People, hundreds of young people from surrounding 
settlements came to Zar’s rescue, throwing rocks and rotten vegetables at 
the soldiers. A hundred protestors lay down in front of a bulldozer dis-
patched to destroy the settlement outpost. After his house was destroyed, 
Zar and his family set up tents. “Until all the land of Israel belongs to the 
people of Israel according to what has been promised in the Bible, there 
will be no peace,” he told the Washington Post.29 

We turn into a dirt road off the main highway, leading into a cluster 
of small homes. Etzion’s house is easy to find, as everyone in the neigh-
borhood knows where he lives. He invites us to wait in his living room 
while he gets some oranges for us to eat. 

I ask Etzion to explain his feeling of urgency about rebuilding the 
Temple. “If you seek the kernel of meaning in the Temple,” he says, “it is 
akin to the meeting of love between the Jewish people and God, or the 
attraction between men and women. The Jewish people are the female 
aspect, and they are missing their other, an other which can only be recov-
ered when the Temple is rebuilt. The view of God is symbolized by the 
man, and the Jewish people as a woman. 

“It is something so wonderful you can hardly imagine it. None of us 
has ever seen or touched anything like it. It is not just the stones it’s built 
of. That’s just the framework, like the peel of an orange. The Temple is 
the collective spirit of the people.” Etzion is clever, like Lerner. But he is 
also poetic. Listening to him, I start to feel the loss of this mystical place. 
I feel the longing. For the Temple, and for this sensual union between 
God and man that he describes. Fundamentalism is always about longing, 
I remind myself, often for something that never existed. 

In 1984, Israeli authorities uncovered a plot by Yehuda Etzion and 
coconspirators to destroy the Dome of the Rock, which the group called 
“the abomination.” The group, an offshoot of Gush Emunim, was known 
as the Jewish Underground, or Makhteret. Until that point, the Gush 
Emunim settlers had eschewed violence, despite their messianic and fun-
damentalist outlook. Beginning in the 1980s, in the wake of the Camp 
David peace accords, the group began to despair of achieving its goals 
peacefully. Some members of the group, among them Etzion, turned 
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increasingly violent, prepared, in the end, to risk a world war in pursuit of 
religious redemption for the Jewish people.30 

Etzion subscribed to the teachings of Rabbi Shabtai Ben Dov, who 
promoted the idea of active redemption as the best strategy to achieve the 
total transformation of Israel into a sacred state run according to Jewish 
law. The group had stockpiled weapons to use against the Dome as soon as 
they had received rabbinical authority, which, fortunately, did not occur 
prior to their discovery by law-enforcement authorities. 

Carmi Gillon was chief of the Shabak, the Israeli general security ser-
vice, when Yigal Amir assassinated Prime Minister Rabin. He was head of 
the department that uncovered the Jewish Underground. Gillon describes 
Etzion as an unusually clever terrorist. On May 2, 1980, Fatah threw a 
grenade into a group of Jews who were praying in Hebron, six of whom 
were killed. The Jews in Hebron wanted to take revenge. Most of them 
wanted to go to a market and blow up as many Arabs as they could or do 
the same in a mosque. But Etzion persuaded his colleagues that wounding, 
not killing, several Palestinian leaders was a better strategy. Etzion felt that 
killing them would only make them heroes. This was a clever strategy. 
The group managed to wound several Palestinian mayors. 

In subsequent attacks, Etzion failed to prevail over his more violent 
colleagues. On July 17, 1983, an Israeli yeshiva student was killed in 
Hebron. Etzion’s colleagues entered the Islamic College in Hebron, deter-
mined to kill as many Arabs as they could. They killed three and injured 
over thirty. Yehuda Etzion objected to this. He does not believe in ran-
dom violence or acts of pure vengeance, Gillon explains.31 The group was 
shaped initially by Etzion’s desire for redemption, but over time its goals 
shifted to sheer revenge. The group had the potential to become a profes-
sional organization of killers, but was stopped before it got that far.32 

Although Etzion appears to have given up violent struggle, at least for 
now, he has not given up his efforts to prepare Israelis to rebuild the Third 
Temple when the time is ripe. Yehuda Etzion, Yoel Lerner, and Avigdor 
Eskin are all members of the Temple Mount Treasury, a group that con-
tinues to raise funds to rebuild the Temple.33 

Gillon believes that the radical right continues to pose a grave threat to 
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Israeli national security, perhaps even more than Hamas. “Here in Israel 
we don’t like to say this very loudly, but the radical-right Jewish groups 
have a lot in common with Hamas,” he told me. Hamas and the radical-
right groups have twin objectives: one religious, the other political, Gillon 
explains. Both use selective readings of history and of religious texts to 
justify violence over territory. 

Etzion tells me sadly that he has learned the Jewish people are not 
ready for redemption. He serves as the leader of the group Chai Vekayam 
(Alive and Existing), which regards itself as “the catalyst for a Jewish re-
naissance.”34 The group focuses on encouraging Jews to prepare them-
selves for the imminent redemption through prayer. 

The Temple Mount is the only holy place for the Jews, Etzion explains. 
“The one thing I am sure of,” he says, “is that the Dome of the Rock is a 
temporary building. It must come to an end. Exactly when and exactly 
how I cannot say. But as a principle, I am sure its end is near.”35 

Selective reading of history is a powerful tool for mobilizing terrorists 
seeking to settle conflicting claims to the same territory. Both sides in the 
Kashmir dispute use the same tool, as we shall see in the next chapter. 
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F I V E  

Territory 

It was still possible, before September 11, to persuade yourself that talk-
ing to jihadis was safe. This was before a group of Pakistani militants 
murdered Wall Street Journal reporter Daniel Pearl, leaving his pregnant 
wife and future son to fend for themselves in a much changed world. Nev-
ertheless, the first time I traveled to Pakistan I was nervous. I spent 
months preparing, soliciting advice from diplomats, reporters, academics, 
and businesspeople who knew South Asia well. 

This chapter begins with a conversation with a group of managers and 
leaders of a Pakistani jihadi group called Lashkar e Taiba (Army of the 
Pure), the first group of jihadis that I met. Few Americans had heard of 
the group at the time I first met them, but it has since become known 
because of its alleged connections with Al Qaeda and its involvement in a 
brazen attack on the Indian parliament in New Delhi in December 2001, 
resulting in the deaths of fifteen people.1 The group is a member of the 
International Islamic Front, bin Laden’s umbrella organization. From our 
first meeting, members told me proudly about the financial contributions 
they received from Saudi Arabia; and how those donations enabled them 
to build factories, residences, farms, and schools, in addition to what 
amounts to a privately held town outside Lahore. The group claims to 
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train forty thousand youth per year at its schools and military training 
camps.2 The group is still referred to by the name Lashkar e Taiba (LET), 
as well as Jamaat-ud-Dawa, although it changed its formal name to 
Pasban-e-Ahle Hadith after it was banned in Pakistan and America.3 

Through conversations with these militants and with others discussed 
later in this chapter, we learn that the half-century-long dispute over the 
territory of Kashmir has become the raison d’être for a wide variety of 
jihadi organizations and businesses on both sides of the border. These 
groups represent jihad in an advanced stage, in which the original, pur-
ported motivation—to help the Kashmiri people—has become less 
important than the organizations themselves and the political or financial 
interests of their leaders. The groups have often functioned as mercenar-
ies for the Pakistani government, serving as a kind of second army, but 
one that also receives outside funding from Islamist charities abroad. That 
the groups are no longer beholden to a single sponsor has emboldened 
them to the degree that they are prepared publicly to threaten Pakistan’s 
leadership. Pakistan’s decision to join the U.S. side in the “war on terror-
ism,” and its halfhearted efforts to shut the groups down, infuriated the 
jihadi leaders. “We are angry,” a Lashkar e Taiba leader told the New York 
Times. “No Pakistani leader has ever betrayed Kashmir and survived,” he 
said, implicitly threatening General Musharraf.4 The last Pakistani leader 
to “betray” Kashmir was Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, who was deposed 
by General (now President) Musharraf in a 1999 military coup. 

I embark on my first trip to Lahore in February 1999. With the help of 
local reporters, I make some phone calls. I find a local guide who is well-
known to the jihadi groups. With his help, I contact Lashkar e Taiba. The 
group agrees to talk with me, but insists that two of its members come to 
my hotel to meet me first. One is a senior manager named Yahya. The 
other is a new recruit who gives me a nom de guerre, Ahmed. The purpose 
of our first meeting is for them to look me over to determine whether I 
am fit to be taken to their headquarters and to meet with their emir, a for-
mer professor who runs the Wahhabi educational organization, LET’s 
parent organization, then known as Markaz-Dawa-Wal-Irshad (MDI), 
now called Jamaat-ud-Dawa. 
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This is the first time I have met any mujahideen. Yahya, the senior 
manager, looks like a mujaheed from a movie set, but one that has gone 
somewhat soft. He is massive, like a football player, with a protruding 
belly. He has flashing black eyes and a long black beard flecked with gray. 
He wears an elephant-gray shalwar kameez, which wrinkles humidly, like 
slept-in pajamas, over his colossal frame. He wears traditional Pakistani 
slippers, with turned-up, pointy toes and mirrors, giving his feet an incon-
gruously elfin look. He walks heavily, ostentatiously relaxed, but his latent 
power communicates itself clearly to an observer. I notice that his hands, 
which are soft and brown, look big enough to crush me with a single swat. 
He projects a kind of chivalrous serenity. 

Ahmed, the young new recruit, is beautiful. He is slim but strong-
looking, with luminous skin and clear, intelligent eyes. He has the ob-
ligatory beard of a fundamentalist, but it is neatly trimmed. His 
hand-embroidered kameez, the long shirt worn over the pajama-like pants 
known as shalwar, is made of fine white cotton. I notice that his clothing 
is perfectly pressed. The young man’s English is refined. He is trained as 
an engineer. The emir was his professor. 

We settle down on plush sofas in the hotel foyer, just outside the 
twenty-four-hour restaurant, which is crowded with busy businessmen at 
almost any hour. My visitors do not look like businessmen, and I wonder 
what the hotel management thinks of us. (Later I will discover that I am 
“taken care of” at all times, even when I am staying in a hotel.) Yahya’s 
voice is soft, and he appears to be somewhat shy around me. His English 
is not great, but Ahmed’s is perfect. 

They have some questions, which Ahmed puts to me politely. Are you 
Muslim? Where are you from? For whom do you work? What sort of proj-
ect is this? I tell them I am an academic studying religious militancy 
around the world. That the project is funded by various foundations. That 
I used to work for the U.S. government, but no longer do. I avoid answer-
ing the question about my religion, but it is put to me again. I am Jewish, I 
admit. Both militants study my face intently throughout the interview. 

They apparently find my answers satisfactory. Yahya instructs me to 
hire a car for the next day. We will all travel together in a hired car out to 
Muridke, a suburb around twenty-five miles from Lahore where Lashkar 
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owns a two-hundred-acre compound. They have one demand: I must 
wear Pakistani clothing, and I will have to wear an extra sheet on top of 
my head when I meet with Hafez Sayeed, their emir. 

My guide, Muzamal Suherwardy, then a reporter for the Urdu paper 
Nawa e Wakt, had told them in advance that he felt it was safe to bring me 
to Muridke, but the two militants wanted to look me over for themselves. 
After they leave, Muzamal tells me that they were trying to determine if I 
came to Lahore on a mission to kill their leader. They wanted to know if 
I was there on behalf of R AW (Research and Analysis Wing), India’s 
intelligence agency. Or working for the Mossad. 

“As a result of their inspection, they have determined that you work 
for the CIA,” Muzamal informs me, seemingly bemused. I cannot tell 
whether he concurs with the militants’ assessment. 

Well, I’m not, I tell him hotly, foolishly. How can you persuade some-
one you’re not working for the CIA? It is clear in any case that speaking 
with an American woman is a novelty for all three of my new acquain-
tances. My guide admits that I am the first American he has ever met, and 
the first Jew he has ever seen. 

“Anyway, it’s okay; they are flattered if the CIA is interested in them,” 
he says. 

“How did they decide that I’m not planning to assassinate their 
leader?” I ask. 

“It is obvious. You can tell a person’s character by looking into her 
eyes. You have innocence in your eyes.” 

I often recall this conversation. I no longer retain the belief that char-
acter can be discerned by visual inspection, and this feels like a terrible 
loss. I also wonder whether I still have innocence in my eyes, after talking 
with so many killers, after observing so much pain. 

My guide Muzamal takes me to buy a shalwar kameez. He helps me 
choose one made of silky silver fabric flecked with gold. The shopkeep-
er stitches the slacks and scarf while we wait. I could almost be Pak-
istani, I think, when I see myself in the mirror. “You look like Benazir 
in that outfit,” Muzamal’s friend tells me later, referring to Benazir 
Bhutto, the former prime minister who is in self-exile because of vari-
ous corruption-related cases pending in Pakistani courts. But the first 
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time I wash it, the sleeves fray into wispy silvery shards. The dress still 
hangs in my closet, looking like the cast-off clothing of an exotic 
princess. 

Muzamal takes me to his parents’ home, where he lives with his wife, 
their son, and two young girls who work as servants. They live in a 
working-class neighborhood. The barefoot servant girls look about twelve 
years old. So far I have visited only upper-class Pakistanis, who speak per-
fect English, send their children to elite Western universities, and are not 
shocked by a woman like me. Here, I feel slightly awkward. I feel too in-
dependent, too tough, a kind of strange species halfway between man and 
woman. The idea of a woman traveling on her own to a faraway land is 
utterly alien to a family like this. Still, Muzamal’s family immediately 
takes me under its wing. His mother brings us a large meal to eat sitting 
on the sofa bed in the living room. Coca-Cola. Cucumber salad. Curried 
chicken. Rice. Also whole-wheat roti. I am embarrassed that I can’t drink 
the cola or eat the salad; Westerners’ digestive systems are too weak to 
manage the water here. But the curried chicken is delicious. 

Pakistanis dine late, and it is midnight by the time Muzamal drops me 
back at my hotel. I give my shalwar kameez to the laundry, instructing 
them both verbally and on the laundry tag to return the pressed clothing 
at 8 a.m. I soon fall into a deep, jet-lagged sleep. Two hours later, fierce 
pounding awakens me on my door. 

What do you want? I shout from my bed. 
“Room service” is the answer. 
Now I am petrified. I know for certain that the terrorists have come to 

get me. I phone the room service operator. Why are you sending room 
service to me, I ask, when I didn’t order anything? 

The operator tells me he didn’t send room service. 
I phone hotel security. A guard promises to come to my room imme-

diately. 
I am afraid. I cannot control my legs, which are shaking uncontrol-

lably. By the time the guard arrives, I feel empty, as though I’ve lost five 
pounds in the several minutes I had to wait. 

“Madam,” the security officer tells me, “your laundry is ready.” 
I am irritated, but also embarrassed. This was the most frightening ten 
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minutes I spent on this book project. My husband is fond of telling me 
that I am afraid when I shouldn’t be, and not afraid when I should be. 

When I awaken, it is already sunny and bright. Lime-colored parrots fly 
past my window. In the café, cheerful piano music plays on an endless tape. 
I order extra strong tea with hot milk. I add extra pepper and sliced ginger 
to my channa dal, a breakfast curry made of chickpeas and potatoes. 

Yahya comes to retrieve me at the appointed hour. He is on time to the 
minute. “You don’t need to hire a car,” he tells me. “My driver will take 
us.” He informs me that Muzamal will not be joining us because he is 
busy. I consider the idea that they intend to kidnap or kill me, but I 
quickly put it out of my mind. They are too chivalrous, I think. I am too 
much like their sisters in my new outfit, I tell myself. My night terrors 
have not survived the parrots or the sweet tea. 

We drive on the famed Grand Trunk Road, originally conceived by a 
sixteenth-century ruler of the Indian subcontinent named Sher Shah Suri. 
Kipling set much of Kim along this road. He described it as a “rutted and 
worn country road that wound across the flat between the great dark-green 
mango-groves, the line of the snow-capped Himalayas faint to the east-
ward, . . . such a river of life as exists nowhere else in the world.”5 During 
partition in 1947, millions of refugees used the road to escape into safety, 
Muslims into Pakistan and Hindus into India. The road traverses much of 
the subcontinent, passing through the Indian cities Calcutta, Varanasi, 
Delhi, and Amritsar, and from there westward to Lahore and north-west into 
Afghanistan. We pass grazing oxen and rice paddies, deep into farm country. 

I talk with Ahmed, the young recruit, in the car.6 He tells me he has a 
master’s degree in engineering and that he is doing computer work for 
Lashkar e Taiba, which uses its sophisticated Web site for fund-raising and 
recruitment. One of its Web sites solicits funding for additional equip-
ment. Visitors to one of the group’s sites are requested “to provide as 
much money as you can . . . or otherwise provide us a fast enough com-
puter and accessories,” noting that “jihad work on Internet is very far 
behind the Non-Believer’s advancement in information technology field.”7 

Ahmed is intense, neat, polite. He tells me he is from a wealthy family, 
which I can in any case see. Later I will learn that most militants are from 
poor families, but Ahmed is not the only upper-class mujaheed I will meet. 
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Still, I have the strong impression that Ahmed was chosen to meet with 
me because he is so presentable. 

I asked how he came to join LET. “I came to Islam intellectually. I 
read a lot. I realized that the Islamic way of life is the best way of life. A 
single event can turn your life around. That is what happened to me,” he 
adds, without specifying what that event was. 

He looks me straight in the eye now and says, “People who have a pen 
in their hands have a serious responsibility. I hope you will take this 
responsibility seriously. Writers can kill people. 

“Many who report on Islam and Islamic movements distort the facts. 
You must tell the truth, not distort the truth. America accuses others of 
being terrorists, but America is a terrorist state. The sword is not the only 
weapon. The pen, ideology, financial systems—these are the weapons 
used against Islam. It is important to realize that capitalism is also an ide-
ology just like Islam. The West is trying to force its capitalist ideology 
onto Islamic states.” 

We talk about Pakistan’s poverty. “People are efficient in the West 
because you fear losing your job. You are not working for the welfare of 
society, but to enrich yourself. In Islam you work for yourself but also to 
improve society, to serve Allah. There is less poverty in America [than 
here] because Americans benefit from the poverty of the developing 
world. America cares only about its own wealth—improving its own 
financial situation. Maximizing its own wealth, to the detriment of others, 
is its only ideology. I don’t believe in capitalism,” Ahmed tells me, making 
clear that he is rejecting the lifestyle of the Lahore high society he comes 
from. “In Africa, America provides weapons to one tribe at war with 
another. They fight. Then America provides weapons to the other side. 
This is absolutely a fact,” he adds, for emphasis. 

Are you going to be fighting in Kashmir? I ask. 
“The emir decides who goes to fight. He decides each person’s role in 

the struggle. He has not selected me to fight.” Tension flits across Ahmed’s 
jaw. He does not want me to see his disappointment. He is a good boy, 
determined to follow his superiors’ orders, not only in action, but also in 
spirit. He tells me he plans to pursue a doctorate: “With a doctorate in 
mechanical engineering I can help LET with technology.” 
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Is there anything else you would like me to know about your views? 
I ask. 

He thinks for a minute, then says, “Westerners have an image in their 
mind of the mujahideen as antisocial, crude people. We would like you to 
make clear in your book that mujahideen are smiling and joking some-
times and very sociable. The emir says there is a one-sided view of us in 
the Western media. We would like to come to America; we would like to 
talk to the media. We want people to understand: Islam is not terrorism. 
You have a stronger weapon in your hand than we do: the pen is stronger 
than the sword. You must be careful to portray us accurately.” 

After half an hour of driving, we turn right off the main highway. We 
pass fish farms, cotton fields, and a brick factory. 

“All this belongs to us,” Yahya says. “We make our own bricks here and 
grow our own vegetables.” 

A mile in from the highway we can see the main compound. The first 
thing you notice is the construction. An enormous brick structure appears 
half-complete. “This is our new university,” Yahya says, a gift from Saudi 
donors. Some say that Osama bin Laden himself was the donor, but 
Yahya denies that his organization has any links with bin Laden or Al 
Qaeda. There are grammar and secondary schools on the compound. 
There are trucks and tractors, cattle and horses. “These are our housing 
complexes,” Yahya says, pointing to a group of apartment buildings. 
“Those are the apartments for the families of the martyrs.” He points to a 
separate block. “We have our own mosque and our own clinic. Over a 
thousand students are housed here.” 

To the right of the road is an obstacle course and tightropes, where 
students practice carrying one another on the high wire. There are no 
nets. This is how they learn to cross Kashmir’s steep ravines. Most of 
LET’s military training takes place elsewhere, however, at mobile training 
camps in Pakistan-held Kashmir. 

The students are required to relinquish all forms of entertainment. No 
music. No dancing. Boys who want to become fighters have to smash their 
television sets to demonstrate their willingness to live a pure Islamic life, 
Yahya tells me. Only then are they considered worthy of becoming 
mujahideen. 
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Yahya brings me to a living room in the main building. He instructs 
me to sit on one of two matching beds, both covered with a green cloth, 
which face one another across a low table. He gives me a heavy white 
cloth the size of a crib sheet and tells me to hold it over my scarf to 
ensure that my hair and part of my face are hidden before the emir enters 
the room. 

Four men enter the room and seat themselves across from me on the 
second sofa: Emir Hafez Sayeed and three “elders.” I notice that the emir 
has a long beard, dyed red with henna. Before long, I realize that my inter-
locutors have an advantage over me visually. Sunlight pours through the 
windows behind their backs. My eyes quickly tire and the four men blur 
into black lumps with no features. But I fear they can see me clearly—and 
I wonder whether this is deliberate. 

What are the main objectives of your organization? I ask. 
“Our mission is to invite all of humanity to Islam, to persuade the 

whole world to worship only Allah. In Pakistan our goal is to help people 
get a better understanding of Islam. Islam is not just a religion. It regu-
lates every aspect of life, including politics. We would like to see imple-
mentation of divine laws here. Fortunately, many people are beginning to 
agree with us. In Kashmir our goal is to end the butchering of Muslims; 
there we are practicing jihad. We do not provide physical training for 
mujahideen here; we train closer to Kashmir. But we train them in Islamic 
thought; we prepare their minds for the jihad. Once the mind is prepared 
for jihad, very little additional training is required.” 

The war between India and Pakistan over the fate of Kashmir is as old 
as both states. When Pakistan was formally created in 1947, the rulers of 
Muslim-majority states that had existed within British India were given 
the option of joining India or Pakistan. The Hindu monarch of the pre-
dominantly Muslim states of Jammu and Kashmir chose India, prompted 
partly by a tribal rebellion in the states. Pakistan responded by sending in 
troops. The resultant fighting ended with a 1949 cease-fire, but the Pak-
istani government continued covertly to support volunteer guerrilla fight-
ers in Kashmir. Islamabad argued then, as it does now, that it could not 
control the “volunteers,” who as individuals were not bound by the cease-
fire agreement. (On the other hand, Maulana Abul A’la Maududi, the late 
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founder of the Islamist party Jamaat-i-Islami, argued that as individuals, 
these “volunteers” could not legitimately declare jihad, either.) 

The two countries again went to war over Kashmir in 1965, but the 
status quo division remains unchanged. The cease-fire line was converted 
into the Line of Control by the Simla Agreement, signed by India and 
Pakistan at the end of their 1971 war, in which Pakistan lost the noncon-
tiguous eastern part of its country, which became Bangladesh. The agree-
ment stipulates that the Line of Control “shall be respected by both 
sides,” and that “neither side shall seek to alter it unilaterally, irrespective 
of mutual differences and legal interpretations.” It also called for both 
sides to “refrain from the threat or the use of force.”8 

India has interpreted the agreement as reaffirming its rights over Kash-
mir. Pakistan, which negotiated the agreement at a time of weakness, 
argues that the pact does not preclude holding a plebiscite called for in 
UN resolutions of the late 1940s which would allow Kashmiris to choose 
their own fate. Pakistan’s diplomatic strategy since 1972 has been to get 
India to admit that Kashmir has remained a “disputed territory,” and to 
involve the United Nations in the dispute’s resolution. India has done 
everything in its power to prevent precisely that.9 

Pakistani officials admit to having repeatedly tried to foment sepa-
ratism in Kashmir in the decades following the cease-fire. But the attempts 
were largely unsuccessful. An independence movement started to gain 
strength in the late 1960s, but was suppressed by the Indian military.10 

When separatist violence broke out in the late 1980s, the movement 
was largely indigenous. Indian officials I have interviewed admit their own 
culpability in creating an intolerable situation in the region. 

Indian-administered Kashmir was run essentially as a kleptocracy. One 
longtime observer of the region noted that Delhi had ruled the region 
through compliant Muslim politicians who monopolized illegal businesses 
and franchised out areas of criminal and legal commercial enterprises. Cor-
ruption, extortion, and bribery were common. “India’s Muslim henchmen 
made themselves very rich and deeply hated,” he writes.11 India ignored 
Kashmir’s significant economic troubles, rampant corruption, and rigged 
elections and intervened in Kashmiri politics in ways that contradicted 
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India’s own constitution. The rigged 1987 state-assembly elections were 
the final straw in a series of insults, igniting, by 1989, widespread violent 
opposition, this time by the Kashmir Muslims themselves.12 

The idea of jihad as a multinational armed struggle of Muslim believ-
ers, according to the late Pakistani scholar Eqbal Ahmad, had all but died 
out by the beginning of the twentieth century. The coalition of forces 
that fought the Soviets in Afghanistan, sponsored by United States, Saudi 
Arabia, and Pakistan, turned the Afghan resistance movement into a mod-
ern multinational conglomerate—a “Jihad International, Inc.,” in Eqbal 
Ahmad’s now famous words.13 Jihad, along with guns and drugs, became 
the most important business in the region. 

The United States and Saudi Arabia together funneled some $3.5 bil-
lion into Afghanistan and Pakistan during the Afghan war, according to 
Milt Bearden, CIA station chief in Pakistan from 1986 to 1989. By 
financing and training the mujahideen, the United States helped to create 
a multinational jihadi organization, which eventually evolved into the 
biggest threat to U.S. national security. 

After the Afghans defeated the Soviets, graduates of the war were look-
ing for new jihads to fight. The so-called Arab-Afghans were discouraged 
from returning home because of the threat they might pose to their own 
governments. Followers of bin Laden moved their headquarters to Sudan 
and from there to Afghanistan. Other veterans moved to Somalia. In chap-
ter 3 we discussed the warriors that returned to Indonesia. Pakistani 
nationals and other “foreign mercenaries,” as the Indian government refers 
to the mujahideen, got involved in a new jihad to wrest control of Kashmir 
from India. “After two or three years, our movement was hijacked by reli-
gious extremists,” many of them veterans of the Afghan war, “and we were 
crushed by both India and Pakistan,” complains Amanullah Khan, found-
er of the secular Jammu and Kashmir Liberation Force.14 Jihadis involved 
in the Kashmir dispute have told me that they are certain they will prevail. 
After all, they managed to rout a superpower in Afghanistan, they say, 
neglecting the role of outside powers in their victory. 

Pakistan’s official denials of any involvement in supporting the jihadi 
groups, who were closely aligned with the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, 
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became more difficult to maintain after the Kargil crisis of 1999. In the 
winter of that year, jihadis occupied the remote and sparsely populated area 
of Kargil, which is located in the mountainous border area of Indian-held 
Kashmir. While Pakistan initially insisted that the incursion was carried out 
by volunteer Kashmiri Muslims acting on their own initiative, the Indian 
government released intercepts and other intelligence findings making clear 
that the Pakistani military had planned and executed the operation. General 
Musharraf, Chief of Army Staff, had reportedly not informed then Prime 
Minister Sharif of his troops’ involvement in the operation until it was well 
under way. India responded to the Pakistani army’s movements with full 
military force, and by midsummer 1999 heavy fighting along a one-
hundred-mile stretch of mountainous terrain ensued, bringing the two 
nuclear powers to the brink of a nuclear confrontation.15 After an emer-
gency meeting with President Clinton, who had agreed to help resolve the 
crisis, Sharif ordered his troops to retreat. The troops complied, and all-out 
war was averted, but Sharif was eventually deposed by the military for his 
“treachery.” The Kargil crisis resulted in the deaths of between thirteen 
hundred and seventeen hundred people. It is generally regarded as the prel-
ude to the October 1999 military coup that brought Musharraf to power.16 

Indian forces and paramilitary personnel, often disobeying orders, have 
responded to the militants’ violence with atrocities of their own. Extraju-
dicial killings have become commonplace. Gang rape is practiced by both 
sides. There are many stories of raped women becoming mentally ill or 
committing suicide. Indian forces arm irregulars to work with the security 
forces, but without any official accountability. Human Rights Watch 
reports that custodial killings—the summary execution of detainees—are 
a “central component of the Indian government’s counterinsurgency strat-
egy,” and that “disappearances” of detainees also “remain a serious prob-
lem.” Indian security forces engage in brutal forms of torture, claiming 
that it is the only way to obtain information from suspects, but torture is 
also routinely used to punish suspected militants and their alleged sup-
porters, and to extort money from their families. Methods of torture 
include severe beatings with truncheons, rolling a heavy log on the legs, 
hanging the detainee upside down, and use of electric shocks.17 Indian 
security personnel in Indian Kashmir regularly target Muslims suspected 

118 | t e r r  o r  i n  t h e  n a m e  o f  g o d  



of supporting the jihadi groups, employing arbitrary arrests, torture, and 
staged “encounter killings.”18 Human Rights Watch also reports that 
Indian security personnel have opened fire on demonstrators on a number 
of occasions, claiming to be acting in self-defense. They have also beaten 
journalists covering attacks against their facilities.19 Hundreds of inno-
cent civilians, at the hands of the Indian military and Pakistani-sponsored 
jihadis, die every year in this conflict.20 Tens of thousands have died. 

The U.S. State Department Human Rights Report for 2001 reports 
that Indian security forces “committed numerous significant human 
rights abuses, particularly in Jammu and Kashmir and in the northeastern 
states,” including extrajudicial killings, excessive use of force by security 
forces combating active insurgencies, torture and rape by police and other 
agents of the government, and arbitrary arrests.21 

The jihadi groups operating in the Kashmir valley also target civilians. 
They routinely assassinate suspected informers, in addition to political 
leaders and civil servants who are believed to be pro-India. They are 
increasingly involved in massacres of Hindu families. Kashmiri pandits, 
an upper-class Hindu minority based in the Jammu area, have been 
migrating from the valley, claiming that the jihadi groups have threatened 
to kill them if they don’t leave.22 For example, LET was suspected in con-
nection with an attack in Jammu in July 2002 in which twenty-seven 
civilians were killed and about thirty were injured.23 

Religious extremists on both sides make it significantly more difficult 
for the leaders of India and Pakistan to reach any kind of agreement. In 
India, Hindu extremist groups oppose any peace initiative with Pakistan, 
whereas, in Pakistan, the religious parties strongly object to giving any 
ground to India in the dispute. In Pakistan, Hafez Sayeed has played a sig-
nificant role in efforts to stop and hamper the peace process.24 

Sayeed is skeptical not only of Pakistan’s rulers, but also of rulers of all 
Muslim countries. “Rulers of Muslim countries do what they are told to do 
by the West,” he tells me. “They are not true leaders. They are puppets of 
the West. The West enslaves the Muslim countries through debts to the 
IMF, the World Bank, foreign aid, and loans. We want our leaders to raise 
their voices on behalf of all those who are trapped by the West.” Pakistan is 
some $40 billion in debt, much of which it owes to international banks.25 
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Would it be better if the Muslim countries stopped accepting Western 
loans or aid? I ask. 

“Yes,” Sayeed says. “The Muslim countries are rich in natural resources. 
We do not need money or assistance; we should utilize our own 
resources.”26 This is followed by a long, rambling complaint about the 
evils of globalization and of international institutions, some aspects of 
which Western antiglobalization activists would find familiar and per-
suasive. 

“Globalization is similar to what the British did when they established 
the East India Company,” he says. “They established a company as a pre-
text for occupying the land. That is what globalization is all about—a pre-
text and a prelude to occupation. When the United Nations was 
established, its purpose was to protect basic human values. Now it is a 
puppet of America. UN workers are just spies for the American govern-
ment. The UN works against Muslims. We have asked all Muslim nations 
to drop out of the UN and form their own organization.” 

Where were you trained? I ask. He tells me he received his higher edu-
cation in Saudi Arabia. 

A servant arrives with a large bowl of apples, bananas, and oranges, 
enough for twenty people, even though only four of us are in the room. 
Another follows with a tray of soda. My hosts insist that I eat. None takes 
fruit onto his plate until the emir is satisfied that I am eating. I eat two 
bananas and an orange quickly, to show my appreciation, hoping to 
deflect attention from my refusal to drink. 

This is the first time I have encountered the jihadis’ hospitality. I feel 
the briefest moment of concern that my hosts may try to poison me, but 
quickly reject the thought. 

Here is the unspoken bargain between us. I make myself vulnerable 
and they will not harm me. I must strive not to reveal fear, and to trust 
that they won’t hurt me, despite their machismo and manufactured rage. 
And they, in turn, will consider telling me the truth, but only half-truths. 
That is our bargain. 

By this time I have heard enough about the evils of the West and I 
decide to take a slightly different tack. 

What if I decided that I wanted to teach here at the university? I ask. 
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How would it work? Would you pay me? I explain this is a hypothetical 
question, that I am not actually applying for a job. 

“You would have to be married or have a father, brother, or son pre-
pared to protect you. If you were not married, we would have to find you 
a husband. You would be taken care of,” the emir reassures me. 

Later, in 2002, the then sixty-two-year-old emir marries a second wife, 
half his age, a widow of a Kashmiri “marytr.” 

I ask the emir about his views of nuclear weapons. He supported Pak-
istan’s 1998 nuclear tests and opposes Pakistan’s signing of the Compre-
hensive Test Ban Treaty, he says. He tells me he would also favor 
exporting nuclear technology to other Islamic countries “so that they can 
resist Western oppression.”27 

What about Iran? I ask. Do you support exporting nuclear technolo-
gies even to [Shia] Iran? 

“Yes. We have more important things to worry about than the Sunni-
Shia conflict right now. We should export nuclear technology to Iran and 
other Muslim countries. If Iraq had nuclear weapons, it would solve all 
their problems.” 

What do you think of Osama bin Laden? 
“He is a mujaheed. He is very well respected here. America is pushing 

him into a corner, making his life miserable. He raised his voice against 
oppression. Should he be punished for that? He is not an oppressor.” 

I ask whether any of them have any questions for me. There is a mur-
mur of momentary uncertainty, then one of the elders decides to make 
some comments. 

“Jews are brutalizing Muslims all over the world,” a gray-bearded elder 
says. “All senior executives around the world are Jews. All members of the 
U.S. Treasury are Jews. How do you explain that?” I see that my admis-
sion to being a Jew has been transmitted to the emir and the elders. 

I mumble something about this being an exaggeration. Another elder 
jumps in: “Anyone who goes against America is labeled a terrorist. We 
believe that the [1993] World Trade Center bombing was actually car-
ried out by the CIA. How could a terrorist organization be so stupid as to 
go back to get the money from his rental car? Obviously it was a CIA 
operation.” 
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The first elder adds, “Take Algeria. The FIS won. The people selected 
the FIS. What happened to Westerners’ supposed respect for democracy 
then?” FIS, an Islamist political party of Algeria, had won 188 out of 231 
seats in the national legislature in 1991 before the second round of elec-
tions were canceled by the Algerian military. It is widely believed in Alge-
ria, as well as by many Muslim states, that the United States backed the 
Algerian military and also sponsored this move to keep the Islamist party 
out of the corridors of power.28 

This is a very good question indeed, so I am relieved when I realize 
that a response is not expected. The views of an American woman are of 
little interest to them. She should listen, she will learn. 

After our trip to Muridke, Ahmed insists on reading over my notes to 
make sure I am not distorting his words. He approves. Two years later I 
discover that Ahmed’s emir granted his wish to fight in Kashmir. He was 
killed soon afterward. 

Later that week, I met my first operative from the Pakistani militant 
group known as Harkat-ul-Mujahideen (HUM). Like LET, HUM is a 
member of Osama bin Laden’s International Islamic Front for Jihad 
against the Jews and Crusaders. The U.S. government blames it for having 
hijacked an Indian airliner in December 1999 and killing a number of 
Americans.29 

The operative agrees to come to my hotel, the safest place to meet. He 
wears a camouflage-colored frontier cap, a mujaheed ’s vest, and hiking 
boots. He smells strongly of sweat and dirty clothing. He is thin—almost 
dainty—but obviously strong. He has a haunted look in his eye. He is a 
local boy from Lahore. I ask to photograph him. Muslims don’t allow 
that, he says. 

I take him to the business center at the hotel. My guest stands out 
among the businessmen in the center, even more than I do. He seems 
high on something—probably adrenaline, but maybe drugs. I order green 
tea and pastries. The waiter brings a large plate of cookies and other 
sweets. My guest appears famished. He eats the pastries quickly. I order 
another serving. Each plate seems enough for four or five people, but he 
finishes the second one too, like any other teenage boy hungry for sweets. 
Every time I return to the hotel, which is called the Pearl Continental, the 
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waiter tells me that he remembers serving us tea and pastries and asks me 
when this book will be done. 

Aren’t you afraid of fighting? I ask the operative. 
“What is there to be afraid of,” he responds. “I pray for death every 

day. During my studies, reading the Koran, I decided to sacrifice my life 
for jihad. If I die in the jihad, I go to paradise. Allah will reward me. This 
is my dream. The Taliban have the best understanding of Islam and the 
jihad. You must cover them in your book too.” A minute later he realizes 
this might be difficult, since “they don’t like talking to women.” 

How do you feel about meeting an American? 
“I respect you. You are American but you are not snob. I respect 

everyone who is a man of Allah. Indians in Kashmir—they are men of 
the devil.” 

How do you recognize a man of the devil when you see one? 
“I can tell by what people look like. Any person who does not obey 

Allah is a man of the devil. He doesn’t have innocence on his face,” he 
says, echoing my earlier conversation with Muzamal. 

Are you sure you can always tell? 
“This doesn’t work one hundred percent of the time. There might be 

men of the devil that I don’t recognize. A man of the devil drinks 
whiskey, gambles, he kills women and children.” 

Is there a difference between drinking whiskey and killing children? 
Yes, he concedes. “If he drinks whiskey, he is a man of the devil but at 

a lower level. He is sinning and Allah will punish him. We would try to 
put him on a straight path. 

“In Kashmir everyone loves us. Also in Lahore—everyone knows I am 
a mujaheed and they love me. Muslims all over the world love the 
mujahideen.” He pauses to reconsider. “Secular people don’t love 
mujahideen. 

“My emir has just sent me back here to Lahore on a temporary assign-
ment. We rotate. I remained in Kashmir for six months. One year for 
training and trying to get into the valley. We have to climb fifteen thou-
sand meters [sic]. Seven days of constant walking. You have nothing to eat 
for seven days—just biscuits. See these pockets in my vest? That’s where 
we carry our biscuits.” (This is higher than Mt. Everest!) 
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What kind of mental training did you receive at the madrassah (semi-
nary school)? 

“Practical training for war. The rules, the disciplines, and advantages 
of jihad. You must never humiliate a woman. You must never kill a child 
or an innocent person. We hike a lot, we learn to live hungry.” 

How were you trained at the camp? 
“We have a daily routine. We do target practice, but we don’t have a lot 

of bullets. We have to save them for the enemy. We emphasize running in 
our training. I can run five kilometers without stopping. We also play a lot 
of football [soccer].” 

I ask him to describe his day when he was at the training camp. 
“We get up at five a.m. for the morning prayer. Then we recite the holy 

Koran. Then we take exercise. Then we have breakfast.” 
What did you eat for breakfast? I ask, trying to visualize the details. 
“Honey, cream, mangoes, dates. We eat only things you can find in 

Kashmir. We were taught to use guns, hand grenades, and also how to 
make time bombs and guns. Then we slept for around one and a half 
hours. Then we had lunch. Then afternoon prayers. Then religious edu-
cation, and education about jihad. We were taught about the Islamic way 
of life. We had evening prayers at four-thirty p.m. Then we played foot-
ball or volleyball. In the evening we read books or heard lectures on 
Islamic history or about atrocities against Muslims around the world.” 

Did you ever listen to music? 
“Sometimes we sang songs.” 
How about rock music? 
No rock, he says. “Too much sex, too much drinking. Rock songs are 

all about sex and drinking. Singing brings nudeness and the devil to the 
spirit. We sang songs of jihad. It’s kind of a chant.” 

How about literature that is not related to religion? 
“No, we don’t read it. It’s a waste of time.” 
No poetry? 
“No. Muslims are made in order to build the world, not to waste their 

time. We come into this world to do the will of Allah. Jihad is the will of 
Allah. Our lives are only for Allah, not for others. That’s why Muslims are 
brave—because you know you will meet Allah when you die. 
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“Jews are the most cowardly nation. We were three hundred and thir-
teen, and we defeated an army of one thousand non-Muslims. When we 
were three thousand, we defeated an army of two million non-Muslims.30 

In the Afghan jihad, three mujahideen destroyed three hundred Rus-
sians. Non-Muslims love their life too much, they can’t fight, and they 
are cowards. They don’t understand that there will be life after death. 
You cannot live forever, you will die. Life after death is forever. If life 
after death were an ocean, the life you live is only a drop in that ocean. 
So it’s very important that you live your life for Allah, so you are 
rewarded after death. 

“God looks at those who sacrifice their lives in the jihad with love. The 
love is seventy times stronger. I feel this love. Had God not been good to 
me, I would have lived a luxurious life. The devil would have overcome 
me. But the devil has not overcome me—God is with me. Two people 
might say the same prayer—one understands the prayer, the other does 
not. I’m very lucky—I’m one who understands the point of the prayer. 
Both hard work and luck. 

“I like Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and Afghanistan, but not America,” he 
says, shifting to a new topic. 

Why don’t you like America? I ask. 
“Americans are not free to practice Islam so I don’t like it. In Europe-

an countries and in America there is too much sex. 
“We respect women. She must always be in full purdah. In America 

women are treated like sheep and goats. The American president raped a 
girl the age of his daughter,” he says, referring to President Clinton. 

“In Afghanistan everyone is punished for sin openly in front of the 
public. That’s why crime is stopped. If you punish a rapist in front of the 
whole city, then you have no more rapes. That’s the kind of system we 
want to see here. Also in America! We would preach to everyone to prac-
tice Islam. We would punish every sin. 

“Why don’t you become a Muslim? In your system there is no respect 
for women. So many rapes. Men look at you. In your system rapists are 
arrested, but there are rapes still going on every day. Rape is not stopped. 
This is due to bad policy.” 

Are you married? I ask. 
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“No. I can’t afford to be married right now, my business is not going 
very well.” 

I ask him what kind of business he runs. 
“I am importing dry food from Afghanistan—nuts, almonds, dried 

fruit. But I am too busy in the jihad to run the business.” 
Toward the end of the interview I ask him why he was willing to meet 

with me. 
“I want to explain to the West that we are not in favor of violence for 

its own sake. We are for peace. People have a misconception of mujahideen 
in the West; you see us as fundamentalists. We are fundamentalists—but 
we are for peace. We believe in the teachings of the Prophet—we will not 
attack anyone unless we have to.” 

I was beginning to get some sense of the variety of persons who 
become mujahideen, but there was still a lot more I wanted to learn. 
When my former colleague Michael Sheehan was named counterterrorism 
coordinator at the State Department in 1999, he had a premonition that 
the world of terrorism was about to change and that the locus was about 
to shift from the Middle East to South Asia. He was determined to ener-
gize the office in advance of the changes he suspected were coming. Mike 
and I decided to try something unprecedented—to run a conference, 
jointly sponsored by the State Department and the Council on Foreign 
Relations (my then employer) that would include both academic experts 
and government officials from around the world. In June 1999, we invited 
counterterrorism officials—Ambassador Sheehan’s counterparts—from 
seventeen countries in the Middle East, South Asia, and Central Asia. The 
conference was followed by a series of meetings and counterterrorism 
“games,” in which participants practiced responding to international ter-
rorism crises. Lieutenant General Ghulam Ahmed Khan (known in Pak-
istan as GA) was one of the attendees. I got to know him during the 
period he spent with us in Washington. At the time, he was the head of 
the domestic wing of the ISI, Pakistan’s intelligence agency. At the end of 
our conference, GA urged me to return to Pakistan as his guest, offering 
to arrange for me to travel to Kashmir and the Line of Control. 

I had mixed feelings about GA’s offer. On the one hand, I was anxious 
to travel to Kashmir, and it is not possible for foreigners to travel to the 
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Line of Control except under the auspices of the military. GA struck me 
as unusually straightforward—possibly even a good man. But he worked 
for an agency that specializes in dirty tricks. Traveling under the ISI’s aus-
pices could mean that I would continue to excite that agency’s interest, 
forever; and that any Pakistanis I talked to would be vulnerable to being 
visited and even harassed by their government. I decided, in the end, that 
my contact with the jihadi groups made me interesting to the ISI either 
way, and that the relative anonymity I might once have enjoyed in South 
Asia was no longer available to me. 

A year after the conference, in June 2000, I decide to take GA up on 
his offer. By then General Musharraf had seized control of Pakistan in a 
bloodless coup and had asked GA to serve as his chief of staff. I wrote to 
him asking whether his offer still held, and he wrote back immediately, 
urging me to come. His colleagues would meet me at the airport. They 
would provide for my safety and take care of me in Kashmir. 

Judy Miller, a prominent reporter for the New York Times and the 
coauthor of Germs: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret War, asked to 
accompany me. I called the defense attaché at the Pakistani embassy. I 
would like to take Ms. Miller with me, I tell him, but I would have no 
control over what she writes, I explain. My contact checks with my hosts 
and later informs me that Ms. Miller will be allowed to accompany me. 
Judy wants to go to Afghanistan first, and we agree to meet in Islamabad. 

My plane arrives at 10:30 p.m. on June 5, 2000. I am hopelessly rum-
pled, in a “wrinkle-free” traveling skirt and shirt. I have bought a new com-
puter for this trip, knowing that the ISI will quickly copy my hard drive if 
I leave my computer within their reach. I carry my new laptop and little 
else in my hand luggage. Pakistan International Airlines (PIA) flies direct 
from New York to Islamabad, so the risk of losing my luggage seemed 
minimal. I pack an external A drive and disc in my checked luggage. 

At the luggage carousel I notice a middle-aged man, dressed like a 
driver, scanning the crowd. Finally he allows himself to consider the possi-
bility that the small, wrinkled-looking person might be the female “VVIP” 
he seeks. Are you Dr. Stern? he asks uncertainly, clearly not expecting a 
“very very important person” or even a professor to look like me. When 
reassured that I am indeed she, he takes me to a small truck, which is 
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parked on the landing strip, and drives me to a building marked VVIP. 
Three military men are waiting for me in an enormous, private lounge. 
Other than the servants, we are the only people using the room, which is 
decorated for receiving diplomats. Sofas are arranged in small groups for 
private conversation, and the room is lit with crystal chandeliers. 

A servant brings me mineral water in a crystal glass. My hosts explain 
that they will retrieve my luggage for me. We make small talk. An hour 
passes. At last someone from PIA comes to inform me that my luggage is 
lost. My hosts are deeply apologetic: You know how it is with airlines these 
days. They take me, in two cars, to the guesthouse where I’m to meet 
Judy. The guesthouse prides itself on not allowing ISI “thugs” to spy on 
its guests, in contrast to the main hotel in the center of town. The guest-
house is popular with journalists, in part for that reason. 

By now it is nearly one in the morning, and I am surprised to discover 
Judy still awake. She is talking to Brigadier X, who, we soon discover, is 
the boss of my interlocutors at the airport. He is gracious, if a bit offi-
cious. I mention that, since my luggage is lost, I have no clothing other 
than what I’ve been wearing on the plane for the last day and a half. He 
promises to send one of our guides early the next morning, to take me 
shopping, before we leave for the Line of Control. 

I sleep for a few hours, until the guide comes to retrieve me. He takes 
me to a dress shop. He helps me choose a peach-colored shalwar kameez, 
which he insists on paying for. The scarf is too long, so we staple it; we 
don’t have time for alterations. I will wash out my underwear nightly, I 
think. I am too embarrassed to mention underwear to a government 
guide. There is toothpaste in the hotel, but no sunblock, no deodorant, no 
comb, and no shampoo. I will look a bit wilder than normal, but at least I 
have one clean outfit. 

Soon after this, we embark on our journey. Judy and I are to travel 
with our main minder, whom I will call Zahir, and a driver. Our minder 
is an academic working at a military think-tank, he tells us, although 
later he will tell us he works for Pakistan’s intelligence agency, the ISI. A 
police car drives in front of us, lights flashing. Behind us is another jeep, 
filled with half a dozen soldiers, just in case. Just in case of what, I’m not 
sure, but I suspect it has more to do with preventing Judy and me from 
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running off to visit terrorist training camps than with protecting us from 
attackers. 

The police car forces other traffic to the side of the road to ensure that 
we make good time. The road out of Islamabad is Pakistan’s autobahn, a 
newly paved, four-lane highway. It is not long before we are on a more 
typical two-lane road, which winds steeply toward Muree, a British colo-
nial hill station now popular among Islamabad’s nouveaux riches. Enor-
mous mansions dot the side of the road. Drug kingpins, politicians, 
industrialists, and military men grown rich off the Afghan or Kashmiri 
jihads are said to summer here, which, at seventy-five hundred feet above 
sea level, provides a respite from Islamabad’s punishing heat. After Muree, 
the road narrows to follow the Jhelum River. It is nauseatingly winding 
and steep. We look down over steep gorges to the banks of the river below, 
where cars that couldn’t manage the climb lie rusty and abandoned. We 
share the road with pedestrians, goats, mules, carts, trucks, and the public 
buses known as flying coaches, which strain, pollutingly, up the narrow 
road. Luggage is strapped to the top of the buses, making them top-heavy. 
They seem in danger of toppling over into the Jhelum. 

Eric Margolis, a reporter accustomed to traveling in the region, 
describes the six-hour trip to Muzaffarabad as “unrelenting torture,” in 
which one cannot escape “Pakistani road terror,” a condition “that com-
bines utter helplessness with panic, flashes of fatalism, and nervous frenzy. 
It’s impossible to close your eyes for a second, even during a twenty-hour 
ride, lest you fail to see your last moments on earth. Screaming at the driv-
ers, who keep their pedals to the floor and horns blaring, is pointless. 
They shrug, laugh at the foolish farangi, mutter curses in Baluchi or some 
obscure dialect, and go even faster. You cling desperately to the backseat, 
or straps, brace your battered body and pray to Allah, Vishnu, Buddha, 
and the Holy Virgin of Santiago that you will survive the next mile.”31 

Mr. Margolis captures the feeling well. 
The air grows cooler as we climb. I am getting excited. I have wanted 

to visit Kashmir since childhood. My fantasies about traveling in Kashmir 
included friendly wild horses, moonlit rides, and fording emerald streams, 
not traveling by jeep with a military escort, but our images of exotic locale 
often turn out to be slightly different from reality. 
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It is difficult to understand the dispute over Kashmir without seeing its 
beauty. It lies between two mountain ranges: the Himalayas and the 
Karakorams. It is fertile, lush, and green, with waterfalls and lakes, whereas 
the flatlands of north India and Punjab are hot and dry. The snowcapped 
peaks and clean air are reminiscent of the Alps. The Kashmiri people are 
tall, slim, and fair-skinned, the coveted attributes of upper-caste Indians. 

Kashmir has been described as the jewel of India and the abode of the 
gods. Indian and Pakistani poetry is filled with references to the beauty of 
Kashmir. But violence now dominates life there, and tales of bloodshed 
have replaced the romance and beauty of the earlier literature. Here is a 
particularly sad example: 

A  D R E A M  O F  G L A S S  B A N G L E S  

B Y  A G H A  S H A H I D  A L I  ( 1 9 8 7 )  

Those autumns my parents slept 
warm in a quilt studded 
with pieces of mirrors 
On my mother’s arms were bangles 
like waves of frozen rivers 
and at night 
after the prayers 
as she went down to her room 
I heard the faint sound of ice 
breaking on the staircase 
breaking years later 
into winter 
our house surrounded by men 
pulling icicles for torches 
off the roofs 
rubbing them on the walls 
till the cement’s darkening red 
set the tips of water on fire 
the air a quicksand of snow 
as my father stepped out 
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and my mother 
inside the burning house 
a widow smashing the rivers 
on her arms 

Halfway to our destination, our jeep suddenly stops. Our guide invites 
us to a tailgate picnic of mineral water, Coca-Cola, biscuits, and ciga-
rettes. Our military escorts join us. Although the Jhelum rushes below 
and the vegetation is greener at this altitude, it is not entirely pleasant to 
picnic here. Trucks and buses pass in rapid succession, expectorating 
exhaust from poor-quality gas. 

After nearly five hours on the road we reach Muzaffarabad, the capital 
city of what the Pakistanis call Azad (free) Jammu and Kashmir (AJK), 
and the Indians call Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (POK).32 (I will refer to it 
as Pakistan-held Kashmir, and the Indian side as Indian-held Kashmir.) 
The region covers 13,292 square kilometers. It is technically an indepen-
dent state with its own prime minister, legislative assembly, Supreme 
Court, High Court, auditor general, chief election commissioner, and 
chief secretary. But all matters related to defense, foreign affairs, foreign 
trade, security, and currency are managed by the Pakistani federal govern-
ment. The Kashmir Council oversees the provincial government. It is 
composed of six elected members, three ex officio members, and five 
members nominated by the Pakistani National Assembly. The prime min-
ister of Pakistan serves as the council’s chairman. 

The legislative assembly, which is composed of forty elected members, 
has the authority to appoint the prime minister. But the appointment is 
actually subject to Pakistan’s approval. Members of the legislative assembly 
are not allowed to call for independence for Kashmir, as their oath of office 
requires commitment to the accession of Jammu and Kashmir to Pakistan. 

Ninety-one percent of Pakistan-held Kashmir’s 2.8 million people live 
in rural areas, where they are dependent on forests and agricultural land 
for their livelihood. There is little industry other than farming. Annual 
per capita income is U.S.$184—half that of the average Pakistani.33 

Upon our arrival in Muzaffarabad, we are immediately taken to meet 
the prime minister of Pakistan-held Kashmir, Barrister Sultan Mehmood, 
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who receives us in his private office. Our next stop is the state guesthouse, 
where Judy and I will be staying. We are directed to two rooms, one 
marked VVIP, and the other VIP. Both are enormous—fit for visiting 
dignitaries, although they are somewhat deteriorated. Lizards and insects 
vie for dominance in our rooms. 

The next day we rise early for our trip to Chokothi and the Line of 
Control (LOC). We stop at a refugee camp, where Muslim refugees from 
the Indian side are housed in tents. We receive a briefing by the manager 
and a tour of the site. Since 1990, the manager tells us, the Indian gov-
ernment has killed 71,204 persons in Jammu and Kashmir, wounding an 
additional 29,561. Indian attacks resulted in fires at schools in which 553 
schoolchildren were burnt alive; 7,613 women between the ages of seven 
and seventy were raped by the Indian military, and another 16,607 were 
sexually assaulted, according to the manager’s figures; 6,726 persons were 
sexually incapacitated through torture; 617 dead bodies have been recov-
ered from the Jhelum River; 41,760 people have been disabled for life.34 

The camp has no running water. Whole extended families live in a sin-
gle tent. The ground is muddy. The children are wide-eyed, beautiful, 
barefoot, and covered with mud. Each looks like a poster for Save the 
Children. Electricity is carried by extension cord from tent to tent. 

We are taken to see a young man who was shot in the back. He is par-
alyzed and lying on a cot. Judy asks what kind of medical treatment he is 
receiving. None, the manager tells her. Nothing can be done for him, he 
says. We are skeptical. In 1999, 1,382 hospitals beds were available in 
Pakistan-held Kashmir, an average of .46 beds per thousand population, 
compared with .67 beds per thousand in Pakistan.35 

A mother preparing lunch on a hot plate invites us to join her and her 
family. The thought of taking food from this woman and her emaciated 
family is nauseating. Our hosts tell us there are ten refugee camps in 
Muzaffarabad alone, housing over nine thousand people. Nearly sixteen 
thousand refugees are housed in camps throughout Pakistan-held Kashmir. 

Judy and I are horrified by the squalor and poverty of the camp, as our 
hosts have hoped. We have read about Indian human-rights violations in 
Kashmir, including figures published by the State Department, NGOs, 
and Indian sources. As usual, seeing the victims is more persuasive than 
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reading figures. But the Pakistani government’s complicity in the refugees’ 
plight is perhaps even more horrifying. The Indian government has an 
equally horrifying story to tell. An estimated quarter of a million dis-
placed Kashmiris live in or around Jammu, many of them in the nine 
refugee camps located in the Jammu District. An additional estimated one 
hundred thousand Kashmiris are displaced in other parts of India, prima-
rily in the New Delhi area.36 Keeping refugees in camps like this to inten-
sify the desire for revenge and to demonstrate the enemy’s misdeeds is a 
standard ploy all over the world. At about this time I begin to realize, in a 
visceral way, how truly sad the Kashmiris’ situation is. No government 
cares about them. Although they claimed to care about the Kashmiris’ 
plight, the jihadis I met in Lahore seemed focused on Kashmir as a symbol. 
They seemed more interested in jihad for its own sake, or on their concep-
tion of Pakistan’s interests, than on the people who live in Kashmir. The 
refugees are shunted to camps on both sides of the border to save money 
and to manipulate public opinion. 

Our next stop is the Line of Control. Green hills jut straight into the 
sky here; it is stunningly beautiful and the air is drier and cooler. A soldier 
guards the gate where the road continues into Indian territory. A sign 
warns passersby that if they attempt to cross, they will be shot. Our hosts 
concentrate on showing us evidence of further Indian atrocities, the places 
where bullets have strafed schools and shops. 

We have been traveling with a large party of officials and soldiers, one 
of whom introduced himself as a reporter. Soon after our hosts show us 
the border, the reporter takes a television camera out of the jeep, telling us 
he would like to interview us for the evening news. He wants to know 
what we think of what the Indians have done here. What do you think of 
the refugee camps? he asks us. Of the Indian military’s shooting at school-
children? Judy immediately realizes what is going on. The aim is to cap-
ture us while the emotion is still fresh, in the hope that we will condemn 
the Indians on the evening news. We say something innocuous, about the 
situation being difficult for all parties. 

On our way back to Islamabad our minder takes us to tea in a lovely 
hotel in Muree, overlooking the valley and the Karakoram Mountains. 
From our table on a covered porch we can see rain clouds moving toward 

t e r r i t  o r  y  | 133 



us, and soon there is a downpour. The rain ends quickly, and two rain-
bows appear. We all get up from the table to watch the changing light and 
look more closely at the rainbows; I have never seen two at once. This is 
like a fairy tale, I think to myself. I tell Judy that I’m going to the ladies’ 
room. Suddenly our minder notices that I’m not there. He became 
extremely agitated, Judy told me later, demanding to know where I had 
gone. At that point I began to take more seriously the possibility that my 
luggage had been “lost” for a reason, and that our hosts were taking good 
care of us for a particular reason—that they thought I might be a spy. It 
seemed quite unlikely that GA thought I was a spy—he seemed far too 
sophisticated and had invited me to come. But perhaps his former col-
leagues weren’t sure. I had thought they would consider this possibility 
but then reject it. If I were undercover, would I willingly submit myself to 
a tour under military escort? And if I were overt, wouldn’t I be talking 
with them about areas of mutual concern? Why would I pretend to be an 
academic? The Pakistani government’s uncertainties about who I am— 
and how they might be able to use me—would puzzle me for years to 
come. 

When we return from Pakistan-held Kashmir, our hosts present us 
with green velvet albums filled with photographs they took of us on our 
trip. On the cover is a gold-covered plaque with the words “Inter Services 
Intelligence Pakistan.” Inside is a note from Lieutenant General Mehmood, 
who was then director of the ISI. 

Judy and I are anxious to remove ourselves from the clutches of our 
hospitable hosts, and we both leave Islamabad soon afterward. 

Later I meet with a “retired” Kashmiri militant. We meet in a hotel bar 
in Delhi. Firdous Syed, a slender thirty-six year old, orders a Coke. I order 
green tea with lime. Firdous has light skin and almost blond hair. My eye 
is immediately drawn to a gem set in silver on his finger. It is dark gray, 
like the sea in a storm, with a kind of watery stripe down the center. Later 
he will tell me that a philosopher, killed by the militants, gave him the 
stone. His green eyes, too, have a watery quality. 

He wants to know about me. I tell him I teach a course on terrorism. 
What do you teach your students, he asks me? I teach them that there are 
many reasons why people become terrorists, some political, some per-
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sonal, some spiritual, and some material; and that the reasons are likely to 
change over time. I urge them to put themselves briefly in the shoes of the 
terrorist—to imagine themselves fighting on behalf of some beleaguered 
group, to see themselves as saint-like killers. I always warn my students 
that the course will be painful and confusing. Firdous listens quietly. I feel 
as though I’m the one being examined, on a spiritual level. 

Firdous tells me he founded the Muslim Janbaz Force, a Kashmir-based 
group. The group no longer exists, although another small group based on 
the Pakistani side has taken its name. I ask him why he quit militancy. “It 
was a gradual process,” he tells me. “I realized the futility of violence.” 

Why did you start the group, I ask. “I was a fundamentalist,” he says. 
“I thought a lot about the golden period of Islam. I wanted to re-create 
this golden period, to recover what we lost. We wanted to recover the 
glory of the Al-Khilafat er-Rashida, the Rashida Caliphate, the golden 
period of Islam.” He thinks for a minute and adds, “Muslims have been 
overpowered by the West. Our ego hurts. We are not able to live up to our 
own standards for ourselves.” 

The four caliphs that ruled Muslims after the death of Mohammed in 
632 are referred to as the “rightly guided” ones. This period—considered 
the golden age of “pure Islam”—lasted thirty years. It was the period of 
expansionist battles. Syria, Jordan, Palestine, and Iraq were conquered 
during the first decade after Mohammed’s death. Egypt was taken from 
Byzantine control in 645. There were frequent raids into Armenia, North 
Africa, and Persia in the succeeding decades. 

How old were you when you started the group? He tells me he was 
eighteen. Why would a teenage boy be so moved by ancient history that 
he would start a militant group? I ask. “We were influenced by what hap-
pened in Afghanistan—the victory over the Soviet Union, the Iranian rev-
olution, the situation in Palestine. This was the first generation of 
militancy. We were euphoric. Our group varied in size—sometimes 500 
militants, sometimes 2000. Our immediate target was to throw India out 
of Kashmir. Our next goal was to join Pakistan. Our ultimate goal was 
the revival of the caliphate. 

“I was able to engage with the best Pakistani minds. I met Hamid Gul 
[the director of Pakistan’s intelligence agency during the Soviet-Afghan 
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war]. He was our hero. I discovered that he was just an ordinary person. I 
could see in his face that he was a cruel man, that he didn’t care about the 
people of Kashmir. This was a spiritual project for me, but he was run-
ning a conflict enterprise. He was just playing with our lives. 

“Soon after this I realized that everybody was making money,” he con-
tinued. “When we started out, life was miserable for us in Muzaffarabad, 
even for the militants that Pakistan was sponsoring.” He names a leader of 
one of the biggest Kashmiri militant groups. “He started out an ordinary 
fellow, a teacher. But when I saw him in Pakistan he was driving around in 
a big jeep. I realized that the jeep was influencing him—influencing how 
he sees the world. I saw that the emir of Jamaat-i-Islami—a man who had 
earlier lived very simply—had acquired a fleet of big cars. This realization 
that people were profiting from the jihad, and that people like Hamid 
Gul, who had been my hero, were unworthy of admiration—that was 
only part of what turned me away from jihad. The most important factor 
was my realization that our fight on behalf of the umma—the Muslim 
people—had been transformed into a fight on behalf of a nation-state. 
We were being used to serve the interests of Pakistan. 

“Intellectuals glorified our movement. They called it a freedom move-
ment. India’s repression and occupation of Kashmir were factors for us; 
part of our motivation was nationalism. But nationalism is only part of 
what causes Islamic militancy. This wasn’t a fight for freedom, at least for 
me. It was a civilizational battle,” he says, weirdly echoing the title of 
Samuel Huntington’s book, The Clash of Civilizations. “You have to under-
stand: resolving the nationalist conflict between Israel and Palestine won’t 
end the violence. The goal is much bigger—to recover our lost civilization, 
to recover the golden age of Islam. Nationalism is only part of the picture. 

“When I see young Kashmiris donating their lives to what they think 
of as a jihad I feel a deep sense of regret. I feel that we initiated this vio-
lence. We initiated this destruction. I regret my decision to put people 
onto that course. With each generation Islamic fundamentalism becomes 
uglier and uglier. When I look at fundamentalists today, I see a bleak 
future for them. The first generation of fundamentalists—Qutb and 
Maududi—was focused on Dawa—education. We focused on freedom. 
This generation is much more rigid, stricter, than my generation. They 
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are focused on hate. It is a painful journey. Bitter and sour, like eating a 
lemon. To hate is venom. When you hate, you poison yourself. This is the 
typical mentality of the fundamentalist movement today. Hate begets hate. 
You cannot create freedom out of hatred. Today’s jihadis are confused— 
they are trying to revive old structures. We shouldn’t be seeking struc-
tures, but something more spiritual.” 

I tell him that I have come to think of religion as having two sides— 
one that is spiritual and universal, the other a marker of identity, often in 
opposition to others. It is relatively easy to be pluralist in the political sci-
entist’s sense—to provide different religious and political groups equal 
opportunity, and to allow power to be shared by several parties. But to be 
pluralist in a philosophical sense—to recognize more than one ultimate 
principle or pathway to God—and to see these as equally valid—this is 
harder to achieve within monotheism. 

He agrees. “I now realize that my desire to help the umma—the Mus-
lim community—was in itself a spiritual error. It is wrong to focus on 
your own people’s suffering, to imagine that the suffering of your people 
is greater than others’. Faith that is not able to make you understand the 
suffering of all peoples—not just your own—is unworthy of the name.” 

He continues: “I now realize that we become prisoners of our rituals. 
Our rituals help us pray, but they also divide people.” 

We talk about how confusing and difficult it is to maintain faith while 
avoiding ethnic identification. It is something he struggles with every day, 
he tells me. “I feel isolated and alone,” he says. “I was accused of being 
afraid of death. I cannot escape this accusation. But people judge you 
according to their own weaknesses.” 

The bottom line, I now understood, is that purifying the world 
through holy war is addictive. Holy war intensifies the boundaries 
between Us and Them, satisfying the inherently human longing for a 
clear identity and a definite purpose in life, creating a seductive state of 
bliss. I was now ready to begin investigating how leaders and organizations 
bring about this state of bliss, the topic we will explore in part II. 
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Part II 

Holy War 
Organizations 





Part 2 addresses the question: How do leaders run successful holy war 
organizations? It looks at several organizational types. The first type is a 
virtual network, which right-wing extremists call “leaderless resistance.” 
In a leaderless-resistance network, leaders inspire operatives to take action 
on their own, without communicating their plans to others. Leaders avoid 
participating or planning the attacks themselves. We also look at individ-
uals, “lone-wolf avengers,” who act entirely on their own. They are often 
influenced both by terrorist ideologies and personal grievances. The Inter-
net has greatly increased the impact of virtual networks. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum from lone-wolf avengers are ter-
rorist armies or commander-cadre organizations. In this kind of organiz-
ation, the leader may provide inspiration, but he also commands his 
followers. He trains them, provides housing and/or salaries, provides for 
their families in the event that they die as “martyrs,” and, in many cases, 
punishes them if they disobey his orders. Unlike a virtual network, this 
type of organization is capable of carrying out massive attacks. It tends to 
be found only in states that are poorly governed, or where state agencies or 
their agents promote terrorism. We look first at the leaders and managers 
of some of the Pakistani jihadi organizations—how they live, and how 
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they see their role; and then move on to assess the cadres and how they are 
recruited. We then turn to assess hybrid organizations, which combine 
virtual networks, cadre organizations, franchises, and freelancers. 

The most important aspect of the organization is the mission. The mis-
sion is the story about Us versus Them. It distinguishes the pure from the 
impure and creates group identity. The organization’s mission statement— 
the story about its raison d’être—is the glue that holds even the most tenuous 
organizations together. Without this mission statement, the organization is 
little different from an organized criminal ring. 

The mission is not static. It can change over time. Its function is not 
only to attract recruits but also to raise cash, a critically important require-
ment for running a commander-cadre organization. Leaders change their 
mission at will sometimes, because the orginal mission was achieved and 
the operatives wanted to keep their jobs as holy warriors (as was the case 
for the organization that became Al Qaeda); and sometimes because there 
is no longer funding to support the original mission (as was the case for 
the Egyptian Islamic Jihad). When there is money for Islamist causes but 
not communist ones, Islamist terrorist organizations will rise, and com-
munist ones will begin to fail. Some terrorist groups frequently change 
their mission, while others have “sticky missions.” They stick with their 
original objective, even when the cause is no longer fundable, impossible 
to achieve, or already attained. Organizations with sticky missions are 
unlikely to last as viable organizations; those with more flexible missions 
have the potential to persist. 

We will find in the pages that follow that the requirements for running 
terrorist organizations are similar to those of running a firm or a non-
government organization (NGO). Today’s multinational terrorist leader is 
an entrepreneur who brings together mission, money, and market share. 
He hires skilled and unskilled labor and often pays competitive rates. 
Money is more important for commander and cadre-style organizations 
that carry out large-scale attacks than for virtual networks, in which par-
ticipants are expected to fund themselves or raise money on their own 
initiative. We will study cases in which leaders of commander-cadre organ-
izations abandoned not only their original mission, but even the popula-
tion they were “serving,” because the organization was cash-starved. 
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We will learn that commander-cadre organizations raise money on the 
Internet, through NGOs, from diasporas, and through licit and illicit 
businesses. We will see some terrorist groups joining forces with organized 
criminal rings, with both entities benefiting; while other terrorist groups 
get so involved in making money through kidnapping for ransom or drug 
running, for example, that they become essentially organized criminal 
rings in their own right. Many also run licit businesses, including farming, 
manufacturing, and shipping. 

We will see terrorist groups competing for market share in the same 
way firms or humitarian organizations do. They advertise their mission 
and accomplishments. They meet with high-level donors. Just like 
humanitarian NGOs, they may begin to view their donors as the most 
important entity to please, rather than their clients, as the appearance of 
accomplishment becomes more important than actually achieving social 
or religious justice. 

One of the requirements for a maximally effective network is the free 
flow of information between nodes (a node could be an individual opera-
tive, or it could be a cell or network), but there is a balance of strong and 
weak ties between the nodes because too much communication (as in an 
all-channel network, with each node in communication with every other 
node) bogs down the network rapidly. I will define effectiveness as the abil-
ity to optimize the terrorist “product” (garnering attention, usually through 
attacks) while minimizing costs in terms of the number of personnel 
required. The network is held together by a common mission, but power 
and decision-making are distributed.1 But terrorists and criminals require 
secrecy, so it is not possible to achieve the ideal of constant communication. 

We will learn that terrorist organizations face a trade-off between 
resilience and capacity. I will use the term resilience to refer to an organiz-
ation’s ability to withstand the loss of part of its workforce, and capacity 
to refer to its ability to optimize the scale of attack. Effectiveness is a func-
tion of these two attributes. Resilience is improved by secrecy, weak links 
among operatives and between operatives and management, and redun-
dancy in the organization (perhaps three CFOs rather than one). Maxi-
mizing capacity requires recruiting personnel with special skills, including 
in fundraising, acquiring and using weapons, collecting intelligence, and 
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planning operations. It requires managers, cadres, public-affairs officers, 
recruiters, and diplomatic personnel responsible for coordinating with 
government agents, as necessary.2 Maximizing capacity also requires care-
ful coordination, making the group vulnerable to law-enforcement pene-
tration. The group’s effectiveness is a function of its resilience and its 
capacity. When groups operate in law-enforcement-rich environments, 
their resilience will make a big difference to their effectiveness. 

Most high-capacity, hierarchical terrorist organizations are not resilient. 
Hierarchies can be penetrated and unraveled. For example, the 1956 Bat-
tle of Algiers was essentially won as soon as the French learned that every 
terrorist-member of the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) organiz-
ation knew two other members—the person who recruited him and the 
person that he in turn recruited. 

Electronic communication is perhaps the biggest vulnerability. Unless 
successfully encrypted, law-enforcement authorities can intercept elec-
tronic communication. In a June 2002 interview with al Jazeera, Ramzi 
bin al-Shibh, an Al Qaeda manager, called communications “the danger-
ous security gap through which the enemy could infiltrate and attempt to 
foil any operation. Therefore it is imperative to determine the most secure 
means of communication and determine an alternative means in case this 
becomes necessary.” Bin al-Shibh was captured by a Pakistani SWAT 
team on the one-year anniversary of September 11 in his Karachi apart-
ment.3 By the time he was captured, management of the Al Qaeda net-
work was sufficiently dispersed that the loss of a single leader will make 
minimal long-term difference. 

The maximally resilient style of organization is a network with widely 
distributed leadership and minimal (or successfully encrypted) communi-
cation among nodes. Capturing an operative or cell will not help law-
enforcement authorities find other cells. In a virtual network (or “leaderless 
resistance” network, which is not really leaderless), the cells do not com-
municate with one another or with the leadership. And the leader cannot 
be captured because he never breaks the law. The organization with the 
greatest capacity is likely to be a commander-cadre organization. 

As we will see in chapter 9, the best way to balance the requirements 
for capacity and resilience is to develop a hybrid organization that is a net-
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work of networks of various types. It will include leaderless resisters, lone-
wolf avengers, commanders, cadres, freelancers, and franchises. The 
leader will be partly inspiring and partly commanding. Like an inspira-
tional leader, he will aim to transform many of his followers into leaders. 
He will inspire some through appeals to spirit and emotion, but he will 
also provide tangible rewards, punishment, and coercion. The Interna-
tional Islamic Front is the best example of this type of organization. 
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S I X  

Inspirational Leaders 
and Their Followers 

This chapter contains a series of conversations with members of the save-
the-babies movement, the name I use to refer to the part of the pro-life 
movement that supports murdering doctors and attacking abortion clin-
ics. The chapter opens at a fund-raiser for the movement, where ex-
convicts are celebrated for their antiabortion crimes and attendees bid on 
handmade items produced by currently incarcerated activists. 

After attending the movement’s annual banquet, I visit two major 
leaders: Michael Bray, the movement’s leading intellectual, and Paul Hill, 
now on death row for murdering a doctor and his escort. In addition to 
exploring the save-the-babies movement, the chapter assesses the nature 
of leadership in a virtual organization, referred to by American right-wing 
extremists as “leaderless resistance.” 

In the winter of 1999 I decide to attend the White Rose Banquet, a char-
ity dinner held every year to honor the “saints of Christ,” violent antiabor-
tion activists who are now in prison. The banquet has two purposes. The 
first is to promote esprit de corps among proponents of “defensive action” 
at “baby butcheries,” which means, in plain English, killing doctors and 
their staff and bombing clinics where abortions are provided. The second 
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is to raise money to help support the families of the “martyrs.” You have to 
send your forty dollars in advance to the Reverend Michael Bray, the 
organizer of the banquet, so he can decide whether you are worthy of 
attending. 

The Reverend Michael Bray is the intellectual father of the extreme 
radical fringe of the antiabortion movement, which engages in terrorism 
rather than nonviolent protest. Bray spent four years in prison for con-
spiring to bomb ten clinics near Washington, D.C., but now sees his 
role as inspiring others through his writings, sermons, and events like 
this. 

Bray is a postindustrial-style leader of a virtual organization, which has 
no headquarters, no established hierarchy, and no regular planning meet-
ings. Members are likely to learn about the organization and its mission 
over the Internet. Some establish friendships by e-mail long before they 
meet. Bray and other leaders of the save-the-babies movement mobilize 
rather than supervise their followers. They do not get involved in day-to-
day management issues (in this case, planning attacks at clinics, the prod-
uct this virtual organization produces) or providing tangible rewards such 
as salaries to their followers. This style of leadership involves what James 
MacGregor Burns calls a “transforming relationship,” in which leaders 
and followers influence each other’s thinking and actions, with the pur-
ported aim to make the world a better place. In the process, followers 
become leaders, and leaders may become moral agents.1 

Bray sees himself as a moral agent, and he aims to convert many of his 
followers into leaders in their own right. To this end, he and other inspira-
tional leaders in the save-the-babies movement motivate their followers 
through their writing, their Web sites, their sermons, and most impor-
tantly, the White Rose Banquet. The banquet has been held nearly every 
year since it was established in 1996. 

The fourth annual banquet, which the Reverend Michael Bray permits 
me to attend, is held at a Holiday Inn in suburban Washington, the eve-
ning before the twenty-sixth anniversary of Roe vs. Wade. It’s raining hard, 
and I get lost. Eventually my research assistant and I make our way to a 
nondescript hotel, where we drive around to a parking lot for the ball-
rooms in the far back corner. I park my white Volvo among a profusion of 
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pickup trucks. People have driven long distances to get here—including 
from Alabama, Ohio, Florida. 

At the entrance to Ballroom B you have to pick up your ticket. A 
woman in a black, sequined gown checks me off: Jessica Stern, fellow, 
Harvard University. I am obviously somewhat exotic. There are people 
milling all around—in the ballroom, and in the rooms outside it. Refresh-
ments are served. I look through the literature on a table. In the White 
Rose Banquet program I read: 

Some of them are dead by having their small, soft bodies literally 

wrenched apart and pulled through suction tubing; others are neatly cut 

here and there by a knife-like instrument—an arm brought out first or 

maybe a leg with other appendages and organs to follow. . . . Among the  

pieces is a heart that was warm and beating only moments before. Tiny 

fingers and thumbs that once sought the comfort of this baby’s mouth lay 

gently curled and discarded next to what was a liver and a foot. The face 

of this infant has been nearly shorn from the rest of his head, the eyes 

open and dark with sudden terror . . . 

Joseph Grace, quoting Cathy Ramey 

Somewhere in a Virginia jail since 1983. 

I tell myself I must not be shy, I must talk to these people. Many seem 
to know one another from past actions at “abortuaries” or from banquets 
held in earlier years. None of the people I approach seems hesitant to talk 
to me, even though I tell them I am writing a book about religious mili-
tancy and terrorism. 

The first person I meet is Katherine Horsley, the seventeen-year-old 
daughter of Neal Horsley, the man who is best known for the “Nurem-
berg files,” a Web site that lists physicians and clinic staffers who allegedly 
provide abortions, including, in some cases, their office and home 
addresses. The names of doctors and personnel who have been killed are 
crossed out, and those that are wounded are grayed out. When Dr. Bar-
nett Slepian’s name was crossed out within hours of his death, Planned 
Parenthood and a group of doctors filed suit, and Horsley’s Internet service 
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provider took the site down.2 But Horsley relaunched the site on his own 
server and has expanded it since then.3 

Katherine is a daughter of royalty in this setting. She is beautiful and 
sweet and obviously excited to be here, among the most important people 
in the violent antiabortion movement. She is talking to Jonathan O’Toole, 
a fresh-faced nineteen-year-old who works for her father. 

I ask him how a nineteen-year-old man would get involved in the 
movement. “To begin with,” he says, “I am a Christian, and therefore 
opposed to abortion. Unborn babies are dying by the millions, and I feel 
compelled to help.” He shows me a grisly picture of an aborted fetus. It is 
horrifying, and I understand why it moves him. He informs me proudly 
that he is a member of the Army of God, a shadowy organization that 
advocates killing abortion providers as “justifiable homicide.”4 A number 
of attacks on clinics and personnel have been carried out in its name, but it 
is best described as a virtual network, or in the language of the movement, 
a “leaderless resistance” network, rather than an actual organization.5 

The Army of God manual explains that it is “not really an army, 
humanly speaking. . . . God is the General and Commander-in-Chief. 
The soldiers, however, do not usually communicate with one another. 
Very few have ever met each other. And when they do, each is usually 
unaware of the other soldier’s status. That is why the Feds will never stop 
this Army. Never. And we have not yet even begun to fight.”6 

A leaderless resistance network—with no central office and no known 
leaders involved in planning operations—is almost impossible for law-
enforcement authorities to penetrate and stop. It has been adopted by a 
number of Christian and Jewish extremist groups in America.7 Despite 
the name, the network is not actually leaderless. 

The doctrine of leaderless resistance was developed by Louis Beam, who 
calls himself ambassador at large, staff propagandist, and “Computer Ter-
rorist to the Chosen” of Aryan Nations, a neo-Nazi group.8 Beam writes 
that hierarchical organizations are extremely dangerous for insurgents. This 
is especially so in “technologically advanced societies where electronic sur-
veillance can often penetrate the structure revealing its chain of command,” 
such as the United States. Those who oppose state repression must be pre-
pared to adopt a new organizational style, he argues. Success will depend on 
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the following factors: “avoidance of conspiracy plots, rejection of feeble-
minded malcontents, insistence upon quality of the participants,” and “cam-
ouflage,” which Beam defines as the ability to blend in the public’s eye with 
mainstream associations that are generally viewed as harmless. In the leader-
less form of organization, “individuals and groups operate independently of 
each other, and never report to a central headquarters or single leader for 
direction or instruction, as would those who belong to a typical pyramid or-
ganization. Organs of information distribution such as newspapers, leaflets, 
computers, etc., which are widely available to all, keep each person informed 
of events, allowing for a planned response that will take many variations. 
No one need issue an order to anyone.” Beam’s goal was to develop a more 
effective means to resist the “tyrany” of the U.S. government.9 

David Ronfeldt and John Arquilla argue that groups organized this way 
need an operational doctrine, and the most potent one, they argue, is what 
they call “swarming.” Swarming involves widely dispersed but networked 
units converging on their targets from multiple directions. Networks must 
be able to coalesce rapidly and stealthily on the target and then disperse. But 
they must be ready to recombine for a new pulse almost immediately. “The 
Chechen resistance to the Russian army, the rush of NGOs into Mexico to 
support the Zapatista movement, and the Direct Action Network’s opera-
tions in the ‘Battle of Seattle’ against the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
all provide excellent examples of swarming behavior,” they explain.10 

For virtual networks promoting terrorism in technologically advanced 
countries such as the United States, swarming operations may be an 
attractive fantasy, but not one easily carried out in the near term. The 
planners of the Battle of Seattle were not promoting assassinations, 
bombings, or mass-casualty attacks, and if they were, law-enforcement 
authorities would have stopped them. Until they get access to impenetra-
ble mass communication systems (and they might), they will not be able 
to coalesce rapidly and stealthily on the target, and then disperse, as Ron-
feldt and Arquilla envisage.11 Henry Felisone, a Florida-based minister 
involved in the save-the-babies movement, describes his vision of a 
swarming operation to end abortions: “So we have the Army of God, 
which in the future will organize and coalesce like those of Europe who 
had centuries of underground work, and there will be skilled assassins and 
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skilled saboteurs after the abortion industry, which is not only the abor-
tionists but also the people on top of them, including Supreme Court 
judges. Now Paul Hill has called for the Supreme Court judges to be 
killed and also for chemical and biological weapons, and we support this 
call, at least I do.”12 The prospect of swarming is not the most frightening 
aspect of virtual terrorist networks, in my view. It is, instead, the increas-
ing availability of more and more powerful weapons usable by smaller and 
smaller groups, leading to the potential for mass-casualty attacks that 
require minimal coordination and communication. 

Jonathan O’Toole and I move together toward the ballroom, where 
there is a cheerful din. The feeling of bingo night. He suggests that I talk 
to the Reverend Donald Spitz, another leader in the movement. Spitz is 
the head of Pro-Life Virginia. He seems determined to communicate 
something important to me. He tells me that the world system is becom-
ing worse and worse. “Evil is increasing, iniquity abounds,” he says. “Just 
look in Matthew 24.” When I do, I find it refers to an apocalyptic period 
preceding an imminent return of Jesus Christ: 

“And ye shall hear of wars and rumors of wars: see that ye be not troubled: 

for all these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet. For nation shall 

rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom: and there shall be 

famines, and pestilences, and earthquakes, in divers places. All these are the 

beginning of sorrows. Then shall they deliver you up to be afflicted, and 

shall kill you: and ye shall be hated of all nations for my name’s sake. . . .  

And because iniquity shall abound, the love of many shall wax cold.” 

Spitz continues, “Peter says evil means shall become worse and worse. 
Pontius Pilate slaughtered the unborn children.” 

I ask him how he ended up focusing his life on stopping abortion. 
He tells me, “I was taught from a very early age that abortion is the 

worst thing a woman can do.” 
Do you support violence against doctors or abortion clinics? I ask. 
“That’s not how I would put it,” he says. “I support defensive action. If 

a born person were being murdered right here, it would be our duty to 
defend him. It would be wrong to allow him to be murdered in front of 
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our eyes. It is also our duty to defend the unborn. An unborn person is no 
less a person than you and me.” 

Defensive action sometimes influences doctors’ decisions. The move-
ment specializes in applying psychological pressure on doctors and clinics 
and has in many cases intimidated doctors and other abortion providers 
to the extent that medical practices have been shut down. In late 1999, for 
example, Steven Dixon, a forty-year-old obstetrician-gynecologist, shut 
down his practice, telling patients that he was “terrorized by antiabortion 
activists.”13 In a letter to his patients explaining his move, Dixon wrote 
that “the ongoing threat to my life and my concern for the safety of my 
loved ones has exacted a heavy toll on me, making it necessary that I dis-
continue practicing OB-GYN.”14 According to the Washington Post, 
antiabortionists mailed threatening letters to his office and home and dis-
tributed “Wanted” posters with his photograph. In addition, his name was 
added to Neal Horsley’s Nuremberg files Web site.15 Other studies have 
shown that between 1992 and 1996, a time when antiabortion violence 
was particularly common, the number of abortion providers in the United 
States decreased by 14 percent. It is unclear how much of that drop is due 
to antiabortion violence or to other factors such as reduced incidences of 
unintended pregnancies.16 

Waiters have been carrying steam trays to a buffet table at the back of 
the room and are now ready to serve us. The food is what you might 
expect in an elementary school cafeteria—overcooked, but comforting. 

Jonathan suggests that we sit with a middle-aged friend of his sitting at 
a table in the middle of the room. The older man introduces himself as 
Bob Lokey. I notice two things right away: his muscled arms are decorated 
with tattoos, and he has the strangely bright eyes of a person who medi-
tates a lot. Lokey tells me he spent twenty years in San Quentin for first-
degree murder. I ask him how he spends his time now. He is a long-haul 
trucker. But his great passion is “saving the babies” and his Web site, 
which was linked at the time to Neal Horsley’s site.17 

“Everything I found on the Internet looked wimpish to me,” he says. 
“I wanted to establish my own site that makes the evil of baby murder 
more clear. I indicted the Supreme Court for its support of baby murder. 
I explain it all on my Web site.”18 
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How did you get interested in this work? I ask Lokey. 
“In 1973 I had a powerful vision,” he says. “I was in a forest. A great 

power came to me and instructed me to paint an image of Uncle Sam, 
dragging a baby by its neck with handcuffs. You can see the image on my 
Web site now.”19 

He tells me he has two children. A look of pain comes briefly into his 
eyes. 

Lokey is a vegetarian. Jonathan is obviously very much in awe of him. 
Jonathan asks him, “How do you maintain your bulk on a vegetarian diet?” 
Lokey describes his weight-lifting regimen in some detail. “I’m still bench-
pressing at fifty-eight,” he says. He tells Jonathan, who looks frail sitting 
next to Lokey, meat is bad for you, you shouldn’t eat it. Jonathan smiles 
sheepishly. I don’t want to hurt anyone, Lokey says. Not even animals. 
Lokey does yoga and meditates every day. He learned in San Quentin, he 
says, from a teacher who was allowed to visit them in prison. He tells me he 
can make an om sound on his guitar. He often plays the guitar with a young 
girl in the neighborhood. When they play, birds start acting oddly, he says. 

I ask Jonathan how he ended up working for Neal Horsley. 
“My dad is a Southern Baptist preacher,” he says. “I’m the oldest of five 

children. My whole family was involved in the antiabortion movement in 
Kansas. Most of the elders from our church got involved in rescues, and I 
got involved too. Participating in rescue missions was my Sunday school.” 

In the late 1980s Operation Rescue began staging “rescue operations” 
outside abortion clinics. The rescuers would surround clinics and attempt 
to prevent patients from gaining entry. They would terrorize the women 
with photographs of bloody aborted fetuses, with the goal of making them 
reconsider their decision to have an abortion. In a competition of horrors, 
pro-choice activists, also likely to be on the scene, would carry placards 
illustrating abortions performed with coat hangers to emphasize the dan-
gers women would face if abortion was made illegal. During the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, hundreds of demonstrators were arrested as they tried to 
block entrances to abortion clinics. In 1994, Congress passed the Freedom 
of Access to Clinic Entrances Law, which made it a crime to block access to 
abortion clinics and mandated stiff penalties for harming anyone during 
demonstrations. After the law was passed, blockades dropped off precipi-
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tously, from a high of 201 with 12,358 arrests in 1989, to 2 blockades and 
16 arrests in 1998. But the number of violent incidents rose. Since 1993, 
antiabortion activists have shot and killed seven people and attempted sev-
enteen other murders since 1991. They have set fires at clinics and exploded 
bombs, sometimes with lethal results. They have placed a noxious chemi-
cal, butyric acid, inside clinic doors, hoping to nauseate or burn the skin 
and eyes of building occupants. They have sent letters to clinics purport-
ing to contain anthrax, temporarily halting activities at the clinics and ter-
rorizing their patients. Some of the clinics and the people within them 
have had to be decontaminated, at great expense to city governments.20 

“I saw his Web site and assumed that he was somebody closely con-
nected to the terroristic kind of, real radical antiabortion crowd,” 
Jonathan says, explaining what initially attracted him to Horsley.21 

I ask what he does for Horsley. “I help him on the Web site,” Jonathan 
says. “I didn’t have a lot of computer experience, and I wanted to learn. 
Also, I sort through hundreds of letters and e-mails daily.” 

Horsley started the Nuremberg files Web site in 1995.22 The site pro-
vides information about personnel at abortion clinics all over the country, 
and about judges and politicians “who pass or uphold laws authorizing 
child-killing.” Visitors are urged to send names and birth dates of abor-
tion providers’ family members and friends; social security numbers; 
license plate numbers; photographs and videos; affidavits of former 
employees, former patients, or former spouses; or “anything else you 
believe will help identify the abortionist in a future court of law.”23 Hors-
ley added President George W. Bush to the Nuremberg files in August 
2001, after the president announced that he would allow federal funding 
for fetal stem-cell research under certain conditions.24 

I ask Jonathan about his schooling. He tells me he was homeschooled 
until about sixth grade. After that, he says, he attended a small Christian 
school, then public high school. “I’ve been to three colleges,” he says, 
“William Jewell in Liberty, Missouri, Ross Hill in Aiken, South Carolina, 
and Maple Woods in Kansas City. But now I’m taking a sabbatical leave 
from school.” 

Later I learn that homeschooling had left Jonathan feeling ill equipped 
for public school, especially gym class. He had never played team sports. 
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He had a dream in his sophomore year in high school about killing his 
classmates with an automatic rifle. He felt no guilt about it, he said. He 
just mowed them all down. When Jonathan went off to college, he 
brought a pistol. His classmates grew so alarmed hearing Jonathan talk 
about his desire to attack abortion clinics that thirty of them held a meet-
ing to decide what to do. Jonathan decided to leave and returned to his 
parents’ home.25 Jonathan learned about Neal Horsley from his Web site, 
just as he learned about Bob Lokey from his. After Jonathan dropped out 
of school, he showed up on Neal Horsley’s doorstep, offering his services 
for free. Now that he has met Bob Lokey in the flesh, Jonathan seems 
uncertain about which man to admire more: the muscle-bound ex-con sit-
ting with us now, or the Internet agitator he works for. 

It is hard to explain certain kinds of leader-follower relationships with-
out considering the possibility that, in Barbara Kellerman’s words, “some 
persons, under some circumstances, experience the need or wish to look 
up.”26 In many cases the leader may be responding to subconscious needs. 
Freud saw leaders as “great men” who tapped into the majority’s “strong 
need for authority which they can admire, to which they can submit, and 
which dominates and sometimes even ill-treats them.”27 This need to look 
up seems to apply to Jonathan. The leaders of the save-the-babies move-
ment don’t mistreat their followers in an overt sense, but they may try to 
dominate them spiritually and emotionally. 

According to Abraham Maslow’s famous work on human motivation, 
human needs can be arrayed in a hierarchy, from the most fundamental 
ones such as the need for food and shelter, to more abstract ones, such as 
the need to feel part of a community or to be esteemed for one’s work. 
The urge to belong to a group comes immediately after the need to satisfy 
basic physical requirements for life and security.28 But today, people are 
largely free to choose their identities. Just as nations are largely imagined 
communities, to use Benedict Anderson’s well-known phrase, so too is 
individual identity.29 Identity and identification are thus two separate con-
cepts.30 Individuals must identify their identities. As we discussed in 
chapter 3, too much choice regarding identity can be overwhelming. 

For a person living in a closed, ethnically homogenous, rural society, 
there is a limit to the number of identities he might choose. But today, 
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individuals are exposed to many possible identities. Cities are multiethnic. 
Businesses are globalized. We are flooded with images and ideas from 
around the world on television and the Internet. One job of a leader like 
Bray is to present a narrative about the mission of the movement that 
helps a person like Jonathan find an identity and a sense of purpose in life. 
Part of the appeal of militant religious groups, as we have discussed, is the 
clarity they offer about self and other. 

Transforming leaders, as Burns defines them, tend to focus on follow-
ers’ psychological and spiritual needs rather than their physiological ones. 
In a relationship based on transforming leadership, “leaders and followers 
raise one another to higher levels of motivation and morality. . . . Trans-
forming leadership ultimately becomes moral in that it raises the level of 
human conduct and ethical aspiration of both leaders and led, and thus it 
has a transforming effect on both,” he argues. This kind of leadership is to 
be distinguished from what Burns calls “transactional leadership,” which 
involves an exchange of things: jobs for votes or subsidies for campaign 
contributions or money for work.31 Both leaders and followers get some-
thing out of the relationship. Many of the leaders of the save-the-babies 
movement are clergy with tiny congregations. Bray’s congregation consists 
of seven families, for example. At the White Rose Banquet and on their 
Web sites, these leaders become important. They get the satisfaction of 
feeling that they are doing the right thing, and they also get the satisfac-
tion of being leaders. 

Many scholars now accept the idea that leadership, as distinct from 
management, involves a transforming relationship as Burns defined it, in 
which influence runs both ways, but reject the notion that it always 
involves the promotion of moral action.32 Most people would consider 
Hitler and Stalin leaders, for example, although they promoted evil rather 
than good. It is also important to recognize that one leader’s conception 
of moral action may be another’s conception of evil action.33 The moral 
dilemma, and the possibility of just terrorism, is probably most obvious in 
precisely the case examined here. If we take the view that abortion is not 
murder, then those who kill abortion providers are guilty of murder 
themselves—in a moral as well as a legal sense. But if we accept the pro-
lifers’ premise that “ensoulment” (or potential viability) begins at conception, 
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attempting to force doctors to stop practicing abortion could be justified 
as the defense of innocent persons who are under attack. Still, as we dis-
cussed in the introduction, even if we accept the doctor killer’s ends, if 
only for the sake of argument, his means are morally indefensible because, 
among other reasons, murder is not a last resort.34 

Lokey wants to tell me more about his visions: “In 1968 I awakened 
from sleep. I heard a lot of clanking noises. Suddenly I realized those 
clanking noises were actually in my head. My head expanded, then my 
whole body. My covers seemed to be inside my skin. As I moved my arm, 
I realized there were billions of stars between my arm and my body. I was 
at one with God at that moment. There were stars all around outside me.” 

Were you on drugs? I ask. 
“Awareness is greater than any LSD high,” he scoffs. “I felt power—it 

was God’s power. It’s primitive—you know it when you feel it. Time did 
not exist. I said, ‘I want to go home.’ I saw a tiny dot. I began rushing 
toward that tiny dot. Then I realized that that tiny dot was the earth. 

“I also had the experience of remembering my birth. I’m in the joint, 
in the typewriter repair shop. I felt a tight band around my head. My 
friend the foreman called me, ‘Lokey!’ I turned sideways. The band was 
proceeding down my body. I fell out into space. I tried to breathe—I 
knew I had to fall down and cry. I felt someone spanking me—the pain 
was incredible. I heard a baby crying—I heard the words of the doctor, I 
heard my mother travailing. Satan embodied himself in the man I had 
been talking to—my friend. I knew I was looking straight into the eyes of 
the devil himself. I heard the voice of an angel. Satan said, ‘This child is 
mine.’ The angel said, ‘Deliver him from evil.’ I was being delivered from 
evil and into life. This happened in 1968.” 

Lokey tells me excitedly that all doctors that provide abortions will be 
killed, and all the women who have had abortions will be killed. He then 
modifies his statement to make clear that women who had malice afore-
thought have committed first-degree murder, but if they only have malice 
in their hearts, it’s second-degree murder. 

How do you know which ones have malice aforethought versus malice 
in their hearts? I ask. Lokey seems not to like this question. I sensed his 
muscles tensing. Perhaps he hadn’t thought this through. He says some-
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thing unintelligible, then tells me, “If we don’t bring this to a conclusion 
soon, everyone on earth is going to die. 

“You know I’m celibate,” he adds, as if that were something that 
everyone knows. “I’ve been celibate since 1984.” He tells me he was “vagi-
nally defeated,” but now he’s “free.” Later he explains this concept of vagi-
nal defeat in somewhat more detail. “I’ve been vaginally defeated all my 
life,” he told Neal Horsley while the two were being filmed for a television 
documentary. “Finally, God said to me ‘Son . . . you have got to leave this  
thing alone.’ I was so attracted to women, at one time I thought women 
were gods. And he made me quit women then and there. . . . I quit smok-
ing, quit drinking, quit meat; I even circumcised myself. All those things 
that I’ve had to do. . . . women were the toughest. . . . I have to be the  
only grown man to have circumcised myself.” 

Sociologists argue that the first requirement for mobilizing a group that 
feels oppressed is the identification of a common enemy. “Without the 
identification of an adversary, or another social actor in conflict with the 
group for control of certain resources or values, discontent and protest will 
not engender a movement,” sociologist Alberto Melucci argues.35 Religion 
is thus the ideal mobilization tool for violence because the Other is often 
inherent. “Whatever universalist goals they may have, religions give people 
identity by positing a basic distinction between believers and nonbelievers, 
between a superior in-group and a different and inferior out-group,” 
Samuel Huntington observes.36 Defining “us” automatically entails defin-
ing “them.” In this case, the “abortionists” and their clients are “them.” 

Leaders of the save-the-babies movement identify “us” versus “them” 
through stories of heroes and villains, martyrs and saints. The right story, 
Ronfeldt and Arquilla explain, can help keep people connected even in a 
network whose looseness makes it difficult to prevent defection.37 Bran 
Ferren, a former Disney executive, argues that the ability to tell stories, to 
articulate a vision and communicate it, is a “core component of leader-
ship.”38 The stories strengthen group identity. 

But here, language is as important as narrative. The words abortuaries, 
butchertoriums, or baby butcheries are used for abortion clinics; defensive 
actions or justified homicide for violence against clinics or personnel; saints, 
martyrs, or prisoners of Christ for those who break the law on behalf of the 
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movement. No crimes will be committed here at this meeting, but the lan-
guage itself is thrillingly illicit. The words are like a drug. Uttering them 
aloud heightens the mood of self-righteous insurgency. The story is also 
told through images on the movement’s Web sites, through pictures of 
bloody, mutilated, aborted fetuses and streaming-video close-up shots of 
women’s genitalia and abortions actually taking place. The Internet is a 
critically important part of the network’s strength. 

Lokey goes back to describing his visions: “I saw a vision of a perfect 
woman. Next thing I knew I was looking through a hole and the woman 
was old and wrinkled. And then she was dead. Her eyes were open. They 
were filled with vengeance, loathing, disgust. She said over and over again, 
‘Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!’ ” 

Whom did she want you to kill? I ask. 
“I don’t know,” Lokey says sadly. “After that, when God woke me up 

that time in Georgia, when I wrote ‘Holocaust II,’ I took it to the print 
shop. There was a woman there at the print shop, her back was to me, she 
backed into me. She was collating my document. I told her, ‘I only paid 
you to copy that material, not collate it.’ She said to me, ‘I do stuff like 
this for my kids all the time. I’m happy to do this for you.’ I knew then 
and there that she was the very one—I had met the perfect woman of my 
vision—my vision had come true.” 

What is a perfect woman? I ask. 
“A perfect woman is a good mother. Most women are vile,” he says 

politely. 
At 8 p.m. the official program begins. First we sing a hymn, “Rise Up, 

O Men of God.” Michael Bray comes to the podium and tells us, “We 
know that government agents are in this room. But we know who you 
are.” He peers around the room. I also look around the room, wondering 
which of the activists is actually working for the FBI. “Some members of 
the media are also in this room. You don’t have to talk to them. You make 
up your own minds. But we’re not in here to hide. Remember that Cheryl 
Richardson spent some time in jail, and the media helped get her out. 
Their goal is to use us. But our goal is to use them. It’s a contest of wills.” 

Bray provides updates on all the prisoners of Christ now serving time 
for violence against abortion clinics. The prisoners have written short let-
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ters for the banquet, and the aforementioned Cheryl Richardson, now 
released from prison, reads them to us. 

The Reverend Donald Spitz now comes to the podium to tell us excit-
edly that the auction of relics will now begin. The saints in bonds have 
donated the items that will now be put up for auction. Proceeds of the 
auction are for the benefit of the families of the prisoners. Well-known 
activist Shelley Shannon has knit a number of items to be auctioned off, 
all in camouflage: a pair of mittens, a pair of gloves, a hat, a scarf, and a 
pair of baby bootees. Shannon is serving time for attempted first-degree 
murder. She shot and wounded Dr. George Tiller in Wichita, Kansas, in 
August 1993. Spitz jokes that if you wear these items, the feds won’t find 
you. “Eric could use one of these things in those woods,” he says, referring 
to Eric Rudolph, wanted by federal officials for a series of bombings at 
abortion clinics, a gay nightclub, and the Atlanta Olympics. Rudolph, who 
was captured in 2003 after six years on the run, is one of the movement’s 
major heroes. The mention of his name brings a frisson of excitement to 
the room and titillated giggles. The knit items go for $75 among them. 

David Lane, serving an eighteen-year sentence for vandalizing an abor-
tion clinic and a doctor’s office on March 18, 1995, has donated a video of 
gospel messages dictated in prison, various original artworks, a cross and 
pin worn by himself, and a prison ID card. These go for a total of $245. 

The last item is a hooded sweatshirt with a prison ID number, donated 
by John Brockhoeft, who is in the room with us. He is introduced as an “ex-
con for life.” Brockhoeft is a forty-seven-year-old truck driver. His face is 
gaunt and glowering. My assistant points him out to me, telling me she finds 
him “the scariest guy in the room. After Lokey, of course.” He is wearing 
black fatigues and a black beret and is known here as the Colonel. He served 
seven years for firebombing a Cincinnati clinic and attempting to blow one 
up in Florida. During his probation he had to wear an electronic surveil-
lance bracelet and was forbidden from talking to anyone affiliated with the 
antiabortion movement. Tonight he is among his fellow believers, who treat 
him like a homecoming hero. The sweatshirt fetches an impressive $125. 

His first wife divorced him while he was in prison. But he married a 
young antiabortion activist who had been writing to him while he was 
incarcerated. She is here by his side. She has long hair and a sweet, 
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wholesome-looking face. She is watching over their little girl, a pretty 
blond toddler. She and John are great supporters of Paul Hill, perhaps the 
most important visionary leader in the movement, who was then on death 
row in Florida. 

Bray now introduces two other ex-cons for life, John Arena and Joshua 
Graff. Graff is a twenty-four-year-old who was incarcerated for bombing 
the West Loop “abortuary” in Houston. Arena is a seventy-seven-year-old 
who spent four years in prison for his involvement in blockades and 
“covert rescue techniques,” including butyric acid attacks. 

The evening ends with another hymn, “Jesus Shall Reign,” and 
another benediction. 

Later, I visit Michael Bray at his home in Bowie, Maryland, to learn more 
about his philosophy.39 Bray lives with his wife and their ten children in a 
small tract home and runs the Reformation Lutheran Church in a nearby 
town. He invites my assistant and me into his office. He is utterly charming. 
He is handsome, intelligent, and intensely charismatic. I understand why 
people fall under his influence, now that I am seeing him up close. 

I ask Bray why he believes that violence is justified, given Jesus’ Ser-
mon on the Mount and the admonition to turn the other cheek. 

“Christians tend to be opposed to violence,” Bray says. “Some oppose 
capital punishment. But there is nothing in the Scripture to support this 
view. Violence is amoral—its moral content is determined on the purpose 
of the violent act.”40 

Some Christians argue that the New Testament reflects a progression 
in human understanding of God and His intentions, I say. The God of 
the Old Testament is harsh and violent, that of the New Testament kinder 
and gentler. Why do you focus so much on the Old Testament? I ask. 

“There has been a progression of understanding, but still there is judg-
ment of sin,” Bray says. “The grace of God was manifested in his sending 
His son to earth. But God did not change His standards. Take a look at 
Pascal, at John Wesley, at Jonathan Edwards’s encounter with God, at 
Saint Thomas Aquinas. They all make clear that God still judges, even in 
the New Testament.” 

You refer to obedience to God’s calling; that when Joan of Arc heard 
God’s call, nobody accused her of being psychotic. But if you as a pastor 
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are going to encourage your parish to listen uncritically to the voice of 
God, how do you know that won’t be encouraging the mentally ill to lis-
ten to the voices they hear, possibly instructing them to murder innocent 
people? What if a serial killer hears a voice telling him to kill, and he 
believes he hears the voice of God? What if you encourage Islamists or 
Hindus to kill Christians? They are equally convinced they are killing in 
the name of God, as are antiabortion activists, I argue. 

“You should only listen to the voice of God if the action called for is 
morally justified,” Bray says unsatisfactorily. 

How should a pastor react to a modern Abraham who claims that God 
has instructed him to kill his son? I ask. Bray seems unprepared to answer 
this question. 

Later I will learn that Paul Hill, one of Bray’s protégés, felt he was fol-
lowing Abraham’s example when he killed Dr. Britton. Hill knew he 
would be leaving his three children essentially fatherless. He felt that God 
would be pleased by his willingness to sacrifice the well-being of his own 
children for the good of countless children still unborn. “It occurred to 
me that I was making a sacrifice—thinking about the promise made to 
Abraham that if he was willing to sacrifice his son, that God would bless 
Abraham and grant to him descendants as numerous as the sands in the 
seashore and the stars in the sky.”41 

We move on. 
In your book A Time to Kill you draw a distinction between vengeance 

and protective force; that the activist who engages in “defensive action” 
does so not out of vengeance, but to save the unborn. In that case why 
would it be necessary ever to kill? Why not wound doctors like Shannon 
did—shooting them in the arms? 

“Shannon intended to shoot Tiller in the arms,” he says. “She did that 
on purpose. But Tiller went back to work right away, so it shows that 
wounding doctors doesn’t necessarily work.” 

We spend some time talking about Christian Reconstructionism, a 
movement to turn America into a fundamentalist Christian state with laws 
in accordance with the Old Testament. 

I ask Bray, do you foresee a Christian revolution anytime soon? 
“The necessary structures are not really in place at this point,” he says. 
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“You have to consider the difference between a legitimate revolution and 
anarchy. The problem is that people like the status quo—they’re not 
ready for any kind of revolution at this point. There would have to be a 
war, an economic crisis. A plague. You can’t have a revolution when the 
president says I’ll give everyone free medical care and grow the economy. 
People are generally happy right now—the economy is doing well. 

“Not everyone is called to be a missionary. The work entails sacrifice. 
Similarly, we wouldn’t expect everyone to become a prisoner of Christ— 
not everyone wants to, feels called to, or can afford the sacrifice. You must 
count the cost. But the truth is, I feel more fear of being charged with not 
encouraging activists more.” 

It occurs to me that Michael Bray is managing to encourage contributions 
to the public good of “saving the babies” without providing typical selective 
incentives. Hafez Sayeed, for example, whom we discussed in chapter 5, pro-
vides his followers with food, housing, schooling, weapons, and in many 
cases, salaries. His organization punishes and, in some cases, kills disobedient 
operatives. But Bray persuades his followers to take action without threaten-
ing them and without giving them material things. Although he raises 
money for the families of the “martyrs,” the proceeds of the yearly auction 
do not amount to much—$615. It certainly does not rival the $10,000 to 
$25,000 that Saddam Hussein offers the families of Palestinian “martyrs.”42 

Individual operatives can have their own reasons for turning to terror-
ist violence unrelated to the group’s purported goals. “Individuals are 
drawn to terrorism in order to commit terrorist violence,” Jerrold Post 
argues. They feel “psychologically compelled” to commit violent acts, and 
the political objectives they espouse are only a rationalization.43 Some of 
the people attracted to the save-the-babies movement may be more attracted 
to violence, for example, than they are interested in “saving babies.” (Dave 
Grossman estimates that 2 percent of soldiers actually take pleasure from 
killing.44) For these individuals, terrorism is an end in itself rather than a 
means to an end: it is consummatory or expressive rather than instrumen-
tal. Men who take pleasure from killing people may be relatively easy to 
recruit to terrorist movements, but they are also likely to be harder to con-
trol than those who are committed to the cause. 

Although some of the people involved in the movement may fall into 
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this category, more is going on here. Michael Bray is persuading people to 
take action by appealing to their values and needs without offering mate-
rial incentives. He is displaying a kind of leadership that is different from 
Hafez Sayeed’s style. 

When I began reading about leadership in an effort to understand 
Bray’s approach, I discovered that there is no general agreement about 
what leadership entails, let alone how it’s practiced. Leadership has 
become a popular area of inquiry in a wide variety of academic disci-
plines, but there is no consensus about what the word leadership means, 
even within disciplines.45 But none of the definitions I found in the liter-
ature accurately describes what Bray is doing.46 

I will call the kind of leadership that Bray and his colleagues employ 
“inspirational leadership,” to distinguish it from other forms. Inspira-
tional leadership involves a relationship between leaders and followers in 
which each influences the other to pursue common objectives, with the 
aim of transforming followers into leaders in their own right. But, unlike 
Burns’s transformational leadership, inspirational leadership may promote 
immoral action.47 

Inspirational terrorist leaders are different from commanders, whom 
we will discuss in chapter 8. Bray and his colleagues do not punish or 
threaten wayward followers. They use moral suasion rather than cash to 
influence their followers, appealing to higher-order deficiency needs in the 
Maslow hierarchy, including the desire to be part of a community and to 
gain recognition for one’s achievements. Some of the leaders are charis-
matic, but not all. Commanders, as we will see in chapter 8, appeal to 
their cadre’s most immediate needs for food, shelter, and safety (although 
they also appeal to their higher-order needs).48 

Inspirational terrorist leaders work best in postindustrial, virtually net-
worked organizations. They inspire “leaderless resisters” and lone-wolf 
avengers rather than cadres. They run networks or virtual networks rather 
than bureaucracies, and they encourage franchises. Inspirational leaders 
rarely if ever get involved in breaking the law themselves. That is why this 
style of leadership can persist even in states where the law is generally 
respected. If Michael Bray started paying his “saints,” he would soon be 
incarcerated. 
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A few weeks after visiting Bray, I decide to call Bob Lokey to see if 
there is anything else he wants to tell me.49 

What fraction of the antiabortion movement supports killing abortion 
providers, what you call defensive action? I ask. 

“A small core would actually carry it out in my view,” he says. “But one 
hundred percent of the people I talk to believe the things I say about it. I 
sometimes ask people, ‘Do you believe America needs a civil war?’ and 
everybody I talk to about that says yes. And I talk to a lot of people. A 
civil war would be pretty violent. Most people that I know and that I talk 
with agree with me on this—it’s just that they’re not as vocal as I am. 

“People don’t tell you the truth in polls. But I have a knack for talking 
with people—I have a knack for getting them to tell the truth. The major 
part of America thinks there should be civil war . . . there will be a civil 
war. When would it begin? I don’t know about that. Everybody asks me 
that. Probably soon—within a few years. People are getting more upset 
and angry not just about abortion—it’s about all manners of things. Jus-
tice. There are racial overtones. People are fed up with affirmative action, 
immigration. The white male is being pressed real hard. 

“When I’m out there with other truck drivers, I say we should have a 
shooting war and people say, ‘Yeah, we should.’ Most white people I talk 
to feel they’re being discriminated against. There’s a lot more of that on 
the Internet as well. I didn’t realize the movement was as large as there 
[sic] appears to be. When I was in prison, there were Nazi groups, but they 
seemed to be tiny splinter groups and the members were poor. Hardly 
ever did you see anyone who was middle-class. But now I see normal mid-
dle class people—married people—who are white supremacists or what-
ever you would call it. They are defensive about their race. They’re 
opposed to discrimination against the white male. People feel attacked. 
Everybody that I know feels attacked. 

“I’ve been picking up on the Internet; people are talking about 
anthrax, poisons. I think that very soon that will be perceived as one of 
the modes of getting at Them. . . . When you  are at the bottom, when 
you have no power at all . . . There was a time when I was thinking about 
these things. 

“Paul Hill is a good example for people to follow . . . he’s a real  martyr, 
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no doubt about it. The people at a distance, they’re conservative. They say 
they oppose violence when you ask them in a poll. If you took a poll right 
now, ‘Do you believe in violence to stop violence?’—they’d say no. That’s 
hypocrisy speaking. Polls lie because people lie to the polls. I’m expecting 
it—I’m expecting civil war soon, and hoping for it. I’ve had everything in 
my life that I wanted. The tragedy is that I didn’t know what I wanted 
until it’s too late. I’m going to get it. Civil war will come.” 

Paul Hill is a former Presbyterian minister. On July 29, 1994, he shot 
and killed John Britton, a doctor who provided abortions in Pensacola, 
Florida, and the doctor’s security escort, a seventy-four-year-old retired air 
force lieutenant colonel named James Barrett. 

Hill argues that “the abortionist’s knife” is the “cutting edge of Satan’s 
current attack” on the world.50 He believes that anyone who opposes 
abortion on moral grounds is obligated to defend the “innocent unborn.”51 

As citizens, we must always distinguish between what is legal and what is 
right, he says. “It is self-evident that a government may declare an act legal 
that is actually unjust according to God’s law. A slave owner prior to the 
Civil War may have abused his slave in a way that was legal, but ultimately 
unjust. The present abortion laws legalize the killing of unborn children, 
they are unjust in God’s eyes,” he asserts.52 

“The Bible clearly teaches that we may protect our own lives from 
unjust harm with deadly force if necessary,” he argues, quoting Exodus 
22:2, which says, “If the thief is caught while breaking in, and is struck 
so that he dies, there will be no blood guiltiness on his account.” “The 
Scriptures also clearly teach that as we should defend our lives with force, 
we should also do so for our neighbor,” he argues. “When the state or any 
other authority requires one to do what is contrary to God’s law, the child 
of God ‘must obey God rather than men.’ This was clearly the opinion 
and practice of Peter and the Apostles.” Prayer and fasting are not 
enough, moreover, because true faith “shows itself by good works.”53 

Killing fetuses is the moral equivalent of Hitler’s killing of Jews in gas 
chambers, Hill argues, and those who don’t take action in the face of such 
atrocity are the moral equivalent to the acquiescent church leaders in 
Hitler’s Germany, who “also shrank from resisting the evils of an unjust, 
oppressive government. . . . Dietrich Bonhoeffer is an example of a 
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church leader who, as an individual, sought to protect innocent life by 
plotting the death of Hitler. . . . We  are certain that the counsel of 
restraint today will be regretted by those who look back on it in the 
future,” he says.54 

Hill has become an inspirational leader in his own right. He admon-
ishes his followers not to remain at home, leaving others to respond to the 
“call from the womb.” “Death opens her cavernous mouth before you,” he 
says. “Thousands upon thousands of children are consumed by her every 
day. You have the ability to save some from being tossed into her gaping 
mouth. As hundreds are being rushed into eternity, other questions shrink 
in comparison to the weighty question ‘Should we defend our born and 
unborn children with force?’ Take defensive action!”55 

It is difficult to visit Paul Hill. You need permission from the prison 
authority in Florida where Hill is incarcerated. And you need Hill to 
request that you come. Both the Reverend Donald Spitz and Michael 
Bray agree to write to Paul Hill, encouraging him to meet with me. I also 
write to Hill myself. Eventually I receive a letter from Hill. It is written in 
carefully lettered calligraphy. No errors, no smudges. Like a wedding 
invitation. 

Dear Ms. Stern, 

Thank you for your letter of April 15. I was glad to approve your request 

for an interview. . . . I am glad to hear you are interested in the Christian 

Reconstruction movement. My worldview is based on Reconstruction princi-

ples. I will, thus, be happy to answer your questions on the subject. Since I 

will, hopefully, get to meet you soon, and be able to discuss these matters in 

depth, I will not now descend into particulars. I am, however, looking for-

ward to meeting you. 

Sincerely, Paul J. Hill56 

Florida State Prison is located in Starke, fifty miles southwest of Jack-
sonville. The prison is surrounded by rows of chain-link fences, razor wire, 
and guard towers. A colleague who accompanies me and I pick up passes 
from the guardhouse, and a prison official directs us to the building where 
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death row prisoners meet with visitors. We have to pass through a metal 
detector so sensitive that the steel in my heels triggers the alarm. I walk 
through in my stocking feet while a security officer inspects my shoes. 

A guard walks us to the room where we are to meet with Hill, inmate 
number 459364. Hill is the only one of the fifty-four prisoners on death 
row who remains entirely unrepentant for his crime, the guard tells us, 
with a look of irritation and perhaps puzzlement. 

Hill is waiting for us in a room next to the meeting room. He is wearing 
a neon-orange prison shirt that looks as though it would be visible in the 
dark, blue athletic pants, and sneakers. When he comes into our room, his 
hands are cuffed behind his back, but the guard recuffs them in front of his 
body. I expect to see shame or resistance or pain in Hill’s features when the 
guard locks the cuffs in our presence, but I see something like pride, or 
maybe glee, instead. Hill appears entirely at ease. I sense that his submission 
to the cuffs gives him the feeling that he has the moral advantage. Perhaps 
he finds life easier not having to worry about what to do with his hands. 

I have come to the prison having read Hill’s manifestos, and I ask him 
about an apparent inconsistency in his work. If you favor defensive 
action rather than vengeance, why didn’t you try to incapacitate the doc-
tor? I ask. 

“If I wounded him, just shot him in the leg or shoulder, I knew there 
was an excellent probability that he would return to killing innocent chil-
dren.” He pauses, then adds, “In my thinking, it just became: I had to kill 
him. . . . I was totally justified in shooting the abortionist, because he was 
actually the one perpetrating the violence.” Moreover, he says, it was an 
act of defense, not an act of violence. “I would not characterize force 
being used to defend the unborn as violence.” 

We ask him whether the antiabortion movement will be successful. He 
says yes. “Christ’s kingdom and principles will ultimately prevail. God is 
in control—he will bring about victory—we must obey him. Sooner or 
later America will become a Christian nation. Only Christians will be 
elected to public office. No false worship allowed.” 

Do you advocate killing Supreme Court justices? I ask. 
“Killing Supreme Court justices, considering the majority of them 

favor mass murder . . . It’s  hard for me to escape the conclusion it would 
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be just for someone to kill them. But I’m not altogether certain it would 
be wise,” he says primly. 

The Army of God manual promotes the use of chemical and biologi-
cal weapons, I point out. Would you support their use? 

“Yes, yes, I wouldn’t want to rule those out. I’d want, of course, to use 
them wisely to try to minimize unnecessary harm. . . . If you sent [the  
weapons] to an abortion clinic, I would think your chances of harming an 
innocent person would be greatly reduced.” It is only much later that I 
understand why he referred to sending weapons to a clinic; violent 
antiabortion activists have specialized in sending chemicals and biological-
agent simulants and hoaxes to abortion clinics through the mail. Accord-
ing to the National Abortion Federation, 2001 saw a sharp increase in the 
number of anthrax hoaxes. In October and November 2001 alone, 550 
anthrax-threat letters were received by abortion clinics and other women’s 
health organizations.57 

I ask Hill whether he sees himself as a martyr. “Yes,” he says, “I would 
be willing to die to promote the truth. I am glad to do so, standing for 
principles for which I stand.” His excitement causes him to speak in a 
slightly officious style. “I’m not resisting their efforts to kill me,” he 
explains, by which he means he is not appealing his death sentence. “The 
heightened threat, the more difficulties forced on a Christian, the more 
joy I experience if I respond appropriately.” 

He tells us that he has sacrificed his life in the service of promoting 
good, and this knowledge has left him “experiencing more joy and inner 
peace and satisfaction” than ever before in his life. “I think it’s because of 
the increased adversity.” Knowing that what I do is “for Christ’s sake makes 
it an experience I can rejoice in. I can rejoice and give thanks for the privi-
lege of suffering.” He claims to feel no remorse, professing he would do the 
same thing again. “I wouldn’t advise them to give me my shotgun back . . .  
unless they wanted a similar outcome. I feel what I did was right.58 

“There are many things I go through that can legitimately be com-
pared to what Jesus went through,” he says, summarizing his views on the 
topic of martyrdom. 

You once predicted the emergence of a kind of pro-life IRA. Do you 
believe this terrorist organization has emerged? I ask. 
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“I would hope that a few people making symbolic acts such as the one 
I made would cause people to come to grips with the issue [of abortion]. 
And the thing could be resolved without causing undue chaos. . . . But as  
time goes on, there will be more and more need of war. 

“There is absolutely no question that an example is one of the best 
teachers, and there is also no question that I hope others will act in ways 
similar to the way I acted. So, yeah, I hope to encourage others to defend 
the unborn as much as I did,” he elaborates in a subsequent interview. Hill 
hopes, through his example, to inspire “justifiable homicide at a butcher-
torium,” what most Americans would call murder.59 

Jonathan O’Toole seems to be getting the intended message. Every 
time he thinks of Hill, he feels he’s not doing enough to stop baby mur-
der. “It really puts me to shame,” he says.60 

After spending time with members and leaders of the save-the-babies 
movement, I had a pretty good sense of how leaders inspire followers to 
take violent action, even when they cannot offer material rewards in 
return for participation. As we have seen, inspirational leaders create a 
narrative and a secret language, which they use to create a community of 
like-minded believers, very much like a “normal” religion or church com-
munity. But unlike most churches, the aim is to inspire followers to take 
violent action on behalf of the in-group in opposition to an out-group. 

Some terrorists are even more “leaderless” than the individuals dis-
cussed in this chapter. Lone-wolf avengers are often inspired by strains of 
anomie expressed on the street or on the Internet, in addition to personal 
grievances. They may sympathize with the grievances expressed by partic-
ular terrorist movements, or they may choose complaints and goals from 
several movements, creating a kind of patchwork movement of their own. 
After studying the doctor killers and virtual networks, I turned to assess 
the problem of lone wolves, which we discuss in the chapter that follows. 
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S E V E N  

Lone-Wolf Avengers 

This chapter tells the story of two lone-wolf avengers—Mir Aimal Kansi, 
a Pakistani immigrant to the United States who shot several CIA employ-
ees in 1993; and James Dalton Bell, whose various schemes for ridding the 
world of his purported enemies are at the cutting edge of the virtual-
network organizational style. Although only two people died in Mir Aimal 
Kansi’s attack, it significantly affected how CIA employees view the safety 
of their workplace. Analysts became aware, in a visceral way, that they are 
vulnerable to lone-wolf shooters; that even in their cars driving to work, 
they may suddenly find themselves combatants in some terrorist’s war. 

Lone wolves often come up with their own ideologies that combine 
personal vendettas with religious or political grievances. For example, John 
Allen Muhammad, who, together with a seventeen-year-old protégé who 
called him Dad, carried out a series of sniper shootings in suburban 
Washington, D.C., in the fall of 2002, appears to have been motivated by 
a mixture of personal and political grievances. He told a friend that he 
endorsed the September 11 attack and expressed admiration of the small 
group that had managed to cause more damage to the United States than 
an army could have done. He said that he disapproved of U.S. policy 
abroad, especially in regard to Muslim states. But he appears to have been 
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motivated principally by anger at his ex-wife for keeping him from seeing 
their children, and some of his victims were personal enemies.1 

There is a limit to the damage a lone-wolf avenger can cause. An indi-
vidual can terrorize a city, as the sniper case makes clear. But he could 
not carry out a September 11–type attack, which required coordination 
among a large number of operatives and supporters. Lone wolves are espe-
cially difficult for law-enforcement authorities to stop, however. As mili-
tary technology continues to improve and spread, enabling what political 
scientist Joseph Nye calls the “privatization of war,”2 virtual networks and 
even lone-wolf avengers could become a major threat. 

On the morning of January 25, 1993, a Pakistani immigrant named 
Mir Aimal Kansi walked into rush-hour traffic and fired a Chinese-made 
AK-47 at commuters waiting to enter CIA headquarters in Langley, Vir-
ginia. Lansing Bennett, sixty-six, a physician and intelligence analyst, and 
Frank Darling, twenty-eight, a communications officer in the covert 
operations branch, died. Three other people were wounded. Although 
Kansi seemed at first to be shooting randomly at drivers, he went back to 
Frank Darling’s car and shot him many times, making sure that Darling 
was dead. 

Eight hours later Kansi walked into a grocery store in Herndon, Vir-
ginia, where he was a regular customer, and asked the proprietor to 
procure him a one-way ticket to Pakistan. The owner of the store, 
Mohammad Yousaf, made some phone calls and obtained the requested 
ticket for a flight that left the following day. When Kansi returned to pick 
up his $740 ticket, which he bought with cash, he asked Yousaf to order 
him a cab to the airport. But Yousaf, who lives near the airport, offered to 
give him a ride. Yousaf noticed that Kansi was wearing slacks and a 
sweater over a shirt, and that he had no luggage at all. He recalled asking 
him, “You are going to Pakistan with no gifts or anything?” and that 
Kansi replied that he didn’t need anything. “He was quiet. Nothing spe-
cial,” Yousaf told the Washington Post. “I did not have even the slightest 
notion of suspicion.”3 At 5 p.m. on January 26, Kansi was already on the 
plane when authorities began disseminating sketches of the killer based 
on witnesses’ accounts. 

In the weeks prior to the attack, Kansi had bought ammunition, two 
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handguns, and a Colt AR-15 assault rifle, which he subsequently exchanged 
for an AK-47 assault rifle. He also ordered a bulletproof vest.4 

Kansi had spent most of his time in the United States inside the Pak-
istani expatriate community in northern Virginia. He rented rooms from 
expatriates and worked for their companies. But he never really found his 
way. His acquaintances described him as socially awkward. He had been 
involved in a militant organization dedicated to creating a “greater 
Pakhtunistan,” a new nation-state comprised of Pashtuns from both Pak-
istan and Afghanistan. People in the Pakistani expatriate community 
didn’t like that, Yousaf explained.5 

When authorities captured Kansi four years later, he explained that he 
shot the CIA officers to protest mistreatment of Muslims in Palestine and 
elsewhere in the world.6 

In June 1999, I wrote to Kansi at Sussex One State Prison in Waverly, 
Virginia, where he was then on death row, requesting to speak with him. 
At first Mr. Kansi said he was willing to speak with me, but only on con-
dition that I pay him for the interview. Later, he said he would accept a 
donation to an Islamic charity in lieu of payment. When I told him I 
would not be able to pay him for an interview, even with a charitable 
donation, he decided to meet with me free of charge. With each exchange, 
Kansi grew more enthusiastic about the prospect of meeting me, telling 
me in his last letter before we met, “I hope your book becomes one of the 
best sellers in US and you become a millionaire, so rich and travel in a nice 
new Mercedes Benz.” He also told me to request a visit in the “non-
contact visiting place,” so that we would be able to see one another. Oth-
erwise, he told me, they would bring a phone into the death row block and 
we would not be able to see each other during the conversation. 

On November 7, 1999, I travel to the prison. I arrive early. The guards 
inspect my identification cards and instruct me to walk through a metal 
detector. They direct me to walk, alone, to the noncontact visiting area, 
where Kansi is already waiting for me, also early. Although the visiting 
area is close to the entrance, I get slightly disoriented and have to ask 
directions a second time. A guard tells me, in a slightly patronizing tone, 
first door to your right, it will be open. 

Kansi is in a kind of glass cell in the far-left corner of a large room. The 
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room is freshly painted a blinding white and smells of Lysol. Kansi seems 
oddly happy to see me, as if he hadn’t seen an outsider for a long time. 

Why did you attack the CIA? I ask. Were your motivations religious or 
political? 

“I attacked the CIA for both religious and political reasons,” he says. 
“In 1993 the U.S. government was fully supporting Israel. Israel oppresses 
Palestinian Muslims. Therefore it is a religious duty for all Muslims to 
help the Palestinians. Also the United States was attacking Iraq. After the 
withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait, there was no need to persist in 
attacking Iraq.” 

He tells me that American policies are “anti-Islamic” worldwide. His 
opposition to the United States dates from its support of Zia-ul-Haq’s 
military regime and its involvement in the Afghan war against the Soviet 
Union. “I was against foreign powers in Afghanistan,” he says. 

Kansi’s father was a Pashtun tribal leader. Kansi became passionately 
involved in a series of political groups, including Pashtun nationalist ones, 
while studying in Quetta, Pakistan. The one fixed element, according to a 
relative, was his anti-Americanism.7 

“I did not want to kill ordinary Americans,” Kansi says. “Only govern-
ment officials. They are not normal people—they represent the govern-
ment. Therefore they are legitimate targets for attack.” 

I wonder whether it is just U.S. government officials whom he consid-
ers “not normal” human beings. Do you know any government officials in 
Pakistan? I ask. Did you perceive them as abnormal? 

“Yes. My own brothers and sisters and other relatives worked for the 
government of Baluchistan. They were different from ordinary Pakistanis.” 

But the victims were human, I say. 
“Yes, they are beings of God. But there is a difference between Mus-

lims and non-Muslims. Non-Muslims deny the last prophet. They don’t 
surrender to the orders of God. They are rebellious people. Non-Muslims 
work against Islamic countries.” 

How did you know that you weren’t attacking Muslims? What if a 
Muslim was working for the CIA? I ask 

“I was one hundred percent sure—no true Muslim would be working 
for the CIA.” 

l  o n e - w  o l f  a  v e n g e r s  | 175 



But the officials you killed have families. The ones you killed have chil-
dren, mothers, fathers, sisters, and brothers they left behind, I say. 

“When I think about the family members of the victims, it troubles 
me,” he concedes. “But when I think about the damage the U.S. govern-
ment has caused Muslims, it’s much worse than what I did.” 

Were you involved with any of the jihadi groups in Pakistan or 
Afghanistan? 

“I met members of Harkat-ul-Ansar, Hizb-ul Mujahideen, Lashkar e 
Taiba. I spent a long time in Afghanistan. I know lots of these organiza-
tions. But I never joined any of these big groups.” 

Twenty-eight hours after a Virginia jury convicted Kansi of murder, 
five employees of a Texas-based oil and gas company were shot in their 
station wagon on the street in Karachi. Senior Pakistani police officers said 
the most likely motive was to avenge Kansi’s conviction.8 A previously 
unknown group called the Aimal Secret Action Committee took credit for 
the attack. Militants in Baluchistan, Kansi’s home province, had vowed to 
seek revenge after Kansi was captured and brought to America to be tried, 
in violation of Pakistan’s extradition law.9 The U.S. government believes 
that the assailants were connected with the group Harkat-ul-Ansar, which 
the State Department had recently put on its list of foreign terrorist 
organizations. 

Were you fighting a jihad when you attacked the CIA? I ask. 
“No. This was a religious duty. But not jihad. I am not sure whether 

God will reward me for what I did. This was retaliation. It was revenge. 
What I did was between jihad and tribal revenge. This was like a tribal 
revenge. We go after people of the other tribe—not just the one who carried 
out an attack. Everyone in the other tribe is considered a legitimate target.” 

Kansi comes from a wealthy family in Quetta. His father, Malik 
Abdullah Jan Kansi, inherited extensive land holdings in Quetta and 
increased the family wealth through investments in real estate, construc-
tion, and a factory in Karachi. The father is widely believed to have 
helped the CIA and the Pakistani intelligence service funnel weapons to 
the Afghan mujahideen in the war against the Soviets. At the time, Quetta 
was a way station for arms shipments to the mujahideen. 

According to an article published in the New Yorker in 1995, not 
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only Kansi’s father, but also Kansi himself may have had a relationship 
with the CIA. The New Yorker quoted a Pakistani intelligence official: 
“Abdullah Jan, at least one of his cousins, and two of his sons, including 
Aimal, were an integral part of the CIA-ISI weapons pipeline to the 
mujahideen.”10 Former Pakistani ISI chief Hamid Gul says, “Kansi grew 
up in Quetta, the southern base for the CIA’s war in Afghanistan, and 
may . . . have  been recruited by the CIA at some point.”11 

The CIA denies that it had any contact with Kansi, but officials from 
two Pakistani governments rejected its disclaimer. Judy Becker-Darling, 
the wife of one of the agents who was slain, wonders whether Kansi knew 
her husband and intended to murder him in particular. Darling had 
worked in Karachi at the height of the Afghan war. A tribal chief told the 
New Yorker that Malik Abdullah Jan Kansi (Kansi’s father) had worked for 
the CIA for many years. “It’s well-known among his friends that many of 
his businesses were set up by the CIA, and it’s generally assumed that the 
Agency used them from time to time as fronts. Oh, he received a lot of 
goodies over the years, including the pledge that his son [Aimal] would 
take his place when he retired.” Also suspicious is that Kansi reportedly 
entered the United States without being interviewed by the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service, which, according to INS officials, could only 
happen if he had been sponsored by a U.S. government agency.12 

Kansi denies any connection with the CIA. He also says his father 
never worked for the Agency.13 Perhaps he is lying. 

“When I was on the run I felt really good,” Kansi says. “I never thought 
of getting arrested. I didn’t realize until the next day when I was in the 
newspaper that people had died. I felt normal—I didn’t feel terrible. Just 
normal.” 

He tells me he went to Afghanistan to hide. “It was very easy to go 
over the border. There is no visa required, no passport. The best place to 
hide in the entire world is Afghanistan. 

“I had a powerful radio. I listened to VOA. I heard that they had 
arrested [me] on Indian radio. They were wrong. This was so funny I 
couldn’t resist telling a few of my friends. But I was afraid because of the 
reward money. The U.S. government was offering a lot of money. People 
in Afghanistan are very poor.” 
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Kansi had been on America’s ten-most-wanted fugitives list for four 
years when he was caught, reportedly with the help of information provided 
to the U.S. government by Afghani and Pakistani nationals in exchange 
for a reward of $2 million offered by the State Department’s Counter-
Terrorism Rewards Program.14 President Clinton had requested Prime 
Minister Nawaz Sharif to allow U.S. agents to capture Kansi on Pakistani 
soil, and to take him directly to the United States, in violation of Pak-
istan’s extradition law. The abrogation of the law infuriated Pakistanis— 
from human-rights activists to pro-jihadi groups. At least three suits were 
subsequently brought against the Pakistani government.15 

Kansi’s arrest remains a mystery in Pakistan, where different versions 
and theories abound as to who leaked information about Kansi’s where-
abouts, and how. According to one senior Pakistani government official, 
who spoke to me on condition of anonymity, members of Pakistan’s 
National Accountability Bureau16 (NAB) inadvertently discovered that 
$10,000 of the State Department’s $2-million reward money had been 
deposited into the account of a junior ISI official in Baluchistan. Accord-
ing to the official who spoke to me, the junior ISI official revealed that 
he had been instructed by members of the ISI branch in Quetta to leak 
the information about Kansi’s whereabouts to the United States. He 
apparently transferred the reward to an ISI account within twenty-four 
hours.17 

Are you afraid of death? I ask. 
“I don’t feel afraid,” Kansi says. 
Kansi’s father had three sons and four daughters with a first wife, and 

one child, Mir Aimal Kansi, with his second wife. Relatives described 
Kansi as a brooding and introspective young man, the loner in the family. 
He suffered from a seizure disorder as a child, but recovered by the time 
he was ten years old. After Kansi’s mother died in 1982, he became even 
more isolated, his relatives said. When Kansi’s father died in 1989, he 
inherited around $100,000, which he spent, in part, on his trip to the 
United States.18 

I ask him to tell me about his upbringing. 
“When I was a child, my friends and I used to go to the refugee camps 
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in Pakistan. We used to shoot there. Shoot targets. Shoot in the air. I 
bought an AK-47 for target practice. I like guns very much. This is part of 
our culture. We always keep guns in our home. My father, grandfather, 
had guns. We practiced target shooting. There are many tribal conflicts.” 

What is the name of the refugee camp where you went to shoot? I ask. 
“The name of the camp was Piralizai Jungle. All the refugees are Pash-

tun. At the camps they pray regularly, and they are trained to fire guns. I 
had many friends in the refugee camps. But I did not get involved in any 
of the big groups. They were fighting a jihad. My father did not allow me 
to fight in the jihad. I was completely ready to go to fight in Afghanistan, 
but my father would not allow me.” 

Later, I ask a Pakistani government official to check the name of the 
camp, to make sure I got the spelling right. He tells me he knows all about 
this camp because it was “a top den for narcotics dealers. The highest con-
sumption of heroin is in this area.” The camp, which is in Pishin, is far 
away from Quetta, where the Kansi family lived. It is surprising, he tells 
me, that Kansi’s father didn’t send him to a local camp for shooting exer-
cises, since there are many such camps nearby. It is possible that Kansi’s 
father had business at Piralizai Jungle camp, he says, pointing out that the 
ISI has long used drug money to fund its operations, much like other 
intelligence agencies in the world. Kansi’s mentioning of Piralizai Jungle 
may well have been “a slip of the tongue,” he says.19 

What about your schooling? I ask. 
Kansi tells me he went to school at Saint Francis grammar school, the 

best school in Quetta, his hometown. Then he earned a bachelor’s degree 
in political science from a government-run college in Quetta. “There was 
a lot of cheating on exams there,” he says. “And a lot of politics. I didn’t 
study much. I was a member of the Pashtun student association. Fighting 
for rights of Pashtuns in Pakistan.” After that he earned a master’s in En-
glish literature at the University of Baluchistan. What kind of literature? I 
ask. “Shakespeare. Poetry of Milton,” he says. 

What is your favorite book? 
“Macbeth.” 
What are you reading now? 

l  o n e - w  o l f  a  v e n g e r s  | 179 



“I’m not reading. I watch the news all day.” 
Whom do you admire most? 
“I like Osama bin Laden. He is demanding that foreign forces leave his 

country. He stands up for all Muslims. 
“Our society has gone away from religious values a little bit. But here 

is very far from religious values. The prisoners here know nothing about 
religion. Society becomes more and more materialist. Religious people are 
better people. Here everyone is very materialistic—all they care about is 
acquiring wealth.” 

Soon after the interview, Kansi sends me a letter: “After talking to you 
I realized that you have knowledge about Islam which made me happy. I 
would like to request you to come to Islam and live and die as a Muslim 
believer.” 

I send him some more questions in writing in response: What was the 
message you were trying to send by shooting CIA officials, and whom 
were you trying to reach? 

“The message was this—that if you keep on supporting Israel and 
Israel oppresses Palestinians (Muslims) that your own government offi-
cials can also get hurt and suffer the consequences of your wrong policy 
toward Muslims (Palestinians).” 

He also wrote, “I was more interested in attacking the Israeli embassy 
in Washington DC. That was my target. . . . I went to  Israeli embassy in 
Washington in my car (pick up truck) but the embassy was no good for 
one-man rifle attack. It was a good place for a bomb attack, to blow it up 
completely, but I did not know how to make a bomb. If I had the knowl-
edge of making a bomb, I guarantee that I would have blown up the 
Israeli embassy. The CIA was my second target, the outside place of CIA 
is big roads and that place was good for one-man rifle attack because there 
you can easily shoot CIA officials who are in their car on the left turning 
lanes on stop light outside CIA. I don’t like killing ordinary American 
people, as they don’t have big role in making policy of US toward Israel or 
against Islamic countries. I believe the people who should be attacked 
should be government officials or senators or congressmen or people in 
CIA, Pentagon, White House, etc.” 
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What if a respected Islamic scholar told you it would be wrong to 
shoot CIA employees? I asked him in writing. 

“If a respected Islamic scholar would have told me not to do it then I 
would have asked him questions, and if he would have satisfied me com-
pletely then I would have not done it. Otherwise I would have done it,” 
Kansi wrote. 

What if your mother asked you not to proceed? 
“If my mother would have been alive, she would have got me married 

and I would have never been in the US. I would have been living in the 
Pakistan with my mother and wife.” 

He closed by saying, “I think I have answered your questions to the 
best of my ability, although I am not a journalist or politician or an 
Islamic Scholar.” 

Mir Aimal Kansi is an example of a growing trend: lone actors or small 
groups who commit terrorist crimes, inspired by a terrorist ideology, but 
not belonging to established terrorist groups. Kansi was even more leader-
less than members of the save-the-babies movement. He seems to have 
been moved, at least in part, by the anti-American fervor he was exposed 
to in his youth. However, terrorists often use slogans of various kinds to 
mask their true motives. It is, therefore, not inconceivable that Kansi’s pri-
mary motivation was to exact personal revenge against an organization he 
believed had betrayed his father. As one Pakistani official explained, 
“Baluchistan, where Kansi was born, has a very strong tribal culture, and 
revenge is a central part of the ethos.”20 When Kansi says he was seeking 
revenge, was it for some perceived slight—either to his father or to him-
self? We may never know. Kansi was executed by lethal injection on 
November 14, 2002.21 

One of the best examples of a lone-wolf avenger is James Dalton Bell, 
an MIT-trained chemist who got angry with the U.S. government and 
wanted to take revenge. He came up with a scheme to use virtual net-
works to rid the world of “miscreants” and “slimeballs,” his terms for gov-
ernment officials and other political enemies. Although he is not a 
religious terrorist, he is both a virtuoso lone-wolf avenger and a budding 
inspirational leader, and worth discussing for that reason.22 
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The scheme involves the creation of an Internet-based organization 
that would reward people who correctly “predict” the death of a “miscre-
ant” in digital cash. Sympathizers could contribute to the creation of a 
miscreant-free world by sending charitable donations in digital cash. 

The organization would not actually exist except in virtual form, and 
every communication would be encrypted. The plan involves “the ulti-
mate in compartmentalization of information,” Bell explains. “It is very 
likely that none of the participants, with the (understandable) hypotheti-
cal exception of a ‘predictor’ who happens to know that he is also a mur-
derer, could actually be considered ‘guilty’ of any violation of black-letter 
law . . . in the plan I describe, none of the participants agrees with ANY-
ONE to commit a crime.”23 

Bell calls the virtual terrorism scheme “the solution to wars, nuclear 
weapons, militaries, politicians, tyrannies, dictators, holocausts, govern-
ments, taxes, and at the very least a substantial fraction of crime. The fix. 
The cure. The complete and total repair job. The last correction.” He 
describes his essay as “not really a paper; it’s more like a forecast. A mani-
festo. A warning. A promise . . . The word  inevitable was practically 
invented for it.”24 

When federal agents executed a search warrant on Bell’s Vancouver, 
Washington, home, they found a variety of chemicals, including diiso-
propyl fluorophosphate, a chemical that could be used to make a nerve 
gas similar to sarin.25 Government officials believe that Bell made the 
nerve agent sarin, but cannot prove it with publicly available information. 
They cite e-mail messages retrieved from Bell’s computer in which Bell 
claims to have produced sarin in the basement of his residence.26 Officials 
claim they have information not in the public record, which is now pro-
tected by an agreement Bell struck in exchange for a guilty plea for a series 
of threats and actions against the Internal Revenue Service. 

One of Bell’s most “ambitious” projects was to develop and market a 
material that would destroy enemy computer systems.27 He discovered 
that nickel-plated carbon fiber is electrically conductive and that airborne 
fibers can short-circuit electrical equipment.28 Bell learned about this 
property of the fiber from a safety sheet enclosed with some fiber that he 
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had bought for building model airplanes.29 He and a friend had begun 
mapping out a strategy for testing and marketing the fiber, which they 
hoped to sell to “nefarious individuals” for use against “large vulnerable 
target[s] like the IRS.”30 In addition to the marketing-strategy discussions, 
which authorities found on Bell’s computer, they also discovered that Bell 
and his friend had already bought some of the fiber.31 

Bell had “hypothetical” discussions about contaminating city water 
supplies with another friend named Greg Daly, according to what Daly 
told investigators.32 At that time, Daly worked for the city of Portland’s 
Bureau of General Services, which carries out maintenance at the Bull 
Run water treatment facility, and claimed direct access to the plant.33 

Daly no longer worked at the plant, but he hinted in interviews that he 
still had keys to the facility.34 Daly told investigators that Bell had been 
trying to extract botulinum toxin from green beans.35 He also said that 
Bell boasted that making chemical weapons would be easy, and that he 
planned to order chemical precursors from a catalog.36 He said that Bell 
told him that he had acquired a few milligrams of methyl phosphonyl 
dichloride, a direct precursor to sarin, and that he had managed to syn-
thesize a small quantity of chemical agent.37 

I wrote to Bell during his first incarceration in 1998, asking whether 
he was willing to talk with me about the scheme. He responded over a 
year later, telling me I could interview him by telephone. Beginning in 
February 2000, we had numerous telephone conversations. 

“Terrorism is an overreaction to a legitimate problem, and that prob-
lem is called government,” Bell tells me immediately.38 “A lot of people 
think you have to have a government. I don’t think we need one—even 
for defense.”39 

We talk about other lone-wolf terrorists. What do you think about 
Theodore Kaczynski? I ask. 

“I haven’t read his whole essay,” Bell says. “I read about the first three 
paragraphs. It began like too many academic papers that I’ve read—I got 
bored after three paragraphs. His primary objection seems to be technol-
ogy . . . I don’t  agree with that philosophy. I think technology is wonder-
ful. Computers at the time were the products of government, big 
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business. The computer was widely seen as the product of an oppressive 
organization—government and big business. Now the opposite is true. 
Now computers are on the side of individuals.” 

In the academic community we talk about how the Internet facilitates 
the development of virtual communities. What do you think about the 
idea of virtual community? I ask. 

“People have obscure interests and desires. The Internet allows people 
with unusual interests to get together.” 

Is the Internet increasing the strength of the antigovernment movement? 
“I’m as big a fan as it is possible to be of the Internet,” he says, arguing 

that it “dramatically increased” the strength of antigovernment move-
ments. It has dealt a decimating blow to the government’s strength, he 
says, a blow they haven’t even noticed. “Historically people couldn’t talk 
to others around the world. To get your story out—maybe you’d write a 
letter to the editor. Today, anybody can get his or her word out.” The 
Internet means that “the story can’t be killed,” Bell tells me. 

Bell seems to understand intuitively that a good story is a critical com-
ponent of inspirational leadership and of building a virtual network. The 
story Bell tells is that tax authorities are stealing our money: “Think how 
much the IRS is stealing from you. On a per dollar basis [they] victimize 
you far more than street crime.” He wants to rid America of IRS “terror-
ists” who steal ordinary Americans’ hard-earned cash, only to waste it on 
unnecessary projects like national defense.40 Like the inspirational leaders 
in the save-the-babies movement, Bell has developed his own language. 
The villains are the “slimeballs” and “miscreants” who work in the govern-
ment. The heroes are the people strong enough to take action against them. 

Bell occasionally participated as a “juror” in “trials” at a common-law 
court in Multnomah County, Oregon. Bell and his fellow jurors found a 
number of IRS employees and government officials guilty of theft and 
conspiracy, and of violating amendments to the American Constitution. 
They demanded an award of $100,000.41 In November 1996, Bell sent a 
letter to the IRS’s Ogden Service Center to demand a large tax refund. He 
gave the IRS two months to expedite his refund, warning them that he 
was prepared to take the matter up with his local common-law court “for 
final disposition.”42 At a January 1997 meeting of his common-law asso-
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ciates, Bell distributed computer discs of his “assassination politics” essay, 
labeled “AP: A Solution to the Common Law Court Enforcement Prob-
lem,” which he had already been publicizing on the Internet.43 

Virtual networks enable violent individuals who are socially ill at ease 
to work together on a common political or religious cause without having 
to meet face-to-face. Experts claim that schizophrenics and sociopaths 
may want to commit acts of mass destruction, but they are probably the 
least likely to succeed because of their difficulty functioning in groups.44 

Such individuals are often prone to “political paranoia,” tending toward 
extreme suspiciousness, megalomania, and grandiosity.45 They tend also 
to feel victimized. They are often persuaded that the enemy camp— 
whether the government or a rival religious group—is not only out to get 
them but is monitoring their every move. Once lone-wolf avengers prove 
themselves to be dangerous, their conviction that the government is out to 
get them is likely to become true, at least to some extent. But that does not 
make them less paranoid.46 As their paranoia increases, such individuals 
may become more violent. Until now, individuals have been unable to do 
a great deal of harm. But methods for producing crude weapons of mass 
destruction are now widely available. 

The prospect that well-trained lone-wolf avengers or small networks 
could get involved in biological weapons attacks is especially worrisome, 
especially in light of the fall 2001 anthrax attacks in the United States, 
which infected eighteen people, five of whom died.47 Inputs to biological 
weapons are inherently “dual-use.” Unlike special nuclear materials, 
which are man-made and produced only at government-sanctioned facili-
ties, biological agents (with the single exception of variola virus, the 
causative agent of smallpox) exist in the environment. John Collier, a 
leading expert on anthrax at Harvard Medical School, points out that vir-
tually any microbiologist could isolate anthrax spores, which persist in soil 
for decades. “You are never going to be able to eradicate them from 
nature,” he says.48 Listed pathogens are used in thousands of clinical and 
diagnostic laboratories. The same equipment used to produce beer, for 
example, could be used to produce biological agents. The underlying 
research and technology base is available to a rapidly growing and increas-
ingly international technical community.49 
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In response to a neo-Nazi’s acquisition of Yersinia pestis from an Amer-
ican germ bank in 1995, the U.S. government tightened up the rules for 
shippers and receivers of select agents, the pathogens that the government 
considers especially dangerous.50 But cultures are also available from 
germ banks outside the United States. In the fall of 2001, the World 
Federation for Culture Collections urged its 472 members to tighten 
access to dangerous microbes, but the organization is not empowered to 
demand compliance.51 More than a thousand germ banks around the 
world do not belong to the federation, and few of them are adequately 
regulated or secured.52 And because of the difficulty of detecting freeze-
dried pathogens, the ability of U.S. Customs to stop illegal imports of 
small quantities of pathogens, such as seed cultures, is minimal.53 

Within a week after his release from prison, Bell commenced a new 
campaign against his enemies, which he called a “Thug hunt.” He was 
determined to locate the home addresses of his “slimeball” enemies, in 
particular IRS and ATF employees who had been involved in his earlier 
arrest.54 Although he did not find the homes of his intended targets, he 
continued his Thug hunt even after the IRS carried out a search of his res-
idence.55 Bell was rearrested on November 17, 2000, on charges of stalk-
ing government officials “with the intent to injure or harass” causing them 
“reasonable fear of death or serious injury.”56 Bell is now in a federal 
prison in Lampac, California, serving a ten-year sentence. 

So far, Bell has had only modest success as an inspirational leader. Carl 
Edward Johnson, a forty-nine-year-old man with whom Bell exchanged 
e-mails through a cypherpunk chat group, vowed to take “personal 
action” on Bell’s behalf after his first arrest. Johnson established a Web 
site he named Dead Lucky, which offered specific amounts of “eCa$h” for 
the deaths of Jeff Gordon, the IRS inspector who had led the investiga-
tion of Bell, and two other IRS employees. He was ultimately convicted 
of sending anonymous e-mail threats to the judges involved in Bell’s case, 
and also to Microsoft chairman Bill Gates.57 

Authorities’ biggest fear is that Bell would inspire others to develop 
and use chemical or biological agents as a means for creating a miscreant-
free world. After the anthrax letter attacks of fall 2001, it is a risk that 
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cannot be ignored. Perhaps the most frightening prospect is an organiz-
ation that combines the strengths of virtual networks and lone-wolf 
avengers (resilience to law-enforcement penetration) and commander-
and-cadre organizations (capacity to carry out complex, large-scale attacks), 
which I investigate next. 
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E I G H T  

Commanders 
and Their Cadres 

In the spring of 2000, I applied for a grant from Harvard University’s 
Center for Public Leadership to study leadership of terrorist organiza-
tions. The Center for Public Leadership (CPL) provides a forum for stu-
dents, scholars, and practitioners committed to the idea that effective 
public leadership is essential to the common good.1 Although the leaders I 
was studying were hardly contributing to what the center’s directors or I 
consider to be the common good, one of the directors told me he was fas-
cinated by the project, and wanted to see where I would go with it. He 
awarded me a small grant. 

A few months later, I returned to Pakistan, hoping to learn about how 
leadership is practiced by the commanders of the jihadi groups I had 
come to know, and how it differs from what American militants call lead-
erless resistance in virtual networks. Through conversations with leaders 
of several organizations, we will learn in this chapter about the incentives— 
both positive and negative—on offer to managers and cadres. Rewards for 
participating in the organization include regular salaries for managers, 
cash bonuses for successful operations and payments to the families of 
“martyrs,” various levels of training, “glamour,” the opportunity to be 
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part of a tight-knit community and to serve the group, and, from the 
operatives’ perspective, to serve God. Penalties for disobedience can 
include corporal punishment or death. 

The chapter begins with a discussion with one of the leaders of 
Harkat-ul-Mujahideen (HUM), a member of the International Islamic 
Front for Jihad against the Jews and Crusaders, the umbrella organization 
formed by Osama bin Laden in 1998. Despite its membership in bin 
Laden’s organization, the group was essentially unknown to the American 
public until after September 11. Harkat and its splinter groups are sus-
pected in connection with a series of major attacks in India, the kidnap-
ping and murder of a number of Westerners, the hijacking of an Indian 
airliner in December 1999, and the murder of Wall Street Journal reporter 
Daniel Pearl in 2002. John Walker Lindh, the “American Taliban,” 
trained at a Harkat camp, as did many Al Qaeda members. In this chap-
ter we learn how leaders of Harkat and other jihadi groups established 
links with a leading Indian organized criminal, a relationship that bene-
fited both sides. Ansari, the Indian mafia don, is suspected of transferring 
$100,000 to a member of a Harkat splinter group, who, in turn, wired 
the funds to Mohammad Atta, the lead hijacker in the September 11 
strikes. 

The terrorists discussed in this chapter boast about successful fund-
raising efforts not only in the Gulf but also in Iran. One of the leaders 
reports that he has raised more money than he knows how to use, much of 
it from Islamist nongovernment organizations. He admits to having put 
sleepers in place in various countries and claims informal linkages with 
Hamas, Hezbollah, and other terrorist groups worldwide. Several man-
agers concede that they joined the “jihad” for religious reasons, but that, 
over time, the salaries they earn have become more important in explaining 
their loyalty as holy warriors. Several talk about their disenchantment with 
militancy upon realizing that their leaders were less committed to the cause 
than to their own financial well-being. The chapter ends with a visit to sev-
eral extremist madrassahs, or religious schools, where young men—usually 
from very poor families—are persuaded to join jihadi organizations. 

* * *  
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I had been hoping to meet the leader of Harkat-ul-Mujahideen, Fazlur 
Rahman Khalil, ever since I had met an operative from the group in Feb-
ruary 1999, on my first trip to Lahore. By the summer of 2000, my 
guide, Muzamal Suherwardy, said he would be able to arrange a meeting, 
presumably because the ISI had instructed Khalil to talk with me. 

Fazlur Rahman Khalil considers Osama bin Laden a friend. They met 
during the Afghan War against the Soviet Union. His organization has 
offices all over Pakistan, including in Muzaffarabad, Karachi, and Multan. 

I meet Khalil in his Islamabad office, which is close to—but not in—a 
wealthy part of Islamabad. A servant directs me to a large receiving room 
in the back of the house, instructing me to wait there. The room has no 
furniture and I am expected to sit on the floor. The office is extraordinar-
ily dirty. The gray-white walls are oppressively dingy, and the gray rugs are 
tracked with grease. On the walls, brightly colored posters depicting shiny 
Kalashnikovs provide the only visual relief from the dirt and gray. 

I feel drained and grimy from the heat and dirt of the city. I lean 
against the wall, but notice that my ankles are dangerously revealed. I pull 
down my kameez to cover them and then pull my knees closer to my 
chest. The combination of the atmosphere in the house and the jihadis’ 
neglecting me and urging me to sit on the dirty floor makes me feel 
humiliated, like a child being disciplined. I get tired of waiting, and 
nobody stops me from wandering through the hallways. I meander into 
an inner courtyard where a jeep apparently awaits rebuilding. Some of its 
metal flesh is torn off completely; the roof is caved in and its doors are 
torn out with only shards remaining. The jeep is a grim reminder that not 
all of Pakistan is as peaceful as Islamabad, and that HUM considers itself 
to be at war. Still, why is the jeep here in Islamabad rather than in Muzaf-
farabad? I wonder. It seems unlikely that it was bombed in Islamabad. Is 
this some kind of theater? 

Six or seven men walk by, all with impressive beards, all looking angry. 
I have the strong impression that they have summoned up this fierce atti-
tude to intimidate me, and that it would be difficult for them to maintain 
such looks for long. They wear the headgear and vests of mujahideen, 
which contain pockets for ammunition. 

Finally Khalil enters the reception room, accompanied by a burly, 
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bearded, black-haired guard. Khalil’s beard is graying, but his shoulders 
are broad and his body highly muscled. He looks to be in his mid to late 
fifties, and I am shocked to discover he is actually younger than I: thirty-
seven. His vest is different from his comrades’. Theirs are made of khaki 
cotton, but Khalil’s is made of netting with camouflage accents. I think to 
myself, this is mujaheed couture—the trappings of aging power. Carlos 
the Jackal reportedly got liposuction in his later years. 

I offer Khalil a Harvard pen as a sort of peace offering. I mean this pen 
to express certain complicated feelings. I don’t approve of your tactics, 
especially your practice of persuading young men to donate their lives to 
a losing battle. But I am ready to listen to you, to try to understand you, 
and to write about you as objectively as I can. Khalil jokes that he would 
like to offer me a machine gun in return. I tell him I might have trou-
ble at customs. He starts by giving me the party line about a list of sub-
jects he knows interest Americans. “We have no camps in Afghanistan. If 
Afghanistan tries to shut down its training camps, that is a good thing, if 
the camps exist,” he says, mimicking a recent, obviously false statement by 
the Afghan government. By this time, the U.S. government had already 
targeted one of Harkat’s camps in a retaliatory raid against bin Laden for 
his August 1998 African-embassy bombings.2 “Nor,” he claims, “do we have 
camps in Azad [Pakistan-held] Kashmir. The Pakistani army is not facili-
tating the jihadi groups’ crossing into India. It is a long border covered 
with moth-infested forests. If the Indian army can’t stop the mujahideen 
from crossing into India, how can the much smaller Pakistani army stop 
them? We have no relationship with the ISI. The ISI is in cahoots with the 
CIA anyway. And the ISI has no involvement in Afghanistan or in Kash-
mir. America should not be afraid to talk to us. We are not terrorists. If 
being a Muslim means I’m a terrorist, then I’m proud to be a terrorist.” 

A servant brings a pitcher of water and glasses. My guide asks him to 
bring tea for me because I cannot drink unboiled water. The servant, who 
appears to be untroubled by concerns about cleanliness, returns with a 
dirty-looking thermos filled with sweetened tea and buffalo milk. He 
avoids looking at me as he pours the sweet liquid into a chipped green 
china cup. I wonder if my hosts would poison me, but immediately ban-
ish that thought from my mind. I tell myself that they are unlikely to kill 
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a woman, even one dressed in boy’s sandals. And that there would be eas-
ier ways to kill me if they chose to. Next I turn to worrying about whether 
the cup was washed or the milk pasteurized. Eventually my fear of offend-
ing my host takes hold, and I take small sips, hoping, absurdly, to sip 
around the germs. 

HUM claims to be active in Bosnia, Chechnya, India, Myanmar, the 
Philippines, and Tajikistan. U.S. government officials say that HUM has 
targeted Western military officials in Bosnia, and India accuses HUM of 
carrying out “dirty tricks,” including murders in India on behalf of Pak-
istan’s Interservice Intelligence Agency (ISI). (In turn, the ISI accuses 
India’s intelligence agency of similar activities in Pakistan, usually in con-
nection with the violence in Sindh.) 

Before 1997, HUM was known as Harkat-ul-Ansar, an organization 
formed in 1993 with the merger of two smaller groups. After an apparent 
Harkat front group, calling itself al Faran, admitted its involvement in 
the kidnapping and killing of Western tourists in 1995, the State Depart-
ment listed Harkat as a foreign terrorist organization (FTO). At that point 
the group took the name of one of its earlier subsidiaries, Harkat-ul-
Mujahideen, which had been founded in 1985 to fight Soviet forces in 
Afghanistan. One of HUM’s predecessor organizations, Harkat ul Jihadi-
i-Islami (HUJI), is still active and considered particularly violent. In the 
rest of this chapter I will refer to all the Harkat splinter and merger groups 
as Harkat, rather than HUA, HUM, or HUJI. Because the splinter group 
known as Jaish-i-Muhammad, which broke off from Harkat in 2001, has 
become important in its own right, Jaish-i-Muhammad is the one splinter 
group I will identify by name. 

The various Harkat groups are suspected by the State Department of 
carrying out a series of kidnappings and killings of Western tourists in 
Kashmir, as well as killing two American diplomats in the Pakistani 
coastal city of Karachi. Harkat was suspected of murdering four Ameri-
can oil company workers after the conviction of Mir Aimal Kansi. Many 
Harkat members are alumni of bin Laden’s training camps in Afghan-
istan’s Khost province known as Al Badr I and Al Badr II, which, when the 
Taliban took over Afghanistan, were transferred from Jamaat-i-Islami to the 
Harkat groups.3 
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In December 1999, Indian Airlines flight IC 814 was hijacked while 
en route from Kathmandu to Delhi. The U.S. State Department reports 
that members of Harkat “were associated with the hijacking.”4 The plane 
made a series of stops in Pakistan and Dubai, ultimately stopping in the 
Afghan city of Kandahar. Devi Sharan, captain of the jet, recalls the 
hijackers praising bin Laden and the fight in Kashmir.5 They were armed 
with box cutters and knives. They killed one passenger by slitting his 
throat, threatening to kill the rest if their demands were not met. Their 
principal demand was that India release thirty-six Pakistani militants then 
held in Indian prisons, eventually settling on three: Maulana Masood 
Azhar, Harkat’s chief ideologue; Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh, a British-
born Harkat operative indicted in a U.S. court for the kidnapping of an 
American citizen in India in 1994; and Mushtaq Ahmed Zargar, leader of 
another jihadi group known as al Umar Mujahideen. The name Ahmed 
Omar Saeed Sheikh would later become well-known to Americans 
because of his involvement in the kidnapping and murder of Wall Street 
Journal reporter Daniel Pearl in early 2002. 

While the plane was on the ground in Kandahar, the hijackers used 
cell phones to communicate with their coconspirators. Indian government 
officials who intercepted the phone calls say that the group spoke with 
contacts in Bombay, who helped to oversee the operation, and with con-
tacts in Dubai, who forwarded communications to Pakistan. India even-
tually arrested the group of coconspirators in Bombay. They discovered 
that the group in Dubai had not only facilitated communication with 
Pakistan, but had also helped to fund the operation. Mullah Omar, the 
Taliban leader, was reportedly personally involved. The Taliban provided 
guns to the hijackers after the plane landed.6 

India’s foreign minister flew to Kandahar personally to deliver the 
three terrorist prisoners whose release the hijackers were demanding, two 
of whom were prominent members of Harkat. Taliban forces surround-
ing the plane smuggled the hijackers and the three terrorists away, rather 
than detaining the terrorists as the Indian government expected.7 One of 
the five hijackers released by the Taliban in 1999 is suspected of being 
involved in the September 11, 2001, attacks, which also involved box cut-
ters.8 Soon after the exchange of prisoners for hostages, the three released 
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prisoners were reportedly living in “lavish” safe houses in Pakistan, enjoy-
ing a “rollicking” lifestyle, according to an Indian government official 
responsible for monitoring the jihadi groups.9 Two of the released prison-
ers, Maulana Masood Azhar and Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh, Khalil’s for-
mer colleagues, are worth discussing in their own right. 

Indian security forces arrested Maulana Masood Azhar for his militant 
activities in Indian-held Kashmir when he was twenty-six years old. He 
told his Indian interrogators that he was born in the Punjabi village of 
Bahawalpur to a family of eleven children. After completing the eighth 
grade, he began his religious training at the Jamia Islamia, a radical Islamist 
seminary in Binori Town in Karachi. Six years later, in 1986, Azhar grad-
uated with distinction and took a position as imam of Choti Mosque in 
Delhi colony in Karachi. In 1989, Fazlur Rahman Khalil, chief of HUM 
and my host in Islamabad, visited Azhar’s former school, the Jamia Islamia 
in Binori Town, and invited Azhar to join Harkat, which was just getting 
off the ground at the time. Azhar accepted the offer and soon rose through 
the ranks of Khalil’s organization to become the group’s principal agita-
tor, recruiter, propagandist, and fund-raiser. He visited the Harkat office 
near Multan, Pakistan, and from there was sent to a training camp in 
Khost in southern Afghanistan. At the camp, he learned to use an AK-56 
rifle and light machine gun. Khalil seems to have understood early on that 
Azhar would be more valuable as a leader and a propagandist than as a 
fighter—his Indian interrogators described him as “an obese person of 
medium build.” 

Azhar told his interrogators that his first assignment was to open a 
Harkat office in Karachi. He became editor and publisher of a magazine 
for Harkat known as Sada-e-Mujahid. During this period, Azhar was still 
working as a teacher in the mosque, but he also traveled all over Pakistan, 
recruiting youth for jihad. In May 1990 he went on the hajj to Saudi Ara-
bia, together with Khalil, my host. From there the two traveled to Zam-
bia, giving speeches and fund-raising. They raised roughly $45,000,10 a 
significant sum in the South Asian context. 

Between 1991 and 1993, Azhar traveled to various countries in 
Europe, Africa, and the Middle East and raised a substantial amount of 
funds.11 Azhar also told Indian police that he had met with groups linked 
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to Al Qaeda that had attacked U.S. troops in Somalia in 1993, and U.S. 
embassies in Africa in 1998.12 Azhar was captured by the Indian military 
in February 1994 in Kashmir during a routine traffic stop and remained 
in prison until the hijackers demanded his release in 1999.13 

Three months after his release, Azhar announced the formation of a 
splinter group called Jaish-i-Muhammad (Army of Muhammad). He 
gave speeches at the mosque in Karachi where he had been trained. He 
traveled with large posses of armed bodyguards, said to be HUM mili-
tants who had switched their allegiance from Khalil to the splinter group 
under Azhar’s leadership. Azhar openly recruited volunteers for jihads in 
Chechnya and Bosnia with massive recruitment and fund-raising drives, 
often at the Binori Mosque. For the purpose of fund-raising, he joined 
forces with an anti-Shia sectarian group known as Sipah e Sahaba Pak-
istan, and its military arm, Lashkar e Jhangvi.14 

Azhar’s splinter group is suspected in connection with the October 1, 
2001, attack on the Srinagar legislature in Indian-controlled Jammu-
Kashmir that killed thirty-eight people, as well as the December 13, 2001, 
attack on India’s parliament, which resulted in fifteen deaths.15 Indian 
officials claim that Azhar maintained close links with Al Qaeda. Brigadier 
Abdullah,16 head of the Kashmir department of the ISI, is believed to have 
played a critical role in promoting Azhar’s new splinter group, at the 
expense of Harkat and its leader, Fazlur Rahman Khalil. But others in the 
ISI continued to promote Khalil, my host. As is common for Pakistani 
jihadi groups, Azhar’s Harkat splinter group would itself splinter. After the 
war in Afghanistan against the Taliban and Al Qaeda, Pakistani police said 
that Al Qaeda was attempting to absorb a splinter group from Jaish. They 
also said that Lashkar e Jhangvi, the sectarian group closely aligned with 
Jaish, had already come under the Al Qaeda umbrella and was providing 
safe houses and intelligence information to fighters fleeing Afghanistan.17 

Azhar met Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh at a training camp in Afghanistan 
in 1993. They apparently solidified their friendship while incarcerated 
near one another for five years in the Tihar Jail of Delhi, until they were 
released in the exchange for hostages in December 1999.18 

Sheikh was secretly indicted by a grand jury in Washington, D.C., in 
November 2001 for his role in the 1994 kidnapping of four Westerners, 
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including an American, in India. On at least two occasions prior to the 
kidnapping and murder of Wall Street Journal reporter Daniel Pearl, the 
United States formally requested Pakistani officials to arrest Sheikh.19 In 
March 2002, following Pearl’s killing, a grand jury in Trenton, New Jer-
sey, indicted Sheikh on two counts: conspiracy to commit hostage-taking 
resulting in the death of Daniel Pearl, and hostage-taking resulting in the 
death of Daniel Pearl.20 

Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh was born in 1973 to an upper-middle-
class family of Pakistani immigrants then living in the UK. He attended 
elite private schools, where he excelled at math as well as chess. His teach-
ers considered him a model student. But he was apparently unhappy and 
frequently got involved in fights. He told a British musician, arrested on 
charges of possessing marijuana, with whom he shared a cell in Tihar Jail, 
that the students at his school were racist and taunted him, calling him a 
“Paki bastard.”21 His family returned to Pakistan in the 1980s. Sheikh’s 
fellow students in the elite high school he attended in the eastern Pakistani 
city of Lahore remember him as strident and argumentative. He returned 
to England to attend the London School of Economics in 1992, with the 
intention of eventually finding a job in the City—London’s Wall Street— 
but quit, apparently bored, in his second year of college. After seeing a 
documentary film about Bosnia, Destruction of a Nation, he traveled to 
Bosnia with a humanitarian organization known as Convoy of Mercy. He 
reports that he was profoundly moved by what he saw there. He made 
contact with Pakistani jihadi groups operating in the region and, hearing 
their stories, decided to join a jihadi group himself.22 In March 1993, he 
visited Pakistan and met with a number of Islamist leaders, including 
from Jamaat-i-Islami and Harkat. When he returned to the UK, he joined 
a UK-based Islamist organization known as Hizb-ut-Tehreer. But he 
returned to South Asia almost immediately, to receive military training. 
He was already a black belt in karate, and he received four months of 
additional training in Pakistan and Afghanistan. He told his Indian inter-
rogators that his instructors were members of an elite military unit, the 
Special Services Group (SSG)23 of the Pakistani army, who went by the 
names Salim and Abdul Hafiz. Within a year of his training, he traveled 
to Delhi on an assignment to kidnap foreign nationals to use them as 
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leverage to demand the release of two Harkat leaders, Maulana Masood 
Azhar and Nasarullah Ranzoor Langaryal, who were then incarcerated in 
Indian jails.24 Sheikh masterminded the kidnapping of three British and 
one American national during the fall of 1994 and was captured by 
Indian security forces soon after that.25 

Sheikh made an important contact in the jail, according to Indian 
police investigators: an ambitious Indian gangster named Aftab Ansari.26 

Organized criminals like Ansari have expertise in money laundering, for-
gery, abduction, and killing; and the jihadi groups have access to training 
camps and relationships with intelligence agencies that are useful to crim-
inal gangs. One member of Ansari’s criminal gang who was also incarcer-
ated in Tihar Jail reportedly told investigators that he received military 
training at a Lashkar e Taiba camp in Khost, Afghanistan. Asif Reza 
Khan, who is described by investigators as the “chief executive of Ansari’s 
India operations,” told interrogators that a relationship between Ansari’s 
gang and Sheikh’s jihadi contacts was forged when Sheikh was moved to 
Jail No. 1 in November 1998, where Ansari was incarcerated for minor 
offenses. Ansari jumped bail in 1999 and fled to Dubai, where, after 
Sheikh was released, the two renewed contact. According to Indian police 
files, Ansari’s deputy Asif Reza Khan stated that “Aftab [Ansari] con-
firmed to me that leaders of different militant outfits in Pakistan were try-
ing to use his network for the purpose of jihad whereas he [Ansari] was 
trying to use the militants’ networks for underworld operations.” The don 
would identify sources of funding and provide hideouts. In return, 
Sheikh would send trained terrorists and arms to carry out operations. 
According to the interrogation report, the two sides agreed to share per-
sonnel and to combine forces for the purpose of raising cash. It was 
agreed that kidnapping and extorting wealthy businessmen were the best 
way to raise funds. Khan also said that Sheikh had asked him and Ansari 
to “recruit Muslim youth who could be trained in Pakistan and would be 
sent back to India to participate in jihad. These youth/mujahideen could 
be used for underworld operations as well.”27 

Ansari was heard bragging about his involvement in the January 2002 
attack on the American Center in Calcutta. Indian officials are persuaded 
that Sheikh was also involved.28 They also maintain that Sheikh requested 
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that Ansari donate $100,000 for a “noble cause,” and that the money was 
ultimately wired to Mohammad Atta, lead hijacker in the September 11 
attacks, who was then in Florida.29 Ansari’s deputy Asif Reza Khan told 
Indian investigators that he had always been in awe of Sheikh’s commit-
ment to jihad, despite his affluent background, but that Khan was reluc-
tant to part with so much money. But Ansari persuaded him that the 
$100,000 was an “investment” in a valuable relationship.30 Indian police 
agents intercepted e-mail exchanges among the various parties involved in 
Ansari’s purported donation to Atta, which have since been shared with 
Interpol.31 Ansari reportedly claimed that his objective was to become 
“bigger than Dawood [Ibrahim],” the most famous gangster in India, big 
enough to extort money by merely announcing his name, not by kidnap-
ping targets, and he apparently felt that an alliance with jihadi groups 
could further his goals.32 Ibrahim, likewise, has close connections with 
jihadi groups as well as with Pakistan’s intelligence agencies. 

The U.S. government demanded Sheikh’s extradition after Daniel 
Pearl’s murder, but Pakistan refused to comply with the U.S. demand for 
extradition, because it has no legal means for doing so. Although it is 
against Pakistani law, Pakistan has given in to U.S. pressures for extradi-
tion in the past, extraditing a number of terrorists, including Ramzi 
Yousef, the mastermind of the 1993 World Trade Center bombing, and 
Mir Aimal Kansi. 

There are a number of puzzles about the Sheikh case. Sheikh reportedly 
turned himself in to a former ISI official a week before his “capture” was 
announced. The ISI reportedly did not inform General Musharraf that it 
had Sheikh in custody. One version of the story suggests that Sheikh 
wanted to trade Daniel Pearl for three of his jailed colleagues, but was 
unable to strike a deal with the ISI.33 He admitted his guilt during his first 
court appearance, but the confession, which he later retracted, could not be 
used by the prosecution because such a confession, according to Pakistani 
law, is valid only if given voluntarily in front of a magistrate after complet-
ing certain procedures. Pakistani law requires that the dead body must be 
found before a murder trial can officially begin. General Musharraf was 
quoted as saying that Pearl had tripped upon “intelligence games” because 
he was “overinquisitive,” to explain Pearl’s abduction and murder.34 
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Sheikh was sentenced to death in a secret trial that was widely seen as 
legally flawed. There is widespread suspicion that Pakistani authorities 
fear that if Sheikh were tried in open court or extradited to the United 
States, he would reveal too much about his relationship with the ISI. 
According to a high-ranking Pakistani government official, it is certain 
that Sheikh worked for the ISI prior to the hijacking of Indian Airlines 
flight IC 814, although it is unclear whether he continued to work for the 
ISI in the aftermath of the hijacking.35 Others suspect that Sheikh may 
have worked for the ISI in India and may know about purported ISI links 
with Al Qaeda.36 Indian government authorities observed that he had 
continued to use the same phone from the time of his release into 2001, 
suggesting to them that he felt utterly safe in ISI hands.37 On the last day  
of his trial, it was revealed that one of Sheikh’s co-accused was a junior-
level police officer, who was still working for the Special Branch at the 
time of Pearl’s murder.38 

Khalil preempts my questions about the hijacking incident by telling 
me that Azhar left his organization when he was incarcerated in India. 
“He was not a member of our organization when the hijackers demanded 
his release. Therefore America’s claims that we were involved is obviously 
false.” 

I try to cut Khalil short, not wanting to waste time on such obvious 
lies and propaganda. What was the saddest moment of your childhood? I 
ask him. When he heard that the Soviets entered Afghanistan on Decem-
ber 27, 1979. He was sixteen. That was about the time he completed his 
secular education and transferred to a madrassah. In 1982 he volunteered 
to fight as an independent mujaheed. 

“I was trained in Afghanistan,” he tells me. “We formed HUA [now 
HUM] in 1993 to fight in Kashmir. 

“America should reconsider its policy of interfering in other countries’ 
business. The whole world is beginning to hate your country. America has 
become a negative symbol. Its name has become a curse. China, on the 
other hand, is also a big power. But no one hates China because it leaves 
other countries alone.” 

I ask him to tell me his favorite books, in addition to the Koran. He 
recommends the writings of the late Sheik Abdullah Azzam, a Palestinian 
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lecturer at the Islamic University in Islamabad, who, together with bin 
Laden, created the organization that ultimately became Al Qaeda. 
Azzam left his university post to build a network of organizations that 
trained Arab volunteers for the jihad in Afghanistan and assisted Afghan 
mujahideen and refugees. Khalil also recommends the history of Hitler. 
He admires Hitler because Hitler understood that Jews and peace are 
incompatible. “Experience has proved that Hitler was right,” he tells me. 
“Jews are the main cause of the problems in today’s world.” I decide that 
revealing my Jewish background at this point is unnecessary. 

I ask him what he is most proud of. “I am most proud that I am a 
mujaheed. I want to be a mujaheed the rest of my life.” 

Why did he become a mujaheed rather than a soldier? “Soldiers fight 
for a salary. I wanted to fight for God. To be a mujaheed means you have 
a spiritual life. A person addicted to heroin can get off it if he really tries, 
but a mujaheed cannot leave the jihad. I am spiritually addicted to jihad.” 

He continues, “I am physically fit, and if my organization demands 
that I join the jihad again, I am prepared to fight again at any moment.” 

He is feeling old, I think to myself. He wants to feel addicted to the 
kind of jihad that requires muscle and physical courage. 

Are you married? I ask, hoping to disarm him with an unexpected, 
seemingly innocuous question. He tells me yes, his second wife is living 
here in town. May I meet your wife? I ask. Much to my surprise, he agrees. 
There is a subtle shift in mood. My femaleness has entered the room. 

There is a project at Harvard to learn about the nature of leadership, I 
tell him, and it involves interviewing leaders around the world. I’d like to 
include you, I tell him, but if I do, you’ll have to tell the truth. If you con-
tinue to lie to me as you did today, we can’t include you in the project. He 
doesn’t bother to deny the charge. He smiles and agrees. He is prepared to 
tell more of the truth next time, under the right circumstances, he says. 
My guide tells me later that Khalil told him that Pakistan had denied pos-
sessing nuclear weapons for years, and the United States was willing to 
accept this obvious lie. He is following the same policy in lying to me. 

Khalil gets up to leave. He needs time to prepare his wife for her unex-
pected visitor. 

The bodyguard, agitated, remains in the receiving room with me. Ten 
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minutes later he rises, gesturing me to follow him. We walk in silence. The 
streets are jammed with trucks, donkey carts, buses, and bicycles. Cross-
ing the intersections is alarming. Five minutes later we are in front of 
Khalil’s house. He lives in a mansion. The house, I notice, has been 
freshly painted a pristine, bright white. A young servant woman leads me 
into a sitting room. Everything is astonishingly clean. The sofas are cov-
ered with new woven cloths. In the corner is a desk with a new-looking 
computer. 

Khalil’s wife enters the room, wearing a crisp blue-and-white shalwar 
kameez. It is the blue of a tropical sea. Her skin is the color of café au lait. 
She looks twenty years younger than her husband. She is utterly lovely, 
and I find myself immensely relieved to be in her presence. She tells me, 
in perfect English, that she was raised in South Africa, but her family had 
moved to Saudi Arabia at the time she and Khalil were introduced. Saudi 
Arabia is a major source of funding for the jihad groups, and I wonder 
whether Khalil was on a fund-raising mission when he met her parents. 

A servant brings a tray with cold Coca-Cola, clean glasses, and sliced 
mango. Mango is in season and it is perfectly ripe. She wants to know 
about my project. What is your understanding of the difference between 
jihad and terrorism? she asks me. I tell her that I am not a religious 
scholar, but I have read that the jihad doctrine prohibits targeting chil-
dren, women, and old men, making random violence and terrorism clearly 
off-limits. Terrorists, in contrast, deliberately target innocents, often with 
the aim of instilling fear. She is satisfied with what I say and, to my sur-
prise, offers to exchange e-mail addresses. She tells me that her husband’s 
militants are defending innocent Muslims, who are being murdered and 
raped by Indian government forces. They never target innocents, she tells 
me. I see no point in arguing with her, as she is unlikely to believe me. 

A year later, I have several reasons to travel to Pakistan, this time on 
projects not obviously related to terrorist leaders. I had two missions. 
Finance Minister Shaukat Aziz had requested that the Kennedy School 
design an executive-training program for senior civil servants, similar to a 
training program designed for the World Bank. This was my second trip 
to meet with Minister Aziz in connection with this project in the space of 
four months, and I was optimistic that we might make some headway. 
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Although the World Bank was prepared to provide a grant that would 
cover a large percentage of the cost, Musharraf was (rightly) concerned 
about the expense, and part of my job was to learn how we could make 
the program more cost-effective, in particular, by training Pakistani pro-
fessors, who would then be prepared to offer a similar curriculum to pub-
lic servants at home. 

The second purpose of my trip was to investigate whether Pakistan 
would be willing to accept assistance in securing its nuclear weapons and 
materials. Ted Turner had recently established a new foundation called 
the Nuclear Threat Initiative, and his foundation was funding this effort, 
which included India in addition to Pakistan. My colleague Professor 
Scott Sagan of Stanford University was responsible for the Indian part of 
the project. Our goal was to return to the United States with a sense of 
the two countries’ interest in receiving technical assistance and, if possi-
ble, a list of the kinds of equipment or training they would most like to 
receive. Prior to my arrival, I send a note outlining the foundation’s inter-
est to a friend, President Musharraf’s chief of staff, Lieutenant General 
Ghulam Ahmed Khan. I also send a note to Lieutenant General Mah-
mud, the chief of Pakistan’s intelligence agency, informing him that I will 
be visiting Pakistan in July in connection with these two projects, hoping 
for his support. 

Lieutenant General Mahmud’s office responds immediately. I had 
mentioned to Lieutenant General Mahmud, when I’d met him four 
months earlier, that I had grown interested in the topic of intelligence 
ethics and had prepared a lecture on it for a course I was coteaching at the 
Kennedy School with the historian Ernest May. Lieutenant General Mah-
mud had mentioned at the time that he would like me to give that lecture 
to his staff, but I hadn’t followed up, in part because it seemed such a 
bizarre idea. Why would the ISI listen to me? Why would my thoughts 
about ethics be of interest to them? But Mahmud was clearly determined 
that the lecture be scheduled. The general’s office called me repeatedly, as 
did the embassy in Washington and the consulate in New York. Before I 
left for Islamabad, the Pakistani embassy informed me that ISI personnel 
would retrieve me from my hotel at 9:30 a.m. the day after I was sched-
uled to arrive, and deliver me back to the Finance Ministry that afternoon. 
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What does a woman wear when she has been invited to lecture the ISI 
staff on intelligence ethics? I have a small collection of shalwar kameez. 
The woman’s version is usually worn together with a long scarf called a 
dupatta. I discover, in talking with friendly hotel personnel, that my out-
fits are too informal. I reject a black pantsuit and a loose, long dress in my 
suitcase, which I brought to wear in Bangkok and Indonesia. Although 
neither would be considered revealing in a Western context, they nonethe-
less feel inappropriate. I decide instead to invest in a new Pakistani outfit 
in the overpriced store in our hotel. This time I get lots of assistance. High 
heels, my advisers instruct me, not the beat-up walking shoes I always 
wear while traveling. Silk, they tell me. I select an outfit of orange, gold, 
and red. 

The scarf on this dress nearly reaches the floor. It is worn looped around 
the neck, with two long tails falling on the back. I constantly have to adjust 
it to prevent one tail from falling lower than the other, getting caught 
under a heel or snagging the furniture. I am not skilled at walking in it. 

A young officer retrieves me at my hotel at the appointed hour. He is 
in the army, on temporary assignment to the public-affairs office at the 
ISI. He takes me to a jeep designed for persons significantly taller than 
myself, even in high heels. My scarf nearly trips me as I hoist myself into 
the seat beside the driver. It is hot and humid, and I try to avoid crushing 
the silk of my long dress, which the heat and humidity will wrinkle 
instantly, even though the jeep is air-conditioned. 

Ten minutes later we arrive. A fence opens, apparently automatically, 
as our car approaches the ISI’s offices in Islamabad. We pass a guard with 
a gun who salutes as we drive past the gate. Another guard in ceremonial 
dress salutes us upon our arrival. I am whisked into Lieutenant General 
Mahmud’s office, where Major General Javed Alam, the head of the 
analysis wing, sits with me while we wait. A servant in crisp white linens 
and a bright red headdress brings sweet tea with warm milk and a variety 
of dainty pastries, the sort you might expect over tea at the Ritz. Mahmud 
soon arrives. He outlines our schedule. Twenty of his topmost deputies 
will be attending my lecture, he says. The process will be orderly. There 
will be no questions until I am done, and each deputy will have a single 
chance to ask a question or to comment. 
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When I lecture my students about intelligence ethics, I try to provoke 
them by asking difficult questions. When you join government service, I 
tell them, you may find yourself with dirty hands. Intelligence and mili-
tary personnel are in the business of stealing secrets, stealing weapons-
related information or even the weapons themselves, lying, and killing. 
You may be forced to take actions to defend your country, I tell them, that 
violate ordinary moral rules. An intelligence officer who acted upon the 
maxim that it is wrong to steal secrets would harm his country’s security 
interests. Secretary of State Henry Stimson closed the State Department’s 
office of cryptography in 1930, asserting that “gentlemen do not read 
each other’s mail,” leaving the U.S. government unprepared to break the 
Japanese codes that, if understood, could have prevented the surprise 
attack on Pearl Harbor.39 

We expect our leaders to make decisions to defend the nation’s inter-
est and to take actions that would be considered immoral in ordinary 
life. We expect them to defend us by stealing other countries’ secrets, to 
discover not only their capabilities but their plans and intentions. We 
expect them, on occasion, to enter into arrangements with unsavory 
characters to make such actions possible. But there is extreme danger on 
this path for the government officials themselves. What happens to them 
when they approve such actions? They must cleanly divide their profes-
sional and personal moral personae. Stealing other people’s secrets and 
reading their mail is not acceptable in ordinary life. And there is a risk 
that these morally problematic activities will backfire. When operatives 
and spies engage in clearly immoral acts, we are responsible. The moral 
imperative to defend one’s nation can lead to surprisingly troubling 
moral outcomes. 

I was acutely aware that Lieutenant General Mahmud was highly 
unlikely to actually be interested in my views on intelligence ethics. I 
guessed that the ISI was irritated by an article I had written criticizing the 
Pakistani government’s covert support of the jihadi groups as dangerous 
not only for the international community, but also for Pakistan itself. 
Some of these groups, I wrote, are funded or affiliated with bin Laden. 
They train at his camps, sign his fatwas, and promise to wage holy war 
with him against the crusaders and the Jews. I suspected that the real rea-

204 | t e r r  o r  i n  t h e  n a m e  o f  g o d  



son for the ISI’s invitation was to try, if at all possible, to make me more 
sympathetic to their point of view. I was also aware of the possible dan-
gers of this meeting. Almost anything I might say could one day be 
twisted to justify actions that violate moral or legal norms. And the ISI’s 
ability to state publicly that they had invited a Harvard professor to share 
her views on intelligence ethics was a kind of public relations coup for 
them. Still, Milt Bearden, station chief in Pakistan in the late 1980s, 
strongly encouraged me to comply with Mahmud’s request, arguing that 
the ISI, as far as he knew, never met with Western academics and that it 
was possible that such meetings, if they were to continue, “could actually 
make a difference in the way things play in Pakistan.” 

I decided to focus on the problem of hiring morally and politically 
unreliable surrogates, as Pakistan has been doing for some time in its 
proxy war with India in Kashmir, and as the CIA has also routinely done, 
with equally problematic results. While I knew that discussing such a del-
icate matter would be unlikely to win me friends in the ISI, at least it 
would not come back to haunt me. 

After our tea and pastries, Mahmud leads me to a nearby meeting 
room, where twenty men are already sitting in a circle. The general invites 
me to sit to his left, and to deliver my remarks while seated. I deliver a 
short lecture, hoping to stimulate thought. 

Afterward, twenty intelligence officers made twenty comments. Each 
officer was allocated one question or remark, and each spoke in order, 
going around a circle in an order that had obviously been prearranged. 
The comments were clearly designed to prove to their chief that they had 
read my work on terrorism and were prepared to challenge me, even if 
exceedingly politely, in his presence. One officer, the most senior one, 
refused to follow instructions. He insisted on asking a second question 
after the twenty were complete. He was humorous and seemed quite irri-
tated with his boss. That was Major General Javed Alam, with whom I 
had just shared tea and pastries. 

After the officers finish, Mahmud formally presents me with a gift. He 
tells us that it is Alastair Lamb’s history of the partition of Kashmir, 
which Pakistanis see as sympathetic to their point of view. This book, he 
says to his deputies, reveals the true story of Kashmir. I leave the book in 
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the box and put it in my suitcase. When I open the box later, it contains a 
paisley scarf of the finest, softest wool. My office in Cambridge is cold 
and I am wearing the scarf now as I type. 

The next day I meet with my friend, Lieutenant General Ghulam 
Ahmed Khan, Musharraf’s chief of staff, known as GA. He asks me 
earnestly and surprisingly fervently, why is Islam so misunderstood in 
the West? Why do so many Americans equate Islam with terrorism? He 
also wants to know, urgently, what, in my view, could be done to rec-
tify this situation? He tells me that his son has suddenly grown enam-
ored of bin Laden. Bin Laden is increasingly appealing to Pakistani 
youth, he says, even among the most privileged children. Pakistanis feel 
that America has left them behind, he tells me. We need to have good 
relations with Afghanistan—America can’t blame us for that. Our borders 
with Afghanistan are porous. We can’t afford to be enemies. America pur-
sues its national interest—we must pursue ours. GA admits that his son’s 
obsession is deeply troubling to him. He sees his own child’s fascination 
with bin Laden as emblematic of the problem between Islam and the 
West, he tells me. America’s double standards in its application of human-
itarian law and human rights norms are to blame, he said, especially in 
regard to Israel. 

In the wake of September 11 the urgency in GA’s words seems pre-
scient. But the lieutenant general did not live to see September 11, which 
would have been extremely painful for him to witness. He died in a car 
crash. Some Pakistanis believe that he was murdered. 

GA’s driver drops me off at the hotel, where my translator is waiting 
for me. Even though I had not planned to meet with any jihadi groups 
during this trip, Ameer-ul-Azeem, public spokesperson for Jamaat-i-
Islami (JI), Pakistan’s largest religious party, had heard of my arrival and 
has arranged for several meetings on his own initiative. He wants me to 
meet with the head of the United Jihad Council, the famous Syed 
Salahuddin. He also wants me to meet with the head of another jihadi 
organization, on condition that I not reveal the organization’s name. 
Ameer-ul-Azeem would become known in the West after an Al Qaeda 
leader, Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, was discovered to be hiding in the 
Rawalpindi home of a member of Azeem’s organization, Jamaat-i-Islami. 
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Azeem told a New York Times reporter that Mohammed, whom the U.S. 
government described as a senior Al Qaeda leader, should be considered a 
“hero of Islam.” He said that his group opposed the killing of innocents 
by terrorists. “But we have no reason to believe that Al Qaeda even exists,” 
he said. “Osama bin Laden is a hero, too, because we have no evidence 
that he was involved in the World Trade Center attacks.”40 

In July 2000, the largest Kashmir-based militant group, Hizb-ul 
Mujahideen (HM), called for a cease-fire in its dispute with India. Syed 
Salahuddin, supreme commander of the group, was immediately sacked 
from his position as chairman of the United Jihad Council, a conglomer-
ate of over a dozen jihadi groups. The cease-fire, the first ever called by a 
Kashmiri jihadi group, was intended to last three months. But two weeks 
later, Syed Salahuddin held a press conference in Islamabad, announcing 
the cease-fire’s end. An unprecedentedly violent series of attacks followed, 
for which both HM and LET took credit. Salahuddin was reinstated as 
head of the United Jihad Council. 

I had long been curious to meet Salahuddin, who is a fabled com-
mander and considered one of the architects of the Kashmiri jihad. So 
when my guide informed me that JI wanted me to meet with the com-
mander, I accepted.41 

We drive to a large house near Islamabad where several years before I 
had met with Abdul Majid Dar, then chief commander of HM. Accord-
ing to Indian government sources, Majid Dar opposed the involvement of 
the ISI in the Kashmir dispute, and he and Salahuddin had a falling out.42 

Majid Dar was assassinated in March 2003. 
Salahuddin comes from a prosperous farming family in the Indian part 

of Kashmir. He has a master’s degree in political science from Kashmir 
University. In 1987 he decided to run for a position in the state assembly. 
The elections that year were widely believed to have been rigged by the 
party in power, and Salahuddin lost. When he protested, he was arrested 
and beaten. That was the beginning of Salahuddin’s career as a militant, as 
well as the beginning of the violent phase of the Kashmiri struggle. 

Salahuddin is tall and stout. He wears a green beretlike cap, set at a 
rakish angle. A woolly black beard covers much of his face. He is cheerful 
and obviously intelligent. He wants you to see the world the way he does, 
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and it is hard to resist doing so in his presence. He takes my hand to shake 
it, inviting me to sit on a sofa. There are obviously limits to his funda-
mentalism, although he has long been a member of the fundamentalist 
party JI, which sponsors the group he leads. I have never shaken the hand 
of a Muslim militant, and normally I am invited to sit on the floor—most 
militant leaders don’t have sofas in their offices. 

Salahuddin is fifty years old. His hands are powerful and beefy, 
reminding me, oddly, of President Clinton’s. The young men who serve 
us Coca-Cola, tea, and mangoes seem to view him with awe. He urges me 
to eat more mangoes, which are good for you in this heat, he says. 

Salahuddin begins by recounting for me his version of the history of 
the Kashmiri struggle, which closely follows the Pakistani version. It is a 
story I have heard many times. I am surprised to see the extent to which 
Salahuddin is conforming with the Pakistani position, at least in my pres-
ence and, perhaps, the presence of ISI minders. I wonder whether he feels 
the need to prove his loyalty to the ISI after his apparent support for a 
cease-fire, which rumor has it was actually engineered by Indian agents 
who had penetrated the group. 

I allow him to finish in the hope he will then feel more at ease. How 
do you raise money? I ask. 

“Through international charities,” he says. “Our organization is 
involved in relief and rehabilitation. We are helping widows, providing 
orphanages. We raise a lot of money from our own people—there are five 
and a half million Kashmiris living abroad. People contribute, often with 
a specification—for schools, for feeding the hungry.” 

I will later learn from Indian government sources that Salahuddin does 
a lot of fund-raising for the group. They say that he traveled to Malaysia 
in September 1997 to raise funds and that he maintains a resident visa in 
Dubai, where he is reportedly associated with a company called Kashmir 
Master Computers. He reportedly visits Dubai frequently.43 

Where are you getting weapons and ammunition? I ask. 
“Many people are in business in Kashmir. Indian officers have become 

very cynical—they are in this just for the money. The same is true in Sri 
Lanka and was true in East Pakistan. The officers loot the people. They 
come to people’s homes, accuse them of helping the terrorists, and then 
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demand that they pay a fine. We buy our weapons from the officers and 
from organized criminals. NGOs also help us with weapons and funding.” 

What do you mean by NGOs? I ask. Can you give me some names? 
He refuses. 

The question of NGOs that supply funding and weapons comes up 
again in my next interview. As we drive across town, my hosts tell me that 
the ISI chief, Lieutenant General Mahmud, meets with Syed Salahuddin 
and the United Jihad Council at least twice a month, always at midnight. 
The ISI is much closer to the jihadi groups under Mahmud, they tell me, 
than it has been for a long time. As usual, I wonder who is running the 
purported jihad in Kashmir—the ISI or these commanders. I have the 
sense that each feels it is running the other. 

We meet next with the commander of another jihadi group who asked 
to be kept anonymous. We sit on the floor. A young man brings Coca-
Cola, tea with milk, and two kinds of cake. The commander sees that I 
like the cake and urges me to take more, which I do. It is delicious. 

He tells me he recently escaped from three and a half years in prison, 
without immediately explaining how. “They pressure us,” he says. “They 
arrest a militant, for example, and then arrest his sister. They make her 
stand naked. Then they rape her. The houses are set to fire. Many people 
break under the mental pressure. My son was martyred at age eighteen. I 
could have lost my nerve, but I didn’t.” 

How do you raise money? I ask. 
“Some comes from Kashmiris living in Pakistan. We also get a lot of 

money from NGOs that were set up by the Americans to fund the Afghan 
war—they still exist. We are getting so much money. You cannot even 
count it because it’s so much. 

“Last week I was in Iran raising money. I raised money and recruited 
operatives in Iran. I also raise money and recruit in UAE and Bahrain. I 
am talking about money from people, not governments. Governments 
have their limitations.” 

It occurs to me that he seems to agree with the proposition that the 
rise of nongovernmental organizations (including terrorist groups) is 
weakening the relative power of states.44 

How often do you go on fund-raising missions? I ask. 
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“Maybe four times a year on average. We have battel mal, a fund-
raising department—they do most of the fund-raising. This year I went 
for hajj, and while I was in Saudi Arabia, I also gave speeches.” 

Do you have to pay fighters? 
“We pay very good fighters. For average fighters, we provide for their 

basic needs and that is all.” 
How do you recruit operatives? 
“We have our own monthly publication. Once a young man subscribes 

to our journal, we know he is mentally prepared. We prefer to recruit chil-
dren at the age of eleven or twelve. We start preparing them mentally and 
physically. They are usually not ready to fight until age eighteen or twenty, 
although some children develop muscles early. Lots of Saudis have joined 
the jihad. Osama bin Laden is a great force. He goes from organization to 
organization, persuading people to donate money or donate their lives to 
jihad. Many foreigners have offered to help us—not just from Saudi Ara-
bia. Some come from Indonesia, other countries. We select people on the 
basis of character.” 

I know that some of these jihadi publications advertise the kind of 
training recruits will receive as a way to lure them in. The Pakistani group 
Lashkar e Taiba, “The Army of the Pure,” discussed in chapter 5, describes 
the weapons its recruits will learn to use at its training camps. The group 
offers to “introduce” trainees to weapons from “the Kalashnikov up to the 
missile” in its three-week “Suffah Tour,” which it describes in a press 
release on the Internet. In the three-week training session called the Spe-
cial Tour, trainees are taught to blast mines, fire rockets, and other guer-
rilla tactics. After this, “some of the boys are selected for specialization in 
making remote control bombs and missiles.” There are no age or other 
restrictions on who can be trained. Eight-year-old boys are taking part in 
the jihad. Lashkar prides itself on attracting better-educated youth than 
rival organizations. It is beginning to specialize in computer technology, 
advertising its high-tech prowess to attract youth to join the cause, much 
as in U.S. army recruitment advertisements. “Mujahideen have got access 
to the Indian army Web site where they worked against the Indian forces,” 
says its literature. “Lashkar e Taiba also made a remote control airplane 
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that was caught in Occupied Kashmir. We are developing the modern 
technology. We can make modern devices.”45 

What about muscles? I ask. 
“Muscles are also important, but muscles can be built through physical 

training.” 
Do you cooperate with other groups? 
“We have person-to-person contacts with other groups, but no formal 

relations.” 
With which groups? Do you cooperate with Laskar Jihad in Indonesia? 
“We have only person-to-person contacts. Sometimes fighters from 

Hamas and Hezbollah help us.” 
Where do you meet them? 
“A good place to meet is in Iran. We don’t involve other organizations. 

Just individuals. Militancy has different dimensions—different skills are 
required for a variety of guerrilla operations. Some militants are particu-
larly good at making explosives, for example. So if a fighter has no work 
in his organization, he might come to work for us, he comes to help. A 
militant cannot sit idle,” he explains, repeating a theme I have heard many 
times before. 

Do you have to pay militants that are on loan? Who pays their airfare? 
“The underground international market pays—the NGOs set up dur-

ing the Afghan war. These are people who specialize in transferring 
money—they also know how to transfer people.” 

In other words, you are involved in illegal transfers of money and peo-
ple, I say, encouraged by this extraordinary openness. 

“We don’t feel this is illegal. A money changer who works for us does 
it because he believes in our cause. He is not doing it to earn profits.” The 
commander seems to assume that by illegal I mean counter to Islamic law. 
“It works like this. We might give a loan to a silent worker [a sympathizer 
who is not actively involved in militancy] for his business, and we fix a 
percentage. The percentage goes to support our work.” 

So you also function as a bank? 
“We operate like an Islamic bank.” 
Where do you get weapons? 
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“We buy them from corrupt Indian officers. Sometimes we raid Indian 
military camps. We also buy arms from the Indian underworld. If you 
want to see the power of the underworld, look at what happened to the 
hijackers of IC 814. How do you think they escaped? The Indian foreign 
minister would do anything to get those hostages released. He was beg-
ging for help from the Taliban. India didn’t even recognize the Taliban. 
People were paid off. 

“The Indian officers are completely corrupt,” he continues, obviously 
interested in this topic. “They try to buy militants, but we buy them also. 
Sometimes they arrest a militant, and then they sell us back his gun. They 
steal our valuables. This war in Kashmir is business for them, but it’s a 
holy mission for us. The basic difference between them and us is that they 
are afraid to die.” 

How do you collect intelligence? 
“A successful operation requires intelligence in advance. Every jihadi 

organization has an intelligence wing. We have our own department of 
intelligence, called the Secret Intelligence and Analysis Wing [SR AJ]. 
They are local people in Kashmir—they might be drivers, or shopkeepers. 
We also have sleepers. When our militants are arrested, they tell us what is 
going on in jail. 

“I am in this field for the last thirteen years. I know my counterparts 
on the Indian side very well. We engage in a kind of bilateral trade with 
RAW.46 Every time something is about to happen, they always warn me. 
That is how I got out of jail.” 

Do they sympathize with you? 
“No, but we have some plants in R AW that help us, and we also make 

trades with them. How do you think Lashkar e Taiba was able to reach to 
Red Fort in Delhi? We have sources and sleepers inside India. 

“Kashmir is not our ultimate goal. We have two primary goals— 
remove India from Kashmir and convert Pakistan to an Islamic society. 
But we’ll go to any other place for jihad until we conquer the whole world. 
We don’t omit America from this list,” he says, looking slightly apologetic 
about referring to my country in this way. “America is not our enemy, but 
whoever works for the system that oppresses us must be conquered.” 

* * *  
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In Lahore, I meet a senior manager for Harkat-ul-Mujahideen whom I 
will call Yusuf. He used to work for Sipah e Sahaba Pakistan, the viru-
lently anti-Shia party. He left that job to join HUM. He would like to 
give me some recruitment posters as a souvenir. We drive through narrow 
streets to a small storefront, his office, in a sad-looking neighborhood. 
Yusuf runs in and returns to bring me some key chains decorated with 
pictures of Kalashnikovs, posters—also of Kalashnikovs—and calendars 
displaying a variety of guns. I give him a Harvard pen. Now that we’ve 
exchanged gifts, Yusuf becomes more serious. I want to leave my organiz-
ation, he says. I ask him why. He tells me that he no longer believes in the 
cause. We reach the hotel before he has a chance to tell me very much, but 
he agrees to return later with my guide. 

The next day, my guide informs me by telephone that he and Yusuf 
are waiting for me in the lobby. I take the glass elevator downstairs, walk 
past the frail-looking guard who protects hotel guests with a nightstick, 
and wend my way through the crowd of wheelers and dealers who always 
gather in the lobby of my hotel. The piped-in piano music, which usually 
sounds so cheerful, sounds tinny and false to me now. I spot my militant. 
I am frightened—for myself and for him. He works for an organization 
that has killed many people. But now he claims to have changed his 
mind. Is the ISI setting a trap for me? Do they want to see how I will react 
to this situation? Could it be that, despite my complete openness with 
them about my interviews, they still think I work for the CIA? Alterna-
tively, if he is truly a disgruntled militant, does he realize that the ISI is 
probably watching me—and will observe his confession? I decide not to 
invite him for coffee, but to remain in the lobby, where I assume it is 
harder to hear us. 

Yusuf begins telling me about his frustrations. He is making a good 
salary—better than he could make in the civilian sector, he says. But he 
sees his bosses getting rich off jihad and has come to feel disgusted. They 
have dirty offices and serve you bad food just to prove they have no 
money. But they live in mansions, he says. Jihadi organizations receive a 
lot of donations, and a lot of the money ends up going to the leaders. 
Four industrialists in Karachi donate 1 crore (10 million) rupees annually. 
People donate big houses, and the bosses live in them. In the previous 

c  o m m a n d e r s  a n d  t h e i r  c a d r e s  | 213 



government, under Nawaz Sharif, all the jihadi bosses had VIP status. In 
the Musharraf government they have an even higher status. What does 
that amount to? I ask. They go to Saudi Arabia or other Gulf States for 
fund-raising or to recruit, and when they return, the customs authorities 
don’t check their luggage. The Pakistani embassy in Saudi Arabia will 
help them, facilitate their fund-raising and recruitment efforts. Foreign 
boys come to our camps to get training, then they go back and join mili-
tant groups in their own countries. We had a camp for training foreigners 
in Afghanistan, but it was given to Jaish-i-Muhammad. Now we provide 
training in Azad Kashmir (Pakistan-held Kashmir). 

Do operatives resent the wealth of the leaders? I ask. 
“The operatives think this is religious work. They have complete faith 

in their bosses.” 
Do you believe that the leaders are truly motivated by religion? 
“They preach about proper behavior for Muslims, but they don’t abide 

by the rules themselves. 
“I have worked with jihadi organizations for twelve years. Most of the 

people who join these groups are from the poorest classes. Eighty-five per-
cent come from below the poverty line, twelve percent are from the mid-
dle class, and around three percent from the rich. I feel very demoralized 
now. I want to write a book.” 

What happens when workers disagree with the policy of the organiz-
ation? 

“It depends on the nature of the disagreement. If an operative is in 
Indian-occupied Kashmir and rejects his orders, he could be shot. Three 
months ago eleven militants were killed in IOK [Indian-occupied Kash-
mir] for disobeying orders. This is never printed in the papers. There are 
probably thirty-five to fifty militants killed per year. This year a father 
realized that his son did not die a martyr but was killed by Lashkar e Taiba 
managers. The father went to the Jurga (Islamic council). He had given 
Lashkar e Taiba three hundred and fifty thousand rupees. He said his son 
had been murdered by Lashkar e Taiba. 

“If somebody writes a book, that could be very serious,” he says, 
finally turning to the key question. “I’ll take preventive measures—I’ll try 
to seek asylum somewhere.” 
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What is the morally correct thing to do with this information? He 
seems to be half-hoping I will tell the embassy he might like to defect. I 
am reluctant to test out this idea. What if he doesn’t actually want to 
defect, and Pakistani intelligence officials see him meeting with U.S. offi-
cials? That would be dangerous for both him and me. What if he does 
want to defect, but our government wouldn’t want him? I do nothing, 
hoping that is the right thing to do, hoping he will approach the U.S. 
embassy on his own if that is what he truly wishes. 

Eventually, Yusuf decides to leave HUM, despite his inability to find 
an acceptable job as a “civilian.” He wants to write a book that tells his 
story, and he starts e-mailing me regularly. He wants me to help him get 
the book published. He thinks he will be able to support himself through 
writing if only I can find him a publisher. This is a tall order, however, 
since his English is bad. I try to explain to him that most authors don’t 
make a living by writing books. Most have other jobs—as professors, as 
doctors, as reporters, as waiters. I expect I earned about minimum wage 
with my last book, I tell him, and the university press that published it 
considered it to be a big seller. Yusuf is undaunted. He is determined to 
tell the world his views of jihad, at any cost. He proposes writing an arti-
cle for a liberal paper in Pakistan, one that is read by the intellectual elite. 
He is disappointed to discover that the paper will not provide for his 
safety, nor are they willing to pay him what he believes the article is worth. 
His friends are warning him that publishing the article or the book will 
mean certain death, and that he should take a job and fade into the back-
ground, at least for a few years. But he is determined to martyr himself for 
this new cause. It is as though, even leaving the jihad, he can’t give up the 
life of danger and sacrifice—this time for a jihad against the jihadis. 

Yusuf is not the only member of a jihadi organization who seems dis-
illusioned with holy war. Another leader said about his bosses, “At first I 
thought that they are serving a religious cause, but now I feel they are run-
ning a business. They are . . . suppliers of human beings. They use poor 
and illiterate boys for their own private cause and call it jihad. This ‘jihad’ 
has nothing to do with religion.” Asked how his organization receives its 
funds, he said, “The . . . real methods for raising funds is smuggling of 
goods through Afghanistan, Iran, and India. This includes drug traffick-
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ing, in some cases to India. Mujahideen cross the borders and carry drugs, 
delivering them to the Indian underworld mafia. Similarly, the mujahideen 
bring with them many smuggled items such as cosmetics and . . . elec-
tronic goods from Afghanistan to Pakistan to raise funds.”47 

For many of the managers interviewed for this book, jihad is a lucra-
tive undertaking. Some of the younger operatives in Pakistan said they are 
not paid for their services (although their basic needs are covered). But 
managers and trainers are relatively well paid. Cash bonuses for “excel-
lence in fund collection and recruitment” are provided, according to a for-
mer manager of one group.48 Another reported cash bonuses of five 
thousand rupees for successful operations in the field.49 A manager for 
Harkat-ul-Mujahideen reported a salary of nine thousand rupees per 
month. He said that the operatives “do jihad” for a “spiritual reward,” 
while those in managerial positions are working for a “material reward.”50 

A trainer who teaches mujahideen foreign languages said he received ten 
thousand rupees—more than twice the amount that he made as a teacher 
prior to joining the organization. 

One long-term militant now working as a district commander in 
Indian-controlled Kashmir said that salaries for operatives in his group, 
Hizb-ul Mujahideen, depend on the operatives’ needs. He reported that 
operatives earn 1,225 rupees per family member per month. In his family, 
he said, “We are ten persons, so we get 12,250 rupees per month. Bache-
lors, or anyone who has no one to feed, gets 515 rupees per month as 
pocket money in addition to food, clothing, and other basic needs.” Most 
of the money for operations in Kashmir comes from the Pakistani govern-
ment, he said.51 

Several militants in Pakistan reported changing their views on jihad 
over time. One reported, “Initially I was of the view that they are doing 
jihad, but now I believe that it is a business and people are earning wealth 
through it. . . . The  public posture is that we are doing jihad in Kashmir, 
while the real thing is that it is a business empire.” Regarding the leaders 
of his organization: “I thought they were true Muslims, but now I believe 
that they are fraud, they are selling Islam as a product.” And his reasons 
for staying in the organization also changed. “First I was there for jihad, 
now I am there for my financial reasons.”52 
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Not only money is important: emotional satisfaction and status are also 
critical. Operatives describe the emotional satisfaction of their work, and 
the status they earn in their community. “One becomes important due to 
his work. Successful operations make a militant famous and glamorous 
among his fellow men,” a trainer said.53 The emotional satisfaction of the 
work and the charge it gives operatives becomes “addictive.” A former 
Pakistani operative and trainer said, “Once a person gets involved in fight-
ing, he cannot leave.” After a while he will only “feel relaxed with a jihadi 
organization. Even if you make him work in a religious political party, he 
will not feel easy, he will feel disturbed.”54 

A Pakistani charity called the Shuhda Islam Foundation offered to take 
me to meet families of the “martyrs,” the boys who have died fighting in 
the “jihad” in Kashmir. Pakistan’s leading Islamist party, the Jamaat-i-
Islami, established the foundation to support the boys’ families. My hosts 
from the charity also agreed to take me to visit a few madrassahs, the reli-
gious schools where hopeful mujahideen from around the world receive 
mental training for jihad. Although jihad means “to strive” and the 
purification of the self, I wanted to visit some of those madrassahs that 
focus on what the Prophet called the “lower jihad,” recruiting children for 
holy war.55 

Atif Abbassi, a twenty-seven-year-old former mujaheed working for 
the foundation, has arranged to introduce me to martyrs’ families who are 
living in a poor rural region about an hour outside Lahore. Abbassi picks 
me up from my hotel in Lahore in a chauffeur-driven, air-conditioned car. 
His black beard is neatly trimmed and his pristine white shalwar kameez is 
perfectly ironed. He is utterly, perfectly polite. Abbassi is obviously proud 
of his work and pleased to introduce me to the families he helps support. 
The Shuhda Islam Foundation provides financial support to nine hundred 
families, he tells me. Sometimes the foundation pays off their loans. 
Sometimes it sets them up in businesses. And sometimes it helps them 
with housing. It also provides emotional and spiritual support, by con-
stantly reminding the families that they did the right thing by donating 
their children to assist their Muslim brothers in Kashmir. 

We drive for an hour, past rice paddies, orchards, farms, and brick fac-
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tories. Pakistan’s wealthy feudal lords own most of the farms and facto-
ries, my host tells me. The workers live in the mud huts by the road. I see 
men, women, and children working in the fields, their skin browned from 
the sun. The children are dirty but beautiful, the bright softness of their 
near black eyes visible even from a distance. I ask why the children aren’t 
in school. Their parents need them to help in the fields, my host tells me. 
Besides, the workers can’t afford the fees for schoolbooks or the bus fare 
to school. Some of the children attend madrassahs at night when they fin-
ish their work. There is no plumbing, and we see men and boys relieving 
themselves in the fields. I pull my scarf tighter over my hair and pretend 
not to notice. 

Two Kashmiri militants have joined us on the trip. They follow in a 
second car. They will be living in the village for some time, Abbassi tells 
me, inspiring local children to join the jihad. 

A small group, including local Jamaat-i-Islami officials, gather to wel-
come our party to the village. I am encouraged to speak first to the two 
Kashmiri mujahideen. Ibrahim is a slight but strong twenty-two-year-old 
boy. His father owns a fruit shop on the Indian side of Kashmir. Ibrahim 
completed junior high school and then transferred to a madrassah. He  
joined Hizb-ul Mujahideen (the Kashmir-based militant wing of 
Jamaat-i-Islami) when he was fourteen. During his six years of fighting, 
Ibrahim was arrested twice by Indian security forces. What happened 
when you were arrested? I ask him. “I was made to take off my clothing. 
My father was forced to stand nude in front of me. Then they tortured 
me with electric shocks. And then they dragged me behind a car.” The 
first time he was arrested, he was incarcerated for two months. The sec-
ond time he escaped after fifteen days, a nearly impossible feat, the others 
tell me. He had to reach a window ten feet above the floor. “The guards 
with guns didn’t see me. The ones who saw me didn’t have guns. They 
chased me, but I escaped. It was a miracle.” He is anxious to get back to 
fighting, he tells me. “A mujaheed can’t sit idle, he can’t stop. Just like you 
can’t stop writing.” 

He crossed the mountains to the Pakistani side of Kashmir to receive 
commando training. There is no commando training available on the 
Indian side. Sixty boys participated in the phase of training he has already 
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completed. They learned how to live in the forest, how to survive without 
food, and how to detonate explosives. (One of my hosts asks my transla-
tor not to mention the explosives, but he told me about it later.) Ibrahim 
will cross back to the Indian side. But first he is taking a tour of Pakistan 
to visit his Muslim brothers, the Pakistani mujahideen. The saddest 
moment of his life was when a friend was martyred. The Indian army 
took his friend’s entire family to the jail and tortured all of them, even the 
women. How does your mother feel about your fighting the Indian army? 
I ask him. “She is with me,” he claims. “She tells me, ‘Don’t come home 
until you are a martyr.’ ” Ibrahim’s thirteen-year-old younger brother also 
wants to be a mujaheed. “I have already taught him to use a gun,” Ibrahim 
tells me. 

Junaid is also from the Indian side. He joined Hizb-ul Mujahideen 
when he was eighteen. From the age of nine he wanted to be a mujaheed, 
“but didn’t know how.” He has been through one round of a ninety-day 
course training. Sixty mujahideen received the training with him, and 
twenty-five of those were strong enough to be “launched” back into 
Indian-held Kashmir. Guides lead the trained commandos over the 
mountains to the Indian side. They return to the Pakistani side with a new 
crop of trainees. Some boys take the ninety-day training course a number 
of times to build up their courage and strength. How hard was it to cross 
the Line of Control, I ask Junaid. “It takes eight days to cross. I was very 
hungry,” he tells me. “I was eating grass.” What are you doing here in this 
village? I ask. “I am receiving mental training,” he says. “I want to meet 
the families of the martyrs. I want to be a martyr too.” The boys are taken 
to Pakistan, one of my hosts tells me in surprising moment of candor, to 
persuade them to support Pakistan’s preferred solution: that Kashmir be 
part of Pakistan and not independent. 

My hosts take me next to a poorer area. The street is lined with open 
sewers. A family I will call the Mirs moved here from a farming town 
when their son Zafar Iqbal became a mechanic. The house, made of 
unpainted concrete, is a step up from their earlier home, which was a mud 
hut. After Zafar Iqbal died in Kashmir, the foundation helped pay off the 
family’s substantial debts. And the foundation set up Habeeb, the mar-
tyr’s father, in business. He now owns two shops in the village. I notice the 
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new rugs on the floor and the new cloth bedspreads. When Zafar died, 
eight thousand attended his funeral in Kashmir, his mother tells me. God 
is helping us out a lot, she says, pointing to her home and smiling. Habeeb 
and Hanifa had six sons, one now dead. “Two look after me now,” 
Habeeb explains. One was trained as a mujaheed but is now home. We are 
donating our youngest to God, Habeeb tells me, pointing to his ten-year-
old son. After completing fifth grade he will study in a madrassah full-
time, to prepare himself mentally and physically for jihad. I ask the boy 
what he wants to do when he grows up. Be a mujaheed, he tells me. 

We drive over rutted dirt roads to a third house. Nargis and Nisar 
Ahmed had three sons, now two. Nisar is a furniture repairman who was 
barely able to make ends meet, my host tells me. Nargis, the martyr’s 
mother, tells me how proud she is to have donated her son, but she starts 
sobbing as she says this. I am uncertain how to respond. All the other 
mothers seem to have hypnotized away their pain, and I am unready to 
face this anguish. I put my arm around her and feel a birdlike frame. The 
bones feel light, exposed, and vulnerable. Like most of the martyrs’ 
homes, the walls are decorated with glamour shots of AK-47s. Their sec-
ond son, now fifteen, wants to be a martyr too. This family, even poorer 
than the others, needed a lot of financial help, my host tells me, and the 
foundation is helping them out a lot. 

Syed Qurban Hussain is a hakim (a traditional doctor of herbal 
medicine) and the father of seven sons. All seven were trained to be 
mujahideen in Afghanistan. “They wanted to go,” Hussain tells me, “but 
I also encouraged them.” His fifth son, a district commander in Kashmir, 
spent two years in what the Pakistanis call Indian-occupied Kashmir 
(IOK). This son had been educated through the eighth grade and had 
learned the Holy Koran by heart in a madrassah. He was killed at age 
twenty-six by Indian security forces. Hussain’s seventh son has just 
returned from IOK. He slid five hundred feet down a mountainside and 
his backbone is fractured. But, his father tells me proudly, he is planning 
to go back as soon as he is healed. Like his martyred brother, Hussain’s 
youngest son also knows the Koran by heart, which gives him the “right 
mental approach” for jihad, his father tells me. 

Hussain tells me he is happy to have donated a son to the cause of 
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jihad. Whoever gives his life in the way of Allah lives forever and earns a 
place in heaven for seventy members of his family, to be selected by the 
martyr. “Everyone treats me with more respect now that I have a martyred 
son. And when there is a martyr in the village, it encourages more children 
to join the jihad. It raises the spirit of the entire village,” Hussain tells me. 
His wife reiterates that when a son dies in the jihad, the family’s standing 
in the community goes way up. I sent my son to fight in the jihad myself, 
she tells me proudly. And I would send all seven sons. I would be happy if 
all seven sons should be martyred. They will help me in the next life, which 
is the real life, she says. It is their Islamic duty to be martyred. We do this 
to create justice in the world, she tells me sternly. This mother is better 
educated than the others are. She attended fifth grade. She is proud. She 
showers me with gifts. Gold-painted bangles, prayer beads. I offer her the 
only thing I have with me that might interest her, a Harvard pen, in return. 

Near this mother’s home is a neighborhood flooded with water—the 
houses encircling what has become a small pond. The smell of sewage is 
overpowering. The pool of sewage and garbage is a breeding ground for 
mosquitoes, one of my hosts points out, and the government is remiss for 
not having drained it. There is a madrassah here that my hosts want me to 
see. On a bulletin board outside the principal’s office is a child’s portrait 
of a nuclear weapon. It was drawn with extreme care, colored a bright 
green—a picture of “the Islamic bomb.” We pass a classroom. Twenty 
small boys are reciting the Koran, trying to memorize it. They look cute 
and vulnerable, like all ten-year-old boys. I wonder how many of these 
boys will end up dead in Kashmir, and how soon. As we return to Lahore, 
my host insists on playing a tape that he says is a recording of “the song of 
jihad,” which is a sad song indeed. 

In Islamabad I meet with a number of Pakistani officials to ask them 
about the madrassahs. The State Department recently asked Pakistan to 
close certain madrassahs “that actually serve as conduits for terrorism.” 
Pakistan is responding, its officials claim, because some of these madras-
sahs are bad for Pakistan itself. In addition to the international terrorists 
the State Department worries about, madrassahs produce sectarian terror-
ists like the Lashkar e Jhangvi killers that tried to assassinate Nawaz Sharif, 
Pakistan’s former leader. 
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Pakistan’s then interior minister, Mr. Moinhuddin Haider, outlined 
his plan of attack.56 First, all madrassahs will be required to register with 
the government. This is not the first time that the federal government has 
made such a demand, but the job is still far from complete. Estimates of 
the number of madrassahs located in Pakistan range from forty thousand 
to eighty thousand, and fewer than five thousand had registered so far. 
Each of the conservative religious parties has its own set of madrassahs. 
They are gaining influence among the poor by educating their children 
for free, a service not provided by the Pakistani government. 

Second, Mr. Haider said, the madrassahs must expand their curricu-
lum to include not only the study of the Koran and Islamic law but also 
math, science, computer skills, and other subjects. The goal should be to 
produce “balanced persons” able to find productive employment in Pak-
istani society—not just as mujahideen or village preachers. Third, they 
will have to list their sources of financial support. Fourth, when a foreign 
student applies to study at a madrassah, the principal will be required to 
give the Pakistani government three months to secure permission from 
that student’s government before the student will be allowed to matricu-
late. Arab governments have been complaining that Pakistan’s madrassahs 
are providing mental training in jihad, and that the graduates cause prob-
lems for the governments of their native countries when they return. 
Fifth, the director of the seminary and the child’s parents must sign a 
form in which both parties agree that the school will not encourage the 
student to enter a militant training camp. These forms already exist, the 
minister said, but many madrassahs are not honoring them. He recounted 
a story about a young man whose parents had signed such a form, only to 
discover that their child had been sent to a training camp in Kabul with-
out their permission. “The brand of Islam they are teaching is not good 
for Pakistan. Some, in the garb of religious training, are busy fanning sec-
tarian violence, poisoning people’s minds,” Haider complained. This was 
neither the first, nor the last time the Pakistani government would make 
such pronouncements. As I write these words in 2003, little progress has 
been made. 

In the morning we drive to Akora Khattak, located near Peshawar in 
the North-West Frontier Province. This madrassah, called Darul Uloom 

222 | t e r r  o r  i n  t h e  n a m e  o f  g o d  



Haqqania, is most famous for having played a critical role in the creation 
of the Taliban. The word taleb, in fact, means “student” in Arabic. 
Maulana Sami ul-Haq is chancellor of the school and the son of its 
founder. He is a former senator and an important figure in Pakistan’s 
right-wing religious opposition. He would later come to play a significant 
role as the leader of one of the six religious factions that, under a coalition 
named Mutahida Majlis e Amal (MMA), achieved an unprecedented vic-
tory in Pakistan’s parliamentary elections in October 2002. The MMA 
won 53 out of 342 seats and became the third-largest party of Pakistan’s 
National Assembly.57 Prior to the 2002 elections, the religious parties’ 
best previous showing was nine seats in the 1993 elections. In 2002, the 
MMA gained a majority in the North-West Frontier Province, where 
Sami-ul-Haq’s madrassah is located and where some senior Al Qaeda 
members are believed to hide; they also did well in Balochistan, former 
home of Mir Aimal Kansi, discussed in the previous chapter.58 The school 
is in a poor rural area, and most of the students come from extremely poor 
families who cannot afford to feed their children, he tells me. When they 
matriculate at the school, they receive not only free education (something 
not provided by the state in many parts of Pakistan), but also free food 
and lodging. The families are striking an implicit deal with the school: the 
school relieves the family of the expense of housing and feeding a child. 
The child, in turn, is “donated to God.” “All over the world, it is common 
for poor families to donate one child to the priesthood,” Maulana Sami-
ul-Haq explained. “Poor people love religion. The rich love their wealth 
instead of God.” What is less common is that these poor people often 
donate their children not as priests but as cannon fodder in Pakistan’s 
proxy war with India over Kashmir. Or to fight in other purported jihads, 
in Afghanistan and elsewhere. 

Sami-ul-Haq invites me to lunch. Some twenty religious elders are vis-
iting Sami-ul-Haq today, as they often are, he explains. All are dressed in 
white and all have black beards, but they wear a variety of caps. None 
attempts to speak with me and they quickly look away from me if they 
notice me looking at them. We sit on the floor. Pillows line the walls. A 
large cloth laid out on the floor is covered with bowls of spicy food: okra 
in a peppery cardamom sauce, lamb, beef, chicken, and rice. I am given 
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silverware but the others eat their food with a flat bread made of coarsely 
ground wheat. Unlike his guests, Sami-ul-Haq is jolly here, sitting at the 
head of the cloth spread on the floor. His beard is graying, and the henna 
used to dye it gives it a reddish, cheerful hue. The Taliban, Sami-ul-Haq’s 
creation, are known for their extreme cruelty to women. But Sami-ul-
Haq’s daughter, who is retarded, sits in the place of honor at Sami-ul-
Haq’s side. When she demands more food, he indulges her with 
surprising sweetness. For the rest of my visit, she follows Sami-ul-Haq 
around, occasionally climbing onto his lap to be stroked. 

Haqqania is one of the largest madrassahs in Pakistan, currently train-
ing over twenty-eight hundred students. Approximately four hundred 
five-year-olds come to the school each year, but most students begin their 
training at age twelve or thirteen. Many learn the Koran by heart. They 
cannot understand the Arabic words but they learn to chant them. (Many 
of the Pakistani students come from dirt-poor tribal areas and do not 
speak Urdu, Pakistan’s official language, but Pashto, the language spoken 
by the Taliban.) The school trains future mujahideen from Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, southern Russia, and Turkey. Stu-
dents from China and Sudan have studied here in past years, according to 
Sami-ul-Haq. Approximately half the student body was Afghani at the 
time I visited. 

Students at Haqqania rarely see women. Although I was allowed to 
visit classrooms and some living quarters, some areas were off-limits 
because the older students would become quite “angry” if they saw a 
woman, even one wearing traditional Pakistani dress with a sheet over her 
head for added protection. 

The school is Deobandi in orientation. Deobandism arose in British 
India as an anticolonialist, reformist, intellectual branch of Sunni Islam. 
Its aim was to harmonize classical texts with the demands of secular life in 
prepartition India. Sami-ul-Haq considers Maulana Mawdudi (one of the 
founding fathers of Islamic fundamentalism, as Islamism is referred to in 
Pakistan) to be “a bit modern.” The movement has its own political party 
in Pakistan, the Jamiat-ul-Ulema Islam (JUI), one of whose branches 
Sami-ul-Haq runs. The party promotes the enforcement of Shari’a under 
the guidance of the “righteous ulama.” If JUI had its way, the ulama 
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would have the right to determine whether laws passed by the parliament 
are consistent with Islamic law. By and large, the platform is anti-Shia. It 
promotes Hanafi (Sunni) law, arguing that the majority of Pakistanis are 
Sunnis. Anti-Shia fatwas (religious decrees) and texts are promoted by 
Deobandi madrassahs, and students coming out of these schools are often 
virulently sectarian. Personality clashes have split JUI into several camps, 
and the rival camps now compete on the basis of which is more anti-Shia 
as well as anti-American. 

The U.S. cruise missile attacks against militant training camps in 
August 1998 “damaged the image of the United States,” Sami-ul-Haq 
explained, and turned Osama bin Laden, an ordinary man, into a hero. 
America’s opposition to madrassahs is damaging the image still further, 
instilling “sentiments of violence” in madrassah students, he tells me. 

No military training takes place at this madrassah or, according to the 
Pakistani government, at any other madrassah in Pakistan. But many of 
Sami-ul-Haq’s students become mujahideen after they leave. “We don’t 
force them to join the jihad,” Sami-ul-Haq told me. “They become 
mujahideen voluntarily.” 

I asked Maulana Sami-ul-Haq how he felt about Haider’s plans to 
crack down on the madrassahs. The government may persuade some 
madrassahs to register, but those will be the ones found in large cities, not 
in Pakistan’s rural areas, Sami-ul-Haq said. He has no intention of broad-
ening the curriculum to suit the Pakistani government. “Our goal is to 
teach students Islamic fundamentalism, which is not taught in regular 
schools and must be safeguarded. We teach fourteen different subjects of 
Islamic law. We cannot teach all subjects—these fourteen subjects are a 
full curriculum in and of themselves.” The government’s goal, he said, is 
to “destroy the spirit of the madrassahs under the cover of broadening 
their curriculum.” The government is failing to provide an education sys-
tem worthy of the name, Sami-ul-Haq complained. “My advice to Mr. 
Haider is to fix Pakistan’s state-school system first,” before giving advice 
on how to run the seminaries. Sami-ul-Haq categorically rejected Haider’s 
demand that madrassahs inform the Pakistani government about foreign 
students wishing to matriculate. With regard to the forms allegedly dis-
tributed to madrassahs requiring them to commit to the students’ parents 
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not to send the children to jihad, Sami-ul-Haq exclaimed that he had 
never heard of such a form, “other than from your mouth.” He said, 
“Those forms do not exist. You may tell Mr. Haider that this is the biggest 
lie I have ever heard.” Regarding Haider’s desire that madrassahs produce 
balanced persons able to find employment in a variety of fields, Sami-ul-
Haq advised the government to begin by ensuring that graduates of pub-
lic schools are able to find employment. “Our students have much better 
lives than those of public schools do. Students with doctoral degrees from 
the government school system end up washing dishes or driving taxis in 
the United States. Our students donate their lives to a religious cause and 
are far happier than their students.” Besides, “God is giving the madrassahs 
so much money” that they are able to keep expanding. This is not true for 
the secular schools. Regarding the requirement to report sources of fund-
ing, Sami-ul-Haq scoffed, “When the government starts giving us money, 
we will be prepared to report our sources of funding to them.” The entire 
exercise of attempting to regulate the madrassahs is “a game of diplomacy 
with the West. Haider is flirting with America,” Haq pronounced, clearly 
enjoying this opportunity to denounce a high-level government official. In 
his heart, however, Moinhuddin Haider “loves the madrassahs.” Two 
weeks before, in a meeting with the leaders of madrassahs, Haider “swore 
on the Holy Koran he is not against the madrassahs.” Sami-ul-Haq 
lamented, “Haider was a good governor. God knows what happened to 
him. America has hypnotized him.” And, more importantly, “America has 
assessed Pakistan’s army wrongly. The army is now Islamic. It is commit-
ted to the madrassahs. . . .  This is the first time I am revealing the truth to 
a foreigner,” he tells me giddily. 

Maulana Sami-ul-Haq’s eldest son has been designated his father’s 
successor as the head of the school and currently teaches here. I asked him 
about his own schooling. Although most of his training was in Islamic law 
and practice, he knows a little bit of “old style” geometry developed “six 
hundred years ago in Egypt.” 

Sami-ul-Haq’s two sons took me for a tour of the school, which is im-
mense and expanding. They showed me a lecture hall big enough to seat 
five thousand students if they sit on the floor, asking me whether Harvard 
had such beautiful classrooms. The room is airy and cheerful, with a stark 
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white ceiling decorated with carved tiles. I had to admit I have not seen a 
classroom that rivals Haqqania’s new lecture hall. 

They introduced me to a number of students, all of whom professed 
the desire to become mujahideen when they leave the school. They took 
me to the Russia House, where Central Asian and Russian students live. 
Although my hosts were visibly agitated when they discovered that I speak 
Russian, I was allowed to question the students. Here I had control over 
the questions addressed to the students. Are you happy here? I asked. 
“Normalno,” answered one, meaning “everything is cool.” Like their 
Afghan and Pakistani counterparts, these students wanted to become 
mujahideen. When asked why he wanted to be a mujaheed, a twenty-year-
old Chechen student told me his goal is to fight Russians. 

The school is planning to construct a new dormitory to house foreign 
students and to expand the number of students it accepts from Russia, 
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Dagestan, Chechnya, and China from one hun-
dred to five hundred. 

There are three factions to Sami-ul-Haq’s political party, known as the 
Jamiat-ul-Ulema Islam or JUI. JUI is a powerful player in the religious 
opposition. Sami-ul-Haq’s faction is known as JUI-S. Fazlur Rahman 
leads a second faction known as JUI-F. And Ajmal Qadri leads the newest 
faction, known as JUI-Q. Each party has its own set of madrassahs, and 
each has its own militant wing. 

Qadri is a laughing Buddha-like figure. He wears the pristine, 
starched, white dress of a Muslim cleric. He has great expanses of soft 
brown flesh and a large, imposing belly. He has a twinkling eye, and his 
pointy red slippers are decorated with gold and mirrors, giving him the 
look of a well-fed elf. I asked him how he felt about Haider’s policies. 
“Haider is on the wrong track,” Qadri explained. “If he persists with his 
current policies, the Ministry of Interior will cease to exist. If he goes fur-
ther, he is in danger of losing his life.” The madrassahs have had their own 
traditions for twelve hundred years, Qadri explained, and will not stand 
for the changes the current Pakistani regime is attempting to impose. The 
goal of the madrassahs is to propagate Islam throughout the world, not to 
satisfy the West. “Why should we expand our curriculum?” Qadri asked. 
“It was designed twelve hundred years ago in Iraq” and is far superior to 
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the curriculum taught in secular schools. Haider is demanding that 
madrassah students learn to use computers. “We already have computers at 
our madrassahs,” Qadri explained. The students use the computers to 
study Koranic law. There is a downside, however, which is that students 
sometimes look at pornography, and they sometimes chat with girls. In 
one of Qadri’s madrassahs in Peshawar, a student started chatting with a 
young woman in Germany. The girl, who was Christian, was so taken by 
Qadri’s student that she traveled all the way to Peshawar. This caused ter-
rible problems for me, Qadri explained. But the girl is a computer special-
ist who told Qadri she could earn $70,000 per year in the West. With 
Qadri’s approval, she converted to Islam and married his student. She 
observes Deobandi practices, never leaving her house without donning a 
burka (a mode of dress adopted by the Taliban in which a woman’s head 
is entirely covered, with tiny slits cut out of the fabric in front of their 
eyes). 

“I believe that a clash of civilizations is inevitable,” Qadri explained. 
“And in this clash, the fittest will survive. We are much more cultured 
than America and the West. The West is bereft of the strength that comes 
from families. Plus, the West is run by Jews. Americans and the Jews have 
begun a new crusade, which is known as globalization.” Because Islamic 
thought is far more modern and scientific than the system adopted by the 
West, Islam is bound to win this unavoidable jihad against the Jews. 

Asked whether he had ever signed a form promising not to send his 
charges to fight in a jihad, Qadri said that students who don’t want to go 
don’t go, nobody is forced. I asked what percentage of his students decide 
not to join a jihad. “Zero percent,” he said. But only 10 to 15 percent are 
selected to be trained. “Young people are demanding to join a jihad 
because of their resentment against the West.” Those who are not selected 
become hakim (doctors of traditional herbal medicine), qazi (Islamic 
judges), or clerics. In addition to the twelve-hundred-year-old curriculum 
that includes the study of the Koran and Islamic law, students are trained 
in dutka, a form of wrestling developed three thousand years ago in India. 
Only the most physically fit of Qadri’s students are selected to be trained 
at his camp, which is called Forward Kahuta. The problem, he told me, is 
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that he just doesn’t have enough room in the camp to take more recruits. 
And only 5 percent of those trained, Qadri said, get “launched” to the 
Indian side. 

Of 700 students at Qadri’s madrassah, 127 are foreigners, including 
students from Burma, Nepal, Chechnya (7), Bangladesh, Afghanistan, 
Yemen, Mongolia, and Kuwait. 

Over dinner, a senior member of Jamaat-i-Islami (JI) explains that 
Musharraf and his government are making statements about madrassahs 
to please the West. They are trying to market themselves as fighting the 
fundamentalists, he tells me. They learned this marketing plan from 
Benazir Bhutto. Not a single madrassah has been raided. Nor has action 
been taken against a single mujaheed. The plan is a posture, not a policy, 
he tells me. 

The next day I meet with Mujeeb-ur-Rehman Inqalabi, a senior mem-
ber of Sipah e Sahaba Pakistan (SSP), an overtly sectarian, anti-Shia po-
litical party. SSP has a profound influence on all Deobandi madrassahs, 
Inqalabi tells me. The administrators of Deobandi madrassahs invite SSP 
leaders to their annual ceremonies. SSP members are fighting in Kashmir, 
Afghanistan, Chechnya, and Bosnia, he tells me. We are close to Harkat-
ul-Mujahideen and Jaish-i-Muhammad, he tells me, and close to the Tal-
iban. He doesn’t tell me this, but his group is also close to Al Qaeda. We 
supply militants to these groups. Whenever one of our youngsters wants 
to do jihad, he joins one of these groups, he tells me. 

This is where Pakistan is in trouble, I think to myself. The government 
is deeply worried about sectarian killings inside Pakistan. But the same 
organizations that supply mujahideen to Pakistan’s proxy war with India 
are producing sectarian killers. And eventually those groups, I am con-
vinced, will turn against Pakistan itself for its insufficient orthodoxy. 

Inqalabi takes me to a large madrassah in the middle of Lahore called 
Jamia Manzoor ul Islamiya. Pir Saif-ulla Khalid is the principal of the 
school. The pir (the word means “mystic” or “saint”) is clothed all in 
white. He wears an imama, the headdress of the Taliban, said to have 
been worn by the Holy Prophet. He carries a large staff when he walks 
and insists on holding the staff when I persuade him to be photographed. 
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He has a long, white beard, and the charisma of a mystic. But he is a mys-
tic with an angry edge. 

Our meeting takes place in a large air-conditioned room lined with 
bookshelves. I note that the shelves are entirely devoid of books. Four 
hundred and fifty students live at the school, and another hundred are day 
students. Most of them, Pir Khalid tells me, come from poor families who 
cannot afford to feed the children. I ask about his own training. How did 
he come to be the principal of a school? He studied in madrassahs, he tells 
me. He has no interest in math or science. We are not interested in creat-
ing “balanced persons” here, he tells me. We teach them for God, not to 
help them get a job or find a wife. When a student masters our subjects, 
girls will gather at his feet. 

I am allowed to wander around and speak with the students. The stu-
dents sit on the floor, their Korans and their elbows resting on long, nar-
row tables. Twenty students at each table sway as they recite the words of 
the Holy Koran. Their bedding is on shelves along the wall. At night they 
sleep in the classroom on the floor. The first student we talk to is twelve 
years old. He studied in school through the fifth grade. That was the end 
of his secular schooling because his family cannot afford any more. His 
elder brother also stopped going to school at the end of fifth grade. Now 
he is learning the Koran by heart. I ask what he wants to do when he 
grows up. He tells me he wants to be a mujaheed, to kill the non-Muslims 
who are oppressing Muslims. How does he feel about Shia? They are 
kafirs (infidels), he says, they are not Muslims. How does he feel about 
America? Down with America, he says. I ask why he feels that way. Every-
one says that, he says. But do you know why? I ask him. No, he says. 

Asked about the biggest threat to their groups’ survival, a militant 
says that “free secular education for all” leading to an “increase in the lit-
eracy rate” is the gravest threat to the survival of the jihadi groups in 
Pakistan.59 Another answers, “Wealth. It is a hard fact that poor people 
are more religious and more likely to join militant groups.”60 A former 
militant who now runs a religious school that supplies youth to various 
Islamic extremist groups in Pakistan worried that “the spread of secular 
educational institutions” is the biggest threat to the groups. “But we in 
madrassahs are providing free education and free board, while the secular 
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educational institutions are costly and few in number.” He described a 
kind of mutual dependency between the madrassahs and the jihadi 
groups. “To survive in this field [running a madrassah], you need a strong 
group to back you,” he said. But the groups, by the same token, “cannot 
survive without madrassahs.” Asked whether there might be psychological 
reasons for his interest in religious militancy, he answered that there 
might be, he wasn’t sure. He describes his childhood as miserable. “Peo-
ple like us cannot dream of a happy childhood. Happiness these days is 
deeply associated to wealth. I was from a desperately poor background. 
There was always a shortage of food, which was a major cause of domes-
tic dissatisfaction.” The happiest moment of his childhood was when he 
was admitted to a madrassah, he said, because “there I got food, clothing, 
and other necessities.”61 

Asked about the most important audience for their recruitment activi-
ties, a former public-relations officer for a sectarian jihadi group said, 
“There are two groups we try to reach. One is the poor. We are in contact 
with them through the madrassahs. We need their children.” But he 
added, “We work hard to establish contacts with the upper class so that we 
can persuade them to donate money to the group.”62 

Later I met with a Kashmiri who decided to quit militancy. He had 
been a high-ranking member of a Kashmir-based group called Hizb-ul 
Mujahideen. He lives on the outskirts of Islamabad, in a poor part of 
town. My friends arrange to drive me there. Unlike the other militants I 
have met so far, he is Kashmiri rather than Pakistani. 

Our car pulls up to an old apartment building apparently made of 
cement. Pieces of the building have fallen into the open sewer and no one 
has bothered to repair it. You have to cross the sewer to enter the building. 
Visitors leave their shoes in the outer hallway, as is common in observant 
Muslim homes. 

Ameer ul-Azeem, the public affairs officer for Jamaat-i-Islami, tells me 
that the ISI is angry with this militant, and that he in turn feels hounded 
by his former supporters in the Pakistani government. They are pressuring 
him to help plan operations. He is reluctant to assist them but feels com-
pelled to submit to their demands. I don’t ask what they threaten him 
with if he doesn’t comply. He is obviously nervous and reluctant to speak 
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openly with anyone he doesn’t know well. Ameer reassures him that I am 
an American professor, neither from the ISI nor from India’s intelligence 
agency, known as R AW. Most of the time operatives give me names— 
whether true or false, sometimes requesting that I change their names for 
publication. But this militant doesn’t bother giving me a false name, as 
though he has no energy left for such pretensions. It is as though he has 
no false names left. Later, however, he will reveal his name to me through 
Muzamal urging me to use his name in this book. It is Maqbool Pandit. I 
notice that his arms are muscled and appear strong, but that his face has a 
look of nearly unbearable pain. I soon learn that his daughter is still in 
Kashmir, and that the Indian authorities have not allowed her to join her 
father in Islamabad. 

Pandit invites us to sit on the floor of a small, inner room with no win-
dows. He serves us green tea with ginger and spicy chicken, in the Kash-
miri style. I notice him eating hungrily. 

Why did you quit militancy? I ask him. 
“Most operatives are bachelors. I have a responsibility toward my chil-

dren,” he tells me. I don’t believe that this is the main reason, but I can see 
he’s not going to tell me any more. I ask about his current occupation. He 
is working at the stock exchange. 

Compared with the Pakistani militant leaders I have met, Maqbool 
Pandit is poor. I wonder whether this is because he is Kashmiri or because 
he has decided to leave militancy. He earned a master’s degree in history 
prior to becoming involved in militancy and had thought about getting a 
doctorate in economics. But he joined the struggle early on, right after the 
1987 elections—the beginning of Kashmiri militancy. At that point he 
had been running a business, exporting timber and fruit. But he gave up 
his business to help launch the armed struggle. He is exactly my age, 
which was forty-three at the time. 

“At first the casualty rate was high on our side,” Pandit says, “but since 
1992 our efficiency has greatly improved. We are far more professional 
than the Indian army is now. Our men are better trained and our technol-
ogy is superior. For example, we use remote-controlled explosives.” Indian 
scholars and officials deny this claim. 

How did you raise money? I ask. 
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“We procured funds from ethnic Kashmiris in Pakistan and around 
the world.” 

Most of the money actually was from Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, 
other militants told me. Did Pandit receive instructions about what he was 
allowed to say, I wonder? 

Where did you train operatives? 
“In Azad [Pakistan-held] Kashmir. Trainers and organizers often end 

up moving to Pakistan, as do their families.” 
How did you feel when Pakistani youth volunteered to join your or-

ganization? 
“We are happy when people come to help us; they are sacrificing their 

lives for us. It’s a blessing for us.” 
Not all Kashmiri militants feel this way about the influx of Pakistani 

youth into Kashmir to join in their struggle. One told me that after the 
Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, the jihadis found themselves out 
of work. “Hundreds of trained cadres from the Afghan war were look-
ing for new hunting grounds, creating a law and order problem for Pak-
istan. Sending these trained cadres to Kashmir was an efficient means to 
take care of the problem, while at the same time run a low-intensity war 
against India.” Pakistan eventually gained complete control over the 
militancy in the valley, he said, “by encouraging religious rhetoric and 
frenzy. Personnel were recruited from three groups: ignorant religious 
extremists driven by hate, criminals, and outcasts form the lowest rungs 
of society.” These three groups developed a vested interest in the busi-
ness of jihad, and “that served Pakistan’s designs well.”63 Once Pakistan 
took charge of the militancy, Kashmiri militants became second-class 
citizens, he said. 

At this point I ask to use the bathroom. The militant directs me 
through the hallway past the kitchen. I see women behind a kind of 
screen. They ignore me. The heat from the kitchen stove is searing as I 
walk by. Outside the bathroom door are rubber slippers to protect one’s 
bare feet as one squats on the toilet. There is soap in the sink, and the tow-
els are perfectly clean, perhaps in my honor. 

I return to find the men speaking animatedly. Pandit seems more com-
fortable. 
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Where did you find guns and ammunition? I ask. 
“Most come from the Indian army,” he says. “From individual officers 

who are corrupt. It’s not a policy decision on the part of the Indian gov-
ernment.” I asked Indian government officials and scholars to comment 
on Pandit’s claim about the militants purchasing Indian military weapons. 
According to them, weapons have serial numbers, and if a significant frac-
tion of the weapons seized from the militants were actually acquired from 
the Indian military, such a thing would eventually become known. “You 
would have a mutiny in the forces if such a thing was found out—men 
who are sent out to die by their commanders or leaders do not appreciate 
the fact that the enemy may have been armed by the same commanders or 
leaders,” one scholar told me.64 

This is shocking to a foreigner, I say. 
“It surprised us too at first,” he admits. “We are living in the poorest 

region of the globe. Poverty gives birth to things you can’t understand in 
America. The Indian army is now completely corrupt. Corruption has 
risen a hundred times because of Kashmir. We procure arms and ammu-
nition from them for money. We also procure information and safe pas-
sage. They arrest innocent people and demand payment to release them. 
They steal timber, take fruits from the garden. They steal whatever they 
can. The Indian army is now ruined.” 

Why do you think they are so corrupt? I asked Pandit. 
“It’s human nature. They are poorly paid. No one wants to join the 

army anymore. Kashmir is a bad posting. The soldiers feel they are fight-
ing their own people. The soldiers are poor. They have no skills. Common 
soldiers become very unhappy. But it’s mostly the officers who are corrupt. 

“RAW has a strong network in Kashmir. R AW tries to create infight-
ing among the militant groups. But we have our own people inside R AW.” 
Indian officials deny this claim. 

“The officers want to minimize fighting with us. There are also border 
security forces. There are paramilitaries and police forces. The various units 
work against each other. Each is answerable for its own performance. 
Sometimes they allow mujahideen to pass through their region unharmed. 
They may even let us live in certain areas, provided we promise there will 
be no activity there. We sit down with the officers over a meal, work out an 
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arrangement. If a mujaheed is arrested, and only a few officers know of his 
arrest, sometimes they will release him for money. But our resources are 
limited. There is money outside [Indian-held] Kashmir, but inside we are 
often living hand-to-mouth.” 

Some of this recitation may be true, but some of it—including the 
claim that jihadis are living “hand-to-mouth”—strikes me as propaganda. 

By this time I have some ideas about the grievances that give rise to holy 
wars—not just the slogans, but the deeper pain. My Kashmiri interlocutor 
was clearly an intellectual. As an experiment, I decide to ask him a more 
broad-reaching question, one that I have never put to a militant before: Per-
haps if we spoke about more general issues he would be less afraid to share 
his true views. What do you think is the deep cause of militancy? 

He is reluctant to respond. If he has been briefed before my arrival 
about what to say to me, perhaps the ISI did not prepare him to answer 
such a question. Perhaps he is modest. “I am not a political scientist.” He 
asks me to tell him my view. 

Normally I don’t discuss my views with militants, but this time I feel 
the urge to have a real conversation. 

My impression, I tell him, is that no one really cares about the Kash-
miris. Neither the Indians nor the Pakistanis, nor any government any-
where. Both sides are determined to retain the entire disputed territory. It 
is not about religion, despite the Pakistani jihadi groups’ rhetoric. Nor is it 
about self-determination. Perhaps it was when the conflict first began, but 
today these are slogans to manipulate youth. It has nothing to do with the 
Kashmiri people’s plight. This fight is about real estate, national identity, 
political power, and profits—both personal and organizational. The fight 
is kept alive because organizations depend on it and because, on both 
sides, people are making a living. Smuggling goods. Selling arms. Lend-
ing money. Running camps. Running “charities.” Training vulnerable 
young men to believe that the way to feel important and useful is by 
killing and getting killed in a purported holy war. The jihadi leaders live 
in mansions, while their operatives risk their lives. Agencies on both sides 
profit—professionally and financially. Why would they want this “jihad” 
to end? I ask. 

What really counts, I say, are perceived humiliation, relative depriva-

c  o m m a n d e r s  a n d  t h e i r  c a d r e s  | 235 



tion, and fear—whether personal, cultural, or both. The rest is sloganeer-
ing and marketing. I see this all over the world, I tell him, including in 
America. But holy wars take off only when there is a large supply of young 
men who feel humiliated and deprived; when leaders emerge who know 
how to capitalize on those feelings; and when a segment of society—for 
whatever reason—is willing to fund them. 

Sometimes, the segment willing to fund the terrorist group is a gov-
ernment agency. Governments use militants for special operations against 
internal enemies or as informal armies against outside powers; but govern-
ments can lose control of their surrogates, especially if diasporas and 
“charities” are also willing to provide funding. The leaders need to make 
young men feel that their lives are worth more as holy warriors purifying 
the world than as ordinary citizens, a task that is presumably easier when 
ordinary jobs are hard to find and ordinary life doesn’t make the young 
men feel valuable and important. And holy wars persist only when organ-
izations and individuals profit from them—psychologically or financially. 

After a silence that stretches almost to the point of discomfort, Pandit 
says, “This is exactly right. Sometimes the deprivation is imagined, as in 
America. In Kashmir, it’s real. But it doesn’t really matter whether it’s real 
or imagined.” And it doesn’t seem to matter whether it’s contemporary or 
historical. A skilled terrorist leader can strengthen and harness feelings of 
betrayal and the desire for revenge. 

After visiting the leaders and their cadres, I had a pretty good sense of 
how a cadre organization works. In the next chapter we study an organiz-
ation that combines the advantages of both cadre organizations and lead-
erless resistance. 
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N I N E  

The Ultimate Organization: 
Networks, Franchises, and 

Freelancers 
One of the surprises of September 11 was that some of the suicide 
bombers had been living and studying in the West for years. We like to 
think that our way of life and the freedoms we enjoy are so attractive that 
anyone who lives among us will inevitably become pro-Western. The 
globalization of Al Qaeda—its recruitment of locals to participate in 
attacks, and its careful grooming of operatives, were discussed by the ter-
rorists themselves in a New York City courtroom, where four of the 1998 
African-embassy bombers were tried a year and a half before September 
11. It is too bad that the terrorists’ revelations, including about the organ-
ization’s vast business holdings, its detailed planning of operations, its 
emplacement of sleepers, and its attempts to acquire weapons of mass 
destruction, didn’t receive more attention. If they had, perhaps we would 
not have been so astonished by Al Qaeda’s ability to operate inside 
America. 

This chapter begins with a discussion of a terrorist who participated in 
the bombing of the U.S. embassy in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, in August 
1998. His story is important for two reasons. First, he was a sleeper. A 
“talent scout” noticed that he attended a radical mosque regularly, and 
that he was increasingly agitated about the plight of Muslims around the 
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world. Told that he would have to be trained at a camp to earn the trust 
of his new Islamist friends, he spent his own money to travel to 
Afghanistan. The real purpose of his training was to assess his potential. 
He was found to be barely educated, with few skills. But he had some-
thing else critically important to Al Qaeda at the time: language skills and 
Tanzanian citizenship. This is exactly the kind of operative that Ameri-
cans are beginning to fear—a confused young man who thinks he is help-
ing Muslims by serving as a sleeper for a terrorist group, whose principal 
value to the terrorists is his country of residence. Now we fear that the ter-
rorist sleepers may be our next-door neighbors. 

The second reason this operative’s story is important is that he comes 
from Africa, an area of the world that may well become an enclave of 
Islamist extremism and anti-American sentiment in the future. Americans 
tend to fixate on enemies that can be fought with military might. We have 
a much harder time seeing failing states, where terrorists thrive, as a 
source of danger. We need to assess why bin Laden’s and other extremists’ 
ideas spread. And we need to look for clues globally, not just in the Mid-
dle East. 

America has had the luxury of ignoring countries at far geographic 
remove throughout most of its history. This is no longer possible. Nor is 
it sufficient to concentrate exclusively on one or two villains in a given de-
cade. We have to be alert to the possibility that the villain may be a seduc-
tive, hateful idea about Us versus Them, rather than an individual; and 
that the hateful idea may be taking hold—in seemingly obscure or remote 
locations. The growing availability of powerful weapons, porous borders, 
and the communications revolution make it possible for smaller and 
smaller groups to wreak havoc almost anywhere on the globe. 

In the spring of 2000 two American defense attorneys contacted me to 
ask whether I would be willing to serve as an expert witness in the trial of 
Khalfan Khamis Mohamed, an Al Qaeda operative who was involved in 
the bombing of the U.S. embassy in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, in August 
1998. That attack, and the simultaneous bombing of the American 
embassy in Nairobi, Kenya, killed 224 people, most of them Africans, 
and injured thousands. 
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Mohamed had already admitted his guilt at the time his lawyers called 
me. He had told the FBI that he had rented the house where the bomb 
was built, bought the truck used to transport components, bought a 
grinder for grinding the explosive, and ground some of the TNT himself. 
After the bombing, he fled to South Africa with a new identity, a new 
passport, and $1,000 in cash, this last procured for him by Al Qaeda. 

After a worldwide manhunt lasting longer than a year, South African 
authorities found Mohamed in Cape Town, working at an Indian fast-
food restaurant called Burger World. The South African government 
extradited him to the United States. The U.S. government wanted him 
executed for his crimes. Mohamed’s lawyers wanted my help in arguing 
that his punishment should be to spend the rest of his life behind bars in 
a maximum-security federal prison, but that he should not be put to 
death. 

Khalfan Khamis Mohamed was born in 1973 on the island of Pemba 
and grew up in the village of Kidimni on Zanzibar Island. His twin sister, 
Fatuma, was born in the evening, but he didn’t arrive until morning, giv-
ing his mother a lot of trouble, she recalls. But from that point on, she 
says, “He was just an ordinary child who went to school. . . . After school 
he performed the normal domestic chores and liked playing football, like 
all youth. He didn’t indulge in any antisocial behavior.”1 

The family was poor. They lived in a mud hut with a thatched roof. 
His father died when Mohamed was six or seven years old. People on 
Zanzibar don’t pay close attention to dates, and Mohamed’s mother 
doesn’t recall exactly when her husband died. After the death of his 
father, Mohamed helped his mother support the family by working on the 
farm, harvesting fruits that grow wild in the forest, and taking care of a 
neighboring farmer’s cows. 

Mohamed comes from a very different sort of place than many of the 
terrorists discussed so far in this book—a place that, ironically, benefited 
from globalization long before the term become popular. Zanzibar con-
sists of two islands: Zanzibar (known locally as Unguja) and Pemba. The 
islands are in the Indian Ocean, twenty-five miles off the coast of Tanzania, 
six degrees south of the equator. Clove, jackfruit, mango, and breadfruit 
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grow in the valleys of Pemba Island. Coconut trees, brought by Indian 
traders centuries ago, now grow wild. Monkeys, civets, bushpigs, and 
mongooses thrive in the forests. Some one hundred species of birds live 
in Tanzania, and thirteen species of bats have been identified on Pemba. 
The islands are also famous for their butterflies and the great variety of 
game fish found in the waters between them. Fishing and agriculture are 
Zanzibar’s main industries. 

Today, Pemba and Zanzibar are largely isolated from the rest of the 
world. Foreign visitors tend to be adventurers attracted by the lush, un-
disturbed reefs or the profusion of game fish found in Pemba Channel. 
Visitors describe an extraordinarily friendly people who seem utterly mes-
merized by their foreign looks and ways. They write of the remarkable 
melee of cultures—African, Arab, Persian, and Indian—magnificent Ara-
bic architecture, abundant fruits and fishes, but also poverty and squalor, 
the scent of spices rising above the stench of sewage and rotting fish. 

Although it is relatively isolated today, Zanzibar was once the trading 
center for all of Africa, with trade links to Arabia, China, India, Persia, 
and Southeast Asia. The nineteenth-century English explorer Richard 
Burton described Pemba as an “emerald isle” in a “sea of purest sapphire.” 
The scent of cloves, he said, was enticing even from the sea. The people 
were a mixed race who had retained, despite their conversion to Islam, the 
skills of divination and other “curious practices palpably derived from 
their wild ancestry.”2 The traditional dhow, a single-masted ship with a 
lateen sail, used by Arab merchants for two millennia to sail on the mon-
soon winds, is still in use today and is still built in the same way—with a 
hull of mangrove or teak, and ribs of acacia—with no nails. 

A succession of invading powers left remnants of their cultures and 
languages. Shirazi Persians, who settled on the coast of East Africa in the 
tenth century, intermarried with the locals, giving rise to an Afro-Persian 
race.3 Omani Arabs, who settled on Zanzibar some six centuries later, 
have had the largest influence on the culture and language. The name 
Zanzibar is the Arabic expression for “land of blacks.” Kiswahili, Tanza-
nia’s official language, contains a substantial fraction of Arabic, Farsi, and 
Hindi words, as well as some Portuguese and English ones. 
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Tanzania was formed as a sovereign state in 1964 through the union 
of Tanganyika, on the African mainland, and Zanzibar. Zanzibar and 
Pemba Islands have a separate government administration from the rest of 
Tanzania. Zanzibaris are seeking greater autonomy for their archipelago. 
They would like to reap more of the profits of the export of cloves, which 
the central government taxes heavily, and to control more of the tourist 
trade. 

Tanzania’s ruling party, and Tanganyika itself, are predominantly 
Christian. The ruling party refers to any threat to its rule as motivated by 
Islamism, which, ironically, may incite precisely the kind of extremism 
the ruling party fears. During the last decade, elections have been declared 
fraudulent by multiple international observers, and protests have been 
met with violence perpetrated by the police, who are predominantly 
Christian, against Zanzibaris, who are predominantly Muslim. To the 
extent that Islamism is indigenous in the region, it is found more on the 
mainland than on the islands, as well as in neighboring Kenya, although 
this could change. Zanzibaris are deeply disappointed that the United 
States did not protest Tanzania’s tampering with the election results of 
1995 and 2000 or the violence that ensued, although the government’s 
crimes were published widely.4 Although the region is remarkably tolerant 
historically, stimulated by its longtime exposure to multiple cultures, anti-
Western Islamist sentiment could easily take root here if democracy fails 
and state repression continues.5 

Muslims represent 97 percent of the population of Zanzibar, most of 
them Sunni. Shia represent 12 percent of the population. As in Indonesia, 
Islam coexists with Zanzibar’s traditional religions, including animism. 
Zanzibar is famous for its sorcerers, seers, and witch doctors. Spells often 
involve Arabic texts, and witches often dress in traditional Arab garb. Eve-
lyn Waugh wrote that novices came to Pemba from as far away as Haiti to 
study magic and voodoo. A cult of witches “still flourishes below the sur-
face,” he wrote, expressing his frustration that “everything is kept hidden 
from the Europeans.”6 Zanzibar is the home of a secret sect known as the 
Wachawi, who practice their arts even today. They are said to be able to 
take on the shapes of animals and birds. Haitian voodooists learned to 
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animate corpses for labor in the fields by studying with the Wachawi, who 
reportedly developed the technique to escape their masters’ notice when 
they fled bondage. The Wachawi are said to be able to bring the recently 
deceased back to life, with personality and memory intact. Locals describe 
their neighbors returning from midnight meetings in the bush, pale and 
speechless, having seen their recently deceased loved ones restored to life.7 

Early-twentieth-century visitors said that natives told them of powerful 
witch guilds, which required prospective members to offer up a near 
relation—a spouse or a child—to be eaten by other initiates.8 

As a child, Mohamed attended a madrassah in the afternoons. The 
family described him as serious and quiet—more observant than his sib-
lings, but also a better student. When he was in the middle of tenth grade, 
his older brother, Mohamed Khalfan Mohamed, asked Mohamed to 
come to live with him and his family in Dar es Salaam on the mainland to 
help out in the family dry-goods store. Mohamed intended to complete 
his schooling in Tanzania, but his time was taken up with his work at the 
shop and attending mosque. He had always been somewhat of a loner, his 
siblings recounted, but he became even more isolated after dropping out 
of high school, spending time only with his family and people he met at 
the mosque.9 

The mosques in Dar es Salaam were more political than the one 
Mohamed attended in Zanzibar. There was a great deal of discussion 
about the plight of Muslims in Chechnya and especially in Bosnia. Wor-
shipers were told that it was their duty to help fellow Muslims around the 
world in any way they could.10 One of Mohamed’s new friends was a man 
named Sulieman. Sulieman was from Zanzibar, but he worked on a fish-
ing boat based in Mombasa, Kenya, owned by a man whom Mohamed 
knew only as “Mohamed the fisherman.” Mohamed the Fisherman 
turned out to be Mohamed Sadiq Odeh, a Saudi of Palestinian origin 
who was a member of Al Qaeda. Odeh would play an important role in 
the embassy-bombing conspiracy.11 

Sulieman introduced Mohamed to Fahid, who would also participate 
in the bombing, who visited Dar es Salaam only occasionally. Mohamed 
started spending much of his free time with Fahid and Fahid’s friends, 
who were very religious. Sometimes they met in Dar es Salaam, and some-
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times in Mombasa, Kenya. Mohamed says that they mainly talked about 
how to help Muslims around the world. Often, he said, they would meet 
in cars.12 

By 1994, Mohamed began to despair at his own life, family members 
said. He spent more and more time at the mosque. He was radicalized in 
that mosque, his sister-in-law recalled. 

Mohamed told Fahid he wanted to go to Bosnia to fight against the 
Serbs. Fahid told him that you cannot become a soldier for Islam without 
training. Fahid also told Mohamed that he did not trust him, and that he 
could earn Fahid’s trust only if he went to Afghanistan to be trained. 
Mohamed saved his earnings from the dry-goods shop and in 1994 trav-
eled with Sulieman to Pakistan. Fahid had given them a contact in 
Karachi, who arranged for their trip to the camp. Fahid had been at the 
camp for around a month when Mohamed and Sulieman arrived. Mohamed 
told FBI investigators that the camp was called Markaz Fath, and that it 
was run by a Pakistani jihadi group called Harkat-ul-Ansar (the group we 
discussed in the previous chapter). He said his teacher was a Pakistani 
named Abu Omar. Mohamed said that he met a lot of people at the camp, 
one of whom was an American known as Sulieman America. The people he 
met were interested in helping Muslims around the world, Mohamed said, 
and in waging a jihad against America and against conservative Muslim 
states. He said he had never heard the name Al Qaeda.13 

During the first two months at the camp, the group was trained to use 
light weapons (handguns and rifles), launchers, and surface-to-air missiles. 
Mohamed and his friends Sulieman and Fahid were selected for advanced 
training, which included learning how to manufacture explosives and how 
to join detonators and wires. Mohamed was not trained in the use of 
chemical weapons, although he said that other members of his group 
were. Afternoons were taken up with Islamic studies—including films of 
atrocities perpetrated against Muslims in Chechnya and Bosnia—and 
sports. Mohamed stayed at the camp for nine or ten months, he says.14 At 
the end of his training, Mohamed wanted to go to Bosnia, but he was not 
selected. He was told to leave a number in case he was needed at a later 
date. Mohamed went back to Dar es Salaam, bitterly disappointed that he 
had not been allowed to join the fight against the Serbs.15 
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Mohamed continued to spend time with the “brothers” he had met in 
the mosque or had gotten to know at the camp. He went to Somalia twice 
in 1997—once to teach Somali fighters what he had learned in 
Afghanistan, and once for a meeting with the men who would ultimately 
bomb the American embassy.16 Just before his first trip to Somalia, Fahid 
introduced him to a man named Hussein, who would later lead the group 
that bombed the U.S. embassy in Dar es Salaam. Fahid told Mohamed 
that Hussein is our brother, that he is a good man who had been trained 
to be a mujaheed. Odeh, explaining how Mohamed fell under Hussein’s 
influence, described Hussein as “persuasive, authoritarian,” and “a very 
strong leader, a man of compelling personality.” Mohamed was impressed 
by Hussein’s knowledge of Islam. Sometime after this meeting, Hussein 
moved to Dar es Salaam with his family. They stayed with Mohamed in a 
small flat.17 

Three years after he returned from Afghanistan, Hussein approached 
Mohamed to invite him to participate, in a “jihad job.” Mohamed said 
that he would like to participate, although he was not informed about 
what the “jihad job” would entail. Eventually Hussein asked Mohamed to 
take certain actions. He instructed him to buy a truck, which Mohamed 
did in his own name. He paid for the truck, a white Suzuki, with cash that 
Hussein gave him. Fahid accompanied him and drove the truck because 
Mohamed did not know how to drive. The group used the truck to trans-
port equipment needed for the bomb, including cylinder tanks, detona-
tors, fertilizer, and TNT. Hussein also asked him to rent a house, large 
and private enough to conceal the group’s activities. Mohamed remem-
bered Hussein telling him that he wanted the house to be hidden from the 
street, but that it should also be “nice.” Mohamed found a house with a 
high wall, which he rented in his own name. The owner insisted that 
Mohamed pay a year’s rent in advance, which he did, with money Hussein 
gave him.18 

Mohamed, Hussein, and Hussein’s family moved into the house in the 
Ilala district of Dar es Salaam. Other team members came to the house, 
but no one ever discussed his role in the plot. Hussein instructed 
Mohamed to remain in the house most of the time, so that if any neigh-
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bors came by, there would be someone who could speak to them in 
Swahili. Other team members arrived soon before the bombing: an engi-
neer named Abdul Rahman, whom Mohamed described as working with 
“all confidence”; and “Ahmed the driver,” whom Mohamed thought was 
Egyptian. Ahmed was the suicide bomber who would drive the truck into 
the embassy. Some five days before the attack, Hussein told Mohamed 
that the target of the bombing would be the American embassy. 
Mohamed helped load the tanks, boxes of TNT, and sandbags into the 
back of the truck. When the truck got stuck in the sand behind the house, 
Mohamed helped the driver dig it out.19 

Hussein and the rest of the team left several days before the bombing. 
Most of them said they were going to Mombasa, without specifying their 
final destination. In fact, they had been instructed to return to 
Afghanistan before the bombing took place. Hussein asked Mohamed to 
remain in Dar es Salaam, to help the driver with any last-minute details, 
and to remove incriminating evidence from the house. Mohamed did as 
he was told, with one exception. He did not like the idea of throwing 
away the food grinder he had used to grind the TNT, since it was still 
usable. So he gave it to his sister Zuhura, asking her to clean it well and to 
pass it on to his mother.20 

When he was captured by the FBI in October 1999, Mohamed told 
investigators he was not sorry that Tanzanians were killed, which he said 
was part of the business. He said he had bombed the embassy because it 
was his responsibility, according to his study of Islam. He said he thought 
the operation was successful because the bomb worked, it sent a message 
to America, and because it kept American officials busy investigating it. 
He also said that if he had not been caught, he would continue participat-
ing in the jihad against America or possibly against Egypt, and that if the 
U.S. government were to release him from custody, he would bomb 
Americans again. He told his investigators that he thought about jihad all 
the time. He told them he wants Americans to understand that he and his 
fellow warriors are not crazy, gun-wielding people, but are fighting for a 
cause.21 

I travel to New York to watch Mohamed’s trial. Security is tight. The 
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taxi drops me several blocks from the entrance to the courthouse because 
the street is blocked to traffic. You must pass through several layers of 
security before you get to the room where the trial is being held. There are 
metal detectors and guards on the first floor, and you have to show identi-
fication and sign in outside the courtroom. A guard is suspicious about 
why I am here. I explain that I am a defense-team visitor, and an agent 
instructs me to sit in the third wooden bench on the right. I can see from 
the back of the room that the bench is already full. When she sees that I 
mean to sit there, a woman pulls a child onto her lap and slides closer in 
toward her neighbor on the hard wooden bench. This is Mohamed’s fam-
ily, I realize. The women wear bright Zanzibar cottons. The boys and men 
wear prayer caps. The little boy immediately to my right is wearing 
pressed white cotton. He stares at me with velvety eyes, not at all shy, 
seemingly delighted with the opportunity to examine such a strange for-
eign creature, whom good fortune has brought conveniently near at hand. 
His mother is too distracted to notice his staring and he is free to inspect 
every inch of me, which he does with obvious pleasure. It is a hot day. I 
notice the smell of anxiety in my benchmates’ sweat, but also the pleasant 
scent of spices. I see Mohamed’s mother at the far end of the bench. She 
sits tall, with dignity, but she looks modest and kind. She appears surpris-
ingly calm, at least for now. There are brothers, sisters, children, and 
spouses also sharing the bench, as well as the family with whom Mohamed 
lived when he fled to South Africa. 

A social worker has been called up to the witness stand to provide 
Mohamed’s social history. She has traveled to Zanzibar twice and shows 
the court pictures of Mohamed’s school, the neighborhood where he 
grew up, and the take-out restaurant where Mohamed worked as a chef 
in Cape Town. When she is done, various members of Mohamed’s fam-
ily are called up to the stand. Each is asked what they remember about 
Mohamed. An older brother remembers him as good in school and good 
at soccer. Mohamed was kind and peaceable, he said, and would always 
try to break up fights. A younger sister recalls him helping her with her 
schoolwork. Another says that Mohamed played games with her children, 
his nieces and nephews. The mother of the family for whom he worked in 
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Cape Town recalled how patient and kind Mohamed had been with her 
children and her elderly parents. He even taught her elderly mother to 
read the Koran. She said that she would gladly have given up her daughter 
in marriage to Mohamed. All but one of Mohamed’s family members said 
it was their first time traveling by airplane or traveling abroad. 

The last witness was Mohamed’s mother, whose name is Hidaya 
Rubeya Juma. There was a hush in the room as a large lady dressed in 
bright cottons and a turban took the stand. I saw Mohamed looking down 
as his mother took her seat. It seemed to me that Mohamed had a harder 
time facing his mother than he did facing his victims or accusers. There 
was jolt of pain in the room, as though the air had been ionized with 
terror—his and ours. Not a fear of death, but the recognition of evil. The 
recognition that this person who had killed so many has a mother who 
loves him, despite his crimes, and that he is afraid to look her in the eye. 
That despite his evil actions, he is human, just like us. It is one thing to 
understand this intellectually. It is another to see a mother face her killer 
son, with his many victims looking on, seeing her fear, her agony, and her 
loss. The loss of her son—first to evil, and maybe to death. 

Mohamed’s attorney, Mr. David Ruhnke, asked Mohamed’s mother, 
“After you leave and return to Africa next week, do you know whether 
you will ever see your son again?” 

“I don’t even know,” she answered quietly.22 

“Do you know what this is about, and that the people here have to 
decide whether your son is to be executed or put in prison for life? And I 
want to ask you a very difficult question, which is, if your son were exe-
cuted, what would that do to you?” 

“It will hurt me. He is my son.”23 

Soon after this, the court was adjourned. Hidaya Rubeya Juma was the 
last witness to appear in the penalty phase of Mohamed’s trial. Closing 
arguments began at the next session. 

In his closing arguments, the prosecutor, Mr. Fitzgerald, emphasized 
what he referred to as Mohamed’s two-sided personality. “I submit to 
sit before you and tell you that Khalfan Mohamed’s personal characteris-
tics as an individual human being include the following: one, Khalfan 
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Mohamed has exhibited responsible conduct in other areas of his life; 
two, Khalfan Mohamed has shown himself to be a person capable of 
kindness, friendship, and generosity; and three, Khalfan Mohamed lost 
his father at an early age and worked to help his family, which struggled 
financially after the death of the major breadwinner.” Mohamed can be 
very kind, Fitzgerald adds. “You want him to marry your daughter. You 
wouldn’t think he would hurt an ant. The next day he is in custody, say-
ing, ‘Yeah, I bombed people and I’ll do it again.’ That’s what he is. He’s 
got two faces. . . . He fooled his family. . . . He is capable of  savagery.”24 

Jury members concluded that, if executed, Mohamed would be seen as 
a martyr and that his death could be “exploited by others to justify future 
terrorist acts.” He received a life sentence without parole. 

When authorities interrogated Mohamed Sadiq Odeh in Pakistan, 
where he had flown on the day of the bombing, he admitted that he was a 
member of Al Qaeda and gave his interrogators the names of some of the 
Al Qaeda members involved in the plots. He also referred to “two or three 
locals,” whose names he appeared not to know, who had been left behind 
in Dar es Salaam and Nairobi to finish the job. One of those expendable 
locals was Mohamed. 

According to several Al Qaeda members who testified at the trial, Al 
Qaeda is highly “tiered,” and for the most part, Africans were not admit-
ted to the upper ranks. Mohamed was recruited as a sleeper because he 
had a passport, language skills, and would not stand out as a foreigner in 
Dar es Salaam. Odeh explained to the FBI that there are several types of 
Al Qaeda operatives: sophisticated operatives who are involved in intelli-
gence collection, choosing targets, surveillance, and making the bombs. 
But another category of operatives includes “good Muslims” who “are not 
experts in anything that would have a long-term benefit to the rest of the 
group.”25 The main thing they have to offer is their knowledge of the 
local languages and customs. 

These dispensable young men, recruited to act only in the implemen-
tation phase of an attack, are unlikely to join Al Qaeda in a formal sense. 
They are often identified in the mosque, Odeh said. Atrocities against 
Muslims—anywhere in the world—help to create a climate that is ripe for 
recruiting young men to become soldiers for Allah. It is not even necessary 
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to mention the name Al Qaeda to recruit them, Odeh told Jerry Post, a 
psychiatrist who interviewed him.26 It is possible that many of the Amer-
ican, British, and Southeast Asian sleepers that law-enforcement authori-
ties continue to discover all over the world were recruited to play a similar 
role. Like Mohamed, the group of Yemeni Americans taken into custody 
in September 2002 apparently went to Afghanistan for a relatively short 
course of training. In the camp, potential recruits’ skills and commitment 
can be closely observed so that trainers can funnel them into the appro-
priate tier of the organization. Because of Al Qaeda’s strict policy of shar-
ing information only on a need-to-know basis, sleepers—who serve as a 
kind of reserve army in the targeted country—are unlikely to know pre-
cisely for what they have been recruited until immediately before an 
attack. 

Some of the most important revelations of the trial were contained in 
an Al Qaeda instruction manual called the “Declaration of Jihad against 
the Country’s Tyrants,” which was entered into evidence. The manual 
makes clear that intelligence and counterintelligence (avoiding detection 
by the enemy intelligence agencies) is a priority for Al Qaeda. It instructs 
sleepers in the art of disappearing in enemy territory by shaving their 
beards, avoiding typical Muslim dress or expressions, not chatting too 
much (especially with taxi drivers, who may work for the enemy govern-
ment), and wearing cologne. Sleepers are urged to find residences in new 
apartment buildings, where neighbors are less likely to know one another. 
Found by the Manchester (England) Metropolitan Police during a search 
of an Al Qaeda member’s home, the manual was located in a computer 
file described as “the military series” and was subsequently translated into 
English.27 In the “first lesson,” the manual describes the “main mission for 
which the Military Organization is responsible” as “the overthrow of the 
godless regimes and their replacement with an Islamic regime.”28 The sec-
ond lesson spells out the “necessary qualifications and characteristics” of 
the organization’s members, which include a commitment to Islam and to 
the organization’s ideology, maturity, sacrifice, listening and obedience, 
keeping secrets, health, patience, “tranquillity and unflappability,” intelli-
gence and insights, caution and prudence, truthfulness and counsel, abil-
ity to observe and analyze, and the “ability to act.”29 Subsequent “lessons” 
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teach the trainee how to forge documents, establish safe houses and hiding 
places, establish safe communications, procure weapons, and gather intel-
ligence. A large number of training manuals have been discovered in 
Afghanistan and elsewhere.30 

Witnesses at the trial explained the structure of the organization in 
some detail. Bin Laden was known as the “emir,” or leader. Directly under 
him was the Shura Council, which consisted of a dozen or so members.31 

The Shura oversaw the committees. The military committee was respon-
sible for training camps and for procurement of weapons. The Islamic 
Study Committee issued fatwas and other religious rulings. The Media 
Committee published the newspapers. The Travel Committee was respon-
sible for the procurement of both tickets and false-identity papers and 
came under the purview of the Finance Committee. The Finance Com-
mittee oversaw bin Laden’s businesses.32 Al Qaeda had extensive dealings 
with charitable organizations. First, it used them to provide cover and 
for money laundering. Second, money donated to charitable organizations 
to provide humanitarian relief often ended up in Al Qaeda’s coffers. 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, Al Qaeda provided an important 
social-welfare function. It was simultaneously a recipient of “charitable 
funds” and a provider of humanitarian relief, a kind of terrorist United 
Way. 

In this sense, Al Qaeda is similar to the Pakistani and Indonesian 
jihadi groups we have examined in earlier chapters. Al Qaeda has a clear 
hierarchy. There are commanders, managers, and cadres; and cadres con-
sist of both skilled and unskilled labor. Foot soldiers are likely to be found 
in schools or mosques, and only the best and brightest make it to the top. 
Some midlevel operatives are paid enough inside the organization that 
they may find it difficult to leave, while for others—generally those who 
come from wealthier families—the spiritual and psychological attractions 
of jihad are sufficient. Information is shared on a need-to-know basis, as 
in an intelligence agency. 

Several Al Qaeda functions are worth discussing in somewhat more 
detail: planning operations, relations with states, recruitment, training, 
developing the mission, and weapons acquisition. 

250 | t e r r  o r  i n  t h e  n a m e  o f  g o d  



P L  A N N I N  G  O P E R  A  T I O N S  

Some Al Qaeda operations take years to plan and implement, and some-
times the group reattempts attacks that failed the first time around. The 
idea to attack the World Trade Center appears to have originated well 
before the 1993 attack. Ramzi Yousef, who spent three years in a safe 
house provided by bin Laden prior to his arrest,33 made clear to the FBI 
that he intended to knock the two buildings down, but that lack of funds 
had prevented him from achieving his ambitious goals. He had also plot-
ted, together with his right-hand man, Abdul Hakim Murad, as well as 
Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, his uncle, to destroy eleven American air-
planes midair, a plot that was successfully tested on a Philippine airliner 
in December 1994, killing one passenger and injuring at least six others.34 

The plot became known as the Bojinka Plot, which is Serbo-Croat for 
“the explosion.”35 Numerous reports have emerged that Al Qaeda had 
considered using airplanes as weapons before, including the widely 
reported plot to attack the CIA headquarters. Bin Laden admitted on 
videotape that he had not expected the Trade Center buildings to collapse, 
but that he had rejoiced in the surprising effectiveness of the attack. 

For some operations, leaders are involved in detailed planning. Ali 
Muhammad, an Egyptian-born naturalized U.S. citizen who admitted 
conducting photographic surveillance of the U.S. embassy in Nairobi, told 
American investigators that bin Laden himself had looked at surveillance 
photographs and selected the spot where the suicide truck should explode 
in the 1998 attack.36 But not all plots receive this level of oversight. Mem-
bers of Al Qaeda in Jordan, for instance, who were arrested while prepar-
ing for attacks to be carried out during the millennium, were providing for 
themselves, rather than receiving lavish sums. Ahmed Ressam testified that 
he had been given what amounted to seed money for his planned attack in 
Los Angeles during the millennium. During the trial of Mokhtar Haouari, 
a coconspirator in the “millennium plot,” Ressam testified that he had had 
to raise most of the funds on his own, which he did by making use of his 
long-standing expertise in credit-card, immigration, and welfare fraud; as 
well as other criminal activities such as theft and robbery.37 
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The attack on the USS Cole was originally planned on another U.S. 
destroyer, The Sullivans. The suggested target date for the attack on The 
Sullivans had been January 3, 2000, at the height of Ramadan. This first 
attempt to sink an U.S. warship failed when the explosives-laden boat 
sank.38 

Al Qaeda is patient. A senior counterterrorism official of the FBI 
observes, “They plan their operations well in advance and have the 
patience to wait to conduct the attack at the right time. Prior to carrying 
out the operation, Al Qaeda conducts surveillance of the target, some-
times on multiple occasions, often using nationals of the target they are 
surveying to enter the location without suspicion. The results of the 
surveillance are forwarded to Al Qaeda HQ as elaborate ‘ops plans’ or 
‘targeting packages’ prepared using photographs, CADCAM (computer-
aided design/computer-aided mapping) software, and the operative’s 
notes.”39 This sophistication, coupled with a wealth of financial and 
material resources, allows bin Laden’s terrorist network to stage spectacu-
lar attacks. 

R E L  A  T I O N S  W I T H  S T  A  T E S  

The jihadi groups we have discussed in previous chapters built up strong 
relationships with individual politicians, intelligence agencies, or various 
factions of divided governments. The Pakistani jihadis were long sus-
tained by Pakistan’s ISI and are still assisted by former ISI agents, who 
serve as trainers at terrorist-training camps. It is likely that some current 
ISI agents still support the jihadi groups, even after President Mushar-
raf’s post–September 11 promise to force pro-jihadi elements out.40 As 
we discussed in chapter 3, active-duty military personnel helped to train 
Laskar Jihad mujahideen in Indonesia and have had a long-standing 
relationship with the leader of Jamaah Islamiyah, now closely associated 
with Al Qaeda.41 As we discussed in chapter 2, Saddam Hussein offered 
cash payments to the families of Palestinian suicide bombers, and Saudi 
charities, purportedly unconnected to the government, do the same. 
Iran provides funding to a variety of jihadi groups around the world, 
including Sunni ones, as well as safe haven. Ali Mohamed, a witness for 
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the U.S. government in the African-embassies bombing trial held in 
2001, testified that Al Qaeda maintained close ties to Iranian security 
forces. The security forces provided Al Qaeda with bombs “disguised to 
look like rocks,” he said, and arranged for the group to receive training 
in explosives at Hezbollah-run camps in Lebanon.42 

But bin Laden went beyond cooperating with states and state agents. 
He made himself so indispensable to leaders willing to provide him sanc-
tuary that the assets of the state became his to use. He built a major high-
way in Sudan. Bin Laden’s businesses became major employers of Sudanese 
citizens. For example, Al-Damazine Farms, which manufactured sesame 
oil and grew peanuts and corn, employed some four thousand people.43 

Bin Laden established a close personal relationship with Hassan al-
Turabi, leader of the National Islamic Front in Sudan and a leading 
Islamist intellectual who was educated in the West. Al-Turabi was trying 
to establish an Islamic state in Sudan based on a strict interpretation of 
Islamic law. Bin Laden also worked closely with Sudan’s intelligence 
agency and military. As a result of these relationships—and Sudan’s 
financial dependence on bin Laden—he was able to build training camps, 
establish safe houses, and plan terrorist operations from Sudanese terri-
tory. The National Islamic Front supplied bin Laden with communica-
tions equipment, radios, rifles, and fake passports for his personnel. 

Bin Laden made important foreign contacts while living in Sudan. 
During an Islamic People’s Congress in Sudan in 1995, he met leaders of 
other radical Islamist groups, including Hamas and PIJ (Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad), as well as extremist organizations from Algeria, Pakistan, 
and Tunisia. Al Qaeda further extended its worldwide network of contacts 
through training, arms smuggling, or providing financial support to 
groups based in the Philippines, Jordan, Eritrea, Egypt, Yemen, and else-
where. 

After the U.S. government pressured Sudan to expel bin Laden in 
mid-May 1996, he moved his operation to Jalalabad, Afghanistan. He 
reportedly lost $300 million in investments that he was forced to leave 
behind. Despite these losses, soon after his arrival in Afghanistan, bin 
Laden began buying the services of the Taliban. He offered up members 
of his elite unit, the 055 Brigade, to assist the Taliban in its efforts to 
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destroy the Northern Alliance.44 Over five years, he gave the Taliban 
regime some $100 million, according to U.S. officials.45 In return, he 
received the Taliban’s hospitality and loyalty. According to Mohammed 
Khaksar, who served as the Taliban’s chief of intelligence, then as deputy 
minister of the interior prior to his defection to the Northern Alliance in 
2001, “Al Qaeda was very important for the Taliban because they had so 
much money. . . . They gave a lot of money. And the Taliban trusted 
them.”46 

Does Al Qaeda need the services of a state to continue to function as it 
did prior to September 11? I think the answer is that it probably does. But 
there is no reason to think that Al Qaeda and the International Islamic 
Front (IIF)47 can’t change their way of functioning so that the services of 
a state are no longer as critical. The IIF is a learning organization. The 
movement is beginning take on some of the attributes of groups we’ve 
studied in previous chapters, encouraging leaderless resisters, virtual net-
works, and lone-wolf avengers. The IIF is also increasingly relying on 
what I will call franchises—groups that have their own regional agendas, 
but are willing to contribute (including financially) to Al Qaeda’s global, 
anti-American project when invited; and groups or individuals who may 
not be formal members but were trained at Al Qaeda’s camps and are will-
ing to work as freelancers. 

W  E A P O N S  A  C Q  U I S I T I O N  

Conventional 

The Al Qaeda body responsible for the procurement of weapons is the 
Military Committee—one of four committees that are subordinate to the 
shura majlis, the consultative council of the network. Apart from being 
responsible for the development and acquisition of both conventional and 
unconventional weapons, the Military Committee is also in charge of 
recruitment and training, as well as the planning and execution phases of 
Al Qaeda’s military operations.48 

Al Qaeda acquires weapons and explosives from a variety of sources, 
depending on the type of operation and its location. The 055 Brigade, for 
instance—Al Qaeda’s guerrilla organization that fought alongside the Tal-
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iban against the Northern Alliance—used weapons left behind by the Red 
Army. It also received weapons from the Taliban and the Pakistani intelli-
gence service, the ISI. 

During the 1990s, many of Al Qaeda’s procurement officers obtained 
weapons in Western countries. During bin Laden’s stay in Sudan, from 
1991 to 1996, the establishment of businesses in the East African country 
provided much of the cover for the network’s procurement of weapons.49 

Al Qaeda’s global reach has enabled it to establish a worldwide network 
of procurement officers. One of them, according to terrorism expert 
Rohan Gunaratna, was bin Laden’s personal pilot, Essam al-Ridi, a U.S. 
citizen who obtained communication equipment from Japan; scuba gear 
and range finders from Britain; satellite phones from Germany; night-
vision goggles, .50-caliber sniping rifles, and a T-389 plane from Amer-
ica.50 Al Qaeda has also procured weapons from Russian and Ukrainian 
organized criminal rings. Al Qaeda’s and the IIF’s links with organized 
criminal groups are likely to grow stronger in the aftermath of September 
11, as many Western states are stepping up the pressure against Al Qaeda 
cells operating in some of these countries. 

Unconventional Weapons 

Bin Laden has repeatedly made clear his desire to acquire unconventional 
weapons. In January 1999 he told a reporter, “Acquiring weapons for the 
defense of Muslims is a religious duty. If I have indeed acquired these 
weapons, then I thank God for enabling me to do so. And if I seek to 
acquire these weapons, I am carrying out a duty. It would be a sin for 
Muslims not to try to possess the weapons that would prevent the infidels 
from inflicting harm on Muslims.”51 After September 11, he pronounced 
that he already possessed chemical and nuclear weapons.52 Bin Laden’s 
deputy Ayman Zawahiri wrote in his memoirs that “the targets and the 
type of weapons must be selected carefully to cause damage to the 
enemy’s structure and deter it enough to make it stop its brutality,” prob-
ably in reference to unconventional weapons.53 

Chemical and Biological Weapons Iraqi chemical-weapons experts shifted 
some of their operations to Sudan after the Gulf War, according to CIA 
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assessments released to the press. Bin Laden moved to Sudan at about the 
same time. Beginning in 1995, the CIA began receiving reports that 
Sudanese leaders had approved bin Laden’s request to begin production 
of chemical weapons to use against U.S. troops stationed in Saudi Ara-
bia.54 Khidhir Hamza, the director of the Iraqi nuclear weapons program 
from 1987 to 1990, claimed that bin Laden’s agents had contacted Iraqi 
agents with the aim of purchasing weapons components from Iraq. Sad-
dam Hussein reportedly sent Ansar al-Islam, the terrorist group that 
attempted to assassinate the prime minister of the Kurdistan Regional 
Government, Barham Salih, to train in Al Qaeda camps. 

Ahmed Ressam, one of the Al Qaeda operatives apprehended in the 
millennium plots, described crude chemical-weapons training at camps in 
Afghanistan, including experiments on animals.55 In December 2000, 
special units of the Italian and German police arrested several Al Qaeda 
agents based in Milan, Italy, and Frankfurt, Germany, who had plotted to 
bomb the European Parliament building in Strasbourg, France, using 
sarin, a nerve agent.56 Other evidence of the group’s interest in chemical 
and biological weapons includes a manual that provides instructions for 
using chemical weapons;57 a manual that provides recipes for producing 
chemical and biological agents from readily available ingredients;58 and 
intercepted phone conversations between Al Qaeda operatives who were 
discussing unconventional agents.59 

In August 2002, CNN bought a cache of Al Qaeda videotapes in 
Afghanistan that showed Al Qaeda’s gruesome chemical-weapons experi-
ments, substantiating earlier reports about experiments on animals. On 
one of these videotapes, several men are seen rushing from an enclosed 
room, shouting at each other to hurry; they leave behind a dog. After the 
men leave, a white liquid on the floor forms a noxious gas. The dog is seen 
convulsing and eventually dies. 

A large cache of documents and other materials was found during the 
raid that led to the capture of Al Qaeda’s operational planner, Khalid 
Shaikh Mohammed, in March 2003. The seized documents revealed that 
Al Qaeda had acquired the necessary materials for producing botulinum 
and salmonella toxin and the chemical agent cyanide—and was close to 
developing a workable plan for producing anthrax, a far more lethal agent. 
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Mohammed had been staying at the home of Abdul Quoddoos Khan, a 
member of Jamaat-i-Islami. Khan is reportedly a bacteriologist with access 
to production materials and facilities.60 

The greatest worry, however, is that the International Islamic Front, 
possibly working together with Hezbollah or other terrorist groups, will 
acquire assistance from persons who have access to a sophisticated biological-
weapons program, possibly, but not necessarily, one that is state run. 

Nuclear Weapons The U.S. government has been concerned about Al 
Qaeda’s interest in acquiring nuclear weapons since the mid-1990s. In 
early February 2001, Jamal Ahmad al-Fadl admitted that one of bin 
Laden’s top lieutenants ordered him to try to buy uranium from a former 
Sudanese military officer named Salah Abdel Mobruk. The uranium was 
offered for $1.5 million. Documents described the material as originating 
in South Africa. Al-Fadl received a $10,000 bonus for arranging the deal. 
He testified that he does not know the outcome.61 

U.S. government officials reportedly believe that Al Qaeda successfully 
purchased uranium from South Africa.62 Mamdouh Mahmud Salim, a se-
nior deputy to bin Laden, was extradited from Germany to the United 
States in 1998. The U.S. government accuses Salim of attempting to 
obtain material that could be used to develop nuclear weapons.63 

Numerous reports have emerged that bin Laden has forged links with 
organized criminal groups based in the former Soviet Union, Central Asia, 
and the Caucasus in his attempts to acquire nuclear weapons.64 Russian 
authorities suspect the August 2002 murder of a nuclear chemist may have 
been linked to a clandestine effort to steal the country’s nuclear technol-
ogy.65 They also report that they had observed terrorists staking out a secret 
nuclear-weapons storage facility on two occasions, and that they had 
thwarted an organized criminal group’s attempt to steal 18.5 kilograms of 
highly enriched uranium.66 This last claim is unusual and alarming, in part 
because of the quantity—enough to make several nuclear weapons—and in 
part because the material was actually weapons-usable. Most press reporting 
about nuclear thefts turn out, after investigation, to refer to caches of low-
enriched uranium or radioactive but not nuclear-weapons-usable materials. 

American officials are suspicious about the activities of two Pakistani 
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nuclear scientists, Sultan Bashiruddin Mahmood and Abdul Majid, who 
reportedly met with bin Laden, Ayman Zawahiri, and two other Al Qaeda 
officials several times during August 2001. Pakistani officials insist that 
despite Mahmood’s experience in uranium enrichment and plutonium 
production, the two scientists had “neither the knowledge nor the experi-
ence to assist in the construction of any type of nuclear weapon.”67 The two 
scientists, who were eventually released, reported that during one meeting, 
Osama bin Laden declared he possessed “some type of radiological mate-
rial” and was interested in learning how he could use it in a weapon.68 

If Al Qaeda builds a nuclear weapon or already has one, it is probably 
a relatively crude device. An extensive study conducted by the Institute for 
Science and International Security in Washington found “no credible evi-
dence that either bin Laden or Al Qaeda possesses nuclear weapons or suf-
ficient fissile material to make them,” but that if Al Qaeda obtained 
sufficient nuclear-weapons-usable material, it would be capable of build-
ing a crude nuclear explosive.69 

R E C R U I T M E N T  

In the years following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, Al Qaeda’s 
recruitment was conducted by the Maktab al-Khidamat (MAK—Services 
Office). Osama bin Laden and his spiritual mentor, the Palestinian head 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, Abdullah Azzam, established the MAK in 
1984. The MAK recruited young Muslims to come to Afghanistan to 
fight the Soviet infidels. With branches in over thirty countries, including 
Europe and the United States, and a sizable budget, the MAK was respon-
sible for propaganda, fund-raising, and coordinating recruitment. While 
bin Laden covered the costs for transporting the new recruits, the Afghan 
government provided the land, and training camps were soon established.70 

Most Al Qaeda operatives appear to have been recruited by Islamist 
organizations in their home countries. A Spanish investigation in Novem-
ber 2001, for example, concluded that a group known in Spain as Soldiers 
of Allah gradually assumed control over the Abu Bakr mosque in 1994. It 
had financial ties with Al Qaeda and regularly sent volunteers for train-
ing in Bosnia, Pakistan, and the Philippines.71 Surveillance of a key 

258 | t e r r  o r  i n  t h e  n a m e  o f  g o d  



recruitment officer based in Italy, Abu Hamza, revealed a tightly linked 
network of Al Qaeda recruitment officers in Europe, which included 
Abu Hamza and Sami Ben Khemais in Italy, Tarek Maaroufi in Belgium, 
and Abu Dahdah in Spain.72 In Germany, in addition to recruitment 
through mainstream Islamic associations and charitable agencies, Al 
Qaeda recruiting officers used amateur videos of fighting in Chechnya to 
attract recruits.73 One two-hour-long recruiting video that was probably 
produced in the summer of 2001 showed a mock assassination of former 
president Clinton, along with footage of training bases in Afghanistan. 
Methodically, the film moves from picture frames of Palestinian children 
killed or wounded by Israeli soldiers and Muslim women being beaten, to 
pictures of “great Muslim victories” in Chechnya, Somalia, and against 
the USS Cole. The video concludes with a call for Muslims to embark on 
the hegira, or migration, to Afghanistan.74 

In Pakistan, Indonesia, and Malaysia, seminaries are often fertile 
ground for recruitment. Many of them promote the excitement of joining 
the jihad as much as they do the horror stories of atrocities against Mus-
lims. In Malaysia, a school associated with Al Qaeda issued brochures 
exhorting young radicals to forgo Palestine for Afghanistan, where they 
were promised three thousand kilometers of open borders and the friend-
ship of many like-minded colleagues, who had made Afghanistan the 
international center of Islamic militancy. Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, the spiritual 
leader of Jamaah Islamiyah, a Southeast Asian terrorist group closely affil-
iated with Al Qaeda, championed bin Laden and exhorted students in 
Indonesia and Malaysia to carry on a “personal jihad” following bin 
Laden’s lead.75 

The way Khalfan Khamis Mohamed was recruited is typical for foot 
soldiers. Recruiters locate raw talent in a seminary or a mosque. The raw 
talent is then sent to a camp, where it is assessed on various dimensions: 
commitment to Islam, psychological reliability, intelligence, and physical 
prowess. Identifying reliable recruits is considered the most difficult job. 
Among Al Qaeda’s most well-known and successful recruiters of elite 
operatives are Muhammad Atef, who was reportedly killed by U.S. bombs 
in November 2002, and Abu Zubaydah, a Palestinian born in Saudi Ara-
bia, now in U.S. custody. 
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T R  A I N I N  G  

Osama bin Laden provided training camps and guesthouses in Afghanistan 
for the use of Al Qaeda and its affiliated groups beginning in 1989. West-
ern intelligence agencies estimate that by September 11, 2001, between 
70,000 and 110,000 radical Muslims had graduated from Al Qaeda train-
ing camps such as Khalden, Derunta, Khost, Siddiq, or Jihad Wal.76 Of 
those, only a few thousand graduates—who distinguished themselves 
spiritually, physically, or psychologically—were invited to join Al Qaeda. 
The difficulty of making the cut as a full-fledged recruit meant that 
Islamists from all over the world regarded joining Al Qaeda as the highest 
possible honor, Gunaratna explains.77 

The exact number of training camps in Afghanistan that are associ-
ated with Osama bin Laden is unknown, and estimates range from a 
dozen to over fifty such camps.78 In the mid-1990s, Al Qaeda shifted its 
headquarters to Khartoum and established or assisted in the establishment 
of an estimated twenty training camps in Sudan. Other training camps 
have been identified in lawless corners of Somalia, Yemen, Indonesia, 
Chechnya, and other countries. The camps serve a variety of purposes in 
addition to training members and reserves. They create social ties, so that 
operatives feel committed to the cause on both ideological and solidarity 
grounds. Specialists then funnel recruits into the right level of the organ-
ization and into the right job: public-relations officer, regional manager, 
trainer, sleeper, or other. 

John Walker Lindh told investigators that the camp he attended near 
Kandahar offered both basic and advanced training. After the basic train-
ing course, trainees can select different tracks to follow, one involving bat-
tlefield training and the other “civilian warfare training.” The battlefield 
course includes “advanced topography, ambushes, tactics, battlefield for-
mations, trench warfare . . .  practicing assassinations with pistols and rifles, 
and shooting from motorcycles and cars.” The civilian warfare course 
includes “terrorism, forgery of passports and documents, poisons, mine 
explosions, and an intelligence course which teaches trainees how to avoid 
detection by police.” Most of the trainees were Saudi, he said. He also said 
that the leader of the camp approached all foreign trainees to recruit them 
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for “foreign operations.” The foreign recruits were instructed not to dis-
cuss the conversation about foreign operations with their fellow trainees, 
and they were not given any details about what the foreign terrorist oper-
ations might entail.79 Trainees were also asked whether they were willing 
to work in their own country. Lindh said that the leader of the camp, Al 
Musri, interviewed him personally. 

Tapes reportedly captured by the U.S. army in Afghanistan show Al 
Qaeda members training to carry out operations in the West. The tapes 
show a level of professionalism that suggests that Al Qaeda had received 
significant assistance from a professional military, according to an analyst 
who read the army’s assessment and viewed the tapes himself. On one 
tape, operatives are trained to carry out an ambush near a six-lane high-
way similar to those that are found in the United States and Europe. 
Hostage scenarios include raids of large buildings with many occupants. 
Trainees playing the role of terrorists dictate commands to the hostages in 
English, and the trainees playing the hostages respond in English. Opera-
tives are trained to determine whether soldiers or other armed personnel 
are among the hostages so that those with weapons can be segregated from 
the rest. The armed hostages are then executed in front of television cam-
eras. Another scenario prepares operatives for assassinating dignitaries— 
possibly national leaders—on a golf course. It is clear from the tapes that 
Al Qaeda is training its operatives to maximize media coverage, according 
to the army’s assessment.80 

The most important aspect of training, however, is mental training 
and religious indoctrination. Religious indoctrination includes Islamic law 
and history and how to wage a holy war. The story that recruits must 
learn is about identity—it is about who we are as distinct from them, to 
whom Zawahiri, bin Laden’s deputy, refers to as the “new Crusaders.”81 

Most importantly, camps are used to inculcate “the story” into young 
men’s heads. The story is about an evil enemy who, in the words of 
Zawahiri, is waging a “new Crusade” against the lands of Islam. This 
enemy must be fought militarily, Zawahiri explains, because that is the 
only language the West understands. The enemy is easily frightened by 
small groups of fighters, and trainees learn how to function in small 
cells.82 
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T H E  M I S S I O N  O F   
T E R R O R I S T  O R G A N I Z A  T I O N S :   
T H E  T E R R O R I S T  “ P R O D U C T ”  

A professional terrorist chooses his mission carefully. He is able to read 
popular opinion and is likely to change his mission over time. Astute lead-
ers may find new missions—or emphasize new aspects of the mission— 
when they realize they can no longer “sell” the old one to sponsors and 
potential recruits, either because the original mission was achieved or, 
more commonly, because the impossibility of achieving the mission has 
become obvious. 

Terrorism grows out of seductive solutions to grievances. When revo-
lutions succeed, which happens occasionally, the imperative to address the 
problems of the aggrieved group comes to be accepted by a wider popula-
tion. But the techniques of terror—the deliberate murder of innocent 
civilians—are counter to every mainstream religious tradition. This is why 
the mission—the articulation of the grievance—is so important. It must 
be so compellingly described that recruits are willing to violate normal 
moral rules in its name. 

The people on whose behalf the terrorists aim to fight must be por-
trayed as worthy of heroic acts of martyrdom. In his memoir, Zawahiri 
says that an alliance of jihadi groups and “liberated states” is anxious to 
seek retribution for the blood of the martyrs, the grief of the mothers, the 
deprivation of the orphans, the suffering of the detainees, and the sores 
of the tortured people throughout the land of Islam. He says that this age 
is witnessing a new phenomenon of mujaheed youths who have aban-
doned their families, countries, wealth, studies, and jobs in search of jihad 
arenas for the sake of God.83 

The enemy must be portrayed as a monstrous threat. Zawahiri warns 
his followers that the new Crusaders respect no moral boundaries and 
understand only the language of violence. The enemy is characterized by 
“brutality, arrogance, and disregard for all taboos and customs.” He urges 
jihadis to choose weapons and tactics capable of inflicting maximum 
casualties on the enemy at minimal cost to the mujahideen. He warns 
followers that the enemy makes use of a variety of tools and proxies, 
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including the United Nations, friendly rulers of the Muslim peoples, 
multinational corporations, international communications and data ex-
change systems, international news agencies and satellite media chan-
nels. The enemy also uses international relief agencies as a cover for 
espionage, proselytizing, coup planning, and the transfer of weapons.84 

John Walker Lindh told interrogators that he had decided to “join the 
fight of the Pakistani people in Kashmir” when he was in a madrassah in 
Pakistan, where he heard reports of “torture, rape, and massacre of the 
Pakistani people by India.” He said that he was overwhelmed by the “guilt 
of sitting idle while these atrocities were committed,” and he volunteered 
for training, first in Pakistan, then in Afghanistan, ultimately ending up 
fighting with the Taliban.85 A trainer for HUM who was interviewed for 
this book said that he decided to join the jihad when he was in eleventh 
grade, after hearing about two Muslim women who were raped by Indian 
forces.86 Ironically, the enemy’s existence—and even his atrocities—help 
terrorist groups prove the importance of their mission. The Lashkar e 
Taiba public-affairs director told me he felt “happy” about the growth of 
the Hindu extremist group Bajrang Dal, the arch-nemesis of the Pakistani 
militant groups. It provides a raison d’être for Islamic fundamentalism in 
Pakistan, he said. “What is the logic for stopping the jihadi groups’ activi-
ties if the Indian government supports groups like Bajrang Dal?” he 
asked.87 

Peter Verkhovensky, a character in Dostoyevsky’s 1871 novel The 
Demons, claims to be a socialist but is ultimately exposed as a cheat and a 
fraud. But the real villains in the novel are the bad ideas that seduced 
young men to join revolutionary movements. Leaders, who may have 
been true believers in their youth, cynically take advantage of their zealous 
recruits, manipulating them with an enticing mission, ultimately using 
these true believers as their weapons. Joseph Conrad described terrorists as 
“fools victimized by ideas they cannot possibly believe. . . . While they  
mouth slogans or even practice anarchist beliefs, their motives are the 
result of self-display, power plays, class confusion, acting out roles.”88 

Both Dostoyevsky and Conrad understood that the prospect of play-
ing a seemingly heroic role can persuade young men to become ruthless 
killers in the service of bad ideas, but the bad ideas must be seductively 
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packaged. Terrorist groups have to raise money by “selling” their mission 
to supporters—including donors, personnel (both managers and follow-
ers), and the broader public. Selecting and advertising a mission that will 
attract donations—of time, talent, money, and for suicide operations, 
lives—is thus critically important to the group’s survival. 

Zawahiri observes that the New World Order is a source of humilia-
tion for Muslims. It is better for the youth of Islam to carry arms and 
defend their religion with pride and dignity than to submit to this humil-
iation, he says. 

Violence, in other words, restores the dignity of humiliated youth. 
This idea is similar to Franz Fanon’s notion that violence is a “cleansing 
force,” which frees the oppressed youth from his “inferiority complex,” 
“despair,” and “inaction,” making him fearless and restoring his self-
respect.89 Fanon also warned of the dangers of globalization for the 
underdeveloped world, where youth, who are especially susceptible to the 
seductive pastimes offered by the West, comprise a large proportion of 
the population.90 

Part of the mission of jihad is thus to restore Muslims’ pride in the 
face of a humiliating New World Order. The purpose of violence, 
according to this way of thinking, is to restore dignity and to help ward 
off dangerous temptations. Its target audience is not necessarily the vic-
tims and their sympathizers, but the perpetrators and their sympathizers. 
Violence is a way to strengthen support for the organization and the 
movement it represents. It is a marketing device and a method for rousing 
the troops. 

In this regard, Zawahiri is conforming also with the views of Sayyid 
Qutb, whom Zawahiri describes as “the most prominent theoretician of 
the fundamentalist movements” and Islam’s most influential contempo-
rary “martyr.” Qutb’s outlook on the West changed dramatically after his 
first visit to America, where he was repulsed by Americans’ materialism, 
racism, promiscuity, and feminism. Americans behave like animals, he 
said. They justify their vulgarity under the banner of emancipation of 
women and “free mixing of the sexes.” They love freedom, but eschew 
responsibility for their families.91 He saw the West as the historical enemy 
of Islam, citing the Crusades, European colonialism, and the Cold War as 
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evidence. Qutb emphasized the need to cleanse Islam from impurities 
resulting from its exposure to Western and capitalist influence. 

Western values have infiltrated the Muslim elites, who rule according 
to corrupt Western principles. The enemy’s weapons are political, eco-
nomic, and religio-cultural. They must be fought at every level, Qutb 
warned.92 The twin purposes of jihad are to cleanse Islam of the impuri-
fying influence of the West, and to fight the West using political, eco-
nomic, and religio-cultural weapons—the same weapons the West 
allegedly uses against Islam. 

A D V  E R T I S I N  G  T H E  M I S S I O N  

Like more traditional humanitarian relief organizations, terrorists have to 
advertise their mission to potential donors and volunteers, and they tend 
to use similar techniques. As we have seen, they hold auctions, fund-
raising dinners, and press conferences. They put up posters and put out 
newspapers. They cultivate journalists hoping for favorable press cover-
age. They openly solicit donations in houses of worship, at least where the 
state allows it. They send leaders on fund-raising missions abroad and 
arrange for private meetings between leaders and major donors. They 
make heavy use of the mail, the telephone, and the Internet, often pro-
viding their bank account numbers and the bank’s address. They demon-
strate their effectiveness with sophisticated Web sites, often including 
photographs or streaming-video recordings of successful operations and 
of the atrocities perpetrated against the group they aim to help. All of 
these techniques are practiced by humanitarian organizations. As we dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, terrorist groups also advertise the kind of 
weapons that recruits will learn to use, in some cases including cyberwar. 
Person-to-person contacts, however, remain a critical component of fund-
raising and recruitment drives.93 

C H A N  G I N  G  T H E  M I S S I O N  

Astute terrorist leaders often realize that to attract additional funding, 
they may need to give up their original mission. The original mission of 
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Egyptian Islamic Jihad, for example, was to turn Egypt into an Islamic 
state. By the late 1990s, the group had fallen on hard times. Sheik Omar 
Abdel Rahman was imprisoned in the United States for his involvement 
in a plot to bomb New York City landmarks in 1993. Other leaders had 
been killed or forced to move abroad. Zawahiri reportedly considered 
moving the group to Chechnya, but when he traveled there to check out 
the situation, he was arrested and imprisoned for traveling without an 
entry permit.94 After his release in May 1997, Zawahiri decided that it 
would be practical to shift his sights away from the “near enemy,” the sec-
ular rulers of Egypt, toward the “far enemy,” the West and the United 
States. Switching goals in this way would mean a large inflow of cash 
from bin Laden, which the group desperately needed. Islamists see Egypt-
ian president Hosni Mubarak, who is supported by the United States, as a 
traitor to Islam on numerous grounds. He has continued his (assassinated) 
predecessor’s controversial policy of appeasing Israel at the expense of the 
Palestinians. His administration is widely viewed as corrupt and repres-
sive. He has expelled or imprisoned most members of the Islamic resis-
tance to his rule. Egyptian human rights organizations estimate that some 
sixteen thousand people with suspected links to Islamic organizations 
remain jailed in Egypt.95 

The alliance between Zawahiri and bin Laden was a “marriage of con-
venience,” according to Lawrence Wright. One of Zawahiri’s chief assis-
tants testified in Cairo that Zawahiri had confided in him that “joining 
with bin Laden [was] the only solution to keeping the jihad organization 
alive.”96 “These men were not mercenaries, they were highly motivated 
idealists, many of whom had turned their backs on middle-class 
careers. . . . They faced a difficult choice: whether to maintain their alle-
giance to a bootstrap organization that was always struggling financially or 
to join forces with a wealthy Saudi who had long-standing ties to the oil 
billionaires in the Persian Gulf,” Wright explains. 

After Zawahiri shifted his focus away from Egypt, some of his follow-
ers left in protest, forming a splinter faction named Vanguards of Con-
quest (Talaa’ al-Fateh), which was weakened as a result of the Egyptian 
government’s clampdown on Islamists. In return for bin Laden’s financial 
assistance, Zawahiri provided him some two hundred loyal, disciplined, 
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and well-trained followers, who became the core of Al Qaeda’s leadership. 
Zawahiri describes the new mission as a “global battle” against the “disbe-
lievers,” who have “united against the mujahideen.” He adds, “The battle 
today cannot be fought on a regional level without taking into account the 
global hostility towards us.” 

Another example of a group that changed its mission over time to 
secure a more reliable source of funding is the Islamic Movement of 
Uzbekistan. Its original mission was to fight the post-Soviet ruler of 
Uzbekistan, Islam Karimov, whose authoritarian rule is characterized by 
corruption and repression.97 When Juma Namangani, leader of the 
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, was forced underground, together with 
his followers, they eventually made their way to Afghanistan, where they 
made contacts with Al Qaeda. Abdujabar Abduvakhitov, an Uzbek 
scholar who has studied the group since its inception, explains that the 
group found that by adopting Islamist slogans it could “make more 
money and get weapons.”98 The IMU shifted its mission from fighting 
injustice in Uzbekistan to inciting Islamic extremism and global jihad, 
thereby gaining access to financial supporters in Turkey, Saudi Arabia, 
Pakistan, and Iran, Abduvakhitov explains. The group’s new literature 
promoted the Taliban’s agenda, reviling America and the West, but also 
music, cigarettes, sex, and drink. Its new slogans made the movement 
repulsive to its original supporters in Uzbekistan, however.99 

When the IMU terrorists returned to Uzbekistan in 2000, they had 
medical kits, tactical radios, and night-vision goggles. “All of this speaks to 
better funding, it speaks to better contacts,” an unnamed intelligence offi-
cer told the New York Times. “They made an impression on bin Laden.”100 

In the spring of 2001 the group entered into an agreement with Mul-
lah Omar, the leader of the Taliban, to delay its Central Asian campaign 
and to fight the Northern Alliance. Namangani became commander of 
the 055 Brigade, bin Laden’s group of foreign fighters. After September 
11, Namangani found himself at war with America. He had alienated his 
original supporters in his country, and the financial backers he attracted 
with his turn toward Islamism were no longer able to fund him because 
they were dispersed and largely broke. He was killed during the war in 
Afghanistan in November 2001.101 
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Changing the mission can cause a variety of problems. Volunteers may 
be wedded to the original mission and may resent the need to kowtow to 
donors, rather than focusing on the needs of the beneficiaries, as hap-
pened with the part of Egyptian Islamic Jihad that refused to join forces 
with bin Laden. Managers are vulnerable to the charge of mission creep. 
From the viewpoint of the original stakeholders in the organization, there 
is a principal-agent problem if the group’s mission shifts. An important 
example of this is when a state (or agencies within in a divided state) fund 
insurgent groups in the belief that they will have total control over the 
groups’ activities. But if a group diversifies its revenue stream, the state 
may find itself losing control. This is the case with regard to the militant 
and sectarian groups in Pakistan, which were largely created by the ISI. 
Now that a significant fraction of these groups’ income comes from other 
entities, the groups are increasingly engaging in activities that are counter 
to the state’s interests. Similarly, Indonesian jihadi groups that raise 
money from sources in the Gulf are slipping out of the control of their 
original backers in the Indonesian military. (In both these cases, it is 
important to point out again that the state is not a monolithic entity and 
that individual agents, or even agencies, may be acting in violation of state 
policy.) 

Osama bin Laden himself has changed his mission over time. He 
inherited an organization devoted to fighting Soviet forces and turned 
that organization into a flexible group of ruthless warriors ready to fight 
on behalf of multiple causes. His first call to holy war, issued in 1992, 
urged believers to kill American soldiers in Saudi Arabia, the Horn of 
Africa, and Somalia. There was virtually no mention of Palestine. His sec-
ond, in 1996, was a forty-page document listing atrocities and injustices 
committed against Muslims, mainly by Western powers. His third, in 
February 1998, for the first time urged followers deliberately to target 
American civilians, rather than soldiers. Although that fatwa mentioned 
the Palestinian struggle, it was only one of a litany of Muslim grievances. 
America’s “crimes” against Saudi Arabia (by stationing troops near Islam’s 
holiest sites), Iraq, and the other Islamic states of the region constituted “a 
clear declaration of war by the Americans against God, his Prophet, and 
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the Muslims . . . By God’s leave, we call on every Muslim who believes in 
God and hopes for reward to obey God’s command to kill the Americans 
and plunder their possessions wherever he finds them and wherever he 
can,” bin Laden wrote.102 On October 7, 2001, in a message released on 
Al Jazeera television immediately after U.S. forces began bombing in 
Afghanistan, bin Laden issued his fourth call for jihad. This time he 
emphasized Israel’s occupation of Palestinian lands and the suffering of 
Iraqi children under UN sanctions, concerns broadly shared in the Islamic 
world. While most Muslims reject bin Laden’s interpretation of their reli-
gion, bin Laden felt the moment was ripe to win many over to his anti-
Western cause. Bin Laden was competing for the hearts and minds of 
ordinary Muslims. He said that the September 11 “events” had split the 
world into two “camps,” the Islamic world and “infidels”—and that the 
time had come for “every Muslim to defend his religion” (echoing Presi-
dent Bush’s argument that from now on “either you are with us, or you are 
with the terrorists”103).

Bin Laden’s aim was to turn America’s response to the September 11 
attack into a war between Islam and the West. With this new fatwa, bin 
Laden was striking at the “very core of the grievances that the common 
Arab man in the street has toward his respective government, especially in 
Saudi Arabia,” Nawaf Obaid, a Saudi analyst, explained.104 John Walker 
Lindh told U.S. investigators that Al Qaeda had come to believe that it 
was more effective to “attack the head of the snake” than to attack secular 
rulers in the Islamic world. 

E X P A N D  I N  G  T H E  N E T  W  O R K  

Al Qaeda and the IIF are not only changing their mission over time in 
response to new situations and new needs, but also their organizational 
style. With its corporate headquarters in shatters, Al Qaeda and the alliance 
are now relying on an ever shifting network of sympathetic groups and 
individuals, including the Southwest Asian jihadi groups that signed bin 
Laden’s February 1998 fatwa; franchise outfits in Southeast Asia; sleeper 
cells trained in Afghanistan and dispersed abroad; and freelancers such as 
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Richard Reid, the convicted “shoe bomber,” who attempted to blow up a 
plane. Lone wolves are also beginning to take action on their own, with-
out having been formally recruited or trained by Al Qaeda. 

The Al Qaeda organization is learning that to evade law-enforcement 
detection in the West, it will need to adopt some of the qualities of the 
virtual network style we discussed in previous chapters. Coordination of 
major attacks in the post–September 11 world, in which law-enforcement 
and intelligence agencies have formed their own networks in response, will 
be difficult. Al Qaeda is adapting by communicating over the Internet and 
by issuing messages intended to frighten Americans and boost the morale 
of followers. The leadership of Al Qaeda appears to be functioning less as 
a group of commanders and more as inspirational leaders. A Web site that 
appeared after September 11 (but is no longer available) offered a special 
on-line training course that teaches the reader how to make time bombs 
and detonate enemy command centers. The site invited visitors to read a 
chapter on the production of explosives, saying, “We want deeds, not 
words. What counts is implementation.” Other sites made reference to the 
Encyclopedia of Jihad, which provides instructions for creating a “clan-
destine activity cell,” including intelligence, supply, planning and prepara-
tion, and implementation.105 In an article on the “culture of jihad,” a 
Saudi Islamist urges bin Laden’s sympathizers to take action on their own. 
“I do not need to meet the Sheikh and ask his permission to carry out 
some operation, the same as I do not need permission to pray, or to think 
about killing the Jews and the Crusaders that gather on our lands.” He 
accuses the enemies of Islam of attempting to alter the Saudi education 
system to describe jihad as a way of thinking rather than as mode of 
action. Nor does it make any difference whether bin Laden is alive or 
dead. “If Osama bin Laden is alive or God forbid he is killed, there are 
thousand Bin Ladens in this nation. We should not abandon our way, 
which the Sheikh has paved for you, regardless of the existence of the 
Sheikh or his absence.”106 

An anonymous article in another Islamist forum, “the lovers of jihad,” 
argues, “The Islamist view of the confrontation with the United States is 
settled. Furthermore, it is going to be the new ideology of the second gen-
eration of the Jihadi movements around the world. They do not need the 
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existence of bin laden, after he fulfilled his role in the call and agitation 
for this project.”107 

As with any network, the challenge for the Al Qaeda network of 
groups is to balance the needs for resilience and for capacity. Resilience 
refers to the ability of a network to withstand the loss of a node or nodes. 
To maximize resilience, the network has to maximize redundancy. Func-
tions are not centralized. (This decreases the efficiency of the organiz-
ation, but terrorist networks are unlikely to optimize efficiency as they do 
not have to answer to shareholders and they tend to view the “muscle” as 
expendable.) Capacity—the ability to optimize the scale of the attack— 
requires coordination, which makes the group less resilient because com-
munication is required. Effectiveness is a function of both capacity and 
resilience. 

Network theorists suggest that a network of networks is a resilient or-
ganization. Within each cluster, every node is connected to every other 
node in what is known as an “all channel” network. But only certain 
members of the cluster communicate with other clusters, and the ties 
between clusters are weak, to minimize the risk of penetration. 

The strength of ties is not static, however; it varies over time. Training 
together in camps establishes trust, the glue that holds a network together. 
(Recall Fahid’s claim that he would not be able to trust Mohamed unless 
he trained in Afghanistan.) But task ties, the term network theorists use for 
relationships needed to accomplish particular tasks, are likely to be weak 
or even nonexistent until a leader brings a group together to carry out an 
operation. 

In a law-enforcement-rich environment, the most effective terrorist or-
ganization probably consists of many clusters of varying size and com-
plexity held together by trust and a shared mission rather than a 
hierarchical superstructure. Individual clusters may find their own fund-
ing through licit or illicit businesses, donations from wealthy industrial-
ists, wealthy diasporas, or the relationships they develop with states or 
state agents. Individual groups may even compete for funds in what is 
known as a chaordic network.108 They may recruit and arm their groups 
separately. Innovation—such as attempts to acquire or use unconven-
tional weapons—is promoted at all levels. Some of the clusters will 
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remain dormant until a concrete operation is being planned. Those that 
are active in failing states where the state either supports them or cannot 
fight them will be able to remain active full-time. The only thing the sub-
networks must have in common is a shared mission and goals. 

In this network of networks, leadership style will vary. Complex tasks 
require hierarchies—the commander cadre–type organization we dis-
cussed in chapter 8. For very small operations, of the kind that are carried 
out by the Army of God that we discussed in chapter 6, little coordination 
or leadership is required: small cells or lone wolves inspired by the move-
ment can act on their own. Individual operatives can have a powerful 
effect, as the sniper in suburban Washington in the fall of 2002 made 
clear. As more powerful weapons become available to smaller groups, vir-
tual networks will become more dangerous. 

The use of sleepers can make an organization significantly more 
resilient. Sleepers are informed of their tasks immediately before the oper-
ation. They are likely to be told only what they need to know: information 
is strictly compartmentalized.109

Technology has greatly increased the capacity of networks. Networks 
can now be decentralized but also highly focused. Members can travel 
nearly anywhere and communicate with one another anywhere. Money is 
also easily shipped.110 This is especially true for organizations like Al 
Qaeda, which utilize informal financial transactions and convert their 
cash into gems or gold. 

Since September 11 and the war in Afghanistan, Al Qaeda and the IIF 
have been forming the kind of network of networks connected by weak 
ties that network theorists argue is the most effective style of organization, 
and making use of sleepers and freelancers, which increases the resilience 
of the alliance. 

S O U R C E S  O F  F  U N D S  

As is the case for many terrorist groups, Al Qaeda raises money in four 
ways: criminal activities, businesses, financial or in-kind assistance from 
states or state agents, and charitable donations. 
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Businesses 

Al-Fadl testified that bin Laden set up a large number of companies in 
Sudan, including Wadi-al-Aqiq, a corporate shell that he referred to as the 
“mother” of all the other companies: Al Hijra Construction, a company 
that built roads and bridges; Taba Investment, Ltd., a currency trading 
group; Themar al-Mubaraka, an agriculture company; Quadarat, a trans-
port company; Laden International, an import-export business. Al-Fadl 
said the group controlled the Islamic bank al-Shamal and held accounts at 
Barclays Bank in London as well as unnamed banks in Sudan, Malaysia, 
Hong Kong, Cyprus, the United States, and Dubai.111 According to the 
U.S. indictment, “These companies were operated to provide income and 
to support Al Qaeda, and to provide cover for the procurement of explo-
sives, weapons, and chemicals, and for the travel of Al Qaeda operatives.”112 

Like many terrorist groups, Al Qaeda is involved in both licit and illicit 
enterprises. Bin Laden attempted to develop a more potent strain of 
heroin to export to the United States and Western Europe, in retaliation 
for the 1998 air strikes in Sudan and Afghanistan. He provided protection 
to processing plants and transport for the Taliban’s drug businesses, which 
financed training camps and supported extremists in neighboring coun-
tries, according to the United Nations.113 Al Qaeda used informal finan-
cial transactions known as hawala, which are based largely on trust and 
extensive use of family or regional connections,114 and a network of 
honey shops, to transfer funds around the world.115 It is now converting 
cash into diamonds and gold. 

Charitable Donations 

Charities, purportedly unaffiliated with the terrorist groups, seek funding 
for humanitarian relief operations, some of which is used for that pur-
pose, and some of which is used to fund terrorist operations. Many jihadi 
groups use charities for fund-raising abroad or as a front for terrorist activ-
ities. Al Qaeda members testified that they received ID cards issued by a 
humanitarian relief organization based in Nairobi called Mercy Interna-
tional Relief Agency. The organization was involved in humanitarian 
relief efforts, as its name suggests, but it also served as a front organization 
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for operatives during the period they were planning the Africa embassy 
bombings.116 

By soliciting charitable donations abroad, groups draw attention to the 
cause among diaspora populations. The Gulf States, North America, the 
United Kingdom, and European countries are important sources of fund-
ing for terrorist groups. The U.S. government looked the other way when 
the IRA engaged in fund-raising dinners in the United States, but began 
to see the downside to such a policy when the groups being funded began 
killing American citizens. 

But perhaps even more importantly, by soliciting money from the peo-
ple, a terrorist organization (or terrorist-affiliated organization) can estab-
lish its bona fides as a group devoted to the interests of “the people.” 
While much of the group’s money may actually come from criminal 
activities, business operations, or government assistance, charitable dona-
tions are important as a “defining source of revenue,” a point made in 
regard to more traditional NGOs by Mark Moore, a specialist in non-
profits at Harvard University. In my interviews, leaders tend to emphasize 
charitable donations as the most important source of revenue for their 
groups; while operatives, presumably less attuned to the public-relations 
implications of their words, admit that smuggling, government funding, 
or large-scale donations by wealthy industrialists are the main sources of 
funding.117 Money flows into jihadi groups through charities; but money 
also flows out to the needy. Sophisticated jihadi organizations function 
very much like the United Way. 

L E A D E R L E S S  R E S I S T E R S ,  F R E E L  A N C E R S ,  

A N D  F R  A N C H I S E S  

The New World Order and its instruments—Al Qaeda’s new foes—are 
attractive targets to a surprising array of groups. By emphasizing the New 
World Order as its enemy, Al Qaeda will be able to attract a variety of 
groups that oppose Western hegemony and international institutions. 

White supremacists and Identity Christians are applauding Al Qaeda’s 
goals and actions and may eventually take action on the Al Qaeda net-
work’s behalf as freelancers or lone-wolf avengers. A Swiss neo-Nazi 
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named Albert Huber, who is popular with both Aryan youth and radical 
Muslims, is calling for neo-Nazis and Islamists to join forces. Huber was 
on the board of directors of the Al-Taqwa Foundation, which the U.S. 
government says was a major donor to Al Qaeda.118 The late William 
Pierce, who wrote The Turner Diaries, the book that inspired the Okla-
homa City bombing, applauded the September 11 bombers. Pierce’s 
organization, the Alliance Nahad, urged its followers to celebrate the one-
year anniversary of September 11 by printing out and disseminating flyers 
from its Web site. One of the flyers included a photograph of bin Laden 
and the World Trade Center and the caption, “Let’s stop being human 
shields for Israel.”119 Matt Hale, leader of the World Church of the Cre-
ator, a white supremacist organization one of whose members killed a 
number of blacks and Jews, is disseminating a book that exposes the “sin-
ister machinations” that led to September 11, including the involvement 
of Jews and Israelis, in particular, the Mossad.120 

Horst Mahler, a founder of the radical leftist German group the Red 
Army Faction, has moved from the extreme left to radical right. He too 
rejoiced at the news of the September 11 attacks, saying that they presage 
“the end of the American Century, the end of Global Capitalism, and 
thus the end of the secular Yahweh cult, of Mammonism.” He accuses the 
“one-World strategists” of trying to create a smoke screen to prevent ordi-
nary people from understanding the real cause of September 11, which 
America brought on itself through its arrogance. “This is war,” he says, 
“with invisible fronts at present, and worldwide.” September 11 was just 
the first blow against the Globalists, whose true aim is to exterminate 
national cultures, he says. “It is not a war of material powers,” he says. “It 
is a spiritual struggle: the war of Western civilization, which is barbarism, 
against the cultures of the national peoples. . . . The oncoming crisis in 
the World Economy—independent of the air attacks of 11 September 
2001—is now taking the enchantment from ‘The American Way of Life.’ 
The absolute merchandisability of human existence—long felt as a 
sickness—is lost, along with the loss of external objects, in which human 
beings seek recognition and validation—but cannot find them.”121 

The racist right is also applauding the efforts of other “antiglobalists” 
in addition to bin Laden. Louis Beam, author of the leaderless-resistance 

t h e  u l  t i m a  t e  o r  g a n i z  a  t i o n  | 275 



essay we discussed in chapter 6, is urging all antiglobalists, from all politi-
cal persuasions, to join forces against the New World Order (NWO). He 
applauds the participants of the Battle of Seattle, who, he says, faced a 
“real invasion of black booted, black suited” thugs, while the racist right 
continued talking endlessly about the impending invasion of foreign 
troops in United Nations submarines. 

“Mark my words,” Beam says, “this is but the first confrontation, there 
will be many more such confrontations as intelligent, caring people begin 
to face off the Waco thugs of the New World Order here in the United 
States. The New American Patriot will be neither left nor right, just a free-
man fighting for liberty. New alliances will form between those who have 
in the past thought of themselves as ‘right-wingers,’ conservatives, and 
patriots with many people who have thought of themselves as ‘left-
wingers,’ progressives, or just ‘liberal.’ ”122

Perhaps the most articulate proponent of forming an anti-NWO coali-
tion is Keith Preston, a self-described veteran of numerous libertarian, 
anarchist, leftist, labor, and patriot organizations and an active anarchist. 
He argues that the war between the “U.S. and the Muslim world” is one 
front in a larger war, “namely, the emerging global conflict between those 
interests wishing to subordinate the entire world to the so-called ‘New 
World Order’ of global governance by elite financial interests in the 
advanced countries on one side and all those various national, regional, 
ethnic, cultural, religious, linguistic, and economic groups who wish to 
remain independent of such a global order.” He believes that the rapid 
drive to create this NWO must be reversed or it will “likely produce a 
system of totalitarian oppression similar to that of the Nazi and Soviet 
regimes of the twentieth century only with infinitely greater amounts of 
economic, technological, and military resources. All forces throughout 
the world seeking to resist this development must join together, regard-
less of their other differences, and provide mutual support to one 
another in the common struggle. The current U.S.-led ‘coalition’ against 
so-called ‘terrorism’ is simply a cover for continuing the process of 
global consolidation of power and crushing all efforts at resistance.” 
Islamic fundamentalists, he says, are fighting the same global interests 
seeking to impose “global government, international currency systems, 
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firearms confiscation, international police forces, NAFTA, and other 
regressive economic policies on the American people.” He proposes join-
ing forces even with Jewish fundamentalist sects, “such as the Neturei 
Karta, who have condemned Israeli imperialism and expansionism.” He 
urges the “bandits and anarchists” to join together with the “tribes, sects, 
warlords, and criminals” to assert themselves forcefully.123 

While the threat these groups pose is nowhere near as significant as 
that of current members of the Al Qaeda alliance, some of their members 
may decide to support Al Qaeda’s goals, as lone wolves or leaderless 
resisters, giving it a new source of Western recruits. 

The tri-border area where Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay meet is 
becoming the new Libya: The place where terrorists with widely disparate 
ideologies—the Marxist groups FARC and ELN, American white su-
premacists, Hamas, Hezbollah, and members of bin Laden’s Interna-
tional Islamic Front—meet to swap tradecraft. Authorities worry that the 
more sophisticated groups could make use of the Americans as partici-
pants in their plots, possibly to bring in materials. 

Perhaps the best example of a freelancer—an individual trained by Al 
Qaeda who takes action largely on his own—is Richard Reid. In October 
2002, Richard Reid pled guilty to the charge that he tried to blow up a 
plane with a bomb hidden in his shoe in December 2001. He also admit-
ted that he was trained at an Al Qaeda camp and said that he was a mem-
ber of Al Qaeda, a statement that some experts suspect is not literally true. 
Reid gave in to his interrogators almost immediately, suggesting that he 
had not undergone the kind of rigorous psychological training that is typ-
ical for Al Qaeda members. Magnus Ranstorp, a terrorism expert who has 
studied the Islamist community in London, from which Reid was appar-
ently recruited, argues that Reid is most likely a fringe amateur inspired 
by what he saw in Afghanistan and by the movement in general. Others 
point out that Reid was in contact with Al Qaeda members by e-mail.124 

Jamaah Islamiyah—the Franchise 

The group known as Jamaah Islamiyah grew out of Islamic opposition to 
Soeharto’s regime. Like that of Lashkar Jihad, the group we discussed in 
chapter 5, its goal was to establish an Islamic community, jamaah 
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Islamiyah, throughout Southeast Asia. Its spiritual leader, Abu Bakar 
Ba’asyir, founded and runs a pesantren (seminary) called Ngruki near 
Solo, Java, close to the pesantren we discussed in chapter 3. Ba’asyir and 
his closest followers fled to Malaysia in 1985 to escape Soeharto’s suppres-
sion of the group. Some members returned after Soeharto’s resignation in 
1998, and some remained in Malaysia. Although some members of 
Jamaah Islamiyah (JI) have clear links to Al Qaeda, JI is the violent wing 
of a broader movement that supports Ba’asyir. The movement, known as 
the Ngruki network, named after Ba’asyir’s school, includes a broad range 
of prominent individuals, some of whom are active in the Indonesian 
government. Many Indonesians are deeply concerned that the war on ter-
rorism, and the U.S. push to arrest suspects without clear evidence, could 
radicalize the Muslim community.125 

T H E  P O S T – I N D U S T R I A L - A  G E  

T E R R O R I S T  O R G A N I Z A  T I O N  

Mobilizing terrorist recruits and supporters requires an effective organiz-
ation. Effectiveness requires resources, recruits, hierarchies, and logistics. 
It requires adopting the mission to appeal to the maximum number of 
recruits and financial backers.126 As we have seen, contestants often choose 
to call competition for natural resources or political power a religious con-
flict when they believe it will make their grievances more attractive to a 
broader set of potential fighters or financial backers. (Governments may 
do the same by labeling opposition groups religious extremists to win 
international support for crushing them.) 

Money—used to buy goods and services—is a critical component of 
what distinguishes groups that are effective from those that disappear or 
fail to have an impact. The terrorists discussed in these pages raise money 
in a variety of ways. They run licit and illicit businesses. They auction off 
“relics.” They run their own informal banks, which take a “charitable 
donation” in lieu of interest. They solicit donations on the Internet, on 
the streets, and in houses of worship. They appeal to wealthy industrial-
ists, sympathetic diasporas, and to governments or their agents. By func-
tioning as a foundation that provides social services, the groups spread 
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their ideas to donors as well as the recipients of their largesse. Recipients 
of charitable assistance may be more willing to donate their sons to the 
group’s cause. Of the religious groups discussed in this book, only the 
Islamists are effective in this way. 

But terrorist organizations need to balance the requirements for opti-
mizing capacity with those of resilience. Resilience (the ability to with-
stand the loss of personnel) requires redundancy and minimal or 
impenetrable communication, making coordination difficult absent 
cutting-edge encryption technologies. The most resilient group discussed 
in this book is the save-the-babies group Army of God, a virtual network 
whose members meet only to discuss the mission, not concrete plans. The 
drawback from the terrorists’ perspective to this maximally resilient style 
of organization is that it requires individuals or small groups to act on 
their own, making large-scale operations difficult.127 

The best way to balance these competing objectives is to form a net-
work of networks, which includes hierarchical structures (commanders 
and cadres); leaderless resisters who are inspired through virtual contacts; 
and franchises, which may donate money in return for the privilege of 
participating.128 The networks are held together mainly by their common 
mission (although some may be pursuing multiple missions, including 
local agendas of little interest to the rest of the network). By expanding 
his mission statement, bin Laden was able to expand his network to 
include most of the Islamist groups discussed in this book. Groups that 
are not Islamist but oppose globalization may be willing to donate money 
or operatives to the anti–New World Order cause. 

The Al Qaeda network of networks is at the cutting edge of organiza-
tions today. Law-enforcement authorities will continue to discover new 
cells or clusters, but they will not be able to shut down the movement until 
bin Laden, his successors, and his sympathizers’ call to destroy the New 
World Order loses its appeal among populations made vulnerable by per-
ceived humiliation and violations of human rights, perceived economic 
deprivation, confused identities, and poor governance. 

There is a trade-off for policy makers between the need to destroy the 
adversary that is about to strike and the need to fight the movement over 
the long term. Our military action becomes the evidence our enemies 
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need to prove the dangers of the New World Order they aim to fight. It 
creates a sense of urgency for the terrorists seeking to purify the world 
through murder. 

It is part of the human condition to lack certainty about our identities; 
the desire to see ourselves in opposition to some Other is appealing to all 
of us. That is part—but only part—of what religion is all about. One of 
our goals must be to make the terrorists’ purification project seem less 
urgent: to demonstrate the humanity that binds us, rather than allow our 
adversaries to emphasize and exploit our differences to provide a seem-
ingly clear (but false) identity, at the expense of peace. In the final chapter 
we explore these ideas in more detail. 
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T E N  

Conclusion/ 
Policy Recommendations 

I started this project deeply puzzled about how people who claim to be 
motivated by religious principles come to kill innocent people in the ser-
vice of ideas. I learned that several factors—seemingly unrelated to the 
grievances that motivate terrorist crimes—play an important role in turn-
ing spiritual longing into murder. 

As a result of my interviews, I have come to see that apocalyptic vio-
lence intended to “cleanse” the world of “impurities” can create a tran-
scendent state. All the terrorist groups examined in this book believe—or 
at least started out believing—that they are creating a more perfect world. 
From their perspective, they are purifying the world of injustice, cruelty, 
and all that is antihuman. When I began this project, I could not under-
stand why the killers I met seemed spiritually intoxicated. Now, I think I 
understand. They seem that way because they are. Only a few of the ter-
rorists discussed in these pages have had visions or felt themselves to be in 
direct communication with God. But all of them describe themselves as 
responding to a spiritual calling, and many report a kind of spiritual high 
or addiction related to its fulfillment. 

My interviews suggest that people join religious terrorist groups partly to 
transform themselves and to simplify life. They start out feeling humiliated, 
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enraged that they are viewed by some Other as second class. They take on 
new identities as martyrs on behalf of a purported spiritual cause. The 
spiritually perplexed learn to focus on action. The weak become strong. 
The selfish become altruists, ready to make the ultimate sacrifice of their 
lives in the belief that their deaths will serve the public good. Rage turns 
to conviction. What seems to happen is that they enter a kind of trance, 
where the world is divided neatly between good and evil, victim and 
oppressor. Uncertainty and ambivalence, always painful to experience, are 
banished. There is no room for the other side’s point of view. Because 
they believe their cause is just, and because the population they hope to 
protect is purportedly so deprived, abused, and helpless, they persuade 
themselves that any action—even a heinous crime—is justified. They 
know they are right, not just politically, but morally. They believe that 
God is on their side. 

But God, as is His wont, is silent.1 Even in the face of unimaginable 
atrocities, He doesn’t answer the militants’ call. The world remains con-
taminated by injustice and corruption. The “enemy” continues to oppress 
his victims—whether unborn children, helpless Kashmiris, innocent 
Palestinians, or redemption-seeking Jews. And this, I believe, leads to rage 
and even more violence. The terrorist begins to mimic his perception of 
the oppressor: he turns to violence. His goal is to win at any cost. Over 
time, in some cases, cynicism takes hold. Terrorism becomes a career as 
much as a passion. What starts out as moral fervor becomes a sophisti-
cated organization. Grievance can end up as greed—for money, political 
power, or attention. We need to understand this dynamic and exploit it in 
every possible way, including by seeking to sow discord, confusion, and 
rivalry among terrorists and between terrorists and their sponsors. 

It is part of human nature to desire transcendence—the kind of peak 
experience that most of us encounter all too rarely through contempla-
tion of beauty, love, or prayer. As odd as it sounds, a sense of transcen-
dence is one of many attractions of religious violence for terrorists, 
beyond the appeal of achieving their goals. More broadly, it is not just 
the accomplishment of their goals that terrorists seek; it is also the act of 
pursuing them. 

Participating in terrorist violence provides a package of “goods,” some 
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of them the spiritual benefits described above, some emotional, and some 
material. Unless we understand the appeal of participating in extremist 
groups and the seduction of finding one’s identity in opposition to Other, 
we will not get far in our attempts to stop terrorism. Whenever we face a 
terrorist threat, we should ask ourselves: Who stands to gain? Who is 
making money? Who is receiving benefits of any kind? Who is taking 
advantage of whom? 

The terrorism we currently face is not only a response to political griev-
ances, as was common in the 1960s and 1970s, and which might, in prin-
ciple, be remediable. It is a response to the “God-shaped hole” in modern 
culture about which Sartre wrote, and to values like tolerance and equal 
rights for women that are supremely irritating to those who feel left 
behind by modernity.2 Extremists respond to the vacuity in human con-
sciousness with anger and with ideas about who is to blame. In their view, 
arrogant one-worlders, humanists, and promoters of human rights have 
created an engine of modernity that is stealing the identity of the oppressed. 
The greatest rage—and the greatest danger—stems from those who feel 
they can’t keep up, even as they claim to be superior to those who can. 

The terrorism we are fighting is a seductive idea, not a military target. 
Terrorist leaders tell young men that the reason they feel humiliated— 
personally or culturally—is that international institutions like the IMF, 
the World Bank, and the United Nations are imposing capitalism and sec-
ular ideas on them with the aim of exterminating traditional values. But 
these antiglobalists, whatever their stripe, are not opposed to exploiting 
the fruits of modernity to fight their enemies. On the contrary, they are 
breaking new ground in creating resilient networks that rely on high tech-
nology and are attempting to acquire and use high-technology weapons. 
They are also cleverly exploiting societies and individuals that are vulner-
able to their message.3 

I have come to see terrorism as a kind of virus, which spreads as a 
result of risk factors at various levels: global, interstate, national, and per-
sonal. But identifying these factors precisely is difficult. The same variables 
(political, religious, social, or all of the above) that seem to have caused 
one person to become a terrorist might cause another to become a saint.4 

On a global level, the communications revolution has greatly eased 
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spreading the viral message, mobilizing followers, and creating worldwide 
networks. Terrorist groups recruit, raise funds, and attract sympathizers 
on the Internet. They carefully stage their “remedies” to maximize press 
coverage. The spread of increasingly powerful and portable weapons, 
including components of weapons of mass destruction and related expert-
ise, also facilitates the virus’s spread. 

At the interstate level or intergroup level, bad neighborhoods and 
failed states export crime, refugees, and grievances.5 Refugee camps are 
notorious hothouses not only of disease, but also of rage and extremism. 
Smugglers and criminals in failed states often rely on the services of their 
neighbors, who thereby become involved in crime themselves. Festering 
interstate conflicts can breed terrorism not only in the immediate region, 
but also at far geographic remove. The purported mistreatment of one 
side or the other (or both) can become a rallying cry for terrorism else-
where in the world. A kind of “victimization Olympics” often takes hold, 
with each side demonstrating through statistics or photographs or refugee 
flows that it is the aggrieved party and in need of international assistance, 
including in the form of terrorist volunteers. 

At the national level, a government’s inability to provide basic services, 
protect human rights, or to maintain a monopoly on violence damages the 
state’s ability to fight extremist groups. This is true not only because ter-
rorists avail themselves of opportunities to act unchecked, but also 
because a culture of violence breeds more violence and terrorism. Other 
factors that appear to increase a country’s susceptibility to terrorism 
include a “youth bulge,” and especially, a high ratio of men to women. 
Young males comprise a growing fraction of the population across the 
Islamic world. Studies suggest that countries with a high ratio of males to 
females, and with young men comprising a large fraction of the popula-
tion, are significantly more prone to violence of all kinds.6 

Poverty’s role as a risk factor is controversial, but the frequently cited 
fact that the September 11 bombers were mostly drawn from Saudi Ara-
bia’s elite does not prove that poverty and terrorism are uncorrelated. Sev-
eral studies have shown that states most susceptible to ethno-religious 
conflict are those that are poorer, unstable, and have a history of violence 
and conflict.7 Economist Robert Barro has found that when an economy 
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sours, the poor are more likely to become involved in crime, riots, and 
other disruptive activities, and that these activities increase.8 Economist 
Paul Collier has found that rebellions, similarly, are more likely during 
periods of economic stagnation.9 The Indonesian jihadi groups began to 
thrive only after that country’s economic crisis, when educated young 
men began to have trouble finding jobs in the “civilian” sector.10 

Perhaps most importantly, terrorists have found ingeniously cruel ways 
to prey on the poor and ignorant. As we have seen, extremist movements 
funnel young men from extremist seminaries, some of which function as 
orphanages for the poor, into various jihads—and into the clutches of the 
Taliban and Al Qaeda. These foot soldiers often function as cannon fod-
der, with minimal training. Khalfan Khamis Mohamed, discussed in the 
last chapter, did not know the name of the group that recruited him—or 
to what purpose—until days before the bombing of the American 
embassy in Dar es Salaam. In poor countries like Pakistan, militants say 
that their salaries play a key role, not in persuading them to join jihadi 
groups, but in keeping them there. Jihadi groups’ social welfare activities, 
especially the practice of compensating militants’ families in Indonesia, 
Pakistan, and Palestine, seem to play a role in making the groups more 
appealing to the poor. 

Humiliation—at the national or individual level—appears to be 
another important risk factor. Prominent Islamists such as Sayyid Qutb 
and Ayman Zawahiri, the intellectual leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood 
and of Al Qaeda, respectively, argue that violence is a way to cure Muslim 
youth of the pernicious effects of centuries of humiliation at the hands 
of the West.11 Globalization—and the spread of Western power and 
values—is humiliating to Muslims, Zawahiri says. In his view, taking up 
the gun is a way to restore dignity to the Islamic world as well as to indi-
vidual Muslims. The Jewish terrorists discussed in this book, similarly, see 
the peace process and giving up the occupied territories as humiliating to 
Jews. Building the Third Temple, in their view, will restore their dignity 
in the eyes of God. 

Personal humiliation—in addition to cultural humiliation—also plays 
a role for some terrorists. Kerry Noble, the former member of the Christ-
ian Identity group the Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the Lord, 
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talked about his embarrassment at having been forced to play on the girls’ 
side in his elementary-school physical education classes. He said that he 
felt strong for the first time in his life when he joined a violent, racist cult. 
In general, right-wing militias and Christian Identity groups see the state 
as emasculating and blame feminists and their nonwhite coconspirators 
for their humiliation. They recruit followers with an implicit promise to 
restore their wounded masculinity.12 

In addition to the spiritual intoxication that may come about from 
participating in attempts to purify society through violence, some terror-
ists experience a different kind of high: they like weapons and they like to 
kill, and they would do so for nearly any reason. A small percentage of 
people take pleasure from violence in this way, perhaps as a result of a ge-
netic predisposition.13 They would presumably be susceptible to the 
seduction of a variety of terrorist movements, and they might switch to 
new groups over time. 

W H Y  T H E  I S L  A M I C  W  O R L D  I S  

P A R T I C U L  A R L Y  V U L N E R  A B L E  

The notion that a new world order is responsible for all of societies’ ills 
attracts adherents all over the globe and in every religion, as we have seen 
in the preceding chapters; but it has spread to large numbers only in 
Muslim-majority states. In Egypt, Pakistan, Palestine, the Persian Gulf, 
Syria, Iran, Iraq, Indonesia, and increasingly, Africa, a virulent anti-
Americanism is gaining ground. It is here that the mullahs and their mar-
tyrs know exactly whom to blame for their failures. And it is not just the 
extremists who are hostile to America. Much of the public is as well.14 

Part of the reason for this is clearly U.S. support for Israel. But another 
part is that repressive Middle Eastern regimes may be good at suppressing 
terrorism inside their own states, but the terrorists often shift their sights 
to more vulnerable targets. In the previous chapter we discussed the 
Egyptian government’s success in shutting down Islamic opposition to its 
rule. In response, Egyptian Islamic Jihad, whose members were extraordi-
narily well trained, shifted its target from the “near enemy” in Egypt to 
the “far enemy” in America and the West. The results include the 1993 
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World Trade Center bombing, a thwarted plot to blow up New York City 
landmarks, and ultimately, the formal merger of Al Qaeda and Egyptian 
Islamic Jihad.15 The Saudi government successfully fought Islamist oppo-
sition to its rule, but allowed its citizens to support violent extremist move-
ments around the world, including Al Qaeda. The governments of Egypt 
and Uzbekistan, similarly, exported the Islamist groups that opposed their 
rule. Most Muslim-majority states are corrupt and fragile and are unwill-
ing (or incapable) of providing their populations with education, health 
care, and other resources required to create robust economies and stable 
polities. 

Over the last quarter century, standards of living have either fallen or 
remained steady for most Muslim-majority states.16 In some, extremist 
groups step in to offer the social services the state is failing to provide. 
Poor governance and inadequate protection of civil liberties have allowed 
extremist groups to thrive and to spread the message that the West is 
responsible for their plight. Weak or authoritarian governments, extremist 
religious groups, poverty, rage, and alienation work in concert to create a 
population that is furious with America, which is viewed—often 
rightly—as a supporter of the status quo in the Arab and Islamic world. 

Four-fifths of Muslim-majority states are ruled by nondemocratic 
regimes. The more democratic regimes that exist in the Islamic world tend 
to be fragile and as plagued by cronyism and corruption as the autocratic 
governments. Some scholars believe that a “natural-resource curse” pre-
vents oil-rich countries from achieving viable democracies.17 But demo-
cratization is not necessarily the best way to fight Islamic extremism. Most 
states that attempt to transition from autocracy to democracy get stuck in 
a kind of in-between state. And electoral democracy does not necessarily 
imply liberal democracy, especially in the Islamic world.18 Algeria’s 
Islamist party won democratically, shortly after a drop in world oil 
prices.19 In Pakistan, Islamist parties—some of which openly promote a 
“Talibanization” of Pakistan—did well in the 2002 parliamentary elec-
tions, in part because of the government’s continuing failure to provide 
public services, but also because of anger about Islamabad’s concessions to 
the United States in the war on terrorism.20 In Turkey, the Justice and 
Development Party (AKP), a party with Islamist origins, won 363 of the 
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550 seats in the Turkish parliament in November 2002. Indonesia’s tran-
sition to democracy and its economic downturn both seem to have played 
a role in facilitating the growing appeal of Islamist groups in that country. 
Transition to democracy has been found to be an especially vulnerable 
period for states across the board. The dilemma for the United States is to 
find a way out of this vicious cycle while still maintaining U.S. interests. 

W H A  T  D O E S  T H I S  M E A N  F O R  U . S .  P O L I C Y ?  

Al Qaeda and affiliated groups know how to watch us closely for our 
vulnerabilities—psychological, spiritual, and material. They engage in 
psychological warfare against us, trying to maximize our fear. They take 
advantage of the global communication system, and of the openness of 
Western societies, to hide among us, plan their operations, and recruit our 
frustrated youth. The British diplomat Paul Schulte warns that the “Cas-
bah” (the slum in Algiers where resentment of French colonialism finally 
boiled over, igniting the eight-year-long war) is spreading worldwide. 
Every first-world city has a third-world one within it, he observes, where 
residents are “emotionally very far withdrawn from the surrounding 
national public space,” where dangerous and proselytizing extremist 
groups are likely to prey especially on individuals with “various statuses of 
official citizenship and subjective identity, identification and loyalty.” To 
varying national extents we have to worry, he warns, “though we may not 
choose publicly to admit that forceful actions against external terrorist 
base areas may provoke these potential internal actors into decisively 
changing their allegiances and moving to active violence” in opposition to 
the West.21 International terrorist organizations are attempting to set up 
shop in America and elsewhere in the West by recruiting in our prisons 
and developing allegiances with domestic antigovernment groups.22 They 
are also buying firearms at American gun shows, studying at American 
flight schools, and soliciting donations from American and other Western 
citizens.23 They are seeking weapons of mass destruction and have suc-
ceeded in acquiring them, at least to some extent. They aim to damage 
our economy. And they attack us spiritually. How can we respond to these 
threats, both internal and external, without falling prey to the heartrend-
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ing engrenage that besieged both sides in the Battle of Algiers, without 
turning the war on terrorism into an “involuntary and mechanistic” pur-
suit of vengeance for its own sake?24 

There is no easy “to do” list to respond to these risk factors. We have 
yet to create a technology for fixing the “God-shaped hole” in human con-
sciousness that is a symptom of modernity, or for curing alienation, 
humiliation, envy, or rage. But there are still some ways we can address— 
if not fix—the problems that may motivate terrorism and reduce its con-
sequences. Michael Ignatieff asks, “If terrorism is the greater evil, what 
lesser evil forms of violence, deception, suspensions of liberty—can be 
justified in combating it?” Another, equally important question often 
overlooked by policy makers and analysts is: How can we fight terrorist 
groups without making the problem—hatred of the new world order and 
of America—even worse?25 

Until now, policy remedies have focused primarily on attempting to 
crush terrorist groups militarily by attacking their headquarters and train-
ing camps, or killing their leaders and operatives, executing those we cap-
ture, and attacking at least some of the states that harbor or sponsor them. 
There are several problems with this approach. 

The most obvious one is that sleepers and franchises are already in 
place in many countries, making military strikes against a given terrorist 
sanctuary of limited effectiveness. By expanding its mission, Al Qaeda has 
been able to establish links with terrorist groups all over the world, even 
those whose agendas had been predominantly regional or local. 

A second problem is that whenever we respond with violence of any 
kind, we assist the terrorists in mobilizing recruits. When the United 
States retaliated for bin Laden’s African embassy bombings by striking at 
a purported chemical weapons facility in Sudan and a few crude camps in 
Afghanistan, supporters of bin Laden rejoiced. Fazlur Rahman Khalil, 
leader of the Pakistani jihadi group Harkat-ul-Mujahideen, held a press 
conference shortly after the American attacks, pronouncing, “Osama’s 
mission is our mission. It is the mission of the whole Islamic world.” 
Respondents to a questionnaire administered for this project said that 
recruitment had become easier after September 11 and the war in 
Afghanistan. Anytime military action is contemplated, its effect on terrorist 
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recruitment and fund-raising must be weighed. To the extent that covert 
action is possible, it is preferred for this reason. 

We need also to realize that whatever military remedies we choose, 
there may be long-term side effects. After the Afghan victory over the 
Soviets, Pakistan and Afghanistan were left to deal with the war’s after-
math: refugees, criminal enterprises, and jihadis searching for new jobs. 
Each side took advantage of the situation to create informal but formida-
ble armies. Those armies, together with the idea of multinational jihad 
and the Stingers we left behind, are haunting us today. If humanitarian 
concerns weren’t enough to persuade us to finish the job we started in 
Afghanistan, national-security concerns should have been. This is a harsh 
lesson as we contemplate fighting new wars around the globe. 

Just as Al Qaeda and the International Islamic Front have emphasized 
penetrating us, we need to penetrate them. Whenever and wherever possi-
ble, we should be sowing confusion and dissent among Al Qaeda and its 
franchises. We need to become as savvy at psychological warfare as they 
are. This too requires covert action, not armies. It requires emphasizing 
human intelligence and signals intelligence as much—or more—than 
satellite imagery, and hiring intelligence agents who speak local languages 
and are willing to face risks.26 

Our insistence on applying the death penalty to international terrorists 
is causing us multiple problems. The death penalty is banned throughout 
Europe (and indeed, by most liberal democracies). Our European allies, 
irritated by what they call a growing American tendency to give in to a 
“unilateralist temptation,” see yet another example in our insistence on 
employing the death penalty against international terrorists extradited 
from abroad.27 Because of its opposition to the death penalty, the Europe-
an Parliament has prohibited extradition of terrorists to the United States 
for trial without a commitment to waive capital punishment. The United 
Kingdom, our closest ally on most matters related to national security, has 
put the United States on notice that British soldiers will not turn bin 
Laden over to the United States if they manage to capture him, unless the 
death penalty is waived. Spain is refusing to extradite eight suspected ter-
rorists without assurance that the death penalty will not be imposed. 

Because of this issue, sentencing of captured Al Qaeda members tends 
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to be haphazard, bearing little relation to the severity of their crimes. 
Mamdouh Mahmud Salim, a senior deputy to bin Laden whom the gov-
ernment says sought nuclear weapons for Al Qaeda, will not face the death 
penalty because the German government refused to extradite him to the 
United States for trial unless the death penalty was waived.28 As we have 
seen, Khalfan Khamis Mohamed, described by his lawyer as Al Qaeda’s 
“cabana boy” in Dar es Salaam, faced the death penalty. 

Captured extremists and “retired” terrorists can be extraordinarily 
valuable assets, but only if they are appropriately handled. In his assess-
ment of John Walker Lindh for the U.S. government, based on eight 
hours of interviews with Lindh, Rohan Gunaratna concluded that Lindh 
“is more knowledgeable and better informed about Islam, particularly the 
relationship between Islam and conflict, than any CIA, FBI, DIA, or INR 
analyst. Mr. Lindh’s knowledge could improve U.S. intelligence and law 
enforcement officers’ understanding of the factors and conditions that 
spawn Islamic extremism and the resultant terrorism,” especially in regard 
to suicidal terrorism, he writes.29 But to get this benefit, we have to be 
strategic. We have to offer carrots as well as sticks. If prisoners at Guantá-
namo are cooperating, for example, why not allow them special privileges, 
such as permitting their families to live nearby? 

The U.S. government opposes the use of torture during interrogation. 
But it is not entirely averse to allowing other governments to use torture. 
Since September 11, the U.S. government has been discretely transport-
ing terrorism suspects to countries that are known to torture suspects. As 
Secretary Powell put it immediately after the September 11 strikes, in 
words he may have come to regret, “Egypt, as all of us know, is really 
ahead of us on this issue. They have had to deal with acts of terrorism in 
recent years in the course of their history. And we have much to learn 
from them and there is much we can do together.” What “we all know” is 
this: according to a 1996 UN report, Egypt tortures its political prisoners 
systematically, employing such methods as electric shocks, suspension by 
wrists or ankles, and threats of rape against male prisoners. In response to 
his newfound popularity, Mubarak told the state-owned paper in Cairo, 
“There is no doubt that September 11 created a new concept of democ-
racy that differs from the concept that Western states defended before 
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these events, especially in regard to freedom of the individual.”30 We 
should oppose this policy, journalist Peter Maass argues persuasively, not 
only for moral reasons, but for pragmatic ones as well. “Arbitrary arrests 
and executions, carried out by unloved governments at the bidding of the 
unloved United States, can lead to those governments being replaced by 
ones that support the terrorists instead.”31 

We should also be attempting to purchase the expertise of terrorists 
whose organizations go out of business. If the peace process continues to 
go forward in Sri Lanka, an estimated ten thousand armed cadres will 
soon be out of work. The Tamil Tigers terrorists are among the best 
trained and most disciplined in the world. They have assassinated two 
heads of state, Indian prime minister Rajiv Gandhi in 1991 and Sri 
Lankan president Premadasa in 1993, and have carried out several hun-
dred attacks, including some two hundred suicide bombings, leading to 
an estimated sixty thousand deaths in the last two decades.32 On July 23, 
2001, they shut down Sri Lanka’s airport entirely.33 Operatives’ future job 
prospects include continuing to run the Tigers’ traditional businesses, 
which include human smuggling and shipping of licit and illicit com-
modities; taking government jobs in a Tamil autonomous region; or sell-
ing their expertise to the highest bidder. Counterterrorists should be 
seriously thinking about outbidding Al Qaeda and its sympathizers, before 
it is too late. The same argument applies to the thousands of Laskar Jihad 
fighters that were decommissioned in October 2002. 

While military, intelligence, and law-enforcement approaches are nec-
essary, we need to realize that we are fighting worldwide movements and 
that many individuals and organizations benefit from the terrorism we 
aim to curtail. We also need to recognize that for some terrorist groups, 
including some affiliated with Al Qaeda, survival of the group becomes 
more important than the grievance it formed to address. Organizations 
strive to persist.34 This applies not only to terrorists, but also to the offi-
cials that fight them. Government officials involved in fighting terrorism 
may benefit by taking money for protecting vulnerable businesses, as in 
Indonesia. In an extraordinarily poor part of the world, individuals 
involved on both sides of the conflict in Kashmir have found ways to 
enrich themselves. Some of them are now living in L.A.-style mansions on 
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either side of the border. In economies beset by rampant unemployment, 
such as Algeria, a position in the security service may be so attractive that 
the security services have little incentive to see the conflict end. 

In countries where extremist religious schools promote terrorism, the 
best policy for outside governments may be to help develop alternative 
schools, rather than publicly attempting to persuade the local govern-
ment to shut the extremist schools down. In Pakistan, for example, 
many children end up at extremist madrassahs because their parents 
can’t afford the alternatives. Children who attend public schools may 
have to buy books or pay for their transport, while at madrassahs they 
are likely to receive free books, housing, and board. State schools may 
not even exist in the vicinity of their homes; and when they do, the 
quality of the education provided is often subpar. Assistance in develop-
ing schools that successfully educate youth to participate in modern 
society is a worthwhile effort, whatever its long-term impact on counter-
ing terrorism. 

On the public-diplomacy front, we need to go after the slogans and 
the infrastructure used to mobilize recruits. We need to take public rela-
tions and public education as seriously as the terrorists do. We need to be 
aware that the West is reviled and try, whenever consistent with our val-
ues, to remove the thorn, for example, by loudly denouncing Israel’s de 
facto settlement policy, which is inconsistent with the peace process. We 
should make sure that America’s intervention in Kosovo to assist the Mus-
lims becomes as well-known to Muslim youth around the world as the 
Serbs’ atrocities. 

We also need to make it harder for terrorists to get access to 
weapons—including weapons of mass destruction—and bolster our 
responses in case they do. Of particular importance is the need to con-
tinue upgrading security at vulnerable nuclear sites. While significant 
progress has been made at many nuclear facilities in Russia and other for-
mer Soviet states, many sites are still vulnerable to theft. Russia’s own con-
cerns regarding nuclear security make clear that we still have a long way to 
go. And Russia is not the only source of weapons-usable material. Some 
fifty-eight countries have nuclear-weapons-usable material on their terri-
tory, in many cases inadequately secured.35 

c  o n c l  u s i o n ⁄ p o l i c y  r e c  o m m e n d a  t i o n s  | 293 



Also important is to upgrade the global system of monitoring of dis-
ease around the world, since biological attacks could be difficult to distin-
guish from natural outbreaks of disease. Such a policy has the virtue of 
being useful for improving public health in general, regardless of whether 
terrorists ever mount a biological attack. Detection technologies, medical 
countermeasures, therapeutic regimens, and knowledge of the relevant 
organisms all need to be improved. Governments need to ensure that dan-
gerous pathogens are adequately secured and safely stored. This applies in 
particular to former Soviet states, whose biological-weapons programs 
were most advanced. Alternative employment must be found for scientists 
formerly engaged in weapons work, to minimize the risk of continuing 
brain drain to Iran and other countries. 

Will the antimodernists win? I am too optimistic to think they will. 
But to fight them, we need to get our own house in order. 

The answer to the question “Why do they hate us?” is not only the 
“axis of envy” inevitably engendered by our military and economic might, 
but also our policies, and, more importantly, how they are perceived by 
potential recruits to terrorist organizations. It is not just who they are 
(humiliated—at least in their view—by globalization and the New World 
Order) and not just who we are (an enviable hegemon), but also, at least 
in part, what we do. We station troops in restive regions, engendering 
popular resentment. We maintained ineffective sanctions against Iraq, 
generating widespread outrage at their effect on Iraqi citizens. We demand 
that other countries adhere to international law, but willfully and short-
sightedly weaken instruments that we perceive as not advancing our cur-
rent needs. Despite our belated recognition that weak states may threaten 
us more than strong ones, we continue to let failed states fester.36 The 
people of Afghanistan, for example, still live in a state run largely by war-
lords. They remain desperately poor and essentially ungoverned, scarcely 
better off then they were on September 10, 2001. At the time of this writ-
ing, Iraq remains a failed state. Weak economics and poor governance are 
making several Latin American countries attractive havens for a variety of 
terrorist groups.We look the other way when Israel violates human rights 
and in general apply “double standards.”37 We demand that other coun-
tries open their markets to our goods, even as we maintain protections on 
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ours, applying textile quotas, for example, against countries like Pakistan, 
whose citizens are increasingly vulnerable to the notion that Al Qaeda is 
more interested in their well-being than is the United States. 

In general, we describe ourselves as idealists—as if the assertion will 
make it so. We attach moral content to possession of weapons of mass 
destruction, for example, but see our own weapons in realist terms—as a 
sadly necessary deterrent. We demand that other countries choose idealist 
security policies in keeping with our vision, but act, most of the time, to 
further our interests, often at the expense of the rest of the world. I am 
not arguing in favor of cosmopolitanism, but rather, a smarter realpolitik 
approach. Even if we take no interest in the well-being of other states’ cit-
izens, our long-term national security interests demand that we carefully 
consider how our policies impact terrorists’ recruitment drives. We need 
to take into account the inevitable trade-offs in policy-making between 
domestic policy objectives such as the desire for cheap oil, and long-term 
counterterrorism goals. In short, we need to take into account how our 
policies play into the hands of our terrorist enemies. 

We need to accept that whatever the virtues of global markets, their 
benefits so far have accrued disproportionately in some parts of the 
world.38 While America and the West cannot conduct a global war on 
poverty, we can avoid making things worse. It does not make sense, in such 
an atmosphere, to close our markets to Pakistani textiles or to insist on pro-
tecting our intellectual property regarding drugs when it suits us, only to 
consider abandoning the norm the first time we suffer an anthrax scare. We 
need to realize that contagion in financial markets can shatter the economy 
of a country like Indonesia, and we need to do whatever we can to help. 

We need to concede that some of the values Americans are known for 
and export worldwide include relentless consumerism, atomized societies, 
the interpretation of freedom as no rules and no responsibility, and glori-
fication of vulgarity and violence in film and music. To the extent that 
globalization and the New World Order means the spread of such values, 
the antimodernists’ complaints are understandable, even if their violence 
is not. 

But other values at the core of the American system and in many other 
parts of the world are worth defending and reaffirming in the face of 
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assault. The first is that every human being is inestimably valuable, what-
ever his race, gender, or religion. Another is our commitment to freedom 
of religion, but not freedom to murder for religious reasons. These, alas, 
are values that put us fundamentally at odds with our foes. 

But even if we were willing to change our policies, for our own rea-
sons, in ways that the terrorists would like, responding to terrorists’ griev-
ances is likely to be of only marginal effectiveness. We should not delude 
ourselves that changing our Middle East policy or removing U.S. troops 
from Saudi Arabia will make Al Qaeda or the Islamist Palestinian terrorist 
groups roll up and die. 

The religious terrorists we face are fighting us on every level—militarily, 
economically, psychologically, and spiritually. Their military weapons are 
powerful, but spiritual dread is the most dangerous weapon in their arsenal. 
Perhaps the most truly evil aspect of religious terrorism is that it aims at 
destroying moral distinctions themselves.39 Its goal is to confuse not only 
its sympathizers, but also those who aim to fight it. We need to respond— 
not just with guns—but by seeking to create confusion, conflict, and com-
petition among terrorists and between terrorists and their sponsors and 
sympathizers. We should encourage the condemnation of extremist inter-
pretations of religion by peace-loving practitioners. We should change 
policies that no longer serve our interests or are inconsistent with our val-
ues, even if those happen to be policies that the terrorists demand. In the 
end, however, what counts is what we fight for, not what we oppose. We 
need to avoid giving into spiritual dread, and to hold fast to the best of our 
principles, by emphasizing tolerance, empathy, and courage. 
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