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PREFACE

MASS TERROR IN AMERICA


“WE ARE NOT DECEIVED BY THEIR PRETENSES TO PIETY. WE HAVE SEEN THEIR KIND BEFORE. THEY ARE THE HEIRS OF ALL THE MURDEROUS IDEOLOGIES OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY. BY SACRIFICING HUMAN LIFE TO SERVE THEIR RADICAL VISIONS, BY ABANDONING EVERY VALUE EXCEPT THE WILL TO POWER, THEY FOLLOW IN THE PATH OF FASCISM, AND NAZISM, AND TOTALITARIANISM.”1

President George W. Bush,
 September 20, 2001



Some readers of the first (1996) edition of Mass Hate wondered why I had chosen to discuss Muslim extremism in a book about mass atrocities and genocide. Did the terrorist threat emanating from this movement really have sufficient murderous potential to be considered in the same breath as Bosnia, Rwanda, and Nazi Germany? And why, some readers asked, had I chosen to devote so much attention to the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center? After all, a mere six people had died—horrible, of course—but not a large casualty figure by twentieth-century standards. Even when we factored in the thousand-plus wounded and the $500 million tab, the event did not seem to qualify as a mass atrocity.

In the original edition of the book, I pointed out that


but for the terrorists’ ineptitude and bad luck, the damage could have been much worse. . . . the plotters might have succeeded in toppling the north tower of the World Trade Center into the south tower, and that might have resulted in tens of thousands dead. The second Manhattan plot [discovered shortly after the 1993 bombing] also might have been very bloody had it not been foiled by law enforcement officials. One can only imagine the consequences of rush hour blasts in the Lincoln and Holland Tunnels, or the international impact of a large scale explosion at the United Nations. 2



I further commented that “Despite the satisfaction the World Trade Center and seditious conspiracy verdicts elicited in most New Yorkers, many admitted to a haunting fear that the story was just beginning.”3 The remark was a bit of an overstatement. New Yorkers at the time had overwhelmingly returned to their normal routine and only a few continued to worry about terrorism in the city.

This was true even though, as I explained:


The [1993] terrorists showed how simple it is for a . . . group of committed fanatics to breach what had once been regarded as the impermeable Atlantic barrier. Americans no longer have to board a plane, visit Belfast, or stroll the streets of Beirut to encounter terrorists; Americans merely have to take the PATH subway train from Hoboken, New Jersey, to the downtown Manhattan business district. In the minds of many, the country runs the risk of becoming yet another battlefield in the seemingly endless war that Islamic extremists have been waging across the globe. So far, the worst consequences have not materialized. But the menace remains. 4



Now, of course, the world has changed and America has changed. Still, even now, we do not know whether the worst consequences have yet materialized. In retrospect, the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center, an event that once seemed so large in its own right, now appears a mere first act. And we do not know how many acts there will be. Only six died in 1993, but more than five thousand died in 2001. Many Americans now wake up with nightmares that the next wave of attacks will produce casualties in the millions as terrorists develop proficiency with biological, chemical, and nuclear weapons.

Though many aspects of American thinking have changed since the attack of September 11, 2001, one thing has not changed: the need to understand mass hatred, especially in its Muslim extremist variety, but in its other forms as well. The coordinated strikes at the Pentagon and the World Trade Center have focused the attention of Americans and other members of the civilized world on the need to fight back against terrorism. Beyond that, there appears to be little agreement.

The one question I have been asked repeatedly by reporters and others is, Why do they hate us? What motivates men, apparently competent and intelligent men, to act as the hijackers acted? They remained committed to their goal despite the certainty of their self-destruction, despite months—in some cases, years—away from their network of support. They carried out their tasks without any trace of compassion for their victims, slitting throats and drawing blood as the plan required. Why?

In an address to Congress and the American people nine days after the attack, President George W. Bush offered one answer to this question: “They hate what we see right here in this chamber, a democratically elected government. Their leaders are self-appointed. They hate our freedoms, our freedom of religion, our freedom of speech, our freedom to vote and assemble and disagree with each other.”5 This was true, in a sense. The terrorists certainly had no regard for the American institutions mentioned by the president. But congressional government and the Bill of Rights were not the aspects of America that loomed largest in the minds of the terrorists or those in the Muslim world who sympathized with them.

The question “Why do they hate the United States?” is actually several related questions. Why do Osama bin Laden and his top associates hate America? How have they been able to recruit and train so many followers— committed even to the point of embarking on suicide missions? Why do they target the United States rather than other Western nations? Why have so many Pakistanis, Egyptians, Yemenis, Indonesians, Palestinians, and others throughout the Muslim world displayed enthusiastic support for those who brought the Twin Towers down, apparently gloating over America’s misfortune?

Perhaps the most significant question is not why the terrorists hate the United States, but rather why they felt empowered to attack it, despite the nation’s vast military resources. To answer this query is simpler than to answer the others. First, the terrorists believed that they had God on their side. Second, and possibly more important, the behavior of al-Qaeda terrorists was shaped and reinforced by the responses of the outside world as surely as a rat’s behavior is shaped in a psychologist’s cage. During the decade preceding the attack of September 11, 2001, bin Laden operatives carried out a series of increasingly destructive acts against the interests of the United States. From the perspective of the terrorists, Americans answered each of their deeds with tremendous bluster—but little else. After the devastating attack on the Pentagon and the World Trade Center, former Clinton administration Secretary of State Madeleine K. Albright explained: “It [i. e. , going after bin Laden’s organization] was something that we focused on on a daily basis, and pursued with vigor, and I think we accomplished quite a lot. . . . I think we took it as far as was possible to go at the time.”6Whether or not she is correct in her assessment of what could have been done, a message clearly reached the terrorists that they lay largely beyond the reach of the United States and, therefore, could act with impunity. Moreover, each successful strike conferred on bin Laden and al-Qaeda a flood of respect, adoration, and positive reinforcement from others in their circles who shared a deep-seated hostility toward the United States.

Many who start out asking why the terrorists struck at New York and Washington very quickly find themselves grappling with a different matter, why there is so much anti-Americanism in the world. This does not seem a constructive path to follow. 7 After all, hostility toward America has existed for decades without spawning similar terrorist acts. The causes of such enmity are many. There is plenty of room to disagree with U. S. policy and plenty of room to disagree with the critics of such policy, but in order to understand the origins of the September 11 attack we must retain our focus.

Writer and former CIA agent Reuel Marc Gerecht warns that the call to search for root causes inevitably implies “that we have done something wrong, and until that something has been corrected, we can expect others to be mean-spirited.”8 Similarly, some people infer from the depth and sincerity of the terrorists’ commitment that their contentions must have at least some merit. This is, of course, a dangerous fallacy. Hitler and many of his followers believed every word of their nonsense about the Jews; throughout history, many fanatics have been sincere. Truth to one’s own conscience—Hamlet notwithstanding—is no guarantor of any other type of truth.

September 11, 2001, did not mark the beginning of a new war, but rather the escalation and intensification of an old war on a new front. The innovation behind the assault did not lie in its ideology or theory, essentially the same as that which motivated the 1993 World Trade Center bombers. Where bin Laden and his men differed in 2001 was in their methods, in their ability to carry out plans that past extremists had merely salivated over. First and foremost was the leader’s ability to use his financial resources and charismatic appeal to unite disparate extremist groups throughout the Muslim world. As in previous bin Laden operations, there was evidence on September 11 of meticulous long-term planning, an ability to learn from past mistakes, careful surveillance of targets, and highly effective training of operatives. The wide geographical reach of al-Qaeda also provided a tremendous asset, enabling the terrorists to move freely from country to country and to draw on a large network of support in the United States and elsewhere.

Bin Laden’s ideology, however, was mainly old hat, restating many elements of the Muslim extremist world vision that has been promulgated by a wide array of demagogues and militant theologians during the past few decades. At its core stands a belief that the religious commandment of jihad can be fulfilled only by a violent holy war against nonbelievers, apostates, and the nations they control. Though widely accepted among militants, this view contrasts with the opinion of mainstream Muslim clerics, who claim that jihad, in modern times, refers to a struggle to advance the faith without arms. Indeed, according to the extremists, the widespread neglect of violent holy war is a principal reason why the Islamic world has not flourished in recent times. The ultimate goal of the jihad is to establish a world (or, at least, a Middle East) governed strictly by Muslim religious law, i. e. , the shari’a. The extremists’ plan, according to some observers, is for Pakistan to fall first, then Saudi Arabia, then Egypt, then Turkey. 9 The theocratic system established by the Taliban in Afghanistan offers one rough vision of their desired end result.

In February 1998 bin Laden and his lieutenant, Ayman al-Zawahiri, head of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad organization, jointly announced a fatwa, or religious decree, calling on all Muslims around the world to kill Americans and their allies—whether civilians or soldiers. The fatwa states: “We with God’s help call on every Muslim who believes in God and wishes to be rewarded to comply with God’s order to kill the Americans and plunder their money wherever and whenever they find it. We also call on Muslim ulema [clergy], leaders, youths and soldiers to launch the raid on Satan’s U. S. troops and the devil’s supporters allying with them, and to displace those who are behind them so that they may learn a lesson.”10 Bin Laden further maintains that those who do not participate in his jihad will be punished. In a September 2001 statement faxed from his hiding place to the Qatar-based al-Jazeera television network, he cited a religious foundation: “The Prophet, may peace be upon him, had said: He who did not fight or prepare a fighter or take responsibility for the family of the martyr fighter, God will punish before judgment day.”11

Bin Laden also raised fairly specific political grievances against the United States. The American military and civilian presence in Saudi Arabia is, for him, an insult to Muslim honor and a desecration of the sacred soil that houses the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. That Jews and women are permitted to move more or less freely among other Americans in Saudi Arabia is particularly enraging. For bin Laden, U. S. support (or toleration) for moderate or somewhat moderate Middle Eastern states, especially those that are partly secular, is a moral anathema as well as an unwelcome barrier to the establishment of pious Muslim regimes. The sanctions imposed on Iraq are deemed unjust and cruel. The United States is thought to have stolen Arab oil from its rightful owners.

Though not a central element of his belief system, America’s commitment to the survival of the state of Israel is, for bin Laden, tantamount to an alliance with the devil. Needless to say, he was also irked by America’s pre–September 11 efforts to capture terrorists and disrupt their plans. More generally, he is angered by all of America’s attempts to exercise power in regions he regards as Muslim territory.

All that being said, it would be a mistake to view a list of grievances provided by terrorists as their real reasons or motives for striking out against the United States. Bin Laden did not target America because of this policy or that, because of some policy that might have been avoided had only the State Department planned more carefully. America has, indeed, made policy errors, though perhaps not the ones frequently recited by its critics. After all, options in the Middle East over the past halfcentury have been severely constrained by local realities. No seriously democratic and tolerant leaders have managed to build a substantial following; faced with few good options and eager to preserve vital business interests in the region, the United States has often been forced to choose among distasteful alternatives.

Bin Laden and similar extremists target the United States because of its very essence. America, in their eyes, symbolizes the political, cultural, and military power of the Western world and, by contrast, the relative weakness of the Islamic countries. It stands for the irresistible thrust of modernity and for a cluster of values squarely rejected by the Muslim militants. These principles include tolerance for diversity, separation of religion and state, electoral democracy, free flow of information, and much else. America, to Muslim extremists, also means Christianity and the legacy of the Crusaders from a thousand years ago.

One aspect of Western civilization particularly irks the Taliban and, no doubt, the members of al-Qaeda: the role of women. Mohamed Atta, one of the September 11 hijackers, left behind a will in which he said he did not want women to come to his funeral or later to his grave. 12 British writer and member of Parliament Boris Johnson described Taliban Afghanistan as a place where “women are lashed for adultery; where little girls are denied education; where female teachers are sacked; and where women are kept from elementary health care. Mohammed Omar, the Taliban leader, says that mingling men and women is Western and decadent, and leads to licentiousness.”13 Similar views are held with varying intensity across the Muslim world. Johnson correctly maintains that “these prejudices are so deeply held by Islamic fundamentalists that they [or, at least, some] will die to preserve them. They look at America, and they see a world full of spookily powerful women, such as Hillary Clinton. . . . The Muslim fanatics see denatured men, and abortion, and family breakdown, and jezebels who order men around. It tempts them and appalls them and, finally, enrages them.” Johnson asserts that “What Islamic terrorists are really afraid of is women”; whether or not he places too much emphasis on this issue, the extremists undoubtedly view the Western orientation toward the rights of women as threatening to their values.

American culture, in part by design, has been spreading across the globe. Muslim traditionalists see themselves as defending a way of life that is losing ground to American popular music, television, films, and consumerism. They see the Internet as one more weapon used by the West to infiltrate the Middle East and to spread un-Islamic ways. Terrorists see most traditional Muslims as doing nothing in the face of impending defeat. They see themselves as resisting a powerful onslaught against their core values using the only methods likely to succeed.

We do not know how closely the world view of bin Laden and other Muslim militants resembles that of the Taliban. However, there is—at a minimum— a great amount of overlap in the two visions. And if your image of the way things ought to be resembles that of the Taliban, it is not unreasonable to believe that you have to bring America down in order to realize it.

In this context, the Muslim terrorists’ preoccupation with the World Trade Center made sense. As writer Caleb Carr explains: “Inside those buildings, the people behind this attack believe, is where the end of the societies they come from and the values that they live by was and is being planned (whether consciously or not), and there is where the erosion must be stopped. The terrorist obsession with the World Trade Center was, in this light, not irrational. In fact it was, viewed in the context of a war of cultures, entirely understandable.”14 American leaders have struggled hard to ensure that the war against the terrorists does not appear to be a clash of civilizations but that is precisely how it is seen by the terrorists themselves. This is why no list of policy demands preceded or followed the attack of September 11, 2001. America must cease being America in order to avoid the terrorists’ wrath.

We do not yet have sufficient information to offer confident judgments about what specifically drew bin Laden, his top associates, and other individuals to the life of terror. Clearly, millions in the Muslim world agree with large portions of the al-Qaeda ideology. Yet al-Qaeda operatives probably never numbered more than ten or twenty thousand, perhaps far fewer. What motivated particular sympathizers to act on their beliefs? And what motivated certain operatives to acquiesce in, or even enthusiastically solicit, suicidal missions?

Although a tremendous amount has been written recently about Osama bin Laden, his private life remains shrouded in secrecy. Surely his intense hatred did not originate in deprivation as we generally conceive it. In his young adult years, he appears to have lived the life of a rich playboy in Beirut. The man opted out of a world of tremendous wealth and privilege. We can only speculate about why. Perhaps it was a lust for power, a warped religious commitment, guilt arising from his comfortable life, bizarre dynamics in his huge family, powerful influences from extremist teachers at university, radicalizing experiences during the Afghan war against the Soviets, or unpleasantness in his dealings with the CIA. We cannot confidently include or rule out any of these hypotheses.

The more important question concerns how bin Laden was able to generate such powerful support among his followers. The process by which ideologically affiliated Muslim extremists graduate to become terrorists is discussed in some detail in Chapter 3, and this book’s more general discussion of why people participate in mass atrocities is also relevant. The process may start with the mosques or media of repressive Middle Eastern states, where potential recruits acquire a belief that Muslims are “besieged, humiliated and annihilated around the globe, whether by Serbs in Bosnia, Russians in Chechnya, Hindus in Kashmir or Israelis in Palestine.” 15 Some zealots vow to defend the faith by attending proterrorist rallies, raising funds for terrorist organizations, or—in some cases—signing on for jihad-related terrorism against the West.

Many al-Qaeda members, especially older operatives, originally came from Middle Eastern states and the West to fight a jihad against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. They felt enormously empowered by their victories against that superpower, not acknowledging the extent to which their battlefield successes depended on covert American support and Soviet internal rot. Once the war in Afghanistan ended, some of the holy warriors experienced a sense of alienation as the new battles in Afghanistan pitted Muslim against Muslim. They sought to extend their participation in a wider jihad against infidels. We may speculate that an assortment of personality traits and frustration from various personal sources also fed their militancy. Some of the individual characteristics typically associated with participation in atrocities are discussed in Chapter 7. As of this writing, we do not have much beyond speculation about the specific psychology of the al-Qaeda terrorists.

We do know that the al-Qaeda training program was very effective and included an oath of loyalty to Osama bin Laden that, if broken, was punishable by death. Once a person had joined, leaving al-Qaeda was at least as dangerous as leaving the Mafia. The training process has been called brainwashing, although—as is often the case—the term obscures more than it explains.16 Trainees, according to Ahmed Ressam—an al-Qaeda terrorist now serving a 130-year sentence—learned “how to blow up the infrastructure of a country [including] . . . electric plants, gas plants, airports, railroads, large corporations. . . . hotels where conferences are held.”17 They were told to avoid the appearance of an observant Muslim while afield in the West. In the training camps, they frequently heard fat- was and religious decrees authorizing terrorist activity against America and Americans; one of these came from Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman, the cleric behind the first attack on the World Trade Center, whose ideology is discussed in Chapter 3.

Islamic extremists generally recruit suicide bombers from among those in their ranks who are the most alienated, confused, and powerless. Bin Laden, Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman, and other extremist leaders recorded many audio and videocassettes used in recruitment and training of operatives. Some reports suggest hundreds of thousands of bin Laden’s recordings may have been distributed in the 1990s. Terrorist leaders typically select very young men (average age twenty-two) who see no prospects for a satisfying future. These few are then offered a pathway to instant immortality. An important part of the deal concerns their families, whom the leaders promise to provide with financial security and great communal esteem. The heart of the recruitment effort involves a guarantee of eternal bliss in the afterlife, specifically including a greeting in heaven from seventy dark-eyed virgins. 18

At least some of the September 11 hijackers expected a similar reward. Several possessed copies of a handwritten document that promised “The time of fun and waste has gone. The time of judgment has arrived. . . . Always remember the verses that you would wish for death before you meet it if you only know what the reward after death will be. . . . You will be entering paradise. You will be entering the happiest life, everlasting life.”19 This promise, if believed, provides the prospective terrorist with a simultaneous resolution of political grievances, personal guilt whatever its source, a stressful day-to-day existence, and humanity’s common existential dilemma—the search for meaning in a world where people die. The offer seems weak to those who reject its premise. But to those who believe, it can be an alluring package.

Still, the September 11 terrorists did not fit the standard suicide bomber profile in every respect. Thomas Friedman of the New York Times  notes that “What we know of these terrorists is that they were evil, educated and suicidal. That is a combination I have never seen before in a large group of people. People who are evil and educated don’t tend to be suicidal (they get other people to kill themselves). People who are evil and suicidal don’t tend to be educated.”20 Though some of the hijackers may not have known that they were on a suicide mission, some surely did and they were, on average, several years older than the profile would have suggested. In addition, they were able to acquire marketable flying skills and certainly possessed options for other satisfying life paths. Though their training instructed them, as part of their cover, to avoid acting like observant Muslims, these guidelines cannot fully account for their trips to strip-tease bars and their consumption of alcohol in the United States.

More important, the September 11 terrorists had many opportunities over months or even years to change their minds. And even one person who had changed his mind could have undermined the plot. Bin Laden, himself, had a $5 million price on his head. Yet no one betrayed the network and, most likely, none of the operatives changed their minds about participating. Perhaps working in small groups created additional pressure to stay the course. Perhaps the terrorists reinforced their commitment by reviewing the training videotapes that investigators later found among their possessions. There remains much to learn about the motivation and procedures of the proficient terrorists who attacked the Pentagon and the World Trade Center.

Muslim extremist operatives would pose a monumental problem for Western policy even if they operated without much support beyond the al-Qaeda network. However, the greatest long-term threat to the United States and its allies resides in the large number of Muslims from across the globe who have voiced sympathy for the terrorists or otherwise supported them—even while their national leaders offered varying degrees of official condemnation. More than a few Palestinians, Pakistanis, Egyptians, and others from the Muslim world cheered when the Towers came down. One Egyptian teacher explained: “They are very fine young men who did this. . . . America deserves a lesson.”21 A prominent Saudi lawyer remarked that “Osama bin Laden has been called the conscience of Islam. . . . What he says and what he does represents what most Muslims or Arabs want to say and can’t. What he says we like, we agree with it.”22 Another Saudi, educated in America, added: “The royal family are the only people in this country who don’t like Osama bin Laden.” The judgment was, no doubt, an exaggeration, but one that makes a point. 23

Along similar lines, a popular exhibit at the prominent Al Najah University on the West Bank highlighted the enthusiasm for terrorist deeds that prevails in parts of the Middle East. The exhibit celebrated a deadly suicide bombing of a Sbarro Italian restaurant in Israel. Intermingled pizza crusts and bloodied plastic body parts were suspended from the ceiling to provide ambiance for a memorial to the “heroes” who carried out the act; at the entrance to the exhibit, visitors trampled over the flag of Israel and that of the United States. 24

Terrorist groups, including al-Qaeda, had success in the 1990s raising money in oil-rich Arab states; they also carried out significant fund-raising among Muslims in the West. In 1998 terrorism expert Steven Emerson told the Senate Judiciary Subcommittee on Terrorism, Technology, and Government Information that groups known to have established themselves in various capacities in the United States included, in addition to the followers of bin Laden, the following: Hamas, Islamic Jihad, Hezbollah, Hizba-Tahrir, the Algerian Islamic Salvation Front and Armed Islamic Group, En-Nahda of Tunisia, the Muslim Brotherhood, Egyptian Ga’mat Islamiya, Abu Sayyaf Group, the Afghan Taliban, and Jamat Muslimeen (from Pakistan and Bangladesh). Of these, Emerson thought that Hamas had the strongest and best-organized presence on American soil. 25

Some wealthy businessmen in the Middle East gave money because they felt it was not safe to refuse, but others gave from genuine desire. Even among the vast majority of Muslims who squarely condemned the terrorist methods of September 11, many saw some legitimacy in the terrorists’ motivation and their hostility to the United States. 26 Typically, spokesmen declared that—while such acts were horrible and contrary to the spirit of Islam—they were the direct and predictable consequence of unreasonable American policies. A not-unusual headline after the attacks proclaimed “A Sense of Unfairness Erodes Support [for the U. S. ] in the Gulf States.”27 Some who tied the attacks to American misbehavior did not buy into the extremist Muslim agenda, but others bought into large chunks of that worldview.

It is important to remember that virtually all perpetrators of great evil in the world—including Nazis, Serb rapists, Hutu extremist murderers, and those behind the Khmer Rouge atrocities—believed that they were victims of some longstanding prior outrage that justified their militancy. A group’s self-perception of victimization should never be taken as evidence of actual victimization. And even when there has been real mistreatment in the past, we should not assume that it always, or even generally, originates with those who are targeted for retribution. Psychologists have long understood that anger is often directed toward scapegoats who are chosen because they are deemed less able to resist than the actual offenders. Especially where there is no free press—a condition that prevails in the entire Middle East (except Israel)—public sentiments may show very little correlation with reality. In states that have corrupt and dictatorial leaders, such sentiments are often the product of manipulation, where popular anger is very consciously channeled against outsiders in order to protect the regime.

As a matter of strategy—and, perhaps, conviction—President Bush has determined that America’s struggle against terrorism should not be perceived as a war against Islam or Arabs. With more than a billion Muslims in the world, anything else would be utter folly. And the president is surely correct when he asserts that “There are thousands of Muslims who proudly call themselves Americans, and they know what I know—that the Muslim faith is based upon peace and love and compassion. The exact opposite of the teachings of the al Qaeda organization, which is based upon evil and hate and destruction.”28 However, to portray the extremists as a handful of politically driven madmen who have twisted unambiguously kind teachings for their misguided purposes is patently incorrect and a poor guide for policy.

As Peter Steinfels, the New York Times religion columnist, notes, “It takes only the slightest knowledge to recognize how incredibly diverse and complex Islam is, and if Osama bin Laden’s network is only a tiny group at the end of a spectrum, at many other points on that spectrum there are Muslims closer to his world view than to the West’s.”29 Similarly, Yale University professor of religion and history Lamin Sanneh explains that “By insisting that fundamentalists have misinterpreted the Koran, they [Muslims in the West] seek to downplay the widespread support for fundamentalism in the Muslim world.”30While it certainly behooves the United States to endorse moderate readings of the Islamic religious texts, and while there certainly is a basis for such interpretation, the extremist reading of the jihad commandment also appears plausible. 31 In the final analysis, the morality of messages from all religions always depends on the way they are interpreted and implemented.

When asked by a journalist whether he considered bin Laden a religious leader or a political leader, President Bush replied: “I consider bin Laden an evil man. And I don’t think there’s any religious justification for what he has in mind. Islam is a religion of love, not hate. This is a man who hates. This is a man who’s declared war on innocent people. This is a man who doesn’t mind destroying women and children. This is man who hates freedom. This is an evil man.”32 Earlier that day, he explained: “I have told the nation more than once that ours is a war against evil, against extremists, that the teachings of Islam are the teachings of peace and good, and the al Qaeda organization is not an organization of good, an organization of peace. It’s an organization based upon hate and evil.”33 However wellintentioned these remarks, they did not provide the nation with a useful understanding of the splits that exist in the Muslim world, splits among those who, in the main, reject militant interpretations of their faith and those who, to varying degrees, embrace them.

Indeed, several days earlier—while reaching out to patriotic Muslim- Americans and promoting tolerance—President Bush met with Nihad Awad, the president of the Council of American-Islamic Relations, describing him along with other Muslim-American leaders as “the good folks standing with me.”Yet, according to Steve Pomeranz, former chief of Counter-Terrorism for the FBI, “CAIR, its leaders, and its activities effectively give aid to international terrorist groups.”34 The meeting also included other noteworthy apologists for Middle Eastern terrorism, such as a representative of the Muslim Public Affairs Council, which denounced America’s 1998 missile strike against Osama bin Laden’s training camps as illegal and immoral.

Thus, in his admirable effort to remind Americans that the overwhelming majority of the Muslim community rejects terrorism and that many Muslims bear no ill will to the United States, President Bush was blind to real dangers emanating from spokespersons who masqueraded as opponents of terrorism when they were, in reality, apologists for it. At home and abroad, the failure to perceive accurately and understand this threat of extremism weakens the ability of the West to combat it. Rather than purporting to support all Muslims except a handful of terrorists associated with al-Qaeda (and, perhaps, a few other organizations), the United States should actively seek to strengthen the hands of genuine moderates— of whom there are many. If such moderates know that the United States stands committed to their cause for the long term, they will feel empowered to reclaim their faith and oppose those who tarnish its image.

As columnist William Safire writes, “The suicide bombers were motivated to mass murder by the false promise of eternal joy after death, and it is up to Muslim clergy—who know their Koran and have special credibility— to publicly and repeatedly refute that cultish brainwashing. . . . [And] to undermine the worldwide anti-Christian “Crusader” appeal of the radicals, [America should] . . . work with our Islamic allies to form a Muslim legion” as “a powerful symbol of Islam’s enlistment in the campaign against terror.”35 America can do much more to win the hearts and minds of the Muslim world, but our policy must begin with a clear grasp of what we are for and what we are against.

Genuine moderates oppose violent jihad, reject the anti-American reflex, tolerate non-Muslims in their midst, support the Western humanrights agenda, and show a willingness to coexist with Jews in the region. While short-term tactical arrangements with those who reject elements of this agenda (but are not too distasteful) may be necessary, such opportunistic alliances should not be confused with friendship and should not be sold to the public as such. Shortly after the terrorist massacre in September, the British foreign minister sought cooperation from Iran, a longtime supporter of the anti-American, anti-Israel Hezbollah terrorist organization. Richard Perle, a former assistant secretary of defense, rightly warned that “It is a grave mistake to compromise the moral high ground by inviting terrorists to join with us.”36

The place occupied by Israel in the Muslim extremist ideology of hate deserves special attention. Salam al-Marayati is a prominent Muslim- American radical who was once nominated for a position on a federal antiterrorism commission by Representative Richard Gephardt. After a public outcry, Gephardt withdrew his support. After the September 11 attack, al-Marayati—now director of the Muslim Public Affairs Council in Los Angeles—said “Our country is under attack. . . . We stand shoulder to shoulder with all Americans to bring the perpetrators of this heinous crime to justice.”37 Then, the very same day, on Los Angeles radio, he said: “If we’re going to look at suspects, we should look to the groups that benefit the most from these kinds of incidents, and I think we should put the State of Israel on the suspect list because I think this diverts attention from what’s happening in the Palestinian territories so that they can go on with their aggression and occupation and apartheid policies.”38 Perhaps mindful of his status as a Muslim leader with whom President Bush occasionally consults, he subsequently sent a clarification to Jewish leaders. Many others around the Muslim world arrived at similar theories and continue to believe them to this day. One absurd notion circulating throughout the Middle East is that thousands of Jews received notice of the September attacks beforehand and hence were not in the buildings, something that could be explained only if Israel had perpetrated the crime.

For many in the Muslim and Arab world, Israel has become a central element of a collective obsessional delusion. With no shortage of injustices close to home in Pakistan, Indonesia, Sudan, Libya, Saudi Arabia, and elsewhere, one wonders how so many people find so much energy to devote to social justice so far away. Even if Israel were conducting itself, as its detractors maintain, in a profoundly unjust manner, it remains to be explained why its particular moral infractions should loom so large in Muslim and Arab public consciousness.

The best answer is that the Islamic political world permits very little reality testing; there is no open debate and precious little unbiased information even in the moderate states. If political or religious leaders ever felt inclined to offer any pro-Israel sentiments, they could not do so without endangering their prominence and probably their lives. A few brave leaders have been willing to face the risk. President Sadat of Egypt (who was subsequently assassinated by Islamic extremists) and King Hussein of Jordan (whose moderate grandfather, Abdullah, also fell to an assassin’s hand) come to mind. Most political, intellectual, and religious leaders, however—even otherwise reasonable ones—have understandably felt content to parrot the party line and accept the status quo. Generations of propaganda and childhood indoctrination have produced populations among which public opinion bears little connection to reality.

Former prime minister Ehud Barak’s negotiating position in the summer of 2000 was judged by President Bill Clinton and nearly all mainstream American observers to be extremely fair, meeting far more Palestinian demands than most had believed possible for an Israeli leader. Yet his overture did not evoke acceptance or even a counteroffer from Yasir Arafat. Indeed, it did not even register on the radar of Muslim extremists. Even in a country like Egypt, formally at peace with Israel, the government- controlled media is generally hostile to Jews and the Jewish state. Thus, denunciation of Israel in the Arab and Muslim worlds appears to be a component of a mass delusional system. In a sense, the part played by Israel in the ideology of the Muslim extremists is not altogether different from the part played by Jews in Nazi ideology. The term anti-Semitism doesn’t quite work—since Arabs are Semites—but, clearly, we are dealing with a form of anti-Jewish bigotry.

Arab and Muslim leaders may encourage anti-Israel pronouncements as a form of scapegoating designed to deflect criticism from more deserving targets. Sometimes, hostility to Israel serves a “motherhood and apple pie function, ” enabling those who agree on little else to find common ground. Most often for Muslim extremists, however, antagonism toward Israel is a component of the irrational impulse to holy war; Jewish occupation of the sacred land irks them in much the same way that Muslim possession of the Holy Land was, a thousand years ago, unacceptable to the Christian powers that ruled Europe. It is regarded as an affront to honor in a culture that does not take such affronts lightly.

Nothing Israel might do save mass suicide would placate those who approach the topic in this frame of mind. As columnist Thomas Friedman points out: “We know the September 11 attack was being planned a year ago—exactly when President Clinton was proposing to Yasir Arafat a Palestinian state on roughly 95 percent of the West Bank and East Jerusalem—with Israeli settlers uprooted from all but 5 percent. In other words, this terrorism was being planned because America was trying to build Israeli-Palestinian coexistence, not because it wasn’t.”39

Israel is, as one newspaper put it, the flashpoint, not the cause. 40 The time may yet come to negotiate a final settlement between Israel and the Palestinians, probably along lines not so different from those put on the table in the summer of 2000. But the time to negotiate is not in the middle of a war against terrorism.

Attorney Alan Dershowitz notes that although Islamic scholars have recently been asserting that Islamic law prohibits harm to noncombatants, some militant imams, “Every Friday all around the world . . . call for the death of Israeli civilians. They justify these acts of terrorism by drawing hair-splitting distinctions between ‘terrorism’ and ‘resistance, ’ and they describe the suicide bombers who carry out these murderous acts as martyrs.” 41 He correctly warns that “Today’s justifications of anti-Jewish and anti-Israeli terrorism can easily become tomorrow’s justification of anti- American terrorism.”42

Extremist Islam as the terrorists and their supporters conceive it is not a religion in the traditional sense of the term. It is, instead, an ideology of hate—like that which drove the Bosnian Serbs, the Hutu extremists, the Nazis, and other perpetrators of great atrocities. Like all such ideologies, it comes replete with dehumanization of preferred victims (Americans, Jews, Israelis), delusional and conspiratorial theories, an approach to warfare that indiscriminately and mercilessly targets civilians, training camps for the indoctrination of a militant vanguard, and a profound sense of having been wronged throughout history.

The struggle against terrorism is not fully explained as a clash between two civilizations—Western and Muslim. American leaders have made this abundantly clear. After all, many devout Muslims stand resolutely on the side of the West, and much terrorism—past and present—arises from sources entirely unrelated to Islam. However, the struggle against Muslim extremist terrorism also should not be portrayed as an effort to uproot a single, geographically spread out, deeply entrenched but relatively small network of fanatics. If the cells of al-Qaeda are uprooted, but Muslim extremist ideology continues to flourish, others will soon organize themselves afresh to revitalize the jihad. Defense against terrorism, therefore, rests on the outcome of a struggle within Islam for the heart and soul of the faith. And the West remains neutral in that struggle at its peril—and at the peril of the entire world. This is no time for moral or cultural relativism.

Until America and its allies succeed in their efforts to control terrorism, evildoers around the world will be able to operate with greater impunity than ever before. Consider the situation in Rwanda, for example. In the late 1990s, many American leaders appeared to recognize that military intervention in the spring of 1994 might have saved thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of lives. In the post–September 11 environment, however, all military and foreign policy initiatives are apt to be evaluated exclusively or at least primarily in terms of their impact on the antiterrorist campaign. And should new violence arise in Rwanda or Burundi—as is likely—I suspect the energies and attentions of the United States will be occupied elsewhere.

In addition, as the United States conducts its battle to uproot and punish terrorists across the globe, it will, if the past is any guide, become less choosy as it reviews the human rights portfolios of potential allies. The nation must strive to retain its standards and to forge alliances with those who share its core values. When the United States deals with those who do not, the nation must use whatever influence it possesses to promote respect for human rights. Unfortunately, it seems likely that the ability of America and the West to promote good behavior and discourage evil will diminish—at least in the short term. In a life-and-death struggle against terrorism—with massive civilian casualties on the American mainland— an alliance with a tough dictatorship capable of controlling the terrorists may be judged preferable to one with a more open society that proves less able or less willing to control its militants. Should this come to pass, the amount of suffering in the world will increase and the twenty-first century may prove bloodier and crueler than its predecessor.

N. J. K.
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