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Introduction

The Road to September 11 and After

The Semiofficial Narrative of September 11

The final report of the U.S. commission investigating the September
11 attacks offered a vivid portrait and dramatic details of how Osama
bin Laden, leader of a transnationalist jihadi group, and a few of his
close lieutenants painstakingly plotted and coordinated the multiple,
spectacular suicide bombings on New York and Washington.1 The inde-
pendent commission presented a riveting account of the various phases
of the menacing plot, the leading characters and villains who led it, the
ups and downs of operational planning, and the last horrific moments
of its execution. Bin Laden emerges as the indisputable leader and
mastermind who gave Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, a terrorist operator-
entrepreneur, the green light for the September 11 operation in the late
1990s. In mid-1996 the latter reportedly met with bin Laden in Tora
Bora, a mountainous redoubt from the Afghan war days, and presented
a proposal for an operation that would train pilots to crash planes into
buildings in the United States. The proposal would eventually become
the September 11 operation.

Bin Laden is portrayed as playing the most vital role in all stages
of the plot, from selecting individuals to serve as suicide bombers to
developing an initial list of targets. He reportedly wanted to destroy the
White House and the Pentagon, and he was very anxious to strike hard
inside the United States. According to Sheikh Mohammed, at various
points bin Laden urged him to advance the date of the attack, even if
that meant the hijackers simply downed the planes rather than crashed
them into specific targets. Bin Laden was a driven man on a mission who
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wanted to see it through as soon as possible. One of his close associates
reportedly heard him remark, “I will make it happen even if I do it by
myself.”2

The 9/11 report paints a picture of bin Laden as being blindly obsessed
with attacking the United States, possessing a vendetta and an irra-
tional, intrinsic loathing of America and Americans. His “grievance
with the United States may have started in reaction to specific U.S.
policies but it quickly became far deeper,” the report said.3 Although the
report is footnoted and sprinkled with references to bigger and broader
concerns and intentions, the underlying theme revolves around a driven
man – bin Laden – who ran the show from its early inception through to
its conclusion. Once or twice bin Laden’s associates are quoted recall-
ing bin Laden arguing that attacks against the United States needed to
be carried out immediately to support the Palestinian armed intifada as
well as to protest the American military presence in Saudi Arabia, his
homeland. But these appeals are given no weight and are dismissed as
“rhetorical.”

The 9/11 report stresses the pivotal role of personality and religious-
ideological factors over history, politics, and foreign policy. Everything
revolves around the persona of bin Laden, his whims, predilections, and
charisma, and nothing happens without his explicit orders and blessing.
Thus the story of September 11 is reduced to that of an anti-Christ–
hero – bin Laden – who saw himself as called “‘ to follow in the footsteps
of the Messenger and to communicate his message to all nations,’ and to
serve as the rallying point and organizer of a new kind of war to destroy
America and bring the world to Islam.”4

The importance of the 9/11 report is that it fleshes out the tech-
nical and operational details of the plot and the top field com-
manders responsible for the planning and execution of the oper-
ation. These include bin Laden’s military commander, Abu Hafs
al-Masri, also known as Mohammed Atef, a close confidant; Sheikh
Mohammed, the chief manager of the “planes operation”; Abd al-
Rahim al-Nashiri, the mastermind of the 2000 bombing on the USS
Cole in Yemen and the eventual head of Al Qaeda operations in the
Arabian Peninsula; and Ramzi Binalshibh, a middleman between bin
Laden and the hijackers.
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Two clarifications are in order. First, all these men, with the excep-
tion of Abu Hafs, were field lieutenants with little knowledge of the
internal workings of Al Qaeda and its political-strategic thinking. They
belonged to the Al Qaeda military committee but did not sit on the
Shura (consultative) Council, which constituted bin Laden’s inner cir-
cle. Abu Hafs did, and he was unquestionably very close to and trusted
by bin Laden (he was related to bin Laden by marriage) and the two,
along with Abu Ubaidah al-Banshiri (who drowned in Lake Victoria
in 1996 while on a mission with Abu Hafs to obtain basic materials to
produce a dirty bomb), were founders of Al Qaeda. But the 9/11 report
has very little to say about Abu Hafs’s role in the conspiracy because it
says he was killed by an American air strike in Afghanistan in Novem-
ber 2001. In fact, the report’s silence on Abu Hafs is due to the lack of
information provided about him by the few captured Al Qaeda oper-
atives on whose extracted interrogations the independent commission
relied excessively.

Although the 9/11 report introduces the origins of the plot and the
mechanics of putting it in operation, it sheds little light on the Al Qaeda
decision-making process or the leading actors in the militant network,
like bin Laden’s right-hand man Ayman al-Zawahiri, leader of Egyp-
tian Tanzim al-Jihad, or Islamic Jihad. Zawahiri is mentioned just three
or four times in the report, mainly in the footnotes, and the captured
operatives contradict one another regarding his stance on attacking the
American homeland. Thus the reader of the 9/11 report gets the mis-
taken idea that Sheikh Mohammed, who coordinated and managed the
plot, played a more prominent role within Al Qaeda than did Abu Hafs
or Zawahiri. Yet Zawahiri has served as the conceptualizer and theoreti-
cian of Al Qaeda and has shaped and deepened bin Laden’s ideological-
religious education. With the exception of the late sheikh Abdullah
Azzam, who was considered the spiritual father of the so-called Afghan
Arabs and who discovered bin Laden and inspired him to devote his
time, energy, and resources to the Afghan jihad, Zawahiri has influenced
the Saudi dissident the most.

But there is very little mention of Zawahiri in the 9/11 report because
the plot is narrated mainly through the lenses of the few captured oper-
atives – Binalshibh, Abu Zubaydah, and Sheikh Mohammed – who
deceptively come across as primary drivers behind the conspiracy. One
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searches in vain for the names and roles of Zawahiri and the other piv-
otal political players in the militant network. The 9/11 report devotes
more time and space to the technical and operational details than to
the brains and captains steering the Al Qaeda ship and directing its
strategic destination. The goal of the 9/11 report seems to be less to
gain an understanding of Al Qaeda’s inner circle and broader strate-
gic goals and more to figure out what really happened on September
11, who the actors involved were, how the operation was planned, who
made the preparations, and who executed those plans from a tactical
point of view. For example, according to testimony secretly obtained
from Sheikh Mohammed, when finally informed about the major attack
against the United States, most senior members of the Al Qaeda Shura
Council reportedly objected on religious and strategic grounds; bin
Laden overrode the majority’s decision, and the attacks went forward.
We still simply do not know what transpired in the Shura Council or
who said what because the only existing evidence is that of Sheikh
Mohammed – who was neither a member of the council nor present at
the meeting. However, although recent evidence does not contradict
the 9/11 report, it does show intense struggles between the “hawks” and
“doves” within the Shura Council and the organization as a whole. For
example, the Arabic-language newspaper Asharq al-Awsat published a
rare critical document titled “The Story of the Afghan Arabs: From the
Entry to Afghanistan to the Final Exodus with the Taliban” written by
Abu al-Walid al-Masri, a senior member of the Al Qaeda Shura Council
who is considered a leading theoretician in the organization and who
has participated in the most important moments of the drama. Abu al-
Walid’s memoir, coupled with other primary sources, reveals a network
riven by ethnic, regional, and ideological rivalries (more on this point
later).5

This leads to my second point: the 9/11 report is based largely on
a series of interrogations conducted in secret locations by U.S. intel-
ligence officers of two of the plot managers, Sheikh Mohammed and
Binalshibh, who were captured in 2002 and 2003, respectively. The
two lieutenants provided the most detailed account yet of the origins
of the September attacks and the internal dynamics and challenges
that they and the hijackers faced and had to overcome. In particular,
the 9/11 Commission relied heavily on Sheikh Mohammed’s testimony
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and confessions. It would not be an exaggeration to say that the plot
described in the report is seen through the eyes of Sheikh Mohammed.
Two problems arise.

The first has to do with the credibility and reliability of the
accounts supplied by incarcerated Al Qaeda operatives. Senior Amer-
ican officials acknowledged that high-level Al Qaeda detainees –
including Sheikh Mohammed, Binalshibh, Abd al-Rahim al-Nashiri,
and Abu Zubaydah – have been the subjects of “highly coercive interro-
gation methods [inhumane torture?] authorized by the Bush administra-
tion. . . .”6 Some 9/11 commissioners themselves wondered about how
“trustworthy” Sheikh Mohammed’s information was and raised serious
questions about the nature and substance of his testimony. For exam-
ple, counterterrorism officials suspect that captured Al Qaeda operatives
have exaggerated the input of bin Laden in commanding the September
11 plot in order to downplay their own roles in the conspiracy. Their
analysis of communication traffic between the September 11 hijackers
and their confederates, like Sheikh Mohammed, failed to show a close
collaboration between them in the months before the attacks – and vir-
tually no communication with bin Laden.7

We should not be surprised if the incarcerated lieutenants have been
feeding their interrogators and torturers disinformation and lies; they
would not be the first suspects to do so. Information gotten through
coercion and torture is not necessarily useful or truthful. According
to American and European intelligence officials, under harsh interro-
gation methods, Sheikh Mohammed and Binalshibh appeared to have
been willing to provide elaborate accounts of past events but less eager
to describe potential future operations. It is no wonder these officials
raised serious questions about the truthfulness of some or all of their
statements.8

Intelligence officials are not alone in questioning the credibility
and reliability of the narratives forced out of the captured Al Qaeda
field lieutenants. In a released staff report on the plot against the
United States, the commission staff members wrote that they did not
have direct access to any Al Qaeda detainee and had based their
account on intelligence reports drawn from the interrogations. “Some
of this material is inconsistent,” one report said. The New York Times
quoted officials as saying that much of the information cited in the
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reports as fact is actually “uncorroborated or nearly impossible to
confirm.”9

In light of the credibility problem of information obtained under
duress, what are we to make of the story told by the 9/11 report? How
seriously should we take its findings, and what useful lessons, if any, can
be drawn from its conclusions? To what extent does the focus on the
operational details of the plot obscure and cloud our vision of the Al
Qaeda network? Does the investigation of the plot itself limit or distort
the scope of analyzing and making sense of the new jihadis who finally
decided to “move the battle to American soil.”10 In other words, does
the report help us to understand the internal dynamics and forces within
the jihadi movement that culminated in the September attacks? Does
it shed light on leading jihadi actors, not just bin Laden, who played a
pivotal role in the globalization of jihad?

These questions are not academic, but they address another criti-
cal shortcoming in the 9/11 report: it stops short of illuminating the
big, historical-sociological questions of how and why jihadis decided
to attack the United States. It does not mention, let alone examine,
the revolutionary conceptual and operational shift that occurred among
important jihadi elements in the late 1990s regarding the primacy and
urgency of targeting the “far enemy” (al-Adou al-Baeed), the United
States, as opposed to continuing the fight against the “near enemy” (al-
Adou al-Qareeb), local Muslim rulers.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s jihadis launched an all-out frontal
assault on the near enemy (such detested pro-Western regimes as Hosni
Mubarak’s Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Algeria) rather than the far enemy
(the West in general and the United States in particular). But by the
end of the 1990s, a critical mass of jihadis, including Al Qaeda, Egyptian
Islamic Jihad, and smaller shadowy groups, shifted focus and turned
their guns against what they labeled “the Zionist-Crusader alliance and
their collaborators” – the United States and its Western allies. Why
did they do so, and what explains this dramatic shift in their thinking
and action? Did all jihadis follow suit and declare war on the United
States, or did they split into two competing camps – religious national-
ists and religious transnationalists – and part ways?11 Does fleshing out
the internal tensions and contradictions within the jihadi movement
illuminate significant milestones on the road to September 11 and the
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current nature of the threat facing the United States and the interna-
tional community?

The 9/11 report hardly touches on these substantive questions and
concerns and instead focuses solely on the origins of the plot against
the United States and its alleged masterminds. The actual plot could
have originated with Sheikh Mohammed and been approved by bin
Laden and Abu Hafs, but the road to carrying it out was much more
complex than that, and unraveling it requires a deeper understanding
of the jihadi universe. Unmasking the hideous conspiracy is a noble
task that matters greatly to the families of the victims and the nation at
large. Of course, Americans want to know the identity and character of
the killers who visited death and horror on their shores on September
11, 2001. But they also want to know why they were brutally attacked
and why their security institutions failed to forewarn them.

The 9/11 report approaches the September attacks like a criminal
investigation, trying to piece together the various threads of the plot,
such as when the orders were given, who gave them, who were the lead-
ing conspirators behind the plot, if Al Qaeda operatives received advice
and assistance from neighboring states, and the challenges faced by the
group’s top lieutenants. These questions represent an important chap-
ter in the September 11 narrative, but they are technical and narrow
and miss the big picture: internal mutations within the jihadi move-
ment and the splitting up of jihadis into religious transnationalists on
one side and religious nationalists on the other. The story of September
11 cannot be fully comprehended without untangling the layers of these
internal mutations whose violent reverberations reached the American
homeland.

At the outset of their investigation, the commissioners promised
to look “backward in order to look forward” and to make an earnest
effort to examine the foundation of the new terrorism and the rise
of bin Laden and Al Qaeda. Had the commissioners done so by fully
examining the context behind the rise of religious transnationalists
and the consequent shifts in their operational thinking, they would
have unraveled the Al Qaeda phenomenon, not just the September 11
plot, significant as it is. But the report makes only a halfhearted effort
at delving deep into the structure of the new global jihad. Instead, it
devoted a great deal of time and space to the criminal investigation of
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the conspirators, including the thoughts and motivations of the hijack-
ers, which are nearly impossible to confirm.12 Acting like prosecutors,
the commissioners delineated the plot’s top leaders, particularly Sheikh
Mohammed and Binalshibh, and tried to reconstruct the crime scene
and the steps and actions taken to execute the planes operation.

This approach suffers from three shortcomings: (1) the accounts are
built largely on information obtained from Sheikh Mohammed and
Binalshibh under extreme circumstances; (2) the broader context of
jihadism is glossed over; and (3) the scope and focus of the inquiry are
too narrow to warrant the sweeping policy generalizations arrived at. It
is one thing to define and specify the enemy as the “Al Qaeda network,
its affiliates, and its ideology,” as the 9/11 report does, but it is another
thing to delineate the new threat in broad ideological terms:

Our enemy is two fold: al Qaeda, a stateless network of terrorists that
struck us on 9/11; and a radical ideological movement in the Islamic
world, inspired in part by al Qaeda, which spawned terrorist groups
and violence across the globe. The first enemy is weakened, but con-
tinues to pose a grave threat. The second enemy is gathering, and
will menace Americans and American interests long after Usama Bin
Ladin and his cohorts are killed or captured. Thus our strategy must
match our means to two ends: dismantling the al Qaeda network
and prevailing in the longer term over the ideology that gives rise
to Islamist terrorism.13

The 9/11 report seems to imply that all Islamists, not just transnation-
alist jihadis like bin Laden, Abu Hafs, Zawahiri, and the militant Jorda-
nian Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, leader of Al Qaeda in Iraq, are potential
enemies of the United States, and thus they all need to be confronted
and defeated. The commissioners call on the United States to wage an
all-out war measured in “decades,” not “years” to defeat the very ide-
ology of “Islamist terrorism.” If by “Islamist terrorism” is meant the Al
Qaeda network and its affiliates, that is understandable and legitimate.
But if it is an open-ended war to restructure Arab and Muslim societies
and politics, it could backfire. Moreover, the commissioners’ forensic-
like investigation of the complex Islamist phenomenon does not war-
rant such sweeping generalizations. There is a disconnect between the
9/11 report’s narrow analysis and its ambitious conclusions. There exists
an urgent need to revisit and reexamine the September 11 story within
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the broader context of the evolution, fragmentation, and mutation of
the jihadi movement as a whole.

The War Within the Jihadi Movement

This book will argue that the globalization of jihadi tendencies and the
road to September 11 were directly related to the internal upheaval
within the jihadi movement as well as to changing regional and inter-
national conditions. Al Qaeda emerged as a direct result of the entropy
of the jihadi movement in the late 1990s and as a desperate effort to
alter the movement’s route, if not its final destination, and to reverse its
decline. It represented a monstrous mutation, an implosion from within,
not just another historical phase in the movement’s evolution.

In the last few decades a bloody power struggle for the soul of Islam
has roiled the Muslim world. This struggle was – and is – being fought
on multiple levels. On the one hand, jihadis have battled local regimes
along with their secular allies. On the other, an internal struggle existed
between jihadis and mainstream Islamists, both of whom used religion
as a source of mobilization and recruitment. Finally in the late 1990s,
another upheaval broke out among jihadis themselves over tactics and
strategy, the nature of the enemy, and the most effective ways and means
to target their imagined or real enemies.

Of all these fault lines, the tug-of-war among jihadis themselves
has received the least attention and has escaped serious analytical
scrutiny. This book will rectify this shortcoming by examining the ten-
sions, contradictions, and dissensions among various jihadi leaders and
groups.

My main argument is that the September 11 attacks were not just a
product of the civil war within the House of Islam14 but a direct result
of the civil war within the jihadi movement itself. In this sense, the
United States was a secondary, not a primary, target of jihadis’ military
escalation, and the bulk of jihadis (religious nationalists) remained on
the sidelines and did not join the onslaught by their transnationalist
counterparts. If my thesis holds, then Al Qaeda represents more of a
national security problem to the United States than a strategic threat, as
the conventional wisdom in the American foreign policy establishment
has it.15
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Therefore, it is critical to highlight the internal turmoil among jihadis
because it brought about dramatic shifts in their thinking and action
and caused further splits in their ranks. From the 1970s until the mid-
1990s militant Islamists or jihadis launched an all-out frontal assault
to dismantle the secular social and political order and replace it with
a theocratic one. By the mid-1990s their insurrection lost momentum,
and they were dealt mortal blows by Muslim government security ser-
vices. But as jihadis met their waterloo on homefront battlefields in
Egypt, Algeria, and elsewhere, they split up into two main factions: (1)
transnationalist jihadis, like bin Laden, Abu Ubaidah al-Banshiri, Abu
Hafs, Zawahiri, and others, who were emboldened by the defeat of the
Russians in Afghanistan and wanted to fully internationalize jihad and
export the Islamist revolution worldwide; and (2) religious nationalists,
whose chief goal was to make sure that the Islamic revolution succeeded
at home.

Military defeat at the hands of detested local regimes (the Algerian
military junta and Hosni Mubarak) left transnationalist jihadis with few
bitter options. They could have closed the jihadi shop, as many of their
counterparts did, and tried to rejoin society and live by its rules. Instead,
bin Laden and his cohorts rethought their business after the Afghan
war and turned their guns against the West in an effort to stop the
revolutionary ship from sinking. Frustrated in their attempts to topple
“impious” Muslim rulers and incapable of sustaining their costly con-
frontation with the near enemy, transnationalists wrongly and naively
reckoned that confronting the United States militarily would reverse
their declining fortune and bring about the destruction of local apos-
tates. For example, in his memoir released immediately after Septem-
ber 11, Zawahiri said that one of the lessons learned from his con-
frontation with the Egyptian regime over three decades is that the
jihadi movement cannot isolate itself from the ummah (the Muslim
community worldwide) and turn into an elite pitted against author-
ity. The jihadi vanguard, he said, must be fully integrated into Muslim
society’s social fabric and must be attentive to its aspirations and con-
cerns. The implication is that jihadis lost the struggle against the near
enemy because they had isolated themselves from the ummah and failed
to mobilize it. Therefore, Zawahiri offers an alternative solution: tak-
ing the war global against Islam’s enemies. He says that the slogan
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understood by the ummah and to which it responds is waging jihad
against Israel and the American military presence in the region: “The
jihadi movement finally assumed leadership of the ummah after it
adopted the slogan of liberating the ummah of its foreign enemies and
portrayed it as a battle between Islam and kufr [impiety] and kufar
[infidels].”16

A few months after the 1998 announcement establishing the so-
called World Islamic Front for Jihad against Jews and Crusaders,
Zawahiri sent a confidential letter to the Islamic Group’s imprisoned
leaders in which he said that the Front had expanded the fight against
“the biggest of the criminals, ‘ the Americans,’ to drag them for an open
battle with the nation’s masses . . .”17

These transnationalist jihadis internationalized an essentially inter-
nal conflict and set the world on fire. By doing so, they transformed the
nature of their confrontation against local rulers and hoped to reener-
gize and invigorate the rank and file of their followers. Transnational-
ists led by bin Laden, Abu Ubaidah al-Banshiri, Abu Hafs, and Zawahiri
embarked on a dangerous long-term adventure to expel American influ-
ence from Muslim lands.

Ironically, until the end of the 1990s, Zawahiri was a staunch advo-
cate of revolution first at home, and he rejected all calls from his asso-
ciates to regionalize, let alone internationalize, jihad. Throughout the
1980s and most of the 1990s he held fast to the idea that overthrow-
ing the near enemy (Mubarak’s Egypt) took priority over the far enemy.
But in his memoir published after September 11, Zawahiri says that by
the end of the 1990s, he came to the inevitable conclusion that “we
must take the battle to the enemy to burn the hands of those who
ignite fire in our countries.” It was no longer possible, writes Zawahiri, to
keep the fight focused on the near enemy because “the Zionist-Crusader
alliance,” led by the United States, will not allow Islamists to reach
power anywhere in the Muslim world.18

Zawahiri’s tirade leaves many questions unanswered. Why did he
and his globalist associates finally and unexpectedly turn their guns
against the United States after two decades of waging war at home?
What fueled their anger and rage “to make jihad against the criminal
nation” – the United States? What explains the operational shift by
jihadis away from targeting the near enemy to attacking the far enemy?
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Or was this revolutionary shift natural given their blindly entrenched
anti-Westernism? Providing convincing answers to these vital questions
will help us to fully understand the context of September 11 and the
road to war as well as to assess the future prospects of jihadis.

One of the most neglected aspects of the September 11 story and
its aftermath is the position and role played by religious nationalists,
who represented the overwhelming majority of jihadis (see the distinc-
tions described later). Understandably, since the September attacks, all
eyes have focused on Al Qaeda, its ideology, and its operational tactics.
But it is misleading and counterproductive to lump all jihadis under
the rubric of Al Qaeda and its affiliates, because they account for only
a tiny minority within the jihadi movement (I will provide evidence
of this in subsequent chapters). To say this is not to underestimate the
lethal nature of Al Qaeda and its destructiveness. As they have recently
shown, a few thousand Al Qaeda members, who are blindly committed
to waging global jihad, can wreck international peace and threaten the
world community. The number of Al Qaeda members is not as impor-
tant as their asabiya (group or tribal solidarity) and willingness to die
for the global jihad cause. No one doubts the asabiya ties that bind the
Al Qaeda rank and file.

All of this is true. But the fact remains that religious nationalists –
a huge block within the jihadi movement – vehemently rejected Al
Qaeda’s strategy and methods and broke with their transnationalist
counterparts for good. Religious nationalists opposed both the global-
ization and expansion of jihad outside of Afghanistan and the waging
of war on Western nations. They also are in the process of questioning
the very usefulness and efficacy of their own strategy, that of fighting
the near enemy. For a short while, Al Qaeda’s attacks on the United
States diverted attention from existing fissures and divisions among
jihadis. But long before September 11, a tug-of-war ensued between
transnationalist jihadis and religious nationalists over the future of the
jihadi movement. Since then, the rivalry has intensified, and the divide
between the two camps has grown wider. It can no longer be swept under
the carpet and kept under control.

The subsequent reverberations and military developments unleashed
a storm of protest by the old jihadi guard, who publicly criticized
and condemned Al Qaeda’s recklessness and shortsightedness. The
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dominant narrative among the majority of jihadis was that opening a
second front against the United States endangered the very survival
of the whole movement and harmed the ummah’s vital interests. Bin
Laden and his chief theoretician, Zawahiri, are portrayed as irresponsi-
ble, reckless adventurers who risked bringing the temple down on their
followers’ heads and the heads of other jihadis.19

Old simmering and hidden disagreements among militant jihadis
burst into the open with a vengeance. For the first time, jihadis pub-
licly criticized one another and engaged in a heated debate and pub-
lic relations campaign to sway Muslim public opinion in their favor.
They have written books and pamphlets and given media interviews
to advance their viewpoints and discredit their rivals. The media war
among jihadis is important in that it sheds light on their states of mind
and the nuanced differences in their tactics regarding the use of force,
terrorism, and political strategies.

A full-fledged struggle for the leadership of jihadism is unfolding in
the world of Islam. Yet media and academic commentary continue to
treat jihadis as one undifferentiated constituency with no substantive
differences in rhetoric and action. Critics may ask, where are the reli-
gious nationalists, and why are they silent while Al Qaeda monopo-
lizes jihadi actions and the airwaves? Do they offer a nonviolent path
that has defined and scarred the jihadi movement since birth? Does
their opposition to Al Qaeda make a difference in reducing the flow of
new recruits to its ranks? What does their denial of revolutionary legiti-
macy to Al Qaeda mean to the latter’s long-term survival and prospects?
These are not just theoretical questions or a policy formula to draw
distinctions between “bad jihadis” and “good jihadis”; I do not sub-
scribe to such a simplistic dichotomy. Rather, delineating operational
and conceptual differences between the two schools of thought is essen-
tial to understanding how September 11 occurred as well as the future
direction of the jihadi movement as a whole, not just Al Qaeda. The
book will address these questions and emphasize the internal dynam-
ics, development, and evolution of leading jihadi groups in the last
three decades. The goal is not just to tell the story of September 11
in all of its complexities but also to throw light on the emerging trends
and patterns among jihadis. In other words, to determine whether the
jihadi movement has a future.
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Since the late 1990s I have interviewed jihadis of all colors and
stripes, and I have formed a fairly critical idea of the kinds of ten-
sions, second thoughts, and self-criticism that have been taking place
within various elements of the movement. These interviews, coupled
with access to jihadis’ primary documents and their unpublished mani-
festos, will inform and enrich my analysis throughout the book.

In particular, I will flesh out the subtle and dramatic shifts in jihadis’
rhetoric and action and discuss how they perceived and interacted with
the secular, pro-Western regimes at home (the near enemy) and the
great powers, particularly the United States (the far enemy). I will
revisit key documents put out by jihadis since the 1970s and compare
and contrast their positions across time and space, particularly Egyptian
al-Jama’a al-Islamiya and Tanzim al-Jihad, Al Qaeda, and other small
fringe groups. The goal is to show the complexity and diversity of the
jihadi phenomenon and to highlight salient features that brought about
the September 11 attack. In addition to reconstructing how Septem-
ber 11 occurred, I will examine its aftermath. I will analytically review
responses and critiques by religious nationalists and transnationalists
alike; by mainstream Islamists, clerics, and scholars; and I will assess the
balance of power between religious nationalists and transnationalists.
Special emphasis will be given to the war within the jihadi movement,
or what remains of it.

Splitting Up of Jihadis: Religious Nationalists
versus Transnationalists

Since the burst of jihadism onto the scene in the 1970s, the overwhelm-
ing majority of jihadis have been religious nationalists whose funda-
mental goal was to effect revolutionary change in their own society.
Their overriding goal revolved around confronting the secular, pro-
Western Arab rulers as a first strategic step before engaging Israel and
the United States. Fighting the near enemy took priority over fighting
the far enemy, including the Zionist enemy, because young militants
wanted to establish an Islamic base or a safe haven at home. In fact,
there existed very little operational thinking, let alone conceptualizing,
about the primacy of engaging the far enemy. At this early revolution-
ary stage, unlike leftists and Marxists who dreamt and theorized about
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world revolution and systemic transformation, jihadism was a local, not
a global, phenomenon.

Religious nationalists aimed at violently overthrowing the secular
state at home and Islamizing politics and society from the top down
as opposed to from the bottom up. They believed that by capturing
the state, they could transform society and build a utopian moral order.
The very raison d’etre of religious nationalists revolved around the near
enemy and ways and means to bring about its downfall. In their eyes,
all politics are local. Even the establishment of the caliphate (central-
ized Islamic authority) or the liberation of Palestine, dear to all jihadis’
hearts, had to await the destruction of “apostate” local rulers. Islamic
revolution starts first and foremost at home, with no delineated pro-
gram or vision for the morning after. Ironically, mainstream Islamists
(the Muslim Brotherhood) possess a much more developed transna-
tional apparatus and consciousness than that of religious nationalists,
and their powerful branches in many Muslim countries testify to their
global reach and ambition.

Like their secular nationalist counterparts before them, religious
nationalists hoped to either climb on the shoulders of the military or
use brute force to seize power and install themselves at the helm. Sepa-
rated from their moralizing zeal, the ideas and tools utilized by religious
nationalists were similar to those of junior army officers who, in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, destroyed the old regime and replaced
it with bloated bureaucratic authoritarianism. They were statist and dis-
posed to use violence and shock tactics, not political struggle, to gain
power. In this sense, religious nationalists, like other revolutionary lib-
eration movements, had a limited objective and were not antisystem.
They just wanted to capture the state and remake it in their own Islamist
image. Their armed onslaught against the secular Muslim state was not
aimed at state institutions per se but rather against its secularism, moral
corruption, and subservience to the West.

However, by the end of the 1990s, a dramatic change had occurred
within the jihadi movement: from localism to globalism. The under-
lying context behind this momentous change included: (1) the with-
drawal of Russian troops from Afghanistan and the subsequent collapse
of the Soviet Union; (2) the 1991 Gulf war and the permanent station-
ing of American forces in Saudi Arabia; and (3) the defeat of religious
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nationalists on their home turf by the end of the 1990s. A paradig-
matic shift among a tiny segment of jihadis gave birth to a new breed of
transnationalist jihadis led by Al Qaeda.

This book utilizes a nuanced approach informed by historical sociol-
ogy, which locates the causes and sources of the rise of transnational-
ist jihadis within the volatile jihadi soil and the changing regional and
international conditions. Although the intellectual genealogy of global-
ist jihadis is deeply rooted in the movement’s traditional discourse, their
birth culminated in a dramatic conceptual shift away from localism and
toward globalism and marked a striking departure from the movement’s
dominant wing. The operational shift by transnationalist jihadis had
implications for the way they viewed the world as well as for the effect
it had on their tactics and strategies.

For example, transnationalists broke away from their religious nation-
alist counterparts and stated that the most effective means to create an
Islamic polity and to defeat the near enemy would be to attack its super-
power patron, the United States. More than anyone else, bin Laden and
Zawahiri articulated the new globalist paradigm.

In his 1996 “Declaration of War Against the Americans Occupy-
ing the Land of the Two Holy Places,” bin Laden called on Muslims
“to hit the main [far] enemy who divided the ummah into small and
little countries and pushed it, for the last few decades, into a state of
confusion. The Zionist-Crusader alliance moves quickly to contain and
abort any ‘corrective movement’ appearing in the Islamic countries.”
Therefore, expelling the American enemy – “the greatest kufr” – out of
Muslim lands is much more important than engaging the “lesser kufr”
(Saudi and other Arab regimes), according to bin Laden. He advised
fellow Muslims: “Utmost effort should be made to prepare and instigate
the ummah against the enemy, the American-Israeli alliance, occupying
[Saudi Arabia and Palestine].”20

After the 1998 bombings of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanza-
nia, bin Laden reiterated his conviction that the fight against world
infidels – “the biggest enemy” – should take priority over the fight
against pro-Western Muslim rulers: “Our enemy is the crusader alliance
led by America, Britain, and Israel.”21

As to tactics and strategy, bin Laden counseled young Muslims, who,
in his words, long for martyrdom to redeem the honor of the ummah and
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to liberate its “occupied sanctities” not in a conventional war against
Americans “due to the imbalance of power between our armed forces
and the enemy forces . . .” Rather, the goal, according to bin Laden, is
“to initiate a guerrilla warfare, where the sons of the nation, and not the
military forces, take part in it.”22 Surprisingly, bin Laden also envisions
an active role for women, which revolves around “boycotting” Ameri-
can goods and supporting jihadis, to expedite the defeat of the enemy.
His is a total war that mobilizes all Muslims (men and women), partic-
ularly in his homeland, Saudi Arabia.23

In his memoir, Knights Under the Prophet’s Banner, Zawahiri echoed
bin Laden’s call to arms against the far enemy:

The struggle to establish the Islamic state cannot just be fought on a
regional level.

It is clear from the above that the Jewish-crusader alliance, led by
the United States, will not allow any Islamic force to reach power in
any of the Muslim countries. It will mobilize all its power to hit it
and remove it from power. Toward that end, it will open a battlefront
against it that includes the entire world. It will impose sanctions on
whoever helps it, if it does not declare war against them altogether.
Therefore, to adjust to this new reality we must prepare ourselves for
a battle that is not confined to a single region, one that includes the
apostate domestic enemy and the Jewish-crusader external enemy. It
is no longer possible to postpone the struggle against the external
enemy . . . because the Jewish-crusader alliance will not give us time
to defeat the domestic enemy . . . 24

Like bin Laden, Zawahiri freely dispenses minute and detailed opera-
tional advice to the sons of the ummah on how to wage an effective
jihad against the far enemy:

Tracking down the Americans and the Jews is not impossible. Killing
them with a single bullet, a stab, or a device made up of explosives or
killing them with an iron rod is not impossible. Burning down their
property with Molotov cocktails is not difficult. With the available
means, small groups could prove to be a frightening horror for the
Americans and the Jews . . . 25

Yet in 1995, the very same Zawahiri dismissed Muslim critics who called
on jihadis to shift their focus away from targeting the near enemy at
home to targeting the far enemy, Israel, and assisting their besieged
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Palestinian counterparts, Palestinian Hamas and Jihad. Zawahiri wrote
an essay titled “The Road to Jerusalem Goes Through Cairo,” that
appeared in Al-Mujahidun (26 April 1995), a newsletter published by
Egyptian Tanzim al-Jihad, in which he clearly stated that “Jerusalem will
not be liberated unless the battle for Egypt and Algeria is won and unless
Egypt is liberated.” In jihadis’ eyes, the real enemy was the apostate
political system at home that is not governed by the Shariah (Islamic
law).26

In 1987 Tanzim al-Jihad in Upper Egypt distributed an important
internal document, “The Inevitability of Confrontation,” which listed
four tasks (in order of priority) that were “religiously sanctioned” and
must be accomplished:

(1) toppling the impious ruler who has forsaken Islam;
(2) fighting any Muslim community that deserts Islam;
(3) reestablishing the caliphate and installing a caliph (pan-Islamic

ruler); and
(4) liberating the homeland, freeing the captives, and spreading

religion.27

Notice that the Jihad Group’s priority list focused primarily on internal,
not regional or international, enemies. There is hardly any mention of
the need to fight the far enemy, whether it is considered Israel or the
United States.

This book will address a set of critical questions in order to explain
what propelled some jihadis, particularly Zawahiri and his cohorts, to
alter their operational priorities at this late stage of the struggle. Did
they succeed in hijacking the jihadi movement, one that had been in
business for more than four decades and whose history is written in
blood? How did they accomplish this feat – taking the war global –
against the wishes of the movement’s rank and file? By the late 1990s, to
what extent was the movement in tatters, ready to be hijacked by new
strong-willed and charismatic leaders like bin Laden, Abu Hafs, and
Zawahiri? Or was the change from localism to globalism natural in light
of the Afghan jihad against the Russians and jihadis’ deeply entrenched
anti-Westernism?

Another set of critical questions will deal with the response by
religious nationalists to the secession engineered by some of their
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counterparts and the declaration of war on the West, particularly on the
United States. Do religious nationalists blame transnationalists for their
current predicament? Is there any critical thinking or soul searching tak-
ing place among the old guard (religious nationalists)? What remedies
and solutions do they prescribe to overcome their crisis? What is the
likelihood of another paradigmatic shift by nationalist jihadis toward
embracing human rights and the rule of law? Could the putsch by Al
Qaeda serve as a catalyst, a wake-up call for the majority of jihadis to
rejoin Muslim civil society as law-abiding citizens?

Many people do not realize that for almost a decade transnationalist
jihadis and religious nationalists have been engaged in a bitter strug-
gle for control of the jihadi movement. Thus, at the risk of redun-
dancy, one of the book’s central theses is that the establishment of
Al Qaeda reflected internal mutation and fragmentation of the jihadi
movement. It was not just an indication of weakness, decline, and decay,
as several analysts have clearly shown, but it also reflected the war
within the jihadi movement. Jihadis did not just wake up one day and
decide to take on the only surviving superpower after they expelled
Russian troops from Afghanistan. They did so when they reached the
end of their rope and could no longer battle the security services at
home, after they had splintered into rival factions. The root causes
of September 11 lie deep in the internal turmoil pulling and pushing
jihadis in different directions.

Understanding the tensions, differences, and shifts among jihadis will
shed light on how September 11 occurred as well as on the relative
weight of transnationalist jihadis and religious nationalists. It will also
illuminate the rise of Al Qaeda, its influence within the jihadi move-
ment, and its potential long-term durability.

The Primacy of Charismatic Personalities

In my conversations with former jihadis, one of the critical lessons I
have learned is that personalities, not ideas or organizations, are the
drivers behind the movement. It is a personality-driven animal that
devours idealistic and alienated young Muslims.

The most lethal and violent jihadi factions and cells were led by
highly charismatic, aggressive, and daring personalities who captivated
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and inspired followers to unquestionably do their bidding. Loyalty to
the emir (prince) supersedes everything else, including young jihadis’
own families. In fact, the emir assumes the role of the father and the big
brother that young jihadis look up to and aspire to please. Many of these
young jihadis, including the September 11 hijackers, rebelled against
their own families, only to find religious-ideological nourishment, sus-
tenance, and comradeship by joining underground paramilitary groups
and cells.

For example, according to Abdelgahni Mzoudi, a close friend of
Mohammed Atta, the leader of the September 11 suicide bombers,
who was acquitted of charges linking him to an Al Qaeda cell in
Hamburg, Germany, Atta told him he did not belong to any organi-
zations because his father prohibited him from joining any political or
paramilitary group.28 Atta was not unique. We have a great deal of tes-
timony from jihadis and their families that indicates that the families
are often kept in the dark about their sons’ journeys underground. In
a rare interview with Asharq al-Awsat, the Moroccan widow of an Al
Qaeda operative, Abd al-Karim al-Majati, who in 2004 was killed in
a shootout with the Saudi security forces, said her husband never told
his parents he traveled to Afghanistan to join Al Qaeda and had con-
cealed his secret from them. Although she would have liked to let them
know, she conceded she could not tell them.29 In his diaries, recently
published in the Arabic-language newspaper Al-Quds al-Arabi, Nasir
Ahmad Nasir Abdullah al-Bahri (known as Abu Jandal), bin Laden’s
senior “bodyguard” and lieutenant, who held dual Saudi-Yemeni citi-
zenship, described his first journey of jihad at the age of 21: “I traveled
from Saudi Arabia to Yemen in October 1994. I ran away from home
without the permission of my family . . . I then started to plan my trip to
Bosnia. I stayed in Yemen around one year, until the battles in Bosnia
escalated in the summer of 1995, so I left for Bosnia. My goal was to
win martyrdom and to win what God has in store for me. This was
my strong motivation for going to jihad there, and that was my first
jihad station.”30 One year later, al-Bahri ended up in one of bin Laden’s
Afghan training camps and was subsequently promoted to be part of bin
Laden’s personal security entourage.

Atta, al-Majati, and al-Bahri all were captivated by bin Laden’s
charisma and admired his austerity and courage – for turning his back
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on a life of wealth and comfort. Those traits, which bin Laden nour-
ished, resonated with young Muslim men, mostly Arabs, who reviled the
political and moral decadence and corruption of the Arab ruling elite;
they found in bin Laden a heroic, fatherly figure who inspired them to
sacrifice their lives for a worthy cause. Al-Majati’s widow describes her
disappointment when her husband did not get to meet bin Laden imme-
diately after their arrival in Afghanistan a few days before September 11;
they went to great trouble to see him before they settled in Kabul but
it was not to be, she said, because bin Laden had just left Qandahar in
anticipation of the September 11 attacks.31 According to al-Bahri, the
more time he spent with his boss, the more he fell in love with him: “I
loved sheikh Osama deeply and, indeed, after a while I stopped calling
him sheikh and started calling him ‘Uncle.’”32

In my interviews with former jihadis, I was often told of the fun-
damental role played by charismatic figures in influencing and shap-
ing the conduct and action of the movement or parts of it. The jihadi
movement is pregnant with the memories of these celebrity figures that
continue to retain their hold on the imagination of former and cur-
rent jihadis. Bin Laden and Zawahiri are the latest embodiments of
a long line of revered (mostly martyred) heroes like Egyptian pioneer
Sayyid Qutb and his disciples Mohammed Abdel Salam Faraj, Aboud al-
Zumar, Essam al-Qamari, Abdullah Azzam, Abu Ubaidah al-Banshiri,
Abu Hafs, and many others. If and when they are killed, they will likely
join this venerated list of shuhada’ (martyrs) and will provide inspira-
tion to future generations of jihadis.

The 9/11 Commission Report describes the inner core of Al Qaeda as a
“hierarchical top-down group with defined positions, tasks, and salaries.
Most but not all in this core swore fealty (baiya) to bin Laden.”33 In
his memoir al-Bahri, whose unit was composed of dozens of Saudis and
Yemenis who agreed to join the Al Qaeda network, writes that each
of them swore fealty to bin Laden secretly: “Sheikh Osama met with
each of us separately, and many of us swore allegiance to him imme-
diately. Of course, the swearing of allegiance was very secret. No one
knew who swore allegiance to him and who did not.”34 Asked if every-
one who stayed with bin Laden or worked with him was a member of
Al Qaeda, al-Bahri said that not all the people who were around bin
Laden were members of his organization. The requirement for formal
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membership, he added, was a secret ceremony of swearing fealty to bin
Laden: “Sometimes we used to hear that one of the young men [around
bin Laden] had carried out a martyrdom operation. It was only then that
we were sure he had sworn allegiance to Al Qaeda. The execution of
martyrdom operations was a kind of proof that enabled us to identify
those who had sworn allegiance to Al Qaeda.”35

Although the 9/11 report correctly stresses the paramount role of
bin Laden as the driver behind Al Qaeda, it significantly underesti-
mates the input of other strong members, like Abu Ubaidah al-Banshiri,
Abu Hafs, and Zawahiri, all of whom are “hawks” who were powerful
actors in the militant network. In his book, Abu al-Walid, a senior
member of the Al Qaeda Shura Council, relates the secret details of
the internal struggle between the “doves” and “hawks” in the organi-
zation regarding weapons of mass destruction and expanding the war
beyond national borders. Although this firsthand account shows bin
Laden to be the final arbiter, he had to balance the demands of the two
camps and keep internal peace. According to Abu al-Walid, who wit-
nessed and participated in Al Qaeda’s most important moments, Abu
Hafs, then bin Laden’s defense minister and leader of the hardliners,
had tried to resign from his position on several occasions in protest
against bin Laden’s delaying and accommodationist methods; Abu Hafs
compared bin Laden’s conduct to that of autocratic Arab rulers who
promise to be responsive to the aspirations of the young people only
to gradually empty them of their substance and move in a completely
different direction. In Abu Hafs’s opinion, bin Laden was not radi-
cal enough or daring enough and acted more like a politician than a
revolutionary. Yet ironically, bin Laden sided with the hawks against
the doves, even ignoring the warnings that once provoked the United
States would not show mercy on its enemy. Abu al-Walid’s conclusion is
very damning of bin Laden, whose autocratic style of leadership proved
to be “catastrophic” and brought Al Qaeda to the brink of the abyss.36 It
is only by fleshing out these internal debates and struggles that we gain
a real portrait, not just a sketch, of Al Qaeda and its fateful decisions
like the September 11 attacks.

My argument is that personalities in jihadi circles are more impor-
tant than organization in instilling a sense of comradeship, esprit de
corps, and asabiya. Al Qaeda is no exception to this rule. From the
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outset, bin Laden and his senior confidants, particularly Abu Hafs and
Zawahiri, impressed on their followers the need to blindly trust the
leadership and be loyal. Loyalty and obedience took precedence over
institutional transparency and democratic decision making. “Trust us to
lead because we know what is better for you and the ummah,” is a line
of thinking used by the jihadi movement, including Al Qaeda. In his
best-selling post–September 11 memoir, Zawahiri dispenses free advice
to the rank and file of Al Qaeda and young Muslims in general about
the importance of loyalty and gratitude to the jihadi leadership, mean-
ing himself and bin Laden, without investing it with any holiness and
sacredness.37

In the case of Al Qaeda’s decision making, blind loyalty to “sheikh”
bin Laden not only stifled free debate but also encouraged fatal hubris.
Abu al-Walid, a leading theoretician of the organization, draws a com-
ical picture of the organization whereby junior operatives sought to
please bin Laden and fed him stories that reinforced his perceptions or
misperceptions; for example, bin Laden thought that the United States
was a paper tiger and that it “would not be able to sustain more than
two or three of his painful blows.” To flatter bin Laden and confirm his
“illusions,” Abu al-Walid adds, young Saudis who had visited America
told bin Laden that the United States could be taken down with a
few blows and would be forced to leave Arab lands. Senior members of
the Shura Council, including Abu al-Walid himself, knew that what-
ever bin Laden wanted, he got; accordingly, they decided not to swim
against this powerful current and learned the art of pleasing and flattery.
For example, after heated discussions in which the results were already
known, according to Abu al-Walid, a senior member of the Shura Coun-
cil would smile despondently and say in summation, “‘you are the emir’
and then everyone bends to his will and takes his orders, knowing full
well they are catastrophic errors.”38

Notwithstanding this belated postmortem, almost everyone around
bin Laden, including Abu al-Walid, acted their part and paid homage to
the undisputed leader, sheikh Osama, or Abu Abdullah, as they fondly
addressed him. But bin Laden’s genius does not just lie in stamping his
imprint on recruits and followers but in establishing and financing an
organizational umbrella that provided tiny jihadi factions with a base
(Al Qaeda is an Arabic term that means the base or foundation) to
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pursue jihad. Asked about the goals behind his 1998 launching of the
World Islamic Front for Jihad against the Jews and Crusaders (referred
to hereafter as the World Islamic Front), bin Laden said “this front has
been established as the first step to pool together the energies and con-
centrate efforts against the infidels represented in the Jewish-crusader
alliance, thus replacing splinter and subsidiary fronts.”39

But the statement announcing the establishment of the World
Islamic Front was signed by leaders of fringe militant factions who were
beholden to and dependent on bin Laden for financial support and could
not bring the rank and file of their organizations into the new alliance.
In addition to bin Laden, the signatories included Zawahiri of the Egyp-
tian Islamic Jihad; Rifa’i Ahmad Taha (alias Abu Yasir) of the Egyp-
tian Islamic Group (al-Jama’a al-Islamiya); sheikh Mir Hamzah of the
Jamiat ul Ulema e Pakistan; and Fazul Rahman of the Jihad Movement
in Bangladesh.40

Of all these factions, the Egyptian Islamic Group was the largest.
But Taha, a hardliner who was present at the creation of the World
Islamic Front, did not speak for the incarcerated senior leadership of
his group and was subsequently forced to disclaim being part of the
World Islamic Front. After the 1998 bombings of the U.S. embassies
in Kenya and Tanzania, Taha released an official statement in which he
denied that al-Jama’a al-Islamiya was a founding member of bin Laden’s
World Islamic Front: “We are not a party in any front that confronts
Americans.”41 By fully joining bin Laden, Zawahiri even precipitated a
rupture within his own organization, Islamic Jihad. The rank and file of
Islamic Jihad outside Afghanistan expressed their shock at Zawahiri’s
reckless move and kept their distance. Several members whom I inter-
viewed in Egypt (in 1999 and 2000) said they could not understand
how and why Zawahiri would take on the United States, the sole sur-
viving superpower, and open a second front after suffering major military
and operational setbacks at the hands of Egyptian authorities. “It was
like Zawahiri committed political suicide,” a former senior associate of
Islamic Jihad told me.42

In the end, Al Qaeda was – and still to a lesser extent is – synony-
mous with bin Laden and his close confidants, with no independent
institutional anchor. It is not a transnational version of the Muslim
Brotherhood’s defunct al-Jihaz al-Sirri, or secret service, and it has no
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parallel supporting social, political, or educational institutions. In com-
parison with the Brotherhood, Al Qaeda is a skeleton of an organiza-
tion. Now it has been reduced to an ideological label, a state of mind,
and a mobilizational outreach program to incite attacks worldwide.

Al Qaeda operatives swore baiya to bin Laden – not to Al Qaeda –
and developed no institutional links with the organization itself. As
an organization, Al Qaeda did not exist apart from its creator, and it
is unlikely to survive his demise, even though since September 11 bin
Laden and his associates have succeeded in branding Al Qaeda as a rev-
olutionary idea to new recruits. But even if Al Qaeda as a revolutionary
idea and a brand takes off, it will retain no centralized organizational
infrastructure of any effective global reach. It is critical to make distinc-
tions between the existence of desperate, local affiliates and cells, which
have proliferated since 2003, and a global organization with a central-
ized leadership and decision making and an ambitious agenda. The lat-
ter appears to have suffered major strategic blows and is being gradually
and systemically dismantled. Al Qaeda has become more decentralized,
amorphous, diffuse, and difficult to locate; it no longer represents as
big a threat as it once did, and its global reach has diminished consid-
erably. Although Al Qaeda–inspired or –directed cells can still wreak
havoc in London, Madrid, and Sharm el Sheik, Egypt, their ability to
carry out spectacular operations like on September 11 has been weak-
ened. We should not lose sight of the important distinction between the
nature of the threat represented by local jihadi affiliates and networks
and the threat posed by a centralized global network, which since
September 11 has been degraded. But one point must be made clear:
personalities will continue to drive the new brand, as seems to be the
case with Zarqawi in Iraq and Al Qaeda operatives in Saudi Arabia and
elsewhere. To say so is not to write the obituary of Al Qaeda as a central-
ized global paramilitary organization or to discount its ability to recover
in the long term if appropriate conditions arise, as the case seems in Iraq
today.

However, we must be careful not to exaggerate Al Qaeda’s organi-
zational attributes just because it succeeded in carrying out audacious
attacks and hiding its two top leaders – bin Laden and Zawahiri – so
far. A close reading of the testimony of key captured Al Qaeda oper-
atives shows that the September 11 plot was troubled and improvised
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and could have easily gone awry. Its success was not due to complex
organizational skills but rather to individual tenacity, commitment, and
luck. Yes, luck. Several hijackers first assigned to the plot lost their
nerve and dropped out, and other volunteers had to be recruited to take
their place. The lineup of suicide bombers changed throughout the two
years (1999–2001) of preparation, and there was reportedly infighting
between Mohammed Atta, the mission leader, and another pilot, Ziad
al-Jarrah. According to the plot’s manager, Sheikh Mohammed, bin
Laden became very restless and impatient with the preparations and
wanted the planes operation to proceed as soon as possible regardless
of its efficacy. In 2000, for instance, amid the controversy after then–
Israeli Likud opposition party leader Ariel Sharon’s visit to the Temple
Mount in Jerusalem, Sheikh Mohammed claimed that bin Laden told
him “it would be enough for the hijackers simply to down planes rather
than crash them into specific targets.”43

All this petty squabbling and amateurism and the obsession with
revenge have more in common with criminal mafias than with struc-
tured and complex organizations. Thus it is very surprising that the
bombings were carried out successfully. The malfunctioning of Amer-
ican institutions partially explains the success of Al Qaeda’s audacious
and spectacular attack. Thus it is misleading to view Al Qaeda through
the prism of its September 11 feat and endow it with a complex organi-
zational structure.

One of the major failings of all jihadis, not just Al Qaeda, is their
inability or unwillingness to construct formal institutions and organiza-
tions, as opposed to informal committees and networks, that could sur-
vive the incarceration of their founding charismatic emirs. Like their
ruling tormentors, jihadis are addicted to the cult of personality. But
unlike ruling autocrats, jihadis possess neither the resources nor the
bureaucracies to keep them afloat. They remain deeply dependent on
a narrow core of charismatic leaders who have mastered the art of blun-
ders, to navigate their loyal followers through stormy seas.

This structural handicap does not bode well for jihadis’ future
prospects because of the lack of institutional continuity and renewal
and the difficulty of nourishing a broad social base. The problem
lies in their paramilitary and underground character and their over-
whelming reliance on armed means and shock, as opposed to a more
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comprehensive strategy, to attain their goals. In such a secretive and
self-enclosed environment, powerful personalities dominate the jihadis’
decision-making process at the expense of institution building. All
jihadi groups fall into this personality trap and become self-imposed
prisoners.44

This book will highlight the role of jihadi leaders within both the
transnationalist and the religious-nationalist camps who served as the
drivers behind their groups. For example, the rise of transnational-
ist jihadis cannot be understood without contextualizing the alliance
between bin Laden and Zawahiri and the merging of their assets – Al
Qaeda and Zawahiri’s loyal contingent within Tanzim al-Jihad. The
coming together of these two men, who were estranged from their coun-
tries and without an anchor, played a decisive role in the formation of
the World Islamic Front. In June 2001 they cemented their marriage
by merging their two groups – Al Qaeda and elements of the Tanzim –
into one, Qaeda al-Jihad. The experience and character of the two com-
plemented each other and fueled their unholy alliance with missionary
zeal.

I will discuss the development and evolution of their relationship
and their interaction with associates within their own organizations
as well as with religious nationalists. In particular, I will flesh out the
power struggle and personality clashes between the leaders of the two
camps, particularly bin Laden and Zawahiri on the one hand, and their
religious-nationalist rivals, on the other.

To summarize, the book will not just tell the story of the rise of
transnationalist jihadis; it will also delve deeper into the structure of
the jihadi movement as a whole. For example, why did jihadis neglect
and disregard low politics in favor of high (and international) politics?
Why the obsession with the use of force to capture the state? What went
wrong with the jihadi movement? How deep has entropy settled in its
body politic? Where does it go from here? Does it have a future? Could
it overcome its existential crisis and transform itself into a nonviolent
religious and social-political movement?
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Religious Nationalists and the Near Enemy

Throughout the 1980s and the first half of the 1990s jihadis devoted
most of their resources to dislodging the near enemy and establishing
theocratic states governed by Shariah (Islamic law). A review of their
documents, manifestos, and actions indicates a preoccupation with the
internal conditions of Muslims in disparate countries compared to those
of the ummah as a whole. Little attention was paid to the need to con-
front the far enemy, particularly the United States. Since September 11,
the received wisdom in the United States and the West generally has
it that jihadis had always possessed an ambitious and expansive global
agenda and had patiently waited for an opportune moment to execute it.
Ironically, transnationalist jihadis, including Zawahiri, bin Laden, and
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, would also like us to believe this. The weight of
evidence indicates otherwise, however, and the situation is much more
complex than that.

Jihad Goes Local

Clearly, jihadis deeply mistrusted international arrangements that, in
their eyes, discriminated against Muslims and kept them militarily
impotent and politically and economically dependent. They also sus-
pected the United States and the Soviet Union of being intrinsically
hostile to dar al-islam, or the House of Islam, and more specifically to
their revolutionary Islamist project. But throughout the 1970s, 1980s,
and the first half of the 1990s the dominant thinking among leading
jihadis was that the ability of the international system, dar al-harb, or
the House of War, to dominate and subjugate dar al-islam depended on

43
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the collusion and submissiveness of local ruling “renegades.”1 As one
influential jihadi manifesto put it in 1986, the latter are a “fifth column
that gnaws the bones of Muslim society at the behest of foreign powers.
They lost their will and sold their honor and dignity. . . . They paved the
way for colonialism and exploitation.”2

During this period, almost all the documents written or distributed
by jihadis stressed the treacherous, destructive role played by the near
enemy in facilitating the penetration of the Muslim ummah by the far
enemy as well as the elimination of Islam from public life. They also
called for a total mobilization and confrontation against jahili soci-
ety and rule rather than taking jihad global. At that time fighting the
far enemy was neither a priority nor even a goal for the overwhelm-
ing majority of jihadis. Until the mid-1990s jihadi theory and prac-
tice focused almost exclusively on the domestic agenda and the need to
replace the state of kufr (disbelief or rejection of divine guidance) with
God’s governance or sovereignty. The war against Islam and Muslims
was considered to be as much perpetrated by secular rulers and their
intellectual and religious allies at home as it was by the West or the
East. Thus the first priority was to create Islamic polities as the first step
to reinstall the caliphate that would make the Shariah the law of the
lands. However, to achieve this worthy goal, according to jihadis, the
overthrow of Muslim leaders, the guardians of the corrupt status quo,
was required.3

In particular, two important jihadi documents deserve special men-
tion. The first is “The Absent Duty,” written in the late 1970s by
Mohammed Abd al-Salam Faraj (who played a vital role in the 1981
assassination of Egyptian President Sadat and was subsequently exe-
cuted by Egyptian authorities).4 As noted in the Prologue, Faraj coined
the terms “near enemy” and “far enemy” and assigned the highest pri-
ority to militarily confronting the former. According to Faraj, every-
thing else, including liberating occupied Jerusalem, took a back seat to
the fight against local apostates. Faraj’s former associates whom I inter-
viewed said that “The Absent Duty” became the operational manual
of the jihadi movement in the 1980s and remained so through the first
half of the 1990s, influencing the general direction of senior leaders,
like Zawahiri, who for 15 years employed Faraj’s hierarchy of enemies.



P1: JYD
9780521737432c01 CUUS566/Gerges 978 0 521 73743 2 February 9, 2009 9:8

Religious Nationalists and the Near Enemy • 45

A decade later another pamphlet widely circulated by the Jihad
Group in Upper Egypt, “The Inevitability of Confrontation,” ranked
four vital tasks that were considered “religiously sanctioned” in terms of
importance:

(1) toppling the impious ruler who has abandoned religion;
(2) fighting any Muslim community that deserts Islam;
(3) reestablishing the caliphate and installing a caliph (pan-Islamic

ruler); and
(4) liberating the homeland, freeing the captives (prisoners), and

spreading religion.5

Notice that this list of priorities given by the Jihad Group centered pri-
marily on internal, not regional or international, goals and concerns.
There was hardly any mention of the need to fight the Zionists or
the Americans. In the 1970s, 1980s, and early 1990s, jihadis did not
articulate, let alone entertain, a paradigm of taking jihad global. Their
politics were decidedly domestic. They were religious nationalists par
excellence.

A close reading of jihadis’ writings, unlike that of other social and
political activists, shows an overwhelming emphasis on local affairs at
the expense of foreign policy and the Arab-Israeli conflict, a highly emo-
tive issue in Arab and Muslim politics. Activists of differing ideological
colors and persuasions often use the Palestinian predicament to mobi-
lize the masses and garner public support. Not so initially with doctri-
naire jihadis, as opposed to irredendist ones in Palestine and Lebanon,
who hardly invested any practical resources in assisting their Palestinian
brethren. Jihadis’ apparent lack of operational interest in the Pales-
tinian trauma, framed mainly in terms of a nationalist, not religious,
identity, reflected a set of domestic priorities as opposed to regional and
international ones.6

In my conversations with scores of former jihadis, they said they were
driven by a religious fervor to institute divine authority on earth and to
rid their countries of ruling apostates. Regardless of their real motiva-
tions for rising up against the ruling elite, which are very complex, they
all come across as religious nationalists with no global blueprint tran-
scending their individual countries.7 At the heart of their grievances lie


