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1 The West’s colonization of
Muslim lands and the rise
of Islamic fundamentalism

Like locating fault lines to determine where earthquakes are apt to develop,
examining the history of the affected peoples, particularly who did what to
whom, helps explain the advent of terrorism perpetrated by extreme Muslim
fundamentalist groups against the West and against the United States in
particular. When Russian, American, or European leaders condemn Muslim
terrorism and terrorists, they rarely, if ever, mention the behavior of Russia
and European countries towards Muslim ones1 in the seventeenth, eighteenth,
nineteenth, and twentieth centuries. For example, in 1830, France invaded,
and in 1834 annexed, Algeria. Only after a bitterly fought and bloody nine-
year war of independence in which the rebels killed French civilians and
targeted French bars and restaurants and the French engaged in ruthless
counterterrorist methods, including torture, did General Charles de Gaulle
finally accede to Algerian independence in 1962. In the 1600s, the Dutch,
following the Portuguese, began the conquest and colonization of the
Indonesian islands, today the most populous Muslim nation, only to give
them up under intense internal and international pressure in 1949. In the late
1700s and in the 1800s, Russia annexed Tatar Crimea, the Caucasus, includ-
ing Chechnya and other Central Asian Muslim nations like Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. These
latter six countries only achieved independence with the breakup of the Soviet
Union in 1991. Chechnya, which Russia did not consider an independent
state, remains under Russian rule.

Britain began the colonization of India and what is now Pakistan in the
1700s, with the activities of the government-sanctioned East India Company,
only to fully colonize the Indian subcontinent in the 1800s.2 The British left
their former colony in 1947, agreeing to divide it along religious lines (Hindu
and Muslim) into two bitterly separated states, India and Pakistan. Britain
also had three times waged war against Afghanistan, invading in 1838 and in
1878, and fighting a rebellion in 1919.3 To protect its hold on India and to
thwart Russian influence, Britain took the Khyber Pass and other areas and
installed the Afghan ruler in 1880 on the condition that Britain would run
Afghanistan’s foreign policy. After the 1919 rebellion, Britain recognized
Afghanistan’s independence. (The Soviet Union was to invade Afghanistan in
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1979. In response, the US armed the Afghan Mujahideen, unwittingly helping
Osama bin Laden and his organization, al Qaeda, to emerge.)

Britain invaded Egypt in 1882, retaining a colonial relationship with that
country until 1954. Britain also took over as “trust territories” Muslim states
from the former Ottoman Empire after the First World War, literally drawing
the map establishing Iraq, as well as taking Jordan and Palestine. Britain also
exploited its economic ties to Iran, obtaining in 1901 an exclusive 60-year
concession to explore for oil in that country and in 1907 agreeing with Russia
to divide Iran into separate spheres of influence. In addition, the European
countries colonized virtually all of Africa, including the Northern African
Muslim states, generally not giving them up for independence until the 1960s.

The list does not end here. Almost every Muslim country on the planet
was conquered and colonized by Europeans or Russians (see Table 1.1,
pp. 19–27). Most of those countries became free of the colonizer only since
the end of the Second World War, with many gaining independence in the
1960s. In every Muslim country that experienced colonization, there are still
substantial numbers of the populace living today who also lived under colon-
ization. Although most Muslims living today were born after the Second
World War (and even after 1980), colonization has cast a long, dark shadow.

Just as abolishing de jure discrimination has not eliminated de facto racial
discrimination in the US, the simple act of becoming independent does not
immediately eliminate the attitudes, customs, and institutions of either the
colonizer or the colonized. After casting off the yoke of white minority rule in
South Africa, the government is nonetheless finding it particularly difficult to
grapple with the issues of unemployment and underemployment, economic
development, and the AIDS pandemic, not to mention transitional justice.
Nelson Mandela’s declaration that the new South African constitution put to
rest the 500 years of colonization starting with the Portuguese has not in and
of itself made South Africa a stable or a prosperous country.

Even after independence, the colonizer often exerted inordinate influence
on its former colony. The colonizer’s government, its private corporations,
and its religions had been operating in the former colony for decades. Even
after independence, these institutions often keep on operating. Sometimes for
self-interest, sometimes out of a sense of obligation, the colonizer has inter-
vened militarily or economically or both. Sometimes, the colonizer, if not
pulling all the strings as it did previously, continues to run important busi-
nesses and to provide the major source of foreign capital and investment in
the former colony. Culture, language, and religion, likewise, sometimes have
bound former colonizer and colony in ways that neither had foreseen.

Explaining the British tactic of controlling another country without neces-
sarily colonizing it, historian John Darwin’s words apply equally strongly to
the post-colonization experience of many formally colonized states:

[T]he British had always been prepared to secure their imperial ends—
trade, security, influence—by the widest variety of political means, using
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the inflexible and expensive method of direct colonial rule only when
necessary—and often grudging the necessity. Whenever possible they
preferred to influence, persuade, inveigle (by economic benefits) or
frighten local rulers into cooperation with them. All this means that we
cannot easily measure the extent to which British dominance over client
states and colonial peoples contracted by the crude yardstick of a change
in constitutional forms.4

Until conquest and colonization were made illegal in the last century, the
story of the human race mainly consists of peoples conquering, colonizing,
often enslaving and, in some cases, destroying or banishing other peoples.
The Muslim Ottoman Empire itself was established through conquest and
colonization. The US was established through conquest and, to a great extent,
by destruction of the native population. That conquest and colonization
were commonly practiced does not, however, heal the wounds they caused
any faster. Furthermore, the world community’s outlawing conquest and
colonization has heightened the consciousness, even of peoples who were
conquered and colonized before the practice was banned. Most Muslim coun-
tries were subject to colonization within 100 years of the UN Charter, the
multilateral treaty, concluded in 1945, which most clearly made conquest
illegal.5 A large number of Muslim countries achieved independence in the
1960s, so the wounds caused by colonization, from the perspective of world
history, remain relatively fresh.

Most Muslim countries have had difficulty in the post-colonial period
meeting the fundamental needs of their people. If one excludes the oil-
producing states, Muslim countries are disproportionately represented among
the bottom third of countries in terms of absolute and per capita gross
domestic product.6 Non-oil-producing Muslim countries rank in the bottom
third of states in terms of industrial production and in income per capita.7

Many of the independent post-colonial Arab and Muslim states adopted far
more draconian laws and policies than the former Ottoman Empire. The
Ottomans often governed on the basis of accommodation rather than absolute
force. The governments of the independent Arab and Muslim states often
borrowed the repressive policies and practices of the European and Russian
colonizers rather than the generally more relaxed practices of the Ottoman
Empire.

Few Muslim countries have a democratic form of government; most,
unfortunately, are run by authoritarian regimes. Freedom House lists only
three Muslim countries as “free”.8 Muslim countries also score low on
Transparency International’s corruption index.9 Of the large Muslim states,
Turkey may be the most democratic. It also has suffered military coups and
possesses one of the worst human rights records in Europe. In attempting to
gain entry into the European Union, Turkey has commendably made real
reform, such as abolishing the death penalty in peacetime. Amnesty Inter-
national reports, however, that Turkey is still actively prosecuting individuals
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under Article 301 of its penal law for “denigrating Turkishness,” going so far,
for example, as to criminally prosecute an attorney for uttering the word,
“Kurdistan.”10 Amnesty also notes that Turkey is continuing to torture and
mistreat prisoners.11

The literacy rate of Arab counties is 70.3 percent,12 far behind the former
Eastern bloc countries, Europe, Canada, and the US. The Arab states rate
towards the bottom of countries on indices measuring freedom of speech and
freedom of the press. Consequently, cultural life in these states has stagnated.

For many Muslims, it must be galling to have been passed by the West in
almost every category. In the mid-1500s, the Ottoman Empire was the super-
power, the unquestioned top military power in Europe, Asia, and Africa.13

Muslim architecture was the most advanced; their mathematicians were mak-
ing breakthroughs that made the rest of the world wonder.14 Their scholars
generally were the most respected in the world. Furthermore, Muslim soci-
eties were among those most tolerant of the “other.” For example, Muslim
Turkey welcomed the Jews after they were expelled from Catholic Spain in
1492.15 (Jews and Christians were generally tolerated in the Ottoman Empire
probably because of the teaching of the Hanafite school of Islam.)16 Given this
history, Muslims must have found it particularly humiliating to be conquered
and colonized by the Europeans and Russians. It must have resembled Detroit
automakers being taken over by the Japanese (and now the Italians). Further-
more, as noted above, the post-colonial experience of Muslim countries has not
generally been as positive as it might have been, and certainly has not cleansed
those societies of the humiliation of colonization.

1.1 The colonial experience—Egypt

As noted above, nearly every Muslim country was colonized by European
countries or Russia. It might be instructive to examine the colonial experi-
ence of one such country that is probably representative of many. Egypt had
been a Muslim country since 641 ce.17 Egypt was the only Muslim country to
successfully fight off the thirteenth-century Mongol invasion that so devas-
tated the Muslim world.18 The army of Sultan Selim brought Egypt into the
Ottoman Empire after defeating the ruling Mamluks outside Cairo in 1517.19

In 1798, Egypt, however, was conquered by Napoleon. Napoleon’s conquest
was short-lived. The Ottoman Turks and the British banded together and
pushed the French out in 1801. One of the Turkish officers, Muhammad Ali
(also known as Mehemet Ali), became the ruler of Egypt. He defeated the
British in 1807, brutally confiscated the lands of rival feudal lords, persuaded
the Ottoman Sultan to name him viceroy, and, of all Muslim leaders in the
nineteenth century, did the most to modernize his country along European
lines.20 His modernization projects included the building of irrigation canals,
the construction of shipbuilding plants, textile mills, and other factories,
the creation of a huge conscripted standing army on the European model, the
cultivation of cotton, sugar cane, and other cash crops, and the imposition
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of tariffs on European imports to protect Egypt’s nascent industries.21 He
ruthlessly impressed the peasantry into the army and into his textile mills.
He also excluded the Muslim clergy, the ulama, from avenues of power.22

Muhammad Ali gained Egypt’s de facto independence from the Ottoman
Empire, an independence that displeased Britain. One of Ali’s military cam-
paigns threatened Constantinople. Britain and France supported the Ottoman
Empire in fending off the attack and in defeating Ali. Under the terms of the
Treaty of London of 1841, Ali had to give up Syria, limit his army to 18,000
troops and ease his tariffs on British imports, an act that contributed to the
failure of his efforts to establish Egyptian manufacturing.23 This Treaty did
make Ali’s heirs hereditary rulers, the only viceroys in the Ottoman Empire
to have gained this privilege.

Ali was uninterested in cutting a canal through the Suez. His successor,
Abbas Pasha, was likewise uninterested, but upon the latter’s death in 1854,
Said Pasha, Ali’s son, began a nine-year rule. He wanted to continue the mod-
ernization of Egypt, and happened to be a childhood friend of French diplo-
mat and engineer Ferdinand de Lesseps, to whom he gave the concession to
build the canal.24 The latter founded the Universal Company of the Maritime
Suez Canal in 1858.25 His company, financed by French and Egyptian inves-
tors, started construction that year. Using the forced labor of thousands of
Egyptian peasants, the Company completed the canal nearly 11 years later at
twice the estimated cost.26

When the company ran into financial trouble, Said Pasha bought 44 percent
of its stock. In his attempts to modernize the country, from stringing tele-
graph lines up the Nile to expanding the railroad and building the Suez
Canal, Said Pasha had run the government into debt.27

Said’s successor, Ismail Pasha, under the thrall of the Europeans, continued
modernization projects, including greatly expanding public education, rail-
roads, harbors, and other public works. Unfortunately, Ismail spent far beyond
his and his country’s means, nearly bankrupting Egypt and permitting it to
fall largely into the hands of French and British creditors.28 In 1875, the dire
financial situation virtually compelled the government to sell its shares in the
canal to Britain. (By 1880, 66 percent of Egypt’s revenue went to pay the debt
and the tribute to the Sultan.29) The French and English governments urged
Ismail to abdicate in favor of his son Toufik. When the Ottoman Sultan agreed,
Ismail was deposed, and Toufik, at 27, became the viceroy of Egypt.

Toufik did not reign independently for long. Although he tried to turn the
debt crisis around, he lacked the stature to control the army. A charismatic
officer, Said Ahmed Urabi, led an army revolt in 1881, which resulted in
Urabi’s being appointed Minister of War in 1882 and shortly thereafter
the military ruler of the country.30 Urabi set to work wresting internal con-
trol of Egypt from the French and the British, and called for the expulsion of
foreigners.31 His policies alarmed the two European powers.

Although initially opposed to the canal’s construction,32 the British con-
sidered the completed Suez Canal vital to their interests as “the highway to
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India.”33 Concerned that Urabi’s revolt might threaten their access to the
canal, the British invaded Egypt in 1882, beat Urabi’s troops with superior
firepower, captured Urabi, and reinstated Toufik.34 For the next 72 years, the
British retained de facto if not de jure control of the country. Specifically, the
British occupied Egypt, but permitted the Egyptian viceroy to exercise nom-
inal authority. At the outbreak of the First World War, the British appointed
their own sultan of Egypt, establishing a protectorate that lasted until shortly
after that war.35 After the protectorate ended, authority was supposedly passed
to Egypt’s monarchy (Ali’s heir), but real power lay with the British who
continued to station large troop contingents in Egypt until 1954.36

The colonization of Egypt had practical effects, for example, changing a
diverse economy into a single commodity enterprise: “From a country which
formed one of the hubs in the commerce of the Ottoman world and beyond,
and which produced and exported its own food and textiles, Egypt was turn-
ing into a country whose economy was dominated by the production of a
single commodity, raw cotton, for the global textile industry of Europe. By
the eve of the First World War, cotton was to account for more than ninety-
two percent of the total value of Egypt’s exports.”37 Four-fifths of Egyptian
cotton went directly to British textile mills.38

Some aspects of European colonization were particularly humiliating to
Egyptians. For example, they were blatantly discriminated against in employ-
ment contracts. Furthermore, under a seventeenth-century agreement between
the Ottoman Sultan and the French, which was ultimately applied to all
Europeans, the Egyptian government had no authority to apply Egyptian
laws to Europeans living in Egypt. Known as the Capitulations, this set of
laws and practices enabled the Europeans to act with impunity in commit-
ting crimes and civil wrongs. The Earl of Cromer, the first British Viceroy,
who was the real power in Egypt for 18 years, admitted: “At first sight, it
appears monstrous that the smuggler should carry on his illicit trade under
the eyes of the Custom-house authorities because treaty engagements forbid
any prompt and effective action taken against him. These engagements have
also been turned to such base uses that they have protected the keeper of the
gambling hell, the vendor of adulterated drinks, the receiver of stolen goods,
and the careless apothecary who supplies his customer with poison in the
place of some healing drug.”39 Cromer defended the practice on the grounds
that the Egyptian government was “bad” and that the European colonizers
had to be assured they could make money without the interference of such a
government.40

After the First World War, representatives of the Egyptian people con-
tested Britain’s holding onto Egypt. Several US members of Congress like-
wise objected. One of Woodrow Wilson’s 14 points declared that such
nations as Egypt should be free of colonization of any sort.41 Wilson himself
criticized Britain’s practice of colonization. Britain and France successfully
resisted all such claims. The 1920 San Remo Conference, the subsequent
Treaty of Sèvres, and the League of Nations parceled out the Ottoman Empire
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mainly between the British and the French.42 The creation of the mandate
system in the former Ottoman Empire outraged the Arab population living
in many of these lands.43 Instead of freedom and self-government, the Arabs
received another brand of colonial rule.44

Only Turkey had the military strength to reject the Treaty of Sèvres, which,
by the way, had carved out new states of Armenia and Kurdistan, respect-
ively. Upon Kemal Ataturk’s overthrow of the Ottomon Sultan (the Caliph)45

and his imposition of secular rule, the Allies agreed to Ataturk’s demands
to throw out the Treaty of Sèvres, expanding Turkey’s borders and eliminat-
ing the two new states. In his zeal to establish a modern, democratic Turkey,
Kemel Ataturk also persuaded the Turkish Parliament to abolish the
Caliphate in 1924.46 Although most Muslims frequently disagreed with the
Caliph and the Caliph’s practice of bowing to Western powers, the abolition
of the religious head for Muslims was somewhat like abolishing the papacy
would be for Catholics. The abolition caused dismay throughout the Muslim
world, leaving Muslims feeling adrift.

In Egypt, meanwhile, a group of prominent nationalists, led by Sacd
Zaghul, demanded that Britain end the protectorate and give Egypt indepen-
dence. Britain responded by arresting and exiling the group to Malta in March
1919.47 Incensed by the British response, the Egyptians revolted. The British
used military force to put down the revolt, eventually killing approximately
800 Egyptians and wounding 1,400 others.48

Between the two world wars, nationalism in Egypt and much of the Middle
East was ascendant, but little progress toward throwing off the English yoke
was made. The breakup of the Ottoman Empire and the abolition of the
Caliphate devastated much of the Arab and Muslim worlds, both economic-
ally and culturally. In a sense, the breakup was like creating the European
Union in reverse. What had been a single though somewhat loosely bound
empire, overnight became a group of new states (or at least new separately
designated colonies or protectorates). Each of the newly created Arab or
Muslim states all at once had foreign borders; each had its own set of tariffs,
customs and taxes. Former Ottoman Empire provinces that had little to do
with one another were cobbled together to form a country (for example, Iraq
was formed from three provinces of the Ottoman Empire). Others, like Trans-
jordan, were created because of squabbles between France and Britain over
Syria. Fragmenting the Ottoman Empire weakened the whole, which was
France and Britain’s objective,49 since they received most of the Ottoman
Empire; only Turkey’s military might and its drastic drive towards modernity
enabled it to escape the colonial powers’ grasp.

In 1936, Britain and Egypt signed the bilateral Anglo-Egypt treaty, which
supposedly formally ended the British occupation of Egypt, but also provided
Egypt with a British defense guarantee against the possible invasion by
the then fascist Italy.50 Under the treaty, however, 10,000 additional British
troops were moved to the Canal Zone at this time and, with the advent of
the Second World War, Britain effectively occupied the country again. In the
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British view, the renewed de facto colonization of Egypt was justified because
of the threat to the Canal during the war for Allied shipping of supplies,
matériel and troops.51

1.2 The rise of Nasser, the secular, authoritarian
military leader

As disappointment continued to sweep through the Arab world after the
Second World War, all parts of the Egyptian population were agitating against
British rule. Although the British had left the rest of Egypt largely alone,
Britain stationed 80,000 troops in the Canal Zone. One Egyptian commenta-
tor describes the forces that led to the Egyptian Army Revolt of 23 July 1952:
“The presence of British troops in the Suez Canal Zone [was] widely resented
as a national humiliation.”52 In January 1952, when the British used heavy
weapons against the light-armed Egyptian police, there was a national outcry.
“The following day, the Black Saturday of 26 January 1952, the Cairo mobs
burst out and burned the fashionable shopping centre of the city.”53 The army
had to be called in to impose order.

The so-called Black Saturday was a preview of the Free Officers Revolt six
months later. On 23 July 1952, some young military officers led a revolt
against the monarchy and Britain. All sectors of the population from religious
fundamentalists to the secularists supported the revolt. It succeeded. King
Farouk left the country to become a playboy on the Riviera. Under the treaty
of 1954, Britain agreed to leave the Canal to the nationalist Egyptian gov-
ernments. Although the British left Egypt, the Canal continued to be run
by the Suez Canal Company, which was predominantly a European company
with mainly European employees in positions of importance.

After the revolt, Gamal Abdul Nasser, one of the Free Officers, was named
premier of Egypt. Nasser espoused a pan-Arabian ideology, but along secular
lines. Nearly four years to the day after the 1952 revolt, Nasser nationalized
the Suez Canal. He offered to compensate the Canal Company shareholders,
based on their share value on the French La Bourse, the French Stock
Exchange, on the day before the nationalization.

The reaction of Britain and France was electric. Despite Egypt’s offer to
pay the European shareholders, the British and French saw the takeover as
robbery of “their” Canal. They moved in the press and in the United Nations
(UN) to stop the nationalization. In concert with the British and French
governments, the largely European-owned Suez Canal Company took the
extraordinary step of offering two years’ pay to all Canal company employees
to leave Egypt.54 The Company wanted to demonstrate that Egypt could not
run the Canal. The expected Egyptian failure was to serve as a pretext for
invasion. Apparently, that effort was unsuccessful. Using its naval pilots and
the few Egyptian pilots who worked for the Suez Canal Company, the
Egyptians kept the Canal running efficiently after nearly all the foreign pilots
and technical personnel pulled out.55 The US and other members of the UN
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counseled that France and Britain bring their case to the International Court
of Justice (ICJ). Probably knowing they would lose in the ICJ, the French and
English rejected that proposal. (Egypt had met all the elements of the con-
servative, supposedly customary international norm of legal nationalization:
it had taken the Suez for a public purpose and it offered to provide fair and
adequate compensation to the shareholders.56)

Instead, the French and the English encouraged Israel to invade Egypt
and promised that they would supply air support and other matériel. On
29 October 1956, Israel invaded Egypt according to plan, and, as agreed, the
French supplied air support for the attacking force and for the protection of
Israel. Two days later, the Royal Air Force and the French Armée de l’Air
“bombed and rocketed every conceivable target of military importance [in
Egypt]: airfields and strips all the way from Delta to Luxor, harbors, railways,
roads, and bridges, barracks, and assembly yards.”57 These included attacks
on a military barracks in a densely populated part of Cairo and attacks coming
as often as one every ten minutes “with an average of forty to fifty attacks in a
day,” resulting in a large loss of civilian life.58 The Egyptians initially fought
back, but later retreated from the Sinai.

Both the USSR and the US opposed the attacks on Egypt. On 30 October
1956, the US introduced a resolution in the UN Security Council, “calling on
all countries to refrain from [using armed] force in the Middle East.”59 Both
France and Britain vetoed the resolution. They also vetoed a Soviet resolution
calling for a ceasefire and for Israel to withdraw from the Sinai.60

Then the USSR threatened both Britain and Israel; the US told Britain
that it would not financially support the pound sterling, which for other
reasons had been losing value. Dag Hammarskjöld, the distinguished UN
Secretary General, offered his resignation in protest of the attacks on Egypt.61

France and Britain backed down. The Israeli forces moved back from the
Sinai, but retained access to the Straits of Tiran, to which it did not have
access before the attack.

The colonial powers lost, and, even though his army was defeated, Nasser
became a hero in the non-aligned world.62 At least one commentator attrib-
utes the brisk pace of worldwide decolonization after the “Suez Affair” to the
success of Nasser in nationalizing a primarily European-owned company and
to the defeat of France and Britain in their attempts to retake the canal.63

That was probably the apogee of Nasser’s fame. When the US refused to
finance the Aswan Dam because Nasser had purchased military equipment
from Czechoslovakia—then a Soviet satellite—Nasser turned to the USSR.
The tilt towards the USSR made Nasser unpopular with the US government
and the US began to move against him. On the other hand, Nasser’s break
with the West was exceedingly popular in the Arab world, which had been
under the thumb of the European powers.64

In the 1960s, Nasser (and other Arab leaders) increasingly made threats to
Israel; Nasser also took threatening actions: “On May 15, [1967] Nasser put
the Egyptian military forces on alert and began moving them into the Sinai.
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He . . . request[ed] the complete withdrawal [of the United Nations Emer-
gency force, which patrolled on the Egypt side of the Egypt-Israeli border].
After the withdrawal, Egypt again [on May 23, 1967] closed the Strait of
Tiran to Israeli ships, an action Israel said it would consider an act of war.”65

Nasser continuously talked openly of his plans to attack Israel and continu-
ously encouraged other states to do so as well.

Israeli leaders agreed to negotiate, but the Arab leaders refused to do so.
Nasser avowed on 27 May 1965 that if it came to a war “the objective will be
the destruction of Israel,”66 and although he agreed to a UN mediation of the
Israeli dispute, any concessions he made were extremely limited. Nasser’s
stance against Israel and the UN reinforced his popularity among Arab
governments.67

Faced with the provocative language and actions, Israel launched a
preemptive attack on 5 June 1967, conquering Egypt, Jordan, and Syria,
taking the Sinai from Egypt, the Gaza Strip from Jordan, and the Golan
Heights from Syria. Although not expressly authorized under Article 51 of the
UN Charter, a preemptive attack is probably justifiable under customary
international law in narrow circumstances. The legality of such an attack is
usually evaluated under the Caroline case, requiring that the preemptive
use of force “be confined to cases in which the ‘necessity of that self-defense is
instant, overwhelming, and leaving no choice of means, and no moment for
deliberation.’ ”68 A large body of legal scholars believe that Israel was entitled
under international law to make a preemptive strike because the threat was
imminent (“instant” and “overwhelming”) and Israel had exhausted all
peaceful means to avoid the use of military force.69

1.3 The rise of al Banna and the Muslim Brotherhood

During the 1919 Egyptian revolt against Britain, a 13-year-old boy named
Hasan al Banna went on strike with the university students, wrote anti-
imperialist poetry and saw British soldiers occupy his town near the Canal,
apparently as part of their keeping the Suez Canal under their control.70 Al
Banna grew to become a religious and nationalist leader. Isaac Musa Husain
explains how the First World War and its aftermath affected al Banna and
helped create the movement he led:

After the war Turkey abandoned the Caliphate, discarded the Arabic
alphabet, and carried out extensive reforms. These things had profound
repercussions in Egypt. The Liberals seized this opportunity to issue
literature on Egypt’s relations with the West, the substitution of the
Western hat for the fez, the emancipation of women, freedom of thought,
and the like. On the other hand, the Conservatives held these to be a
departure from the fold of Islam, the message of the Koran, the name of
the Caliphate, and religion in its totality. It was their opinion that Egypt
had become the headquarters of the Islamic mission, the field of its
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struggle, and the legal heir of its leadership. Al Banna was among those
of the latter party.71

In 1928, in Ismailia, Egypt, al Banna founded the Muslim Brotherhood.72 A
gifted speaker and organizer, al Banna built the society into one of the most
formidable organizations in Egypt, if not the Arab world. At its height, in the
1940s, the Muslim Brotherhood had over 500,000 registered members.73 The
Brotherhood ran schools, health clinics, religious classes, and other services,
as well as developing a clandestine military arm. Fearing the Brotherhood’s
power, the Egyptian prime minister, Mahmud al Nuqrashi, in 1948, declared
the organization illegal and seized its assets. Three weeks later, one of the
Brotherhood’s members assassinated the prime minister. This murder led to
the assassination of the 43-year-old al Banna the following year, probably by
an Egyptian government agent.74

The Muslim Brotherhood was the forerunner of those Arab–Muslim groups
today, including al Qaeda, which have targeted the West for violence. Specif-
ically, after al Banna’s assassination, the Brotherhood became more militant
and its views more extreme. Sayyid al Qutb became the Brotherhood’s philo-
sophical and theological prophet as well as one of the organization’s leaders. A
skilled writer and deep thinker, al Qutb went far beyond al Banna and called
not only for a Muslim state and for the recovery of all territory once under
Muslim control, but also for world conquest and the imposition of Islam
as the official world government and as the sole religion for all peoples of the
world.75 After studying for a postgraduate degree at Colorado State College
of Education (now University of Northern Colorado) from 1948 to 1951, al
Qutb returned to Egypt with special antipathy towards the United States,
its culture, and its people.

Al Qutb and the Muslim Brotherhood had crossed paths with the
new government since the Free Officers’ successful liberation of Egypt from
Britain in 1952. Although initially supporting the government, the Muslim
Brotherhood soon stood at odds with Nasser’s secular state. Some members of
the Muslim Brotherhood engaged in violence against state officials, including
at least one assassination attempt against Nasser. Although al Qutb did not
directly take part in such violence, he was tortured and imprisoned for many
years. He was subsequently accused of plotting against the state and against
its president. Nasser had him executed on 29 August 1966, elevating al Qutb
to martyrdom status in the eyes of Islamic fundamentalists. Al Qutb’s philo-
sophical writings have become the holy writ of today’s Muslim fundamentalist
movements and he is said to have inspired Osama bin Laden.

Up until 1967, most Muslims looked up to Nasser, admired his pan-Arab
nationalism, and his apparent modernization of Egypt. Islamic fundamental-
ists held relatively little power. The Israeli success in the Six Day War,
however, had a devastating impact on the secular Arab governments. These
governments were discredited in the eyes of their people. Because of the
failure of these governments vis-à-vis Israel, domestically, the pendulum
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began to swing away from the secular modernizing governments epitomized
by Nasser,76 and by the Shah of Iran, to the “conservative” Muslim funda-
mentalists, epitomized by the Muslim Brotherhood.77 As previously noted,
there is a competition going on in the Islamic world between the “conserva-
tive” fundamentalists and the “liberal” modern secularists. In the last 40 years,
we may still be witnessing the rise of fundamentalism in the Muslim world,
with the possible exception of Iran. There, actual experience of living under a
Muslim state has fuelled an active opposition, which, however, has not yet
become strong enough to displace the mullahs.

“Conservative” fundamentalists have also been strengthened by internal
domestic policies of Islamic states. Nasser, for example, ruled with an iron
hand, imprisoning political opponents, torturing them and, in some cases,
executing them. He took repressive measures against the Muslim Brother-
hood, which had opposed his secularizing of Egyptian society. Lawrence
Wright notes that the seeds for 9/11 may very well have been sown in Egypt’s
torture chambers.78

In addition to imprisoning political opponents, Nasser muzzled the press.
His apologists note that he nationalized much of the economy, establishing
state socialism, and that he broke up the large manors and engaged in
land reform, distributing much land to the peasants. With its grip on most
institutions and on newspapers, radio, and television, however, the Nasser
regime censored much and allowed little press freedom. Like most controlled
economies, Egypt’s suffered and declined. Once a center of culture, debate,
and publishing, Cairo lost its edge, later to be taken up by Beirut because of
the latter’s relative openness.

1.4 Anwar al Sadat

When Nasser died unexpectedly in 1970 of a heart attack, his lieutenants
became the rulers of Egypt. But Anwar al Sadat, one of the original “Free
Officers” in the war of independence, took control of the country in a military
coup in 1971, dismissed Nasser’s lieutenants from government, and became
the President of Egypt.79 He is most noted for three things: his attack
on Israel on Yom Kippur in 1973; his trip to Jerusalem in 1977; and his
agreeing to the Camp David Accords in 1979. The attack on Yom Kippur
caught the Israelis off guard. During this attack, the Egyptians retook the
entire Sinai. The US subsequently provided military supplies to Israel,
including tanks and other weapons, helping Israel take the Sinai back. These
efforts led directly to the Arab oil boycott of 1973. Yet Egypt’s initial suc-
cess probably enabled Sadat to go to Jerusalem and to agree to the Camp
David Accords.

Although Sadat had never been elected and ruled by decree, he tried to
dismantle the Nasser socialist economic policy by opening up the economy to
private investment and by denationalizing a significant part of the govern-
ment’s holdings. He also widened press freedoms far more than Nasser had
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done. “There was relative freedom for Egyptians to speak their minds openly
on political issues; something which was hardly possible under Nasser.”80

The openness under Sadat allowed the Muslim Brotherhood to reestablish
itself. Although Sadat cracked down on extremists from both the left and the
right, his non-partisan approach did little to faze the fundamentalists. In
1981, he arrested “over 1,500 religious militants,” a move that outraged the
fundamentalist opposition.81 Although generally popular in Egypt, Sadat had
been reviled by Muslim fundamentalists such as the Muslim Brotherhood and
by the Islamic Armed Group (Gamaa al Islamiya (GIA)). They could not
forgive him for recognizing Israel or for his role in the trial and execution
of their ideological high priest, al Qutb. (Anwar Sadat was one of the judges
who ordered al Qutb’s execution.)82 An assassin said to be closely linked to
the GIA and Egyptian Islamic Jihad (al Jihad), an organization later led by
Ayman al Zawahiri, killed Anwar Sadat at a parade on 6 October 1981.

Richard Bernstein of the New York Times notes, two men “implicated in the
Sadat assassination,” later came to Peshawar, Afghanistan, to struggle against
the Soviet aggression there. These men were the blind cleric Omar Abdel
Rahman and Ayman al Zawahiri, later to become bin Laden’s right hand.83 The
latter was arrested at the age of 15 for being a member of the Muslim
Brotherhood; the former was the spiritual leader of those members of al Jihad
that carried out the assassination of Sadat.84 Rahman ultimately emigrated
to the US and planned the 1993 World Trade Center bombing.

Hosni Mubarak, who succeeded Sadat in 1981, rules even more dictatori-
ally. Mubarak has been in power as president of Egypt for over 25 years.
During that period, the US has given to Egypt over $59 billion in military
and civilian aid.85 Under the Camp David Accords and the Special Inter-
national Security Assistance Act of 1979 enacted to support the Israeli–
Egyptian peace agreement, Egypt has received approximately the same
amount of US aid as does Israel, roughly $2 billion a year.86 Although such a
payment appears benign, it probably has had the effect of helping a dicta-
torial regime stay in power. Mubarak has filled his prisons with secular oppos-
ition leaders as well as with Muslim fundamentalists from the Muslim
Brotherhood. He is increasingly unpopular with his people.87

1.5 The US assumes the mantle of a colonial power

The US never colonized a Muslim nation. But it gradually assumed—at least
for Muslims—the mantle of colonization over the Middle East, particularly
after the Second World War. The US showed relatively little interest in
the Middle East until American oil executives discovered oil in Bahrain and
Kuwait in the 1930s.88 From the end of the Second World War to the end
of the Cold War in 1990, the US had three, sometimes conflicting and
sometimes overlapping, concerns that drove its policies in the Middle East
region: (1) ensuring the supply of oil; (2) supporting Israel; and (3) contain-
ing communism.89 Given the huge amount of oil that US industry and people
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consume, keeping oil flowing from the Middle East to the American gas
pump has concerned all US presidents since 1945. To guarantee that oil is
readily available, the US has supported authoritarian regimes in the Arab
world, including the House of Saud in Saudi Arabia, the Shah of Iran, and,
initially, Saddam Hussein in Iraq, not to mention autocratic leaders of the
tiny, oil-rich Gulf states. For most of its history, the US had been indifferent
to the plight of Arab and Muslim peoples living in these countries, to their
economic difficulties and to the human rights deprivations they have had
to bear.90

Muslims were not the only parties in the Middle East who suffered con-
quest, colonization, and discrimination. The US policy towards Israel stems
in part from the Christian West’s attitudes and conduct toward the Jewish
people. The Christian West has practiced virulent discrimination against
Jews for over 2,000 years. Laying the foundation for such discrimination,
early Christian leaders claimed the Jewish people were collectively respon-
sible for the death of Jesus,91 a claim that was repeated down through the
centuries by Christian clerics, not to be repudiated by the Catholic Church
until 1965. Space here does not permit a recounting anything close to the
amount and degree of abuse to which Christians subjected Jews; below are
just some examples.92 The Jews were expelled from England in 1290, from
France in 1306, and from Spain in 1492. If not expelled temporarily or on
a more permanent basis, some European cities confined Jews to ghettos. Jews
were generally prohibited from participating in politics and were excluded
from many professions. On their way to the First Crusade in 1096, the
European soldier crusaders killed thousands of European Jews and tortured
others who refused to convert to Christianity. Upon retaking Jerusalem, the
Crusaders gathered all the Jews in the city, put them in a synagogue, and
burned it to the ground. Jews were blamed for the Black Plague when it
swept through Europe in 1348 on the totally false charge that Jews had
poisoned the well water. As a result of this baseless charge “[f]rom Christian
Spain to Poland, Jews were slaughtered and burnt; but the worst massacres
occurred in the German Empire.”93 A century later, Tomas de Torquemada,
“Grand Inquisitor” of the Spanish Inquisition, led an institution that tortured
and executed thousands of Jews.94

The so-called blood libel, a vicious myth that Jews would kill Christian
children for their blood, was another ruse for persecuting Jews. For example,
in the Italian city of Trent, in 1475, Bernardino de Feltre, “a Jew-baiting
Franciscan preacher,” incited the community to violence when a rumor spread
through out the town that a two-year-old named Simon had gone missing.
Consequently, “[t]he entire [Jewish] community was arrested and subject to
torture, which led to conflicting confessions. Those sentenced were promptly
executed while the remaining Jews were expelled.”95 In 1582, the infant Simon
was officially beatified by the Catholic Church.96 Only after the Vatican
Council II in 1965 did Pope Paul VI revoke the beatification, remove Simon’s
feast day from the Church calendar, dismantle his shrine, forbid veneration of
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Simon and recognize that the Jews of Trent had been wrongfully convicted
and sentenced.97

The discrimination continued in the modern era in the “civilized” West,
with, for example, the framing of Captain Alfred Dreyfus around the turn
of the nineteenth century in France, the continued exclusion of Jews from
private clubs and from significant employment opportunities, and the use of
restrictive quotas against Jews by prestigious universities. More gravely,
Jews were subjected to pogroms98 in Russia, Ukraine, and Germany, among
other countries, and suffered genocide on an almost unimaginable scale: the
Holocaust during the Second World War, in which Nazi Germany murdered
six million Jews.99

The Roman Catholic Church and other predominantly Western Christian
denominations100 have done little to atone for the hateful conduct to which
their adherents subjected the Jewish people since the first century after the
birth of Christ. Outside of an apology by Pope Paul II101 and statements
abhorring anti-Semitism,102 neither the Roman Catholic Church nor other
Christian denominations have made much reparation103 to the Jewish people
for the monstrous wrong that Christians have inflicted upon them.104

The two-millennia history of persecution of Jewry has made an overwhelm-
ingly compelling case for a Jewish homeland, a place that would serve, at the
very least, as refuge for every Jew on the planet who feels at risk of being
persecuted. That the US has supported the creation of a Jewish State in the
Middle East is a recognition of the suffering the Jewish people have endured
through the centuries and in particular during the Nazi-inflicted Holocaust,
which the US helped end.

Muslims, however, had governed the area now occupied by Israel since the
seventh century ce.105 The conquest of the Ottoman Empire in the First
World War and Britain’s de facto colonization of Palestine (as a “trust” terri-
tory) after that conflict permitted the modern state of Israel to emerge.106

Historians indicate that the Jewish People, though at times subject to Baby-
lonian rule, Assyrian rule, Greek rule, and Roman rule, had governed Israel
for over a millennium, namely, from about 1200 bce–1000 bce to 135 ce.107

In 70 ce and 135 ce, the Romans defeated Israeli uprisings. The latter
uprising, called the Bar Kokhba Revolt, began in 132 ce with initial Jewish
victories over the Romans, but ultimately the Romans brought in several
legions from all over the empire, defeating the rebels, slaying the Israeli
fighters, killing a great number of the remaining Jews or selling them into
slavery.108 The Romans also changed the name of the province from Judea
to “Syria-Palestina.”109 Rabbi Joseph Telushkin described the effect of the
Romans vanquishing the Jews: “The Great Revolt of 66–70 followed some
sixty years later by the Bar-Kokhba Revolt were [sic] the greatest calamities
in Jewish history prior to the Holocaust. In addition to the more than one
million Jews killed, these failed rebellions led to the total loss of Jewish
political authority until 1948.”110 Thus both the Israelis and the Muslims
have suffered conquest and colonization or banishment from the territory that
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is now Israel. This work does not attempt to resolve the conflict between
Israelis and Palestinians, the vast majority of whom are Muslim, but only to
observe that the forces and consequences of conquest, colonization, and
banishment, both ancient and relatively recent, are very much still in play.

The third concern of the US had been stemming the tide of communism.
In the fierce post-Second World War battle between the US and the Soviet
Union, the Middle East was a critical geopolitical region. The US moved
aggressively to ensure that the Soviet Union would not extend its influence
there. Among other things, the US engineered the coup in 1953 against the
elected Prime Minister of Iran, Mohammed Mossadegh, because of largely
unsupported claims that he was leaning toward the communists.111 The US
reinstalled the dictatorial Shah of Iran in his place. A military junta in Iraq
was likewise implicitly supporting the Soviet Union. During the Kennedy
administration, the CIA again engineered a coup, ousting communist-
leaning General Abdel Karim Kassem and put in his place Abu Salam Arif
of the Ba’ath Party in 1963. That ouster ultimately led to Saddam Hussein
taking control of the country.

Nasser’s decision to nationalize the Suez Canal came one week after the US
refused to support a loan to Egypt that would have helped finance the Aswan
Dam.112 Egypt then turned to the Soviet Union for financial assistance to
complete that project. Nasser’s turn to the communist bloc led the US to
work against him and helped solidify US support of Israel.113

The Islamic revolution in Iran upset the order that the US helped establish.
The US support for Saddam Hussein’s Iraq against Iran can be seen, to a
certain extent, to fall within this context. The next major cleavage arose when
Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait. No longer considered a reliable US partner,
Saddam Hussein was attacked by a broad coalition led by the US. Signifi-
cantly, the repressive House of Saud requested that US post standing troops
in Saudi Arabia as a protection force against Iraq. In this instance, however,
the US was not acting through intermediaries. At one point, half a million
US troops were stationed on the ground in the country containing the two
holiest places in Islam, Mecca and Medina.114

All this behavior was not lost on the Muslims. With the end of the Cold
War, the counterweight to the US, Russia, was a far less significant presence
in the Middle East than the former Soviet Union had been. The US had now
taken the step of actually stationing troops in the holiest land of Islam.
Osama bin Laden’s first fatwa, in 1996, was entitled, “Declaration of Jihad
against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holy Places.” Reading
Osama bin Laden’s writings, one gets the clear impression that his holy war
against the US and against all Americans was triggered more by the station-
ing of troops in Saudi Arabia115 than by US support of Israel.116 The invasion
of Afghanistan, and even more importantly the 2003 invasion of Iraq, further
underscored, in Muslim eyes, the US assuming the familiar role of Western
colonial overlord.

In short, the history of the Arab and Muslim peoples creates within them a
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reservoir of righteous resentment, caused primarily by the West. To be sure,
the Ottoman Empire, so dominant in the sixteenth century, failed to embrace
the scientific method and thus missed the industrial revolution the scientific
method spawned.117 Islam has not had a reformation as did Christianity, and
thus did not have a separation of church and state or plural institutions in
which freedom of speech and thought could more easily develop.118 The wealth
that industrialization and capitalism created in the West was not generally
created in the Arab and Islamic world. Yet, instead of helping the Arab world,
the West and Russia conquered, colonized and exploited it. Such exploitation
does not excuse those claiming to act in the name of Islam, who deliberately
kill and terrorize innocent civilians. Nor did Britain’s subjecting the Irish
people in general and the Northern Irish Catholics in particular to continued
British rule and to de jure discrimination excuse the Provisional Irish Repub-
lican Army from blowing up English pubs and committing other acts of
violence. On the other hand, the individuals who carry out such acts cannot be
dismissed as “mere” criminals or “evildoers.” Yes—they are criminals—and
yes—they do perpetrate acts of evil, but these often despicable deeds spring
from soil that has been cultivated with hate, with conquest, with de jure and de
facto discrimination, and with public humiliation of colonized peoples.

In other words, the heavy hand of history lies atop these peoples and
influences what they will think and do, including a small remnant who will
resort to violence. Not every people that has experienced colonization with
the concomitant hatred and discrimination will necessarily give birth to a
terrorist group. Not everyone who smokes a pack of cigarettes a day contracts
lung cancer. Yet it is hard to deny that conquest, colonization and their
companion, invidious discrimination, often give rise to terrorist movements.

Robert Pape, a professor at the University of Chicago, conducted research
that supports this conclusion. He studied every suicide bombing from 1980
to 2003 and discovered that Muslims were neither the first nor the most
extensive users of this tactic, but rather the Tamil Tigers were.119 More
importantly, he discovered that the vast majority of suicide bombings were
carried out because those sponsoring the bombings believed that they were
entitled to the land, the territory that another group was occupying. Pape
concluded that private terrorist organizations resort to suicide bombers pri-
marily “to compel modern democracies to withdraw their military forces
from territory the terrorists consider to be their homeland.”120 If one probes
into history a little, one finds that virtually all groups that sponsor suicide
bombings have at least a colorable claim to the territory based on the con-
temporary right of self-determination. Almost every such group has likewise
suffered colonization and conquest.

1.6 The counterterrorism response

When confronted with a megaterrorist event, governmental officials may be
tempted to ignore the lessons of history and concentrate on getting vengeance
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and on achieving maximum security, regardless of cost. Their electorate will
probably demand such a response. Perhaps only leaders with exceptional
judgment, strength and integrity, and with an understanding of the world
and world affairs, could withstand such a political onslaught in reaction to
such monstrous violence. Consequently, governmental officials, in the face of
such an attack, may cast aside both domestic and international law that
restricts how the government carries out counterterrorism policy. History
generally shows that such an approach is not only questionable legally and
morally, but also questionable practically. Here, for example, Arab and Mus-
lim peoples have an understandable, and to a certain extent justifiable, reser-
voir of resentment against the West in general and against the US in particu-
lar. In other words, changing the rules may be perceived as applying a double
standard to Muslims, resulting in that people supporting rather than isolat-
ing extreme fundamentalist groups that have targeted the West. Little evi-
dence suggests that the administration in power on 11 September 2001
appreciated how violating international law might ultimately affect the repu-
tation of the US and its ability to stem the violence wrought by al Qaeda and
its allies. This book will explore this issue, examining whether international
law is an obstacle or a guide in the continuing struggle against transnational
terrorism.
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