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Good afternoon and welcome to this panel on “The Jihadists’ Revolt Against Al Qaeda: Why Some of Al Qaeda’s Old Allies Have Turned Against It,” co-sponsored by New America Foundation and the Counterterrorism Foundation. I am Andrew Cochran, Co-Chairman of the Counterterrorism Foundation and Founder & Site Editor of the Counterterrorism Blog, and I am the moderator for today’s panel. I want to thank Rep. Brad Sherman, chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Terrorism & Nonproliferation Subcommittee, and Don MacDonald, the subcommittee staff director, for enabling our use of this room today. I also want to thank my colleagues at GAGE International, the consulting firm where I make my living representing and assisting clients with homeland security, high-tech, and counterterrorism interests. Now, the standard disclaimer: None of the presentations here today represent the official views of the organizations represented; they are purely the personal views of the individuals making the presentations. In May, renowned terrorism researchers Peter Bergen and Paul Cruickshank (who is a Contributing Expert to the Counterterrorism Blog) released an article in the New Republic titled, "The Unraveling: The jihadist revolt against bin Laden." The article was republished in media outlets around the world and became the subject for discussions on the current state and future of Al Qaeda. Messrs. Bergen and Cruickshank wrote of “a rising tide of anger in the Islamic world toward Al Qaeda and its affiliates, whose victims since September 11 have mostly been fellow Muslims, “ and “a larger group of religious scholars, former fighters, and militants who had once had great influence over Al Qaeda's leaders, and who--alarmed by the targeting of civilians in the West, the senseless killings in Muslim countries, and Al Qaeda's barbaric tactics in Iraq--have turned against the organization, many just in the past year. “ In this panel discussion, Peter and Paul will discuss their continued research into the issue, with additional perspectives from Evan Kohlmann of the NEFA Foundation, also a Contributing Expert to the Counterterrorism Blog, and special guest commentator Maajid Nawaz of the Quilliam Foundation. Among the issues to be explored are whether the converts are sincere and consistent in their denunciation of violence or merely being more selective in their choice of targets (for example, supportive of killing Americans in Iraq and Afghanistan and Israelis), and whether they’re intent on pursuing other means of attaining a form of Islamist superiority in the West. We will also discuss Sunday’s massive bombing at the Islamabad Marriott.

Peter Bergen, a Fellow at the New America Foundation, really needs no introduction to us here today, since he’s been the chronicler of Bin Laden, Al Qaeda, and other terrorist issues. But what you probably didn’t know until now is that I thought of the CTB while attending an outstanding seminar on Al Qaeda that Peter sponsored on Capitol Hill in December 2004. Paul Cruickshank, a Fellow at the Center on Law and Security at New York University’s School of Law, has been an investigative journalist specializing in these issues, collaborated closely with Peter on the 2006 oral history "The Osama bin Laden I Know" and has worked with CNN and most recently NBC on ground-breaking documentaries, with the NBC piece televised last week. 

Evan Kohlmann is one of the leading experts in the world on terrorists’ use of the Internet and has amassed one of the largest databases in the world of terrorist communiqués and multimedia. He has served as a private consultant in terrorism matters and testified numerous times as an expert witness in terrorism trials, including in the Hamdan trial at Gitmo in July. It has become almost amusing to read the motions repeatedly filed by defense attorneys to disqualify him from testifying; they all use the same arguments, they always fail, and they keep beating their heads against the wall.

Maajid Nawaz is of Pakistani heritage and was born and raised in England. He migrated towards Islamic extremism as a youth (his journey sounds much like that of Ahmed Omar Abu Ali, the Virginia-raised youth about whom I’ve written about), was a founding member of HT in Denmark and Pakistan and served on Hizb ut-Tahrir’s UK leadership. He traveled to Egypt on Hizbut business in 2002, where he was arrested, convicted, and served four years in prison. It was there that he underwent his conversion. To quote from his July 10 testimony before the Senate Homeland Security Committee: “I gradually came to the realisation, subconsciously at first, that what I had thought was Islam, was in fact a modern political ideology masquerading as the ancient faith of Islam. Islamists had taken modern day political paradigms and superimposed them onto religion. I now refer to this ideology as Islamism, so as to distinguish it from Islam the faith.” After he returned to England, he realized that he could not remain in Hizbut and publicly announced his departure in May 2007. He is no co-director of the Quilliam Foundation, a UK-based counter-extremist thinktank, with Ed Husain, whom we also welcome today.

Each panelist will have 15 minutes to discuss a particular angle; Maajid Nawaz will have 10 minutes to comment on their presentations and his work; and then we’ll go to questions.

Peter Bergen:
Thank you for the invitation and thank you everyone for coming today. I’m going to make some general observations about what we are discussing today, why Al Qaeda’s allies are turning against it. The first observation, is this simply a very small dispute between people who have really just abandoned their jihadist beliefs and are moving away from actions they thought were strategically useful? Or is it something deeper. The other observation is that Islam will defeat Al Qaeda – we won’t. We should think about what the policy outcomes of this revolt against Al Qaeda are. Governments want to do things but doing nothing in this instance is probably the best. How does the US exploit this divide? It can’t, two reasons. First is the kiss of death problem. Anything the US does can only be counterproductive. Second U.S. officials don’t have the knowledge to get engaged it these debates.

So what is happening? Around the Muslim world Al Qaeda is under attack for four related reasons. First, Al Qaeda is killing a lot of Muslim civilians. It is human nature not to care about things unless they are on your doorstep.  It took 911 for the U.S. to get energized similarly once bombs started going off in Riyadh on their doorstep they started taking out terrorists and started a public diplomacy campaign. There were public service announcements, victims were paraded on television, and now the Saudi population polls show only 5-10% favorability for Al Qaeda in Saudi Arabia, and Bin Laden’s ratings are also much lower than there were directly after 911.

Similarly, in Indonesia, the Marriott, Australian Embassy and Bali attacks killed mostly Indonesians; as a result JI is basically out of business.  The same thing happened in Jordan when attacks on hotels killed mostly Jordanians. That produced street protests in Jordan.

Killing civilians is a weakness of Al Qaeda. Bin Laden was asked about this and really had no religious justification. There is nothing in the Quran or hadith that can help you on this issue.

Andrew mentioned Pakistan, I think the real 9-11 wasn’t the Marriott attack but the Bhutto assassination. One thing that was puzzling, why was that not a 911 moment? The most popular politician in Pakistani history possibly was killed while running for election. Why hasn’t Pakistan done what the Saudis have done? I can’t give an answer to that, the Marriott attack might be that because so much of the elite go to eat there. This process hasn’t happened in Pakistan yet but it has in other places. One of the most important examples is Iraq. Encoded in the DNA of these groups are the seeds of their own defeat. If you adopt a takfiri attitude towards other Muslims you are going to decide that 99% of them don’t measure up, and that they are apostates. If they are apostates you have to kill them. That was Al Qaeda in Iraq’s modus operandi.

If Zarqawi had followed the playbook of stopping killing civilians in Iraq it would be a different situation. The striking thing is how much territory Al Qaeda in Iraq held. They were able to impose their will on the population, but the ability to act as an insurgent organization is gone. But they are not gone and are still able to conduct suicide operations. If they kill Sistani or another important figure the stability might disappear.

There are two central fronts in the war on terror, Iraq and the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. What happened with Al Qaeda in Iraq, it was an assisted suicide, we helped their suicide and so did the Sunni awakening. They had five problems. First they have terrible leadership. Al Masri who runs AQI is not Zarqawi, Zawahiri or Osama Bin Laden, he is a bad leader. Second is organization. Third is ideological problems, they can’t make compromises. They also have made a lot of enemies such as the 1920’s Brigade. Many of the recruits that have come to Iraq are gone because they commit suicide. The fact that we have seen female suicide attacks is a sign of weakness, not strength. 

We know what these groups are against but what are they for? There is no al Qaeda minister of employment, Al Qaeda school, or Al Qaeda social welfare organization. There is not a category of government they have said they are not against, Russia, China, the West, Israel, Shiites and so on. Because of this problem they can’t turn themselves into political movements.

The criticism emerging against jihadists takes two forms, first is a religious criticism, the second is a strategic criticism. They think, “we have this 800lb gorilla after us.” If the idea of attacking far enemy is to cause near enemies to collapse and allow Islamic regimes in Middle East and Asia, that strategy has failed. Osama Bin Laden hasn’t changed strategy to go back and attack the near enemy, his policies have been counterproductive. Is this a new phenomenon? Yes it is, but it is also an old one, before 911 Bin Laden was criticized by al Suri, and al Masri published a detailed history of Afghan Arabs and Bin Laden fell into the trap of thinking the U.S. is a paper tiger. This is not a new phenomenon it is an internal criticism that has been going on for a long time. It has just become more amplified and more public today. 
Salman al Auda has delivered his criticisms since the sixth anniversary of 9/11. That’s big news because Salman al Auda was Bin laden’s inspiration. He inspired him to start attacking the United States. When we interviewed Bin Laden in 1997 he said the reason he wanted to attack the U.S. was because of Al Auda’s opposition to U.S. troops in Saudi Arabia. This was the guy that got Bin Laden into terrorist attacks, and years later Salman al Auda went on TV and condemned 911 and Bin Laden by name.
One of the striking things about this is Al Qaeda has said nothing about it. Because how do you attack Salmon al Auda? In conclusion there is also the Dr. Fadl case in Egypt. Zawahiri has been able to criticize Fadl because he is in jail. The statements he made to Al Hayat when he said Osama and Zawahiri are bad Muslims are important but the most important critique is coming from Salmon al Auda.
Evan Kohlmann:

· Arguably over any other issue, the predominant topic of discussion, controversy—and often schism—within the Salafi-Jihadi discourse has revolved around the justifications for deliberately killing other Sunni Muslims, including both innocent civilians and competing mujahideen fighters.  

· Nowhere else has that debate become more evident and problematic for Salafi-Jihadi leaders than in Iraq, where the insurgency has recently undergone a series of fundamental shifts.  First, a wide array of prominent Sunni insurgent factions—including the Islamic Army in Iraq (IAI), the 1920 Revolution Brigades, Iraqi Hamas, and Asaeb al-Iraq al-Jihadiya (to name just a few)—have become embroiled in bitter public feuds with Al-Qaida’s “Islamic State of Iraq” (ISI) over the latter’s aggressive insistence that all Sunni insurgent groups join together under the banner of the ISI.  

· The combined impact of this has undeniably had a debilitating impact on the long-term political viability of Al-Qaida and the ISI.  

· Indeed, there was once a time when Al-Qaida in Iraq could successfully portray itself as the obvious patriotic bulwark for innocent Sunnis against the conspiracies of Western “crusaders” and Iranian-backed death squads.  The prevailing conditions only improved for Al-Qaida during the Sunni-Shiite bloodshed that took place throughout 2006, when it seemed as if the Sunni community was facing an existential threat.  

· However, as the conflict with the Shiites began to dampen and as U.S. military forces took an increasingly backseat role to former Sunni insurgents in providing local security across Sunni regions of Iraq, Al-Qaida’s forward momentum came to a remarkably screeching halt.  Evidently, for Al-Qaida’s leaders, providing religious and political justifications for killing invading foreign “crusaders” and marauding Shiite “apostates” was a much simpler affair than sanctifying the internecine killing of fellow Sunnis.

· HAMAS AL-IRAQ: Among those particularly targeted by Al-Qaida for “surrendering” to the Maliki government in Baghdad were fighters from a faction known as “Iraqi Hamas.”

· Even after breaking off from the larger 1920 Revolution Brigades in 2007, Iraqi Hamas maintained its commitment to mujahideen solidarity and “publicly shared only a small portion of our thoughts—the rest we have shared privately with our jihadi brothers so that the infidels and our enemies would not rejoice over our differences.”  

· Yet, by October 2007, the situation had finally reached a breaking point, and Hamas released a blistering public condemnation of Al-Qaida’s “crimes” against Sunni Muslims in Iraq:

“Our first encounter with the Al-Qaida network was over two years ago in Ramadi… They became territorial and spied on ordinary people and members of other factions, while completely disregarding the fact that these groups—the armed jihadi groups—had the same goal as them… The general public in Ramadi suffered a great deal because of their actions and every day they witnessed heads or headless bodies lying in their streets. Each one of these victims had been accused of a so-called ‘crime’ prohibited by Al-Qaida fatwahs… People in Ramadi knew that the leader of our brigade in that city opposed the [Iraqi] Islamic Party, but that did not stop the Al-Qaida network from threatening him and actually killing some of his men and colleagues… Later, the conflict spread to the city of Fallujah, where the Al-Qaida network killed… many honorable men and Islamic clerics… In one incident, they launched several rockets during Friday prayers and the only people they killed were women and children, because all the men were in the mosque… We witnessed dozens of beheaded bodies and none of them were Americans.  Rather, they were all local people from the area—people who, at one point, had supported the Al-Qaida network until they themselves had become disposable… the Al-Qaida network has actually made people here think that the occupation forces are merciful and humane by comparison.”

· INTERVIEW WITH HAMAS AL-IRAQ

· Q.) Everyone knows who [Al-Qaida in Iraq commanders] Abu Omar al-Baghdadi and Abu Hamza al-Muhajir are, but would you like to share with Americans the names of some mujahideen leaders who are not from the Al-Qaida organization?

· A.) “If you meant knowing those two persons by their names only, the answer is yes as everybody else knows. However, whatever is the truth behind them or about them, we do not know. If you have any information about them, then we hope you will be able to share it with us…  we have cooperation in the field with all the other armed organizations in the region except Al-Qaida, and everyone has fought against them because we see this group as promoting a particular agenda that does not fit with the realities of Iraqi society… Those who desire to rule in accordance with Islam must first understand true Islam, and [they must] prevent their hands and the hands of those working under them from spilling innocent blood and taking what does not belong to them.

· ISLAMIC ARMY OF IRAQ (IAI): Likewise, the Islamic Army of Iraq (IAI)—the first Sunni insurgent group to publicly break with Al-Qaida in April 2007—stepped up its own propaganda campaign against the ISI, based primarily on the latter’s alleged involvement in the killing of innocent Sunni civilians.  

· In November 2007, the IAI accused Al-Qaida of being responsible for “painful events” in the town of Al-Latifiya that had “defamed the jihad project in Iraq.”  

· According to the IAI, the principle “victims” of these “painful events” were “the courageous mujahideen from the Islamic Army and ordinary defenseless Muslim civilians… Instead of healing the wounds of local people and mitigating the effects of raids by occupation soldiers, Al-Qaida fighters… waged an attack on the same area, resulting in the deaths of four unarmed citizens… and the destruction of fourteen homes, including furniture and private property belonging to the people of the neighborhood… It is such a horrific scene that makes the occupiers pleased and is painful to Muslims.”  The IAI added, “what hurts us most is that we weren’t expecting this after the speech of Shaykh Usama Bin Laden who acknowledged Al-Qaida’s incorrect acts and the need to overcome these acts.”

· INTERVIEW WITH IAI

· Q.) When and why did the conflict begin between the insurgents and Al-Qaida?

· A.) “The reason is the continuous mistakes which the Al-Qaida organization has perpetrated against the operations of the insurgency in Iraq—such as forcing others to swear allegiance to the so-called Islamic State of Iraq (ISI), and carrying out crimes targeting both our men and innocent people… we have our own evidence that has purposely not been published proving that the so-called Islamic State of Iraq (ISI) is not legitimate. The statements of al-Zawahiri do not obligate us whatsoever, and the errors of Al-Qaida in regards to spilling the blood of the innocent are more numerous than can possibly be covered in a single response, statement, or interview.”

· AL-RASHIDEEN ARMY:
·   Q.) Recently, during a question and answer session, Al-Qaida’s Deputy Commander indicated that the establishment of Al-Qaida’s Islamic State of Iraq (ISI) was a step towards the reestablishment of a greater Islamic empire—and therefore—Al-Qaida superceded all other jihad movements in Iraq, and accordingly, it is the duty of other mujahideen groups to acknowledge their superiority (and not the reverse). Regarding suicide bombing attacks on markets and mosques, Zawahiri said this was merely American and Saudi media propaganda. Was al-Zawahiri correct or incorrect?

· A.) “There is a problem in Tibet for China—is it possible for me to prescribe the solutions for their problem? We are a people in this region for 6000 year before Christ, end[ing] with Islam, and we are fully capable of rolling and managing our own affairs. We do not need others to tell us what to do.”

· IRAQI JIHAD UNION: Al-Qaida’s image problem stemming from its attacks on fellow Sunnis grew worse as other insurgent factions (including those with avowedly Salafi-Jihadi credentials) joined in offering these same stark critiques—such as Asaeb al-Iraq al-Jihadiya (“The Iraqi Jihad Union.”)  

· As recently as April 2007, when Arabic-language news reports first suggested that the Jihad Union was fighting against Al-Qaida, the former issued a communiqué maintaining, “we have no disagreement with any group of our righteous mujahideen brothers.”  

· Meanwhile, underlining this sense of solidarity, Asaeb al-Iraq al-Jihadiya openly claimed credit for at least seven joint operations executed in conjunction with fighters from Al-Qaida’s “Islamic State of Iraq” between April and July 2007 alone, including attacks on Shiite militias, the U.S. military, and Iraqi Interior Ministry forces.

· Yet, on October 5, 2007, Asaeb al-Iraq al-Jihadiya unexpectedly broke its own silence and sternly condemned “those [who] are taking up arms and are using [their weapons] against their brothers because of false, groundless allegations”, explaining, “we have only decided to share this matter publicly because all other means were exhausted.”  According to their statement:

“Several individuals from the ISI are responsible for killing commanders and fighters from our brigades (Asaeb al-Iraq al-Jihadiya) in the Diyala province… They have killed them and mutilated their bodies. To make things worse, they dug up their bodies from the graves, further mutilated them, beheaded them, and showed them off from their vehicles while driving through the towns.  [The ISI] even killed our men’s wives and children. They committed all of these acts despite the fact that these brothers were faithful to their religion and showed no signs of being apostates.”

· In concluding their message, Asaeb al-Jihadiya issued a call “to the leaders of the ISI and to Abu Omar al-Baghdadi… to clarify these actions.  What is happening out in the field is indeed a disaster and we hope that you have merely been misinformed about [these events].  However, it will be an even greater disaster if you are, in fact, well-informed about these matters.”  In a follow-up statement defending its decision to go public with these charges, the group insisted, “we tried over and over again to speak with the brothers from the ISI—but, they refused to respond to us… The ISI should take ongoing events very seriously because much blood has been shed and many innocent lives have been lost.”

· ANSAR AL-ISLAM/ANSAR AL-SUNNAH:
· The most recent conflict in the Iraqi jihadi arena is within Al-Qaida’s oldest and final remaining insurgent ally in Iraq: the Ansar al-Sunnah Army / Ansar al-Islam.

· In response to allegations from Ansar al-Islam accusing their dissident brothers of conspiring with the Americans against Al-Qaida, the "Shariah Committee" fired back with a detailed 32-page breakdown of criminal behavior and atrocities committed by Al-Qaida's forces in Iraq without any apparent objection from Ansar al-Islam. The “Shariah Committee” warned their former comrades: 

“[Our leaders] know much about you, and if they were to publicize it, it would be a major and shameful humiliation… Isn’t it rather hypocritical for you to flatter others and act courteously towards the killers responsible for murdering many of you out of fear of their power, while you simultaneously assault your brothers and lie to them… Who killed your men in Al-Ramadi, in Al-Yusufiya, in Nineveh, and in various other areas more than two years ago, and yet you forgave them? …Was it not you who used to say that the greatest action that Shaykh [Usama] Bin Laden could perform today would be to declare the disbanding of the Al-Qaida organization in Iraq, because it has fallen into disgrace and it has become a cover for anyone with twisted goals in order for them to achieve these goals through this infiltrated organization. The only treatment for its condition is to disband it… You sent messengers to Afghanistan—among whom was Abu al-Darda’a, may Allah have mercy upon him, who was dispatched in order to explain to [Usama] Bin Laden and [Dr. Ayman] al-Zawahiri the massive corruption of Al-Qaida in Iraq. When Abu al-Darda’a returned, he indicated that a delegation would be sent by al-Zawahiri to Iraq in order to confirm whether these reports were true. Then you told us that Abu Musab [al-Zarqawi], may Allah have mercy upon him, was impeding the arrival of this delegation in order to prevent the truth from being revealed. It should be noted that the era of Abu Musab should be considered to be a golden era when compared to what happened afterwards.”

It would seem that as Salafi-Jihadi mujahideen factions are increasingly being drawn into active military conflicts within the Muslim world (as opposed to isolated terrorist attacks focused on Western targets), those loyal to Al-Qaida must tread a very fine line between punishing their adversaries within the Sunni Muslim community itself while simultaneously avoiding the fanatical excesses that have led to such major political setbacks for Salafi-Jihadis in Algeria and—most recently—in Iraq.

Paul Cruickshank:
I want to thank Andrew Cochran and the Counterterrorism Foundation and the New America Foundation for organizing this event today. I’m going to open by making some observations on the jihadist revolt against Al Qaeda. I’m then going to talk about how this dynamic has played out in Britain. I’m going to end with a short video that I co-produced for Dateline NBC which will show this dynamic playing out in London.

As Peter Bergen said earlier, jihadist criticism of Al Qaeda is not new but has been around for some time. For example, when Al Qaeda created the “World Islamic Front Against the Crusaders and Jews” the name they gave the grouping was a misnomer; most Jihadist groups did not join forces with Al Qaeda in 1998. The Gamma Islamiya, an Egyptian Jihadist group, for example, did not join.  Additionally, many Jihadists left Zawahiri's group, Egyptian Islamic Jihad, after he started to work more closely with Bin Laden in the late 1990s.

One example of an early Jihadist critic is Norman Benotman,  a former senior leader of the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group. Peter Bergen and I featured his story in our New Republic article. In 2000 Benotman traveled from London to Kandahar to meet with Bin Laden at a summit of Jihadist leaders.  At the meeting, he told Bin Laden that Al Qaeda’s Jihad against the U.S. was counterproductive and was hurting  the efforts of his group in Libya. Benotman also pointed out to Bin Laden that Al Qaeda’s violent actions were losing the Jihadist movement support around the world.  At the meeting, Benotman told Al Qaeda’s leaders that the reason the Jihadist movement had so far failed was that it had not yet mobilized the Muslim masses. 

When 9/11 happened, Benotman, like several other leading figures in the Jihadist movement, was shocked that Al Qaeda has so indiscriminately targeted American civilians. 

The Iraq war, however, delayed the emergence of a fully-fledged Jihadist critique of Al Qaeda. It made it very difficult for Benotman and others  to get their point across. Anger kicked up by the Iraq war in the Muslim world made it a difficult climate to criticize Al Qaeda.

Eventually however, increasing numbers of Jihadists started to turn against Al Qaeda. The key factor here was the growing number of Muslim victims of Al Qaeda terrorism.

Significant numbers of Jihadists who had worked alongside Bin Laden in the 1990s began to feel that Al Qaeda was giving the Jihadist movement a bad name. In November 2007 Noman Benotman wrote an open letter to Ayman al Zawahiri, in which he told Al Qaeda’s number two that he was damaging the image of Jihad. Benotman also castigated Zawahiri for launching attacks against western civilians.

Benotman’s criticisms were really significant.  While mainstream Muslim clerics have long criticized Al Qaeda, people like Benotman are much more likely to be able to sway radical-leaning young Muslims because their own Jihadist experience gives them clout in such circles.

The argument that Jihadist critics like Benotman are making has real power. Foreign policy grievances on their own do not explain why radicalized young Muslims become suicide bombers. The crucial factor for such recruits is the belief that Al Qaeda is waging a Holy War. But youngsters aren’t going to be so sure about joining Al Qaeda if people who fought in the frontines in the Afghan Jihad are making the argument that their tactics are religiously illegitimate.

The stakes are high in the UK . In the United Kingdom, MI5 estimates that there are around 2000 individuals that support Al Qaeda. I’ve been in UK  during the last few months and I can tell you that evidence of this support is still out there in the open.

But what we have seen recently emerge in the UK is a backlash against Al Qaeda.  While a small group of people have been energized by Al Qaeda’s escalating violence, this group of hardcore extremists is becoming more isolated. The July 7 London bombings and the carnage that Al Qaeda has produced in Iraq and other Muslim countries has made a significant number of British Muslims, who were once on the fence when it came to Al Qaeda, turn firmly against them.

I think that one can now say that the Muslim community in Britain is finally waking up to the threat of Al Qaeda terrorism.  Moreover, the fact that Jihadists are now taking on Al Qaeda has made it considerably easier for moderates to criticize the terrorist organization.

In the UK there are signs that the radicals are on the back foot.  Just anecdotally, I can tell you that attendance seems to be down at events organized by groups supportive of Al Qaeda compared to a few years ago. I asked a leading pro-Al Qaeda militant in the UK about the many empty chairs at one such event this summer and he conceded that it was becoming more difficult to attract young Muslims to such meetings. 

British authorities have taken advantage of the emerging Jihadist critique of Al Qaeda by pragmatically engaging with Jihadists and Salafists critical of Al Qaeda, while cracking down on the real problem groups. The British government’s approach is to try to isolate the violent extremists. 

The approach seems to be playing dividends. Recently the British Metropolitan police partnered with the MAB, a British Muslim Brotherhood group, to turn around the Finsbury Park Mosque, once controlled by pro Al Qaeda cleric Abu Hamza al Masri. Additionally, police in London have had significant success engaging with Salafist mosque leaders, who can be very effective in countering Al Qaeda. Their in-depth knowledge of the Salafist texts that Al Qaeda exploit and twist to recruit young Muslims means that they are in a strong position to counter Al Qaeda theologically.

To finish off, here is a short film about Hanif Qadir, a Jihadist recruit who turned against Al Qaeda that I co-produced for Dateline NBC. Peter and I profiled his story in the New Republic article. Qadir is having a real impact on the ground in east London by working to prevent vulnerable youngsters from being recruited by Al Qaeda.

VIDEO PRESENTATION – available at New America Foundation website
Maajid Nawaz:
I have some observations and I think I will phrase them as a caution. I will ask everyone to consider certain strategic gains vs. ideological losses. What is happening and what we have seen with the Active Change Foundation, the names that have been mentioned such as Dr. Fadl and his recantation, also Salman al-Auda (when he attended that conference in 2006 I was still a member of Hizb ut-Tahrir and I interviewed him on the Islam channel) I know his views. I also know the views of Gamaat Islamiya, when I was in prison with the founder of this organization they had 25 000 members in prison. I am also familiar with the books they wrote Silsilat Tasheeh al-Mafaheem, the series of Correcting the Concepts. The word of caution I give is that it is very important to encourage tactically those who used to be terrorists to divide active terrorists. Ideologically what I am concerned about is: are we boosting those who still support Islamist ideology? Terrorism has always only been a tactic of those who have subscribed to the Islamist ideology that began in the 1920’s. Every single Islamist terrorist organization emerged from the non violent Islamist organizations that have been operating since the 1920s.

Some brief examples, the Muslim Brotherhood produced Sayyid Qutb who was in prison where I was held, with Dr Muhammad al-Badee’ who smuggled out milestones on behalf of Qutb. Qutb was produced not only by the Muslim Brotherhood but Hizb ut-Tahrir, whose Islamism is more revolutionary than the Muslim Brotherhood, who are political Islamists. The Muslim Brotherhood are political Islamists and Hizb ut-Tahrir are revolutionary, who don’t believe in engaging with the system but want to instigate military coups in Muslim countries. Qutb moved from the Brotherhood on political Islamism to revolutionary Islamism and then wrote Milestones. His brother, Muhammad Qutb, was Bin Laden’s teacher. The impetus comes from the ideology itself. Terrorist has only ever been a tactic; it started off as a resistance tactic after subjection to torture in Egypt’s jails. Another Muslim Brotherhood influence on Bin Laden was Abdullah Azzam who was in Afghanistan to fight Russian occupiers, but the point I’m making is that Islamism inspired those who turned that into a tactic of terrorism. The assassins of Sadat who were with me in prison told me that Tanzim al-Jihad split into two other organizations, Gamaat Islamiya and  Jihad al-Islami. These used to be one organization, Tanzim al-Jihad. The teacher of the Tazim al-Jihad cell that assassinated Sadat in 1981 was a member of HT by the name of Salim al-Rahhal.

When I was expelled from Newham College for a murder of a student there, I was not criminally responsible but I was President of the Student Union and we were HT activists. My lawyer Anjum Chaudhrey, who since became the head of al-Muhajirun UK, was with HT. Abdullah Faisail, known as Shaikh Faisal, converted to Islam on the hands of a leader of HT.  

The reason for my stating this is to look at how Jihadism emerged. Islamists emerged as non-wahhabi political activists who had a totalitarian ideology. The Egyptian regime tortured people in the dungeons of its state security buildings in Cairo. When that torture occurred, political Islamism fled the Levant and went to the Gulf. Islamism that was politically rigid but socially liberal, allowing music, not mandating the face veil, some even smoked. When they moved to the Gulf, rigid conservative Wahhabism which was apolitical traditionally and political Islamism mixed and this is how jihadism emerged. All terrorist jihadist organizations, not meaning Hamas here, but the international global Islamists, they are all Wahhabi in nature and share that creed. Whether you look at North Africa or Lashkar-e-Taiba, they are Wahabi in creed and Islamist in politics. By embracing former terrorists who are still Islamists, there is a danger of a short term tactical gain and a long term ideological loss. By empowering former jihadists, who are yet to recant Islamism itself, are we reinforcing the same ideology that produced terrorism, and if it doesn’t produce it again there is a danger at the very least that they could obtain power and establish a totalitarian state that does not believe in national borders and will conquer neighbors. I have never fought for a legal ban on HT or other organizations, I’m not trying to be a hawk, I don’t believe those organizations should be banned but I believe that in civil society they should not be tolerated. That is the values-based engagement, there must be a critical and values based engagement based on the idea that governments should not tolerate people who stone people to death. We must challenge the irreligious Islamist ideology.  
Andrew Cochran: Thank you, lots of that criticism is about the true nature of Islamism and if it is supremacist or not. I also wanted to thank Peter for mentioning the failure of Al Qaeda and the failure of Sunni terrorism around the world, except for places like the North West Frontier Province, and Yemen. I think that is something that is not discussed.
I do want to recognize Contributing Experts Mike Kraft, Jeffery Imm and alumnus Jeff Breinholt, whom we will welcome back when he leaves the Justice Department.
Jeff Breinholt: My question to you is do you think Tariq Ramadan should be permitted to come to the US? Where I come down, I am sanguine at the prospect of him coming to the US partly because the U.S. for better or worse is a religious society and we know religious fundamentalist and we know how to treat them, we can run them through the cauldron of dialogue. Part of me thinks this would be good theater, to see him come to Indiana and talk the way he does in Geneva. He will likely get a message he doesn’t get in Europe. By the way, I should say I have a hard time conjuring the 1st amendment argument being made by him and his supporters. I think we are on firm legal ground to bar him but policy is another question.

Maajid Nawaz: In the UK we have had this issue with Qaradawi, who has issued Fatwas which have been sighted to justify suicide attacks. There is a difference between Qaradawi and Ramadan. Tariq Ramadan isn’t responsible for any Fatwas on that, he is not a sheikh. There is a difference in symbolism of a Mufti and Ramadan who is sitting on the fence on some of these issues. I haven’t met him and I am thus cautious on remarks about people I haven’t met. No government is obligated to allow anyone who is not a citizen to enter, it is not a right. Although the U.S. government is not obligated, differentiating between legal tolerance and civil tolerance is important. His ideas should be debated, those are the only ways those ideas will be challenged. If he were coming here to lecture I would love to discuss with him on these issues. People have pushed him on condemning suicide bombings in Palestine. He wasn’t very forthcoming. In a civil society that debate has to occur. I differentiate between legal tolerance and civil tolerance. It is my right to debate someone on their ideas and prove that they are unworthy for others to follow. No government is obligated to let anyone else into their country.

Andrew Cochran: I would analogize it to the situation with the Ku Klux Klan in the United States.  Please identify yourself, name and affiliation.
Daniel Silverberg, House Committee on Foreign Affairs. What are the implications of the dismantlement of AQI?  It seems the groups replacing them are just as violent.

Evan Kohlmann: The cautionary story is that of the Islamic army of Iraq, “our new best friend.”  The same group that three years ago videotaped an execution of a Bulgarian pilot and distributed it triumphantly. This is a group that has executed hostages without reason. This holds truth with other groups we have worked with such as the Libyan governments, but working with it has been more constructive than not working with it. The same holds true with the Islamic army in Iraq. They continue to target U.S. operations in Iraq and release videos of attacks. The way to move forward is that these groups, what distinguishes them from Al Qaeda, they all belief in jihad, but their jihad stops at the borders of Iraq. We can agree with them on that this conflict cannot spread beyond the borders of Iraq. I would agree with you that the factions we are talking about are not humanitarians or the most wonderful people in the world. But everyone in the Iraqi government or security services isn’t either. Everyone has blood on their hands. We have to move forward with eyes open.

Dan, Jane’s Information Group: In the event of a withdrawal from Iraq what do you think that means for AQI, would they shift resources back to Iraq, or would AL Qaeda in Pakistan shift resources back into Iraq.?
Evan Kohlmann: That is their dream, they view the conflict in Iraq the same lens they viewed Bosnia and Herzegovina. The worst possible outcome is a Dayton agreement that brings a peace and detent between factions. As long is there is no conflict there is nowhere for them to breed. However, just as happened in 06 if you see the reemergence of Shiite militias and ethnic killings, that is what Al Qaeda thrives on. They made it very clear they will do whatever they can to make sure there is no Dayton affect in Iraq. It is very interesting because it goes back to what Peter said earlier. Ironically the best thing sometimes is to do nothing. Without U.S. being the bogyman in Iraq Al Qaeda has nothing to run on. 

Michael Kraft: I was recently at a CT conference oversees where there was lots of discussion of Al Qaeda influence groups.  There is a lot of focus on third generation immigrants turned bad and there was a discussion of a cult of victimization. In the UK where I lived in the 60’s there was a great deal of racism and intolerance of immigrants. Also, the British Home Office has outlined a comprehensive plan to deal with these groups, are you familiar with that?
Paul Cruickshank: The Home Office report is called “Prevent.” Basically my view is that they get it. There is now recognition that the problem of radicalism has to be dealt with at the grassroots level.  They have provided assistance to groups like Hanif Qadir’s Active Change Foundation so that they can tackle extremism at the local level. 

You’re right that the radicalization problem is associated with the second and third generation of British Muslims.  A small but significant number have become alienated not just from mainstream society but also from their parents and grandparents who grew up in a different culture.  The radical preachers take advantage of this identity confusion and play things up like the war in Iraq and civilian casualties in Afghanistan to bring youngsters over to their worldview.

Maajid Nawaz: With regards to alienation there is cause for concern. I was born in Essex and in the 90’s it was a racist place to grow up in. I witnessed my white English friends being stabbed because they were befriending me. I was falsely arrested for armed robbery because my brother had been playing with a plastic pellet gun. This was long before 9/11 and Islamism inspired terrorism was a real issue. One of my other friends had a hammer put to his head, and there was never a conviction brought in any of these cases. This happened a lot with police harassment (around the time of the infamous Stephen Lawrence case) which is why I was so angry and was looking for an alternative. I found one, people who spoke my language but also with an ideology that recalibrated those grievances and turned them into a global struggle. A framework is given to an aggrieved person and looks at those through the prism of that ideology. With communism they would also interpret conflicts through an ideological framework. My government’s invasion of Iraq is interpreted by Islamists as a war against Muslims. Islamists interpret and analyze it through that framework.  The push factors are the grievances and the pull factor is the ideology and both of those factors are necessary to radicalize someone.

Many Jihadists abandon terrorism as a tactic but still believe in Islamism- there is a tendency to believe that the solution to terrorism is extremism. What is happening on the ground is that people are encouraging radicalization and extremism as a solution to terrorism. It is the same ideology that feeds back into the mindset of interpreting local grievances into a global mindset. 

Ilan Weinglass, Terror Finance Blog: Having read the New Republic article, I don’t share your optimism for al Qaeda sowing the seeds of its own destruction. There isn’t an internal contradiction it seems, it seems more to me that they have a PR problem and all they need to do is start attacking more Americans. Nothing succeeds like success and that is how to not alienate their fellow travelers. You mentioned how these leading Muslim theologians are turning against Al Qaeda; that is a high level thing. An alienated Pakistan youth is not going to be turned by that. That same individual would just find a new theological authority to justify his alienation.
Peter Bergen: I think that is an important point, a caveat Bruce Hoffman would say if he were here, the Brigatti Rossi in Italy had zero public support in Italy and nearly brought the society to its knees in the 1970S. Ending public support doesn’t end your support to terrorist a society. Point two, Al Qaeda losing an ideological struggle in the long term is a big deal but that doesn’t mean they aren’t resurging in Yemen or the Pakistan border. I do think this debate about ideas is important, that doesn’t mean that in Waziristan they will have a problem recruiting suicide bombers.  

I will add one other thing, polling data. Support for suicide bombing in Pakistan, has dropped from 33 to 8 percent. Support for OBL in the North West Frontier Province has dropped as well. Why is that? It is now a domestic problem causing public support to erode. 

Paul Cruickshank:  It’s not going be easy for Bin Laden or al Zawahiri  to right the course. As Peter pointed out, Zawahiri tried to reign in Zarqawi in 2005 but failed to halt the violent excesses of Al Qaeda in Iraq. The decentralization of Al Qaeda after the loss of its training camps in Afghanistan in 2001 inevitably led to Bin Laden and Zawahiri exercising less control over Al Qaeda’s rank and file. Given the  increasingly extreme takfiri impulses of Al Qaeda’s rank and file, I think the dynamic at the moment is for Al Qaeda to continue to sort of self implode, as its recruits continue to target fellow Muslims for attack.

It’s true that an alienated Pakistani youth might not have heard of Jihadist critics like Salman al Oudah or Sayyid Imam al Sharif, but I think that their criticisms are starting to filter down.  In the UK context you have people like Hanif Qadir, the Jihadist recruit who turned against Al Qaeda, making a large impact on young uneducated British Pakistanis living in east London. Are there enough Hanif Qadirs out there? No. But such efforts suggest that there is a light at the end of the tunnel. 

Evan Kohlmann: About Bin Laden himself it is more than just a PR problem. He goes back and forth on the issue of killing innocent people. With Iraq he has hedged, we shouldn’t kill innocent people but he also said, "The prophet fought his cousins from the Quraysh tribe--it is the religion which sanctifies blood, not ethnicity or nationality. And dozens of your friends who are unofficially loyal supporters of the governors have agreed with you in implementing this devious methodology in the land of al-Haramain Land [Saudi Arabia] and in other countries, the same methodology that opened the door for these militias to continue in harming the land and its people...Thus, if you truly care about repulsing the evil of those criminals who have pushed you into supporting the infidels and apostate governments, don't you have a duty to speak directly and honestly to your brothers who trusted you and obeyed you in forming an Islamic State?"
In other words, it is not just PR it is fundamental ideological concepts that are clashing here. Bin Laden is saying it is ok to kill people from your own family if they stand in your way. 

Jeffery Imm: I have a question about the values based engagement issue for Mr. Bergen, Cruickshank and Kohlmann. Your July 2008 article states that you hoped the next administration would set a course not based on a theological interpretation of the threat but a realism that the Bush administration has started to adopt. In your New Republic article you state that it is their ideas not their ideas of the U.S. that matter. But the ideas you state are that Islamic fundamentalists are not our enemies but our friends. Previously Evan Kohlmann said we need to initiate a dialogue with the Muslim Brotherhood. My question is what values are we trying to engage in if we think it is our right to engage with Islamists and their ideas are the ones that matter and by having a dialogue with the Muslim Brotherhood wouldn’t we be legitimizing them?
Peter Bergen: We’re now having a dialogue with the sons of Iraq who were shooting at us. The real surge is putting 100,000 people on our payroll who were shooting at us. It is just a tactical and strategic smart strategy that paying these people makes sense, and engaging with them. 
If we suddenly dismiss anyone who thinks Iraq isn’t a defensive jihad, there couldn’t be a more classic defense of jihad. This is the very ideal of a defensive jihad. The gentlemen at the end of the table disagreed with Iraq.  We even installed an Islamic government in Iraq that is Shiite.
 The notion that we shouldn’t engage with socialists because we condemn socialism is ridiculous. 

Evan Kohlmann: The analogy I point to is the U.S. reaching out to the Chinese in the 70’s. There was recognition that China had a mutual enmity against the Soviet Union and it wasn’t an endorsement of Maoism or an ideological accommodation with the Chinese. I have spoken with individuals of the Muslim Brotherhood who have not only condemned killing of innocents in Iraq but also condemned 911 and said I love the United States. If you like this person or not, if you put them saying things like this on video and put it out to the Muslim world you create havoc. 

Peter Bergen: Zawahiri wrote a whole book opposing the Muslim Brotherhood because they want to engage in democracy.

Maajid Nawaz: We are mixing up some phenomena. First there is terrorism and those that have recanted it. Second we have the debate about occupying a country, and those who wish to fight occupation. We may not agree with their decision, but international law under the Geneva conventions grants them this, and that is different to attacking non combatants through suicide bombings. 

What we can’t say is that targeting military army personnel is terrorism. Terrorism is against children babies etc.,  ie: non-combatants.  We may not agree with such fighting against army-personnel but that is what the Geneva Conventions have given people the right to claim. By highlighting the difference between fighting and terrorism, I am in no way supporting the fighting. There is simply a difference. 

Third is the ideology. People who are terrorists may subscribe to the Islamist ideology and people who are merely fighters may also subscribe to it. If these fighters win, their state may be expansionist and engage in stoning people to death etc. People like Dr. Fadl have condemned terrorism but still subscribe to the Islamist ideology. It is not helpful if we say ‘the reason we have a problem with people like Dr Fadl is that they support fighting in Afghanistan’, because fighting an occupation army is not in itself terrorism. The real reason we should criticize them is their support of the Islamist ideology. The ideology has mass support in Egypt but terrorism doesn’t anymore. The real thing I’m talking about is that the real criticism is when to engage with them about the growth of this ideology.

Paul Cruickshank: When we talk about Islamism we have to realize there is Islamism, Islamism and Islamism. For example, Turkey,  a NATO ally is run by a government that is to some degree Islamist, while the Muslim Brotherhood is Islamist but in a very different way to Hizb ut Tahrir. The top leadership of the Muslim Brotherhood  distanced themselves from Sayyid Qutb in the late 1960s. The Supreme Guide of the Muslim Brotherhood at the time even wrote a book taking on Qutb’s arguments. What we need to realize is that there are lots of different types of Islamists.  Not all these groups should necessarily be engaged with, but engaging with some, in a pragmatic fashion, can help to isolate Al Qaeda.  The Muslim Brotherhood, for example, has started to shift towards a more progressive and less anti-western ideology.

Matt Korade, CQ Homeland Security:  I have a basic question about the near enemy/far enemy issue. A lot of these attacks are happening in many of these countries …let me rephrase…if the attacks on the far enemy have caused inordinate pain to AQ and some of these groups, is it seen as a weakness that there haven’t been many attacks on the US? If attacks on the West were intended to spur movements to overturn secular governments in the Middle East, how do these apply to the near and far enemy issue?
Peter Bergen: Benotman said a very smart thing to me shortly after 911; the tactics have taken over the strategy. They are in a cul-de-sac, there is no plan B or place to go. They can’t go back to their own countries. They could have changed their strategy but they haven’t. By keeping the U.S. as the main enemy it is a very bad deal for them. I think they are stuck and I don’t think they have thought their way out of it. There is only one way Al Qaeda can turn their way into a political movement and it is to become like Hezbollah or Hamas. If you accept the premise that AQ and Taliban are allied together at the top level, and that the Taliban is on both sides of the Afghan and Pakistan border and that this is the largest number of people in the world without a state then you have a point where Al Qaeda 5-10 years out could become a political movement, that hasn’t happened now but that could be a way out of the cul-de-sac.
Andrew Cochran: They also don’t have a state actor like Iran supplying oil revenues to Hezbollah. 

Brian, CQ researcher: Following up on your point of a totalitarian Islamic state. We’ve got the Taliban and Saudi Arabia but what kind of new manifestations might we see and in what regions of the world?
Maajid Nawaz: I don’t believe it would be an Islamic state but an Islamist state. Where could it emerge? Let’s take HT. They are working in Turkey, Syria, and Pakistan. In Pakistan I met army officers who were members of HT and have been arrested but they were working within the Pakistani military. The idea of a global caliphate is spreading. The need for the Caliphate is to take the shariah and adopt it for state law, which is a-historical and not rooted in Islamic tradition. Those on the extreme right will say that is Islam itself. The truth is that shariah was never adopted as state law except for the brief period in Spain in Andalusia. They will try to establish a state wherever they can. In Egypt the Muslim Brotherhood is not one uniform organization. If they did come to power it would be interesting to see the splits. If liberal democratic reform were to occur, the Brotherhood is more united in its opposition of oppression than in their idea of how to do things, so it would be interesting to see what they would do in power.

Question: Where is the most likely place?

Maajid Nawaz: It depends on who you are talking about, Muslim Brotherhood or HT. 

Question: A question with two points. The secretary spoke to congress and spoke about the benefits the U.S. has over Europe in terms of the threat of radicalization. The main point is that none of them are anything we can really develop. We can’t really develop things like our economy and political expression, we can only constrict them. Second when you talk about the backlash against Al Qaeda it isn’t to say we can influence them, given that point at the fact that we don’t have a tremendous amount of influence, what could we do as a government to combat radicalization? Are there things that could hamper or enhance radicalization?
Peter Bergen: I wouldn’t invade a Muslim country anytime soon. That is one tip. On the question of radicalization, American Muslims are better educated and have higher incomes. I grew up in Britain, there is no British dream or EU dream but there is an American dream and it has worked well for Muslims. We talk about a war on terror and we are almost completely immune from attack but in Britain you could have an attack that killed 1500 people. What can we do to change radicalization; almost nothing. There is the lack of knowledge and kiss of death problem.  
Paul Cruickshank: I grew up in Brussels so I can say there is an EU dream. One idea is for  the U.S.  to take more advantage of the American Muslim community in its public diplomacy efforts against Al Qaeda. The next time the President reacts to a terrorist attack, and criticizes Al Qaeda, wouldn’t  his words have even more resonance  if American Muslim leaders  were standing alongside him?

The American Muslim community is in many ways the model Muslim community in the world. American Muslims tend to be highly skilled and educated and broadly speaking, they have no time for Al Qaeda. Most American Muslim community leaders would be happy to join public diplomacy efforts against Al Qaeda. 

Another idea is for the U.S. to provide funding for grassroots Muslim community organizations taking on Al Qaeda around the world. Of course it’s difficult to identify which organizations to fund, but more efforts should be made. In the UK, Hanif Qadir’s Active Change Foundation has only been able to run an ambitious counter-radicalization program because of support from local authorities. Money can make a difference. 

Andrew Cochran: I will add a caveat to your suggestion that many mosques in this school were funded with Wahhabbist influence and staffed that way, but if you read the CT Blog, you already know that.

Maajid Nawaz: There are certain Muslim American theologians and academics that have influence in the UK. Imam Hamza Yusuf who comes to the UK, he packs mosques full. And he did two things at Birmingham Mosque, advocating secularism in front of a packed crowd, a very brave speech and said that without secularism Muslims would not have freedom of religion in the West. The second thing he did was pray for troops to come home safely. His voice really resonates. Forget condemning terrorism, that’s not something Muslims should be congratulated for and if it is, it’s patronizing.  Muslims must take it further and engage in counter ideology whilst encouraging a Western Islam. 

Evan Kohlmann: Don’t invade other Muslim countries and don’t use the word crusade or crusader. There is a need for a counter message. We have a serious problem with homegrown terrorist cells with people just like you and me who watch videos getting the idea that Bin Laden and Zawahiri are heroes and there is no counter message to that. The other thing is that there is something to be said for humanitarian aid in the Muslim world, any humanitarian aid or action we take will be looked upon suspiciously but if you look at our action after the tsunami, also sponsoring foreign students to come to the US is a good way of generating goodwill abroad. After 911 we have fewer foreign students coming here which is disappointing because those people are ambassadors for the U.S. Its important to keep security but also to keep voices and people coming back and forth from the U.S. 

Andrew Cochran: Thank you for coming.
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