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I dedicate this work to Vasily Arkhipov, the deputy commander of a Soviet nuclear submarine off the Cuban shore who said no to his comrades and may have saved the world.

That was on October 27, 1962, around the time my father came home from his defense job and told me at the doorstep to our house that there was “only a twenty-percent chance, son” the next day would never come.

No terrorist action today remotely poses that kind of existential threat for our world, and I hope you’ll keep that in mind in reading on.
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School’s out at Abdelkrim Khattabi Primary in the Jamaa Mezuak neighborhood of Tetuán, Morocco. Five of the seven plotters in the Madrid train bombing who blew themselves up attended the school, as did several volunteers for martyrdom in Iraq.
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PREFACE


America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter, and lose our freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN



This work is about what almost everybody believes in but only some are willing to die for. It’s about believing in something worthwhile that transcends the interests of individuals and their immediate families. It’s about the nature of faith, the origins of society, and the limits of reason. It tries to answer the question, “Why do people believe in a cause, and why do some die and kill for it?”

The answer in a nutshell is that people don’t simply kill and die for a cause. They kill and die for each other. This work will show how and why this has come about: in human evolution and through the history of humanity; from the jungles of Southeast Asia and the political wastelands of the Middle East, to New York, London, and Madrid.

Many creatures will fight to the death for their close kin. But only humans fight and sacrifice unto death for friends and imagined kin, for brotherhoods willing to shed blood for one another. The reasons for brotherhoods—unrelated people cooperating to their full measure of devotion—are as ancient as our uniquely reflective and autopredatory species. Different cultures ratchet up these reasons into great causes in different ways. Call it love of God or love of group, it matters little in the end. Modern civilizations spin the potter’s wheel of monotheism to manufacture the greatest cause of all, humanity. All the great political isms preach devotion unto death for the sake of humanity. The salvation of humanity is a cause as stimulating as it is impossible to achieve.

Especially for young men, mortal combat in a great cause provides the ultimate adventure and glory to gain maximum esteem in the eyes of many and, most dearly, in the hearts of their peers. By identifying their devotion with the greater defense and salvation of humanity, they commit themselves to a path that allows mass killing for what they think is a massive good. The terrible history of war in the twentieth century is that more than conquest, greed, or even self-defense, all major participating nations justified killing civilian noncombatants on a massive scale to advance or preserve “civilization.” Jihadism is a transnational social and political movement in the same vein.

If so many millions support jihad, why are only thousands willing to kill and die for it? We shall see that young men willing to go kill and die for jihad were campmates, school buddies, soccer pals, and the like, who become die-hard bands of brothers in a tragic and misbegotten quest to save their imagined tribal community from Crusaders, Jews, and other morally deformed, unrepentant, and therefore subhuman beings. It’s in groups that they find the camaraderie of a cause, however admirable or abhorrent, and the courage and commitment that come from belonging to something larger.

Terrorists generally do not commit terrorism because they are extraordinarily vengeful or uncaring, poor or uneducated, humiliated or lacking in self-esteem, schooled as children in radical religion or brainwashed, criminally minded or suicidal, or sex-starved for virgins in heaven. Terrorists, for the most part, are not nihilists but extreme moralists—altruists fastened to a hope gone haywire.

And there is basis for real moral grievance, whether one believes exclusively in secular human rights or in the religious ethics of the house of Abraham. There’s no excuse, “collateral damage” or otherwise, for the killing of innocents in Afghanistan, Iraq, Palestine, Chechnya, and elsewhere. But a divine justice that rewards the killing of innocents in the name of an eye for an eye, exalting death over life for its own believers, is the will to power of a cruel and sadistic Moloch that would leave the whole world blind.

THE SCIENCE OF UNREASON

I am an anthropologist. In the last three and a half decades, I have traveled to many places and met many kinds of people, and I have never run across anyone—believer, agnostic, or atheist—who isn’t fascinated by religion. I’ve been with would-be martyrs and holy warriors from the Atlantic shore of Morocco to the remote forests of Indonesia, and from Gaza to Kashmir. The accounts of my experiences with aspiring killers for God and martyr wannabes and the empirical studies that come out of these encounters should make you think about terrorism in a new way: less alien and less fearsome. A scientific study of faith, like the scientific study of love, is just beginning. Applied to terrorism—one of the most compelling faith-related issues of our day and one that has largely been immune to serious scientific study because of its passion—science may someday produce downright revelation.

So it is stunning that few scientists have any idea of the progress that has been made in the study of religion. This is especially remarkable among the recent spate of so-called new atheists who believe—as Bertrand Russell (one of my heroes) and Karl Marx before them—that science has a moral duty to relieve society of the baneful burden of religion. The conceit is intellectually silly, but the politics of it isn’t. In the United States, the candidacy for nearly every political high office pivots upon terrorism and how the candidate will handle its menace. Perhaps never in the history of human conflict have so few people with so few actual means and capabilities frightened so many. Even some of our best scientists and philosophers have bought into the hysteria, clamoring for the death of God and the end of faith as the cure for terrorism. It’s not rejection of God but the ignorance of the meaning of God for the history of humanity and the role of faith in human thought and behavior that unsettles me. The atheism of utopian enlightenment, like the godless gulag or guillotine, can be hazardous to others.

In this work I also explore the practical consequences of understanding sacred values. Sacred values differ from the values of the marketplace and from realpolitik by incorporating moral beliefs that drive action in ways out of proportion to prospects for success. Such extreme behaviors as suicide bombings and the atrocities of the seemingly intractable political conflicts in the Middle East, Central and South Asia, and beyond are often motivated by sacred values.

These deeper cultural values that are bound up with people’s identity often trump other values, particularly economic ones. But studies of populations in conflict and encounters with their leaders suggest that understanding an opponent’s sacred values may offer surprising opportunities for breakthroughs to peace or at least to lessening violent competition between groups.

Through these practical considerations of how to face terrorism and to deal with seemingly intractable political conflicts, this work is also intended to provide more general insight into the origins and evolution of religion, the epidemics of war, the rise of civilizations, the creation of the concept of humanity, and the limits of reason. Whatever bit of this ambition succeeds makes the effort behind it worthwhile.

.   .   .

One caution: I talk to people in the languages that I’ve learned along the way but never formally studied. So I often write things down as I hear them. If there’s a common spelling of a word or phrase in Latin characters I’ll usually go with it (for example, in French-speaking countries, the English sh is rendered ch, so it’s Rashid in Palestine but Rachid in Morocco), though sometimes I try to standardize (for example, Koran, instead of Quran, Qur’an; Islamiyah instead of Islamiya, Islamiyya, Islamiyyah, Islamiyyeh, Islamia; and so on).

And finally, I’m mostly used to writing dry things for scientific audiences. Should my efforts to be closer to the general reader sometimes seem too raw and personal or overly practiced because I thought there was a ring in the phrasing of an idea, I ask for your indulgence. The subject matter is more deserving.
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Part I

THE CAUSE


In the fullness of spring, in the presence of those who never really leave us, it is the life that we honor. Lives of courage, lives of sacrifice, and the ultimate measure of selflessness—lives that were given to save others.

—BARACK OBAMA, ABRAHAM LINCOLN NATIONAL CEMETERY,
 ELWOOD, ILLINOIS, MAY 30, 2005



I and thousands like me have forsaken everything for what we believe.

—MOHAMMAD SIDIQUE KHAN, ELDEST OF THE JULY 7, 2005,
 LONDON UNDERGROUND SUICIDE BOMBERS



People … want to serve a cause greater than their self-interest.

—U.S. SENATOR AND THEN–REPUBLICAN PRESIDENTIAL
 CANDIDATE JOHN MCCAIN, VILLANOVA UNIVERSITY,
 PENNSYLVANIA, APRIL 15, 2008





CHAPTER 1

SULAWESI: AN ANTHROPOLOGIST AT WORK

It was during a series of psychological studies I was running with Muslim fighters on the Indonesian Island of Sulawesi about the scope and limits of rational choice that I noticed tears welling up in the eyes of my traveling companion and bodyguard, Farhin. He had just heard of a young man who had recently been killed in a skirmish with Christian fighters, and the experiment seemed to bring the youth’s death even closer to home.

“Farhin,” I asked, “did you know the boy?”

“No,” he said, “but he was only in the jihad a few weeks. I’ve been fighting since Afghanistan [the late 1980s] and I’m still not a martyr.”

I tried consoling him: “But you love your wife and children.”

“Yes.” He nodded sadly. “God has given this, and I must have faith in the way He sets out for me.”

“What way, Farhin?”

“The way of the mujahid, the holy warrior.”

Farhin is one of the self-styled “Afghan Alumni” who fought the communists in Afghanistan in the 1980s. He was funneled by the future founder of Jemaah Islamiyah (JI), Abdullah Sungkar, to the Abu Sayyaf camp near the Khyber Pass to train with other Indonesian volunteers. There he also studied “Principles of Jihad” (fiqh al-jihad) with Palestinian scholar Abdullah Azzam, Osama Bin Laden’s mentor and originator of the concept of al-qaeda alsulbah (“the strong base,” or revolutionary Muslim vanguard). Later Farhin hosted future 9/11 mastermind Khaled Sheikh Mohammed in Jakarta, and in 2000 Farhin helped blow up the Philippines ambassador’s residence. Although that operation was something of a dress rehearsal for the October 2002 Bali bombing that killed more than two hundred people in the deadliest single terrorist attack against the West since 9/11, Farhin declined to find suicide bombers for Bali and instead occupied himself running a training camp to battle Christians in Sulawesi.

Farhin completed my psychological experiments on the tradeoffs people are willing to make in pursuit of a violent cause. The general idea is that when people consider things sacred, even if it’s just bits of a wall or a few words in a language one may not even understand, then standard economic and political ways of deciding behavior in terms of costs and benefits fall apart. Farhin responded “irrationally,” as most of the others had, without regard to material advantage or utility.

“Is a person a better and more deserving martyr if he kills one rather than ten of the enemy or ten rather than a hundred?” I asked.

“If his intention is pure, God must love him, numbers don’t matter, even if he kills no one but himself.”

“What if a rich relative were to give a lot of money to the cause in return for you canceling or just postponing a martyrdom action?”

“Is that a joke? I would throw the money in his face.”

“Why?”

“Because only in fighting and dying for a cause is there nobility in life.”

In the 2004 preface to Dreams from My Father, Barack Obama submits that post-9/11, history is challenging us again with a fractured world, and that we must squarely face the problem of terrorism. Except that he cannot hope to understand “the stark nihilism” of the terrorists. “My powers of empathy,” he laments, “my ability to reach another’s heart, cannot pretend to penetrate the blank stares of those who would murder innocents with abstract, serene satisfaction.”1

In fact, the eyes of the terrorists I’ve known aren’t blank. They are hard but intense. Their satisfaction doesn’t lie in serene anticipation of virgins in heaven. It’s as visceral as blood and torn flesh. The terrorists aren’t nihilists, starkly or ambiguously, but often deeply moral souls with a horribly misplaced sense of justice. Normal powers of empathy can penetrate them, because they are mostly ordinary people. And though I don’t think that empathy alone will ever turn them from violence, it can help us understand what may.

I’m an anthropologist who studies what it is to be human—that’s what anthropologists study—by empathizing with (without always sympathizing) then analyzing the awe-inspiring behaviors alien to our culture. Terrorism awes me as much as anything I’ve known, enough to pull me back from years of fieldwork in the rain forest with Maya Indians to try to understand and convey what makes humans willing to kill and die for others.

POSO, SULAWESI, AUGUST 9–10, 2005

Sulawesi is a remote isle of the Indonesian archipelago located between Borneo and New Guinea. The older name for the island is the Celebes, a Portuguese denomination that inspired in the anthropologist I would one day become a yearning to know what it would be like to be a different kind of human being from myself. Forty years ago, most of what I surmised about that distant other world came from the colonial classic, Pagan Tribes of Borneo, written by Charles Hose and William McDougall in 1912.2 It kept company on my bookshelf with another favorite, T. L. Pennell’s Among the Wild Tribes of the Afghan Frontier,3 written three years earlier. Hose and McDougall portrayed the hunter-gatherer world of some of the Borneo and Celebes tribes as an echo from the predawn of human history: “The principal characteristics of this primitive culture,” they wrote, “are the absence of houses or any fixed abode; the ignorance of agriculture, of metal-working, and of boat-making; and the nomadic hunting life, of which the blow-pipe is the principal instrument.” Some of the tribes preyed on the flesh of others.

In the summer of 2005, I finally made it to the Celebes. Sulawesi had changed immensely from the preliterate society described nearly a century before, though afterimages of that predawn era remained. There were thatched and prefab houses for permanent shelter. Agriculture abounded, including the cultivation of cloves for kretek cigarettes and chocolate by way of the Maya and their Spanish conquerors. Motorized boats noisily plied the Gulf of Tomini with all manner of trade goods. People were shod in plastic and leather footwear made in China, wore Japanese watches on their wrists, and pressed cell phones from Finland to their ears. Some of the men sported American baseball caps and some of the women wore the hijab, the Arab headscarf. The night stage was a dusty parade of Pan-like shadows, half human and half machine, flickering in the spotlights of an endless succession of motorbikes.
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Map of Indonesia.

It was like other frontier zones between the modern and premodern worlds, where historical time is awfully compressed: along the Amazon or Congo, in the shantytowns that service the “exotic” tourist resorts that have become a big part of the world’s largest business, or along the U.S.-Mexico border of the Rio Grande. In these places, modern civilization hardly developed. It mostly just happened, without the thick web of human relationships, ideas, and artifacts that make cultural life comfortable to mellow and mature. Ever new, always in decay, as Claude Lévi-Strauss—who commiserated with me that he only wanted to be a musician but having no talent became an anthropologist instead—once mused about the sad urban tropics of the New World.4 There will be no steps worn by generations of pilgrims here.

In our shopping-mall world, exotic cultures are either charming and sensual, like that of the Tahitians, or decorative and exploitable, like that of the Pueblo Indians of the American Southwest. But the mild euphoria of West meeting Other is short-lived for someone who lingers too long. The gods of these other cultures are clichés, even for the descendants of the ancestors who worshipped them—a mix of existential angst and touchy-feely happy hermeneutics about harmony and oneness with nature and one another. The real gods, of passions and war, of weather and chaos, and the care and consolation of celestial cycles, are dust-dead or mummified in museums. Now, as the long, easy hegemony of the West over the world lurches to an end, the newly decadent and the exotic are left free as orphans. Hardly anyone cares to exploit their labor, integrate or understand them, or even notice if they were to drop off the face of the earth.

I came to Poso, a small town in Central Sulawesi that probably contains more violent Islamist groups per square meter than any other place on earth. I saw no blowpipes but many waists sporting the padang, a machete-like metal knife, and Kalashnikovs hanging over the shoulders and backs of numerous young men. Some groups still preyed on others, now killing them for their faith rather than for their meat. The groups in this little Eden of hell often call themselves “Lashkar this” or “Lashkar that,” lashkar being a derivation of the Arabic for “army” (only when I went to Pakistan’s Azad Kashmir did I find a comparable concentration of lashkars, as they are called there). Shortly before I arrived, two blasts in the market of the nearby Christian town of Tentene killed twenty-two people. Soon after I left, three Christian girls were beheaded on their way to school and there was another bombing. A police investigator sent me pictures of the girls’ headless bodies in their skirts and blazers. I thought of my own girls and felt sick at hell’s ravenous appetite. Not to be outdone, Christian militia beat and beheaded a couple of Muslims. This was after the Indonesian government executed three Christian militiamen, including a cleric, for leading a mob that massacred more than two hundred Muslims in a boarding school during a previous bout of religious war that killed more than a thousand people of both faiths. Sometimes, the lashkars, like bloodied sharks, would turn upon their own kind.

There’s nothing peculiar to Sulawesi in all of this, save the tropical lull of its Venus flytrap beauty. The modern Balkan tribes of Europe have behaved no differently. And the greater national tribes have recently done these sorts of things on an industrial scale. Ever since the Upper Paleolithic, when our hominid forebears began forming larger groups that could dominate any threat from wild animals, people had become their own worst predators. It is the larger family, or “tribe,” and not the mostly ordinary individuals in it, that increasingly has seemed to me the key to understanding the extraordinary violence of mass killing and the murder of innocents.

By “tribe” I don’t mean the usual anthropological sense of a small-scale society that is organized largely on the basis of territory and kinship, especially corporate descent groups like clans and lineages. Most of the Muslims in Central Sulawesi are not tribal in this narrow sense. They are recent immigrants from different parts of Java, and some of the Christian fighters are imported from East Timor. There is an extended sense of tribe similar to philosopher Jonathan Glover’s outlook in Humanity,5 his very disturbing chronicle of twentieth-century atrocities. This broader idea of tribe refers to a group of interlinked communities that largely share a common cultural sense of themselves, and which imagine and believe themselves to be part of one big family and home. Today the “imagined community,” as political scientist Benedict Anderson once referred to the notion of the nation,6 extends from city neighborhoods to cyberspace.

The Jewish and Arab peoples, to give an example, are still tribal in both the narrow and the extended sense, each believing itself to be genetically linked and to share a cultural heritage. This is so despite the fact that the actual genealogical relationships invoked by Jewish Cohens (including descendants of the Hasmonean high priests), Levites, and Israelites or by Arab Adnanis (including Mohammed’s tribe, the Quraish) and Qahtanis are mostly historical fictions. In the extended sense, Nazi Germany imagined itself in terms of a tribe, the fatherland, and pushed the Soviet Union away from pretensions of universal brotherhood and back to a Mother Russia, which, with the Stalin priesthood, in fact mobilized tribal passions for sacrifice in the Great Patriotic War. The United States, which originally had few tribal sentiments because of its immigrant beginnings, has become increasingly tribalized through its widening economic and political power clashes around the world. Americans increasingly fear immigration and assimilate this into the fear of terrorism to form the new tribal concept of “homeland” security. By invoking the tribe, people needn’t listen to argument and are ready to rally themselves in defense of their imagined family’s honor and home against real or perceived enemies: from the hamlet wars of Jews and Arab tribes around Jerusalem to continental conflicts for the sake of America’s homeland, Russia’s motherland or China’s fatherland.

There are important historical differences between these various tribal imaginings, which I will later discuss in detail. But regardless of these differences, political scientists might interpret all such tribal appeals as a way of “reducing transaction costs,”7 shortcutting the need to persuade and mobilize people. The call to jihad in Poso is tribal, even though most of the jihadis who are here have come to the call from elsewhere.

In 1998, a Muslim candidate was elected local governor, marking the fact that the immigrant Muslim population had surpassed the local population that had been converted to Christianity in the nineteenth century by missionaries from the Reformed Church of Holland. (Muslims now number 45 percent of the total population in Poso regency; Christians, 42 percent; and the rest are Hindu and Buddhist.) There are various stories about how the violence began at Christmastime in 1998, which happened that year to coincide with Ramadan, the holy Muslim month of fasting. One oft-told tale is that during the Muslim night prayers, some Christians were drinking and making a ruckus in the front yard of a mosque. The mosque’s warden asked them to leave. The next day, the Christians waylaid the warden on the street and taunted him about eating pork for breakfast, then beat him. Next, furious Muslims attacked Christian shops selling alcohol and also the oldest church in Poso. Tensions rose, and one day in April 2000, Christian bands invaded the town and attacked Muslim residents and shops, mostly with stones, torches, and wooden staves. Retaliation begat retaliation. Local ironsmiths began improvising homemade guns and bullets, and by the end of the year, tens of thousands of refugees were on the move and hundreds were dead on both sides. As word spread, Muslims from as far away as Spain came to fight for their brethren in the name of jihad. Despite intervals of long quiet, Poso was still the most active conflict area in Indonesia over the next decade.

In Poso, I ran psychological studies of Muslim mujahedin like Farhin on the role of sacred values in limiting rational choice, based in part on some of the initial results I had from my previous work with Palestinians. I would give each Indonesian holy warrior a questionnaire to complete. They soon began talking among themselves about what answers they should give, so I had them go off into separate places and promise not to talk. They dutifully complied. Some asked if they could consult their religious leaders about this or that question. When I said no, they accepted without protest. Except for the fact that they were mujahedin, they behaved no differently from my students.

Question A: “Would you give up a roadside bombing if it meant you could make the only pilgrimage to Mecca?” Most answered yes.

Question B: “Would you give up a suicide bombing to instead carry out a roadside bombing if it is possible?” Most answered yes.

Question C: “Could you give up a suicide bombing if it meant you could make the only pilgrimage to Mecca in your lifetime?” Most answered no.

From the perspective of the rationality that is thought to underlie standard economic or political calculations, this is not a reasonable set of responses. Rationality requires logical consistency in preferences: If A is preferred to B and B is preferred to C, then A must be preferable to C. Here, however, we have A (pilgrimage) preferred to B (roadside bombing), and B preferred to C (suicide bombing)—yet C preferred to A. I’ll have more to say on the peculiarities and consequences of this sort of “moral logic” later in this book.

The nonrationality I am interested in exploring is not merely a formal or analytic one. It is also eruptive and emotional. As Farhin and I descended from Poso, we came to the former site of the first training camp in the area that Farhin set up for Jemaah Islamiyah. The people living near the site are mostly Balinese. Farhin had rightly anticipated that no one would look for a jihadi camp in the middle of a Balinese population. If today there is a gentle people, it’s the Balinese. Especially in Central Sulawesi, they have kept their good humor and grace as war swirls around them. We happened upon a Balinese wedding near the campsite. It was a colorful Hindu ceremony, elegant and delightful.

I turned to Farhin. “Helu kthir”—very beautiful and sweet—I said in my broken Levantine Arabic, which I had picked up many years before when I lived with the Druze people.

“Wahsh!” he rasped. (Animals!) “Look at their women; I swear by God that if I had a bomb I would use it here.”

I stopped in mid-chortle, the instant I noticed the heavy-lidded look that I had seen in the eyes of killers before, in Guatemala, and would see again in Pakistan.

“Farhin, issa nahnu asadaqa?” (Now, we are friends?)

“A habibi.” Yes, my beloved. He grinned as his eyes and voice lightened. “Mundhu bada’a al-hawa yajruju min sayara.”—“After the wind left the car,” which was his broken Arabic, picked up from Arabs at the Saddah training camp near the Khyber Pass in the later stages of the Soviet-Afghan war, for “Ever since the flat tire” that we had fixed while laughing at one another.

“Would you kill me for the jihad?” I asked.

“No problem,” he said, this time in English, and with a laugh. Then that look again: “Aiwah, sa’aqtruk.” (Yes, I would kill you.)

I thought I had come to the limits of my understanding of the other and could go no further. There was something in Farhin that was incalculably different from me … yet almost everything else about him was not.

“In all those years, after you and the others came back from Afghanistan, and before JI started up, how did you stay a part of the jihad?” I asked.

“We Afghan Alumni never stopped playing soccer together,” he replied matter-of-factly. “That’s when we were closest together in the camp”—then a megawatt smile—“except when we went on vacation, to fight the communists.”

“Vacation?” I asked, puzzled because Farhin had deadpanned the word.

He smiled. “Holiday, yes, that’s what we called the fighting. Training wasn’t such fun.”

“Fun? Do you think war is fun, Farhin?”

“War is noble in a true cause that is worth more than life. Fighting for that is a strong feeling, strong.”

“And what really kept you together?” I asked again just to be sure.

“We played soccer and remained brothers—in Malaysia, when I worked on the chicken farm [of exiled Jemaah Islamiyah founder Abdullah Sungkar], then back in Java.”

Maybe, then, it was something about the relation between God and soccer that was eluding me. Maybe people don’t kill and die simply for a cause. They do it for friends—campmates, schoolmates, workmates, soccer buddies, bodybuilding buddies, paintball partners—action pals who share a cause. Maybe they die for dreams of jihad—of justice and glory—and devotion to a family-like group of friends and mentors who act and care for one another, of “imagined kin,” like the Marines. Except that they also hope to God to die.

Then it came on me as embarrassingly obvious: It’s no accident that nearly all religious and political movements express allegiance through the idiom of the family—brothers and sisters, children of God, fatherland, motherland, homeland. Nearly all major ideological movements, political or religious, require the subordination or assimilation of the real family (genetic kinship) to the larger imagined community of “brothers and sisters.” Indeed, the complete subordination of biological loyalty to loyalty for the cultural cause of the Ikhwan, the “Brotherhood” of the Prophet, is the original meaning of the word Islam, “submission.”

But what is it that binds imagined kin into a “band of brothers” ready to die for one another as are parents for their children? That gives nobility and sanctity to personal sacrifice? What is the cause that co-opts the evolutionary disposition to survive?

NATURE AND NURTURE

That afternoon I began posing “switched-at-birth” scenarios to Farhin and his brother mujahedin on whether the children of Zionist Jews raised by mujahedin families since birth would become good Muslims and mujahedin or remain Zionist Jews. Nearly all mujahedin, leaders and foot soldiers alike, answered that the children would grow up to be good Muslims and mujahedin. They usually said that everyone’s fitrah (nature) is the same and that social surroundings and teaching make a person good or bad. This is how the alleged emir (leader) of Jemaah Islamiyah, Abu Bakr Ba’asyir, put it in an interview that I conducted with him in Cipinang prison in Jakarta:


Environment can change people’s fitrah—nature. Human beings have an innate propensity to tauhid—to believe in the one true God. If a person is raised in a Jewish environment, he’ll be Jewish. But if he’s raised in an Islamic environment, he’ll follow his fitrah—nature. Human beings are born in tauhid, and the only religion which teaches and nurtures tauhid is Islam. As I said, according to Prophet Mohammed, the only things that can change a child into becoming Jewish or Christian are his parents or his environment. If he is born in an Islamic environment, he’ll survive. His fitrah is safe. If he is born in a non-Islamic environment, his fitrah will be broken and he can be a Jew or a Christian. Human beings have tauhid since birth. However, in their life’s journey they could have an epiphany to be devout Muslims. In contrast, a Muslim who fails to resist the devil’s temptation can become an apostate.



American white supremacists and members of the Christian Identity movement, when asked the same question, more often give a different answer: Jews are born bad and always will be bad. It’s an essentialist take on human nature, of the biologically irreversible kind, that underlies a history of racism in the West.

Shortly before the last run that day of our hypothetical scenarios, Rohan Gunaratna, a Sri Lankan who heads a program in terrorism studies out of Nanyang Technological University in Singapore, received a text message on his cell phone from an informant in another laskar saying that I was to be “eliminated” that evening after dark. Rohan had helped me arrange entry into Poso, running interference with the Indonesian government and some of the mujahedin commanders who occasionally “consulted” for him. “Don’t worry, my friend,” he said, bobbing his head left and right. “We’ll get out of town before sundown. But this gives you time for a few more interviews.” With a grin like a Cheshire cat’s, he can sling his arms around the shoulders of killers and be calming. He’d make a good politician.

The previous day, a former mujahedin commander named Atok had warned me: “Don’t go up to Poso, our people shoot whites on sight. I would have shot you dead myself last year. But killing whites or Christians is not the best way to defend Islam.” I told him this change of heart was a relief, and he smiled wryly. Atok was tough as nails, but he positively melted when describing how finger-lickin’ good the chicken was at the Makassar Kentucky Fried Chicken, a favorite eatery and planning spot for Sulawesi’s top jihadis. Farhin and Rohan agreed that if we left at night and I sat between them in the backseat, I would be OK, and I trusted them. My guess is that one of the leaders of the Muslim charities I had been talking with didn’t want me snooping around anymore. The charities, like Kompak and even the local Red Crescent (the Islamic equivalent of the Red Cross) are very much involved in the sectarian fighting and sport their own militias.
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Atok, a former commander of Muslim militia in Poso: “I don’t shoot whites on sight anymore.”

I came into Sulawesi as a French citizen (I’m a U.S. citizen too, but mujahedin don’t much like talking to Americans these days), but the text message implied that I had been Googled, which meant that whoever was after me knew that I was an American working on terrorism. Google can be a real bummer for anyone who wants to do fieldwork on the subject. I now have about twenty-four hours on the ground before someone does some Internet surfing and doesn’t like what he reads about me. It’s a new dimension of “fast-track anthropology” for me, academically so frustrating, but I’ve also learned a lot in a day.

On the wooden deck of the restaurant where I was doing my interviews, overlooking a pastel seascape framed by low green hills, a radio was chanting sorrowful Koranic verses while two lovely young girls, their doe eyes framed by veils, fidgeted with a hi-fi belching out early Beatles. Dusk was coming and my pulse was racing. I’d started smoking kretek clove cigarettes to calm down, although I’m no smoker. Strange how the light at day’s end also calms and leads to reflection, especially in this soft evening air. I found myself back with my grandmother at a Beatles concert at New York’s Shea Stadium in the summer of 1965 with Ringo singing “Act Naturally,” then in the spring of 1971, when she stood up in the audience and yelled at Margaret Mead during a lecture at the American Museum of Natural History: “Why don’t you leave my grandson alone and let him be a doctor! Now you’ll get him cooked by cannibals!”

There’s a daredevil high to this sort of fieldwork, a feeling similar to what war correspondents feel, or at least those I’ve interacted with. Many people just pretend that dangerous and exciting things happen to them. I guess I share with some reporters not merely a dream of adventure, but an irresistible urge to live my dream and accomplish something by it, if only in witnessing what others cannot see but should.

But this line of work has its nightmarish moments. My interpreter, Huda, broke my reverie when he told me he’d been questioning a “retired” commander of Laskar Jihad, one of the first outside jihadi groups to come to Poso. “He said if a Christian would be raised by the mujahedin, the person would turn out fine, but a Jew comes from hell and is always a Jew.” That was the first time in Indonesia I had gotten that response. But the real stunner came next: “And he asked me if you are a Jew.”

“So what did you tell him?” I asked, aware what the answer would be but hoping it wouldn’t.

“I told him we’re all brothers in this world, so what does it matter if you’re a Jew?”

As the laskar commander trained his gaze on me, I said in light and measured tones: “Phone the car now, in English, like you’re asking for a cup of coffee.” I excused myself to go to the bathroom … and out the back door. It was sundown, and I was silently cursing up a storm for the mess I’d gotten myself into—for the umpteenth time vowing that I’d just stay home and tend my vineyards from now on—when Farhin and Rohan pulled up and I high-tailed it out of there.

We bounced through the dusk along a pothole-loving road to the Christian town of Tentene, arriving on a beautiful night: the flat silhouette of Tentene’s surroundings made haunting by the sounds of night birds and tales of the laskar. The plan was to interview the clergyman in charge of the Central Sulawesi Christian Church, Rinaldy Damanik, a Batak from Sumatra. Farhin had fought and killed many Christians, but he now put on a shirt with flower patterns and sprinkled himself with cologne because … well, every red-blooded jihadi knows how wanton Christian girls are. I wondered if they would sense the bit of death that lingers about Farhin, or just his streak of the comic.

The Reverend Damanik had been arrested after the initial bout of sectarian violence in the region and taken to Jakarta. There he shared prison quarters in succession with Sayem Reda, one of Al Qaeda’s master filmmakers; with Imam Samudra, the convicted operations chief of the October 2002 Bali bombings; and with Abu Bakr Ba’asyir, the emir of Jemaah Islamiyah.

Damanik told me how he managed to sneak a Koran in to Sayem Reda after prison authorities had denied him one. “He thanked me and cried,” Damanik said. “He wasn’t really a bad man at heart.” Damanik also spent long hours with Imam Samudra, agreeing that the State was corrupt, but “I said to him that fighting corruption and abuse by killing tourists and people who had harmed no one was gravely wrong in his God’s eyes and mine. Imam Samudra said to me, as a joke or maybe not, that it’s a shame we didn’t meet and talk first, before the Bali bombing, when together we might have come up with a better strategy to change the government.”

I especially wanted to hear how the reverend and the emir got along, and also to get the former’s reaction to a ridiculous tale told on the Muslim side about the kupukupu (butterfly) battalion of bare-breasted Christian women who would wiggle at the Muslim men and lure them to their deaths. My jaw dropped into the coffee cup when the Rev. Damanik casually asked, “Would you like to meet one of the butterflies?” It turns out that they danced their own men to war, albeit with covered breasts. They even called themselves the Butterfly Laskar. Over time, Muslims and Christians have formed a whole zoo of laskars that reflect one another’s fantasies and fears: the laskar labalaba (spider army), laskar mangoni (bird army), the laskar kalalaver (bat army) that struck terror in the night.

I was even more surprised when Damanik told me how he had enjoyed the company of Ba’asyir, whom he sincerely respected. How Ba’asyir’s wife regularly brought them both fruit and seemed worried about the reverend’s health. Ba’asyir would confirm in the Cipinang Prison interview that the respect was mutual and strong, although he qualified the friendship that any Muslim could properly offer kuffar (infidels):


Yes, I was visited and was respected by him. I have a plan, if Allah allows me, to pay a visit to his house. That’s what I called muamalah dunia—daily relations in the secular life. Because Al Koran article sixty, verse eight says that “Allah encourages us to be kind and just to the people who don’t fight us in religion and don’t help people who fight us.” It means that we can help those who aren’t against us. On these matters we can cooperate, but we also have to follow the norms of Sharia… . So it is generally allowed to have business with non-Muslims. We can help each other; for example, if we are sick and they help us, then, if they become sick, we should help them. When they die we should accompany their dead bodies to the grave though we can’t pray for them.



Abu Bakr Ba’asyir had formally associated himself with Osama Bin Laden in 1998 (though he denied it and said the letter I had proving it so with his signature was a Mossad-CIA forgery). In 2003, Ba’asyir had been accused of plotting the assassination of then-Indonesian president Megawati Sukarnoputri and of helping to mastermind the 2002 Bali bombings. Ustaz (Teacher) Ba’asyir, as the other inmates and prison authorities reverently called him, was acquitted of both charges. I asked Ba’asyir (via an interpreter) the same sorts of questions about martyrdom and “rational choice” that I had asked would-be Palestinian martyrs and the Poso mujahedin. For example: “Would it be possible for an act of martyrdom to be aborted if the same results can be assured by other actions, like a roadside bomb?”

Ba’asyir was the portrait of a self-assured man. He was surrounded by numerous acolytes, including convicted Jemaah Islamiyah bombers, and by prison guards who showed him deference and let him preach as he pleased from his hawk’s roost. Between the white skullcap and the knee upon which rested his chin, there were sprigs of mostly salt and some pepper hair, large spectacles, and a toothy grin that exuded vulpine gentility. I was booted out of the prison: “No whites now, too many coming in,” I was told. So I conducted the interview over two days by text-messaging my interpreter, Taufik, who was inside with a tape recorder.
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Abu Bakr Ba’asyir, alleged emir of Jemaah Islamiyah.

This is a parable Ba’asyir told Taufik:


If there are better ways to carry out an action and we don’t have to sacrifice our lives, those ways must be chosen. Because our strength can be used for other purposes. The reason the ulema [learned clergy] allow this comes from a story of the Prophet Mohammed.

There was a young man who received magic training to be one of King Fir’aun’s magicians. Kings in the past had magicians. [Former Indonesian president] Suharto had many. When this magician became an old man, he was asked to find a replacement. In his search, he met a priest and learned from him.

He became a better magician after learning from the priest rather than from other magicians and started to spread the word, and he received the ability to heal blind people. He healed many people, including King Fir’aun’s blind minister.

Then, when this minister was able to see again, he offered to fulfill any request in his power that the magician might make. The magician replied that he hadn’t healed the minister, Allah had. “He is my lord and your lord. If you want to be cured and you admit the existence of Allah, you will be cured.” Then the minister went to his office.

King Fir’aun asked him, “Who has cured you?”

“The one who cured me was Allah.”

“Who’s Allah?”

“Allah is my God.”

Fir’aun was angry and tortured the minister, who admitted that he was told this by the magician who had healed him. Then this magician was told that he would be forced to abandon his conviction and to stop his activity. But this was a matter of principle for the magician, who did not want to abandon his conviction.

Many people tried to assassinate the magician. Finally, the magician said that if King Fir’aun wants to kill him, it’s easy. What Fir’aun needs to do is to gather many people in a field, put the magician in the middle, and shoot arrows into his body. But before doing that they must say, “Bismillah” [In the name of God]. When the arrows finally struck the magician, he died, but his mission to spread the word of Islam was accomplished. From this story, many ulema [clerics] agree to allow martyrdom actions as long as such actions will bring many benefits to the Islamic ummat [communities].



In The Descent of Man,8 Charles Darwin wrote:


The rudest savages feel the sentiment of glory… . A man who was not impelled by any deep, instinctive feeling, to sacrifice his life for the good of others, yet was roused to such action by a sense of glory, would by his example excite the same wish for glory in other men, and would strengthen by his exercise the noble feeling of admiration… . It must not be forgotten that although a high standard of morality gives but slight or no advantage to each individual man and his children over other men of the same tribe, yet that an increase in the number of well endowed men in the advancement of the standard of morality will certainly give an immense advantage of one tribe over another tribe.



Glory is the promise to take life and surrender it in the hope of giving greater life to some group of genetically bound strangers who believe they share an imagined community under God (or under His modern secular manifestations, such as the nation and humanity). It’s the willingness of at least some to give their last full measure of devotion to the imaginary that makes the imaginary real, a waking dream—and for others, a waking nightmare.



CHAPTER 2

TO BE HUMAN: WHAT IS IT?


Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp,

Or what’s a heaven for?

—ROBERT BROWNING, “ANDREA DEL SARTO,” 1855



On a second-floor walkup off a narrow alley in Gaza’s Jabaliyah refugee camp, I came to interview the family of Nabeel Masood. The neighborhood knew Nabeel as a kind and gentle boy, but he changed after the death of his two favorite cousins, who were Hamas fighters. No one remembers him wanting revenge for their deaths so much as a meaning. There had already been more than a hundred Palestinian suicide attacks before March 14, 2004, when Nabeel and his friend Mahmoud Salem from Jabaliyah, both of them eighteen, were dispatched by Muin Atallah (an officer in the Palestinian Preventive Security Service). Their mission, arranged jointly by Hamas and Fateh’s Al Aqsa Martyrs Brigades, was to attack the nearby Israeli port of Ashdod. Security officials believe the two were sent to launch a 9/11-style mega- terrorist attack and blow themselves up near the port’s bromine tanks.

Had they succeeded in this, the effects could have been devastating, with poisonous gases spreading to a 1.5-kilometer radius, killing thousands within minutes. As it was, they killed themselves and eleven other people. On March 22, 2004, Israel retaliated by assassinating Hamas founder and spiritual leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin with rocket fire from a gunship as he was leaving a Gaza City mosque. Yassin’s successor as leader of Hamas, pediatrician Dr. Abdel Aziz al-Rantisi, called the Ashdod bombers heroes and promised more attacks like it. An Israeli missile struck him down in Gaza on April 17, 2004.

Nabeel Masood’s mother was crying softly and reading a letter when I walked in the door. She handed me the letter (written in English).


Letter of Appreciation and Admiration

Mr. and Mrs. Masood, it gives me great pleasure to inform you that your son Martyr Babeel [sic], has been doing well in English during the period he has spent in the 11th grade, call 3. He has passed his tests successfully. The thing I really appreciate. He was first in his class. He was distinguished not only in his hard studying, sharing, and caring, but also in his good morals and manhood. I would really like to congratulate you for his unique success in both life and the hereafter. I would like to thank from the bottom of my heart all who shared in building up Nabeel’s character. You should be proud of your son’s martyrdom.

With all my respect and appreciation.

Mr. Ismael Abu-Jared



The evening before he died, he had gone to the mosque, where he sat quietly alone for hours, then visited his friends in the neighborhood and came home. I asked Nabeel’s father: “Do you think the sacrifice of your son and others like him will make things better for the Palestinian people?”

“No,” he said. “This hasn’t brought us even one step forward.”

The boy’s mother only wanted back the pieces of her son’s body. His father had emptied the house because it is Israel’s policy to destroy the family home of any shaheed, or holy warrior, although he and his wife would have done anything to stop their son if they had known. “It can’t go on like this,” the father lamented. “There can only be two states, one for us and one for the Israelis.”
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Al Aqsa Martyrs Brigade poster of Nabeel Masood, Ashdod suicide bomber.

I asked if he was proud of what his son had done. He showed me a pamphlet, specially printed by Al Aqsa Martyrs Brigades and endorsed by Hamas, praising the actions of his son and the two other young men who accompanied him.

“My son loved life. Here, you take it.” He pushed the pamphlet into my hands. “Burn it if you want. Is this worth a son?”

Outside in the narrow street, kids were playing fast-paced, acrobatic soccer off the high house walls, some marked with fading, ghostlike posters of the Martyr Nabeel. “What do you feel about what Nabeel did?” I asked.

“His courage will make us free!” exclaimed a boy, kicking the ball. Another boy echoed his words and gave a ferocious kick back.

Nabeel was, for one flaming moment, the hero every boy here wanted to be.

This kind of courage to kill and die is not innate. It’s a path to violence that has to be cultivated and channeled to a target. The culture of violent jihad is the landscape on which the path is trodden. Fellow travelers—mostly friends and some family—walk and furrow the path together. They leave pheromone-like tracers for those who come after, letters of love for their peers and heroic posters and videos with the thrill of guns and personal power made into an eternally meaningful adventure through sacred-book-swearing devotion to a greater community and cause.

I returned to Israel on a Friday evening. Unlike Jerusalem, which is quiet on the Jewish Sabbath, Haifa atop Mount Carmel was alight. Joyful groups of high school girls were scurrying everywhere. I asked three hitchhikers who were holding hands, just as my daughters do with their friends, if anything special was up. “Yes,” one girl said, very sweetly. “You’re not from Haifa; you see, it’s a weekend and holiday, and no school!” Hamas leaders contend that these young girls, too, merit death because they will become Israeli soldiers. The Hamas weekly, Al Risala, proclaimed in an editorial that “martyrs are youth at the peak of their blooming, who at a certain moment decide to turn their bodies into body parts—flowers.” In a moment of naive epiphany, I felt that if this blossoming young woman could just spend a little time with one of these young men from Gaza neither would need to die. But the wall grows between them each passing day, blocking all human touch.

Then I remembered something Nabeel’s father had said. I had written it down, but it hardly registered at the time: “My son didn’t die just for the sake of a cause, he died also for his cousins and friends. He died for the people he loved.” And my puzzling over that sentiment then became an overarching theme of study for this book.

BALTIMORE, OCTOBER 1962–NOVEMBER 1963

The day after President Kennedy’s October 22, 1962, Cuban missile crisis speech, I asked my mother, as she drove me home from school, what it was all about. I remember hearing the president talk about getting ready for “danger” and “casualties” but also a “God willing” to see things turn out right. “Ask your father when he gets home,” she said. I knew this time it wasn’t just me in trouble.

The next morning in school we had a “duck and cover” drill: A siren went off over the school intercom and we scurried under our desks with hands over our heads to protect ourselves from the flying glass an exploding atom bomb would surely produce. A new world war, I imagined, wouldn’t be much different from the one my father had been in. But because of atom bombs, I thought it would be a fast war that my family could survive inside a big steel filing cabinet with some water and an air hole. In the house we had an old copy of the Life magazine article, “H-Bomb Hideaway.” Only $3,000!

I heard my father’s car pull into the driveway. I remember very clearly—as clear as an old memory can be—my heart pounding as I asked: “Dad, is there going be an atomic war?” He looked at me with a strained but loving smile and ruffled my hair as he had when he told me that my baby brother, Harris, had been in a car accident and was in the hospital. “Only about a 20 percent chance, son.” (Many years later my father told me that during the crisis he had been asked to determine whether F-4 Phantom jets armed with Sparrow missiles could knock down Soviet nuclear missiles launched from Cuba. The answer: no.)

In Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, Graham Allison and Philip Zelikow note that some interpreters of the Cuban missile crisis offer assurances to readers that “rational actors” worked predictably within an efficient “organizational behavioral paradigm” to save the day.1 Hardly. Perusing the ExComm tapes, you do get an impression in hindsight that Jack and Bobby Kennedy were two of the only reasonable characters around. Not because they were clear about what was to be done, but because they were terribly unsure that the unassailably logical arguments for going to war were sane. If the president had listened to the generals and hawks—the ones with the best security credentials—then the Cubans, the Russians, and a great many of us would have been blown to kingdom come.2 It was because the president and his brother cajoled an officer to delay word of the U.S. spy plane under his command having been shot at over Cuba that standard “rules of engagement” to massively retaliate weren’t triggered. Unbeknownst to the Americans, Soviet submarine B-59 also happened into history, armed with nuclear torpedoes that the ship’s commander, Valentin Savitsky, had targeted on a U.S. Navy vessel.3 But chance and luck put Vasily Arkhipov, the sub’s chief of staff, on board, and it was he who, in most versions told, calmed the commander and spared the world.4

I was ten years old, not bad at comparing things with numbers and figuring odds, and I thought the chance of us all being hit by A-bomb-driven flying glass was about the same as losing in a game of Russian roulette (which one of the Catholic boys in the neighborhood had explained to me) with a six-shooter. At that moment I remembered the same boy, Jay, also telling me about the “Immaculate Conception,” in which God came into a lightbulb and threw it down to earth, where it broke all over the Virgin Mary. And I thought about God playing Russian roulette with us all, with the Jews and Catholics and Communists, with atom-bomb lightbulbs.

In the early afternoon of November 22, 1963, I happened upon Mr. Danish, our math teacher at Sudbrook Junior High School, nervously pacing out circles in the hall with a portable radio pressed hard to his ear, mumbling with eyes shut, “My God, oh my God.” Mr. Danish was still at it an hour later when I passed him on my way to Mr. Feser’s arts and crafts class. A few minutes into class, the school principal’s voice broke in over the intercom: “President Kennedy was shot in Dallas, Texas, today, where he died. Our prayers go the president’s family, to our new president Lyndon Johnson, and to our country. School will be closed for the remainder of the day. Please all stand in a moment of silence.”

A boy named Keith, who was standing across the worktable from me, made a funny face to his friend, Mike Beser, who giggled. Mr. Feser, wild with emotion, kicked Mike and dragged him into the hall. Poor Mike had giggled at the wrong time. But with that incident I became especially interested in Mike’s father, Jake Beser, who worked with my father at the Westinghouse Defense Center in Baltimore.

I knew that Jake Beser was the only person to fly both atomic bombing missions against Japan. Ever since the events of the previous year, I had become obsessed with how to save my family and friends from atom bombs, and the president’s assassination only made it more urgent to seek a solution. I asked my father how Mr. Beser could have done what he did. Was he the only one who liked it so much the first time that he did it again? My brother Dean would later interview Jake about this for a class project, and Jake’s response was much the same as my father’s: “We were still fighting Japan. They were throwing kamikazes at us and seemed willing to die to their last man. We were expecting to go to Japan as part of the invasion force. We thought more of us and more of them would likely die than in any previous campaign of the war. Then the bombs were dropped and it was all over. We came home instead of going on to fight and maybe die.” (I wish I had asked my brother for a copy of that interview, but he died in a plane crash that forever made me wary of happiness.)

My father told me many years later that Jake confided to him while they were driving somewhere together that he only got to fly the A-bomb missions because he had been “chasing a skirt,” but my father said he slept through the details of how Jake’s pursuit of the girl landed him in the Enola Gay over Hiroshima. Jake apparently also had walloped General Curtis LeMay after he told Jake: “If I’d known you were a kike, I wouldn’t have let you go [on the A-bomb mission].” The general never pressed charges, but Jake was the only one on the crew who wasn’t decorated or promoted. After the Kennedy tapes were released to the public, people learned that LeMay, an unfunny version of the General Jack D. Ripper character in Doctor Strangelove, had been pressing the president to preemptively strike Cuba and perhaps even Russia during the Cuban missile crisis. Kennedy had recommended, instead, that those around him pause to read The Guns of August, by Barbara Tuchman, about the lead-up to World War I through a rapid chain of events that no one at the time had the patience or prescience to think through and avoid. There were some 20 million deaths in World War I, slightly fewer than half of them civilian, versus 72 million in World War II, with about two-thirds civilian deaths. Projecting the trend of casualties in major wars over the last two centuries (a mathematical trend known as a “power-law distribution”),5 one might expect major wars to decline in frequency by about a factor of three but deaths from those wars to increase by a factor of ten (and to be overwhelmingly civilian).

“Maybe without Jake I wouldn’t be here. Or you,” I remember my father saying. I asked my father why America, or God, didn’t first show Japan how bad the bomb could be, and not have to prove it by melting the eyeballs of so many thousands of people. (I don’t recall a satisfactory answer, and to this day I still haven’t heard one from anybody.) That’s when I painted in Halloween colors and Gothic script the words: “God exists, or if he doesn’t, we’re in trouble.”6

Some of my fellow nonreligious scientists believe that science is better able than religion to constitute or justify a moral system that regulates selfishness and makes social life possible. In fact, there doesn’t seem to be the slightest bit of historical or experimental evidence to support such faith in science (though science shows that institutionalized religious belief is not necessary to regulate selfishness or make social life possible). Neither do I think scientists are particularly well suited to provide moral guidance to society. As Noam Chomsky put it in response to my criticism of “new atheists” who claim to replace faith-based morality with science-based morality: “On the ordinary problems of human life, science tells us very little, and scientists as people are surely no guide. In fact they are often the worst guide, because they often tend to focus, laser-like, on their professional interests and know very little about the world.”7

Of course, very good scientists seek to discover profound relationships that may underlie seemingly unconnected ideas and facts. What science can do is study religion and faith, just as it studies stars and stones or bodies and brains. Science can break down the components of religion and faith into simpler parts in order to make broader and deeper connections between them and other parts of animal and human nature. For now, though, the science of religion and faith—“faith” here including belief in jihad—is still pretty slight.

“Is it not that God and society are one and the same?” French sociologist Émile Durkheim famously conjectured.8 By instilling tribal trust and common cause, imagined kinship and faith beyond reason, religions enable strangers to cooperate in a manner that gives them an advantage in competition with other groups. In so doing, religions sanctify and incite fear (which is the father of cruelty) but also hope (which is the friend of happiness). Between the Hecatomb and Humanity, religion’s polar products, the destinies of civilizations continue to evolve.

THE CAUSE

Humans and other primates have two preoccupations in life: health and social relations. Actually, they’re often the same: socialize to survive. But unlike our hairy distant kin, humans are also obsessively cause-seeking animals. So much so that we can’t help believing that the world was created for the cause seekers, or at least for the collectivity that seeks to show through sacrifice how much it cares. This belief that our world was intended for the committed community is what I call the Cause. It is a mystical thing, a product of our biological evolution and history that gives spiritual purpose to our lives. How and why this illusion came to drive humanity and make itself real in the creation of cultures and the religious rise of civilizations is the deep background that frames this work.

So what’s the foreground about? It’s about attempting to demystify terrorism, lessen our fears, and reduce the dangers of violent overreaction by talking with people in the field—especially terrorists, but also ordinary folk who know them, support them, and can easily become them—and then using science to probe deeper into how they think, feel, and behave. These are tales and studies in the wild about how and why people come naturally to die and kill for the Cause—people almost never kill and die just for the Cause, but also for each other: for their group, whose cause makes their imagined family of genetic strangers—their brotherhood, fatherland, motherland, homeland, totem, or tribe.

A SOCIAL CREATURE, EVEN “I”

It’s only in the last few years that my thinking has deeply changed on what drives major differences, such as willingness to die and kill for a cause, between animal and human behavior. I once thought that individual cognition and personal aptitudes, together with the influence of broad socioeconomic factors like markets, media, and means of production, determined most human behavior. Now I see that friendship and other aspects of small-group dynamics, such as raising families or playing on a team together, trump most everything else in moving people through life. But I also see religion, and quasi-religious nationalist or internationalist devotion such as patriotism and love of humanity, as framing and mobilizing that movement with purpose and direction.

This change of mind was a long time coming. American culture, as most people who travel know, is exceptionally individualistic in one sense, but also inordinately fond of groups, at least in competition: in sports, in business, and even in the scholarly academy. Personally, I’m not comfortable with collective movements or fashions of any sort. I don’t like crowds, parades, political rallies, or spectator sports (except when my children are involved), and I’m even uncomfortable when people talk about winning or working as a team. Maybe that part of my social brain is just missing, like my memory for lyrics.

Whenever I would see military marches, I’d think that members of our species didn’t deserve their big brains, which waste so much cognitive power on the mindless refinement of swarming and herding. “Is that what it is to be human?” I’d wonder. “Regimented apes with guns?” At Columbia College in New York City at the end of the 1960s, the campus and the society around were feverish with social movement. I was keen on revolution then—we had a committee with professors, students, and cafeteria workers all set to change the world, Mao-style—and I was more than happy to raise my hand in favor of banning fraternities and ROTC (a college elective that focuses on military knowledge and preparation and that is unfortunately still banned at Columbia).9 But I couldn’t get into the shrill swing of demonstrations against capitalists (mostly parents and other people with money) and pigs (police), or any of the crazy collective actions to promote “worker-student solidarity.” It wasn’t that I realized that skill with a skillet didn’t qualify someone to pass judgment on how quantum mechanics or the Iliad should be taught. I just didn’t like being a groupie.

But I think I’ve come to understand that without groups, and without sincere love of them by some, our species probably wouldn’t have survived. Neither would civilizations and their achievements have come about, for better or worse. A person alone can analyze history but can’t make it without others.

Two lines of evidence, which converge in this book, convinced me of the importance of group dynamics in determining personal identity and behavior. The first comes from my own fieldwork and psychological studies with a certain sector of mujahedin, or Muslim holy warriors, and their supporters—particularly suicide bombers, their friends and families. The second line of evidence that people are preeminently social actors rather than individual performers comes from my reading of evolutionary biology and human history.

Where do these two lines of evidence come together? In the fact that jihad fights with the most primitive and elementary forms of human cooperation, tribal kinship and friendship, in the cause of the most advanced and sophisticated form of cultural cooperation ever created: the moral salvation of humanity. To understand the path to violent jihad is to understand how universal and elementary processes of human group formation have played out in history and have come to this point.

Like crusade, the word jihad has many nuanced and even contrary connotations. Thinkers I respect tell me that I shouldn’t use the word jihad because it’s a notion that, in the sense of an inner struggle for rightness and truth, applies to a vastly greater number of peaceful people than to terrorists, and that is true. In Rwanda, for example, jihad is taught as “the struggle to heal,” and people in that most Christian of African countries have been converting in droves to Islam because many Muslim leaders and families there are widely seen, rightly, as having saved thousands of non-Muslims from being massacred while churches, governments, and the United Nations turned their backs during the genocide of the 1990s.10 But the terrorism that I will talk about is called jihad by the perpetrators themselves, the jihadis. Of that there is no doubt. We’ll see that the idea of violent jihad itself covers a range of commitments. At one end, there’s the strictly nationalist (wataniyah) jihad of Hamas, which rejects any aid or association involving Al Qaeda and its ilk in the struggle for a faith-based nation. At the other end, there’s a new wave of Qaeda wannabes, like the young train bombers of Madrid: the takfiri, Muslims who would “excommunicate” fellow Muslims as lackeys of the infidel and de facto apostates, and so justify killing them, along with the infidels, to save the Muslim community from conquest and corruption.

Anthropologically and psychologically, terrorists usually are not remarkably different from the rest of the population. There are a few cruel kooks and some very bright individuals who go in for violent jihad, but most terrorists fall in between. Small-group dynamics can trump individual personality to produce horrific behavior in ordinary people, not only in terrorists, but in those who fight them.

Although there are few similarities in personality profiles across jihadi groups, some general demographic and social tendencies exist: in age (usually early twenties), where they grew up and where they hang out (neighborhood is often key), in schooling (mostly nonreligious and often science oriented), in socioeconomic status (middle-class and married, though increasingly marginalized), in family relationships (friends tend to marry one another’s sisters and cousins). If you want to track a group, look to where one of its members eats or hangs out, in the neighborhood or on the Internet, and you’ll likely find the other members.

It is possible to empathize with jihadi warriors and believers without needing to sympathize or share their conviction. This makes field study with them possible. The main goal of such study isn’t to get you to feel or justify their sentiments, but to enable you to better appreciate the origins, character, and implications of these. If appreciation of them is faulty, then efforts to do something about them are likelier to fail.

THE DIVINE ANIMAL

Now to the second line of evidence on us being social animals, with a peculiar kind of self-realizing imagination. More than half a million years ago, the Neanderthal and human branches of evolution began to split from our common ancestor, Homo erectus (or perhaps Homo ergaster). Neanderthal, like erectus before, spread out of Africa and across Eurasia. But our ancestors, who acquired fully human structures of brain and body about 200,000 years ago, remained stuck in the savanna grasslands and scrub of eastern then southern Africa. Recent archaeological and DNA analyses suggest that our species may have tottered on the verge of extinction as recently as 70,000 years ago, dwindling to fewer than two thousand souls.11 Then, in a geological blink of the eye, they became us, traipsing about on the moon and billions strong.

How did it all happen? No real evidence has emerged from science for any dramatic change in the general anatomy of the human body and brain or in basic capacities for physical endurance and perception. The key to this astounding and bewildering development, it appears, is mushrooming cultural cooperation and creativity within groups, in order to better compete against other groups.

The story of humanity has been the religious rise of civilizations, however secular in appearance the recent chapters of the story appear. The formation of large-scale cooperative societies is an evolutionary problem, because evolutionary theories of reciprocity based on kin relations or quid pro quo (scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours) cannot account for the fact that people frequently cooperate with strangers of unknown reputation whom they will never meet again and whose loyalties they cannot control.12

But religious beliefs and obligations can reinforce cooperative norms by conferring on them sacredness, and with supernatural punishment or divine retribution for breaking with those cooperative norms. Supernaturals are the unimpeachable authors of what is sacred in society. Sacred assumptions—like “God is merciful to believers” or “This land is holy”—are beyond reason or fact. Unlike secular social contracts, they cannot be fully expressed and analyzed because they include inscrutable propositions that are immune to logic or empirical evidence—like “God is all-seeing and all-powerful,” sentient but bodiless, or “good deeds will be rewarded in a heavenly paradise,” which no one can ever disprove.13 Sociologists and anthropologists argue that sacred beliefs and values authenticate society as having existence beyond the mere aggregation of its individuals and institutions.14

Tribal humans began merging into multitribal chiefdoms and multiethnic states lorded over by moral gods. A reason for these divine beings: to make large-scale cooperation possible between anonymous strangers. Historical and cross-cultural analyses indicate that the larger a society’s population, the more likely it is to have deities who are concerned with managing morality and mitigating selfishness.15 In the Fertile Crescent, at Eurasia’s epicenter, the Hebrew tribes converged to create the concepts of One God and humanity. This God was powerful enough to preserve His chosen, blessed few, even as they scattered far and wide. For a thousand years, the religious empires of Christendom and Islam battled to save the souls, and capture the fortune and manpower, of the unchosen residue of humanity.

This historical spiral toward larger human polities was nurtured and sustained by culturally tricking and tweaking various aspects of our biologically evolved cognition in order to cope with a self-generating epidemic of warfare between expanding populations. Religion, for example, is neither a naturally selected adaptation of our species nor innate in us. But we are biologically primed by evolution to be on the lookout for potential predators, and especially guard against intelligent and cunning agents like ourselves. So hair-trigger is this survival sensibility that we see enemies in clouds or hear them in the wind. It’s only a short step from imagining invisible agents to believing in their supernatural existence—a step motivated by fears of death and deception, and hopes of success and salvation. I’ll show evidence that this tricking and tweaking of our species’ innate and universal sensibilities is what creates religion from cognition.

Imagined kinship—the rhetoric and ritual of brotherhood, motherland, family, or friends, and the like—is also a critical ingredient of nearly all religious and political success, and another example of trick and tweak. From an evolutionary standpoint, imagined kinship isn’t all that different from pornography: It too involves manipulation of naturally selected proclivities for passionate ends that may be very far removed from evolutionary needs but create a cultural reality of their own. When imagined kinship combines with team spirit, amazing things are possible: like winning battles against all odds, achieving civil rights, or you and your buddies blowing yourselves—and your perceived enemies—to bits.

It is a combination of imagined kinship and religion—or more precisely religions with morally concerned supernaturals—that made large-scale human cooperation (and competition) possible, with war a main motor for realization of these large-scale social developments. In Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson describes the birth of the concept of the nation as basically a reformulation of religion and the imagined kinship of ethnicity. Secularized by the European Enlightenment, the great quasi-religious isms of modern history, as political philosopher John Gray calls them16—colonialism, socialism, anarchism, fascism, communism, democratic liberalism—harnessed industry and science to continue on a global scale the human imperative of cooperate to compete—or kill massively to save the mass of humanity. The War Against Terror is another moment in this continuing saga of our species toward an unpredictable somewhere between All against All and One World.

Even the idea of human rights is an outgrowth of monotheism, brought down from heaven to everyone on earth (in principle) by Europe’s Enlightenment. Before monotheism, human groups didn’t consider other human groups to be of one kind (Greek philosophy and Buddhism contributed to this development, but didn’t quite get there). Human rights—including inalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—are anything but inherently self-evident and natural in the life of our species; cannibalism, infanticide, slavery, racism, and the subordination of women are vastly more prevalent across cultures and over the course of history. It wasn’t inevitable or even reasonable that conceptions of freedom and equality should emerge, much less prevail among strangers. These, when combined with faith and imagination, become legitimized by their transcendent “sacredness.”

THE CRASH OF CULTURES

Traditionally, politics and religion were closely connected to ethnicity and territory, and in more recent times to nations and cultural areas (or “civilizations”).17 No longer. As French political scientist Olivier Roy astutely notes, religion and politics are becoming increasingly detached from their cultures of origin, not so much because of the movement of peoples (only about 3 percent of the world’s population migrates),18 but through the worldwide traffic of media-friendly information and ideas. Thus, contrary to those who see global conflicts along long-standing “fault lines” and a “clash of civilizations,”19 these conflicts represent a crisis, even collapse, of traditional territorial cultures, not their resurgence.

Many made giddy by globalization—the ever faster and deeper integration of individuals, corporations, markets, nations, technologies, and knowledge—believe that a connected world inexorably shrinks differences and divisions, making everyone safer and more secure in one great big happy family. If only it were not for people’s premodern parochial biases: religions, ethnicities, native languages, nations, borders, trade barriers, historical chips on the shoulder. This sentiment is especially common among scientists and the deacons of Davos, wealthy and powerful globetrotters who schmooze one another in airport VIP clubs, three-star restaurants, and five-star hotels and feel that pleasant buzz of camaraderie over wine or martinis at the end of the day. I don’t reject this world; I sometimes embrace it. But my field experience and experiments in a variety of cultural settings lead me to believe that an awful lot of people on this planet respond to global connectivity very differently than does the power elite. While economic globalization has steamrolled or left aside large chunks of humankind, political globalization actively engages people of all societies and walks of life—even the global economy’s driftwood: refugees, migrants, marginals, and those most frustrated in their aspirations.

For there is, together with a flat and fluid world, a more tribal, fragmented, and divisive world, as people unmoored from millennial traditions and cultures flail about in search of a social identity that is at once individual and intimate but with a greater sense of purpose and possibility of survival than the sorrow of here today, gone tomorrow. For the first time in history, ever since the collapse of the Soviet Union shattered the brief illusion of a stable, bipolar world, most of humanity is politically engaged. Many, especially the young, are increasingly independent yet interactive, in the search for respect and meaning in life, in their visions of economic advancement and environmental awareness. These youth form their identities in terms of global political cultures through exposure to the media. Even the injustices of the blistered legacies of imperialism and colonialism are now more about how the media paints the past to construct contemporary cultural identity than about the material and mental effects of things that happened.

Global political cultures arise horizontally among peers with different histories, rather than vertically as before, in traditions tried and passed in place from generation to generation. Human rights constitute one global political culture, originally centered upon the Americas and Europe, and the quest for rights is a growing part of what former U.S. national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski called “the global political awakening.”20 The decidedly nonsecular jihad is another political culture in this massive, media-driven transnational awakening: thoroughly modern and innovative despite its atavistic roots in the harsh purity of the Prophet’s original community in the Arabian Desert. Jihad offers the group pride of great achievements for the underachieving: an englobing web of brave new hearts for an outworn world tearing at the seams. Its attraction, to youth especially, lies in its promise of moral simplicity and of a harmonious and egalitarian community whose extent is limitless, and in its call to passion and action on humanity’s behalf. It is a twisting of the tenets of human rights, according to which each individual has the “natural right” of sovereignty. It claims a moral duty to annihilate any opposition to the coming of true justice and gives the righteous the prerogative to kill. The end justifies the means, and no sacrifice of individuals is too costly for progress toward the final good.

I don’t know how this crisis of territorial cultures and the ensuing conflict of global political cultures will play out in the end. But my purpose here is to help find a hopeful way forward. The intention isn’t to relativize violent extremism, but to understand its moral appeal as well as its usualness in the sweep of human evolution and history, so that we may better compete against it.

What’s wrong with current thinking about the causes of jihad and martyrdom? What motivations are being overlooked or ignored? What else could be done to reverse the tide? A good part of this work will respond to such questions. During the Cold War, there was an attempt to figure out communism’s appeal and what to do about it. About jihadism, we still hear that it caters to the destitute and depraved, craven and criminal, or those who “hate freedom.” Politicians and pundits assure us that jihadism is nihilistic and immoral, with no real program or humanity. Yet charges of nihilism against an adversary usually reflect willful ignorance regarding the adversary’s moral framework. Talk to the Devil himself and understand that jihadism is not any of this, and we may more readily win the competition where it counts most, in coming generations.
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Boabdil, the last Moorish king in Spain, surrenders the keys of Granada to Ferdinand and Isabella on January 2, 1492 (by Francisco Pradilla y Ortiz).
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