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This talk is about a single event, September 11, 2001.  How should we think of 9/11?  

What led to it?  What are its likely consequences?  One explanation is already on offer.  It 

is an explanation I call Culture Talk. 

We now speak of the period after the Cold War as the era of globalization.  

Culture Talk is the language of contemporary globalization.  The newly globalized world 

is culture-coded.  Culture has replaced society as a key organizing concept for classifying 

and ordering social reality.  From this point of view, global cultural identities are 

considered more reliable indicators of the state of the world than internal social 

processes.  This new understanding of culture is highly political.  It is different from 

culture as anthropologists understand it: culture as face-to-face, intimate, and local.  In 

contrast, the strategic talk of culture is flattened.  It comes in large geo-political packages.   

Culture Talk makes two assumptions.  The first is that every culture has an 

essence that defines it.  From this point of view, politics is said to be a consequence of 

culture.  Thus, if democracy is Western, then terrorism is said to be Islamic or Arab.  The 

formulation Islamic terrorism is thus offered as both a description and an explanation of 

the events of 9/11.   

The strategic talk of culture also assumes that the world is divided into two: pre-

modern and modern.  Moderns are said to make culture, and thus to be masters of culture.  

In contrast, pre-modern culture is said to be more like a twitch, a habit.  Rather than make 

culture, pre-moderns are said to carry their traditions, somewhat in the manner of 

passengers who carry baggage on a journey: they are not masters, but agents, of culture.  

Even if pre-moderns can’t be held responsible for their actions, it is said that they must be 

restrained, collectively, if necessary, even held in detention, for the good of civilization. 



Before 9/11, Africans were considered the primary example of people resistant to 

modernity.  After 9/11, Muslims and Arabs have taken first place.  The difference is this: 

Africans were said to be a threat to themselves, and not to anyone else.  The Western 

media termed African violence “black-on-black” violence.  Muslims are said to be worse, 

a threat to themselves and to others. 

Here, I shall present an alternative explanation to Culture Talk, an explanation 

more political and historical.  9/11 was not born of a deep-seated clash of civilizations but 

of a more recent history.  To make sense of it, I will put 9/11 in the context of the Cold 

War.  My perspective on the Cold War will be from an African location.  My explanation 

will link both types of violence said to be cultural, “black-on-black” violence and 

“Islamic terrorism,”  and locate them in a single dynamic, the late Cold War.   

 

Some Observations on Fundamentalism 

 

I want to begin with some observations on fundamentalism.  Fundamentalism is a term 

invented in 1920 by a Protestant clergyman in the United States, Rev. Curtis Lee Laws.  

Rev. Curtis Lee Laws belonged to the Presbyterians of Princeton who defended the 

fundamentals of Christianity against Church liberals.  Specifically, they defended five 

fundamental truths from the Scriptures as literal and infallible: fundamentals such as the 

virgin birth of Christ, the resurrection of Christ, the objective reality of miracles, and so 

on.  Between 1910 and 1915, they issued 13 paperback pamphlets, each in three million 

copies.  Called The Fundamentals, these were sent to every pastor, professor and 

theology student in the country.   

Fundamentalism was born as a struggle inside religion, not between religions; it 

was a struggle inside civilization, not between civilizations.  In 1925, the legislature of 

the state of Tennessee criminalized the teaching of evolution.  A few months later, 

Scopes, a biology teacher in a Tennessee school confessed that he had taught Darwin’s 

theory of evolution in a biology class.  The Scopes Trial took place in 1925.  It pitted a 

well-known Democratic politician and former Presidential candidate, William Jennings 

Bryant, against an equally well-known lawyer representing the liberal American Civil 

Liberties Union.  The elderly Bryant was humiliated in court: he had to admit that a 



literal definition of the Bible was not defensible, that the world could not have been 

created in six days, and that it was not only 5,000 years old.  Made a fool of in court, he 

died two days later. 

Protestant Fundamentalists exiled themselves from American public life after the 

trial.  They created their own institutions.  This fundamentalist counter-culture was 

typified by Bob Jones University, created in 1927. 

The fundamentalists returned to political life in the U.S. in two phases: the first 

after World War 2 in the 1950s, and the second after the Civil Rights movement in the 

1970s.   

The first wave was led by the Evangelicals.  They argued against fundamentalist 

separation and exile, and for uniting with other conservative Christians.  They were led 

by “televangelists,” particularly Billy Graham, who rapidly became the favourite spiritual 

counselor for most American Presidents. 

The second wave of fundamentalist return followed the 1973 decision of the U.S. 

Supreme Court, Roe vs. Wade, that abortion is a woman’s natural right.  It also led 

fundamentalists to direct involvement in politics.  Jerry Fallwell challenged the Christian 

right to learn from Black Churches and the Civil Rights Movement.  Fallwell formed the 

Moral majority in 1979, and called on Christians to change history.  He said that the idea 

that “politics and religion should not mix” is idea of the devil meant to keep Christians 

from running their own country!   

Fallwell gave political sermons, called Jeremiads.  He defined abortion as a 

biological Holocaust, and AIDS as a judgment of God against immorality, abortion and 

homosexuality.  The major achievement of Protestant Fundamentalism was to stop the 

passage of the Equal Rights Amendment, the constitutional amendment that was to grant 

equal rights to men and women in the United States. 

By the mid-70s, Gallup Polls showed that a third of adult Americans, roughly 50 

million, defined themselves as “born again.”  In 1980, fundamentalists organized a 

“Washington for Jesus” mass rally in the capital.  In 1983, Ronald Reagan, a “born-

again” President, addressed the National Association of Evangelicals, and called the 

Soviet Union “an evil empire.” 



At the 1992 Republican Convention in Houston, Texas, the Christian Right 

candidate Patrick Buchanan warned of a coming “religious war.”  I quote him: “It is a 

cultural war, as critical to the kind of nation we shall be, as the Cold War itself, for this 

war is for the soul of America.”  When 9/11 happened, Jerry Fallwell and Pat Robertson 

publicly proclaimed it “a judgment of God for the sins of the secular humanists in the 

United States.”   

Later, I shall have something to say about two related issues: the involvement of 

the religious right in U.S. foreign policy during the Reagan Administration, and the 

growing link between Christian Right and the Jewish Zionist Right after 9/11. 

For now, I want to sum up this brief historical overview by emphasizing an 

important historical difference between Islam and Christianity.  Unlike Christianity, 

mainstream Islam has no institutional religious hierarchy parallel to the secular hierarchy 

of the state.  What we call Christian Fundamentalism describes the entry of Christian 

clergy into secular politics.  Contemporary Islamist politics shows us a reverse 

movement: the movement of secular intellectuals into the religious domain.  This is why I 

think it is more accurate to speak of political Islam than of Islamic fundamentalism.  If 

Protestant fundamentalism developed at the initiative of the clergy, political Islam is 

more of an initiative of political intellectuals.  The key figures in the development of 

political Islam in the 20th century are Mawdudi, and Indian, and later Pakistani, journalist, 

Sayyed Qutb, an Egyptian literary and educational scholar, and Ali Shariati, an Iranian 

humanist intellectual.  These are intellectuals, not religious leaders.  The major exception 

to this generalization is Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran.  Faced with Ali Shariati, the political 

intellectual, Khomeini turned the ulema, Islamic jurists, into constitutional custodians of 

sovereignty, in the constitutional arrangement he called Vilayat al Fiqh. 

My basic point is that the development of a fundamentalist trend in Christianity 

has no parallel in either Islam or other religions.  In Islam, as in Hinduism, extremist 

religious politics has been the work of political intellectuals to which the clergy has been 

forced to respond. 

 Contemporary political Islamist thought is differentiated between two major 

tendencies, the societal and the state-oriented, with contradictory political implications.  

The project of the societal tendency has been to create Islamist social movements for 



social reform.  In contrast, the state-oriented tendency has lacked confidence in popular 

organization and action and so has been suspicious of any societal project.  Statist 

intellectuals have either been incorporated in existing Islamist regimes, such as in 

Pakistan or Saudi Arabia, or they have func tioned as isolated groups in opposition to 

existing states and at a distance from social movements. 

 My argument will be that political terror is the work of statist tendencies, not social 

movements.  The real question we need to face today, in the afterma th of 9/11, is: how 

did this strain, otherwise typified by isolated and highly factionalized small groups, take 

the leap from the word to the deed, from thought to action?  It required a multiplication of 

numbers and, beyond it, their organization, training, and resourcing, so as to increase 

their reach and, ultimately, their confidence. 

 The answer to this question should underline an important lesson: Terrorism is not a 

religious tendency.  It is a political tendency, born of a political encounter, during the late 

Cold War.  That encounter will be the subject of this talk. 

 

The Late Cold War 

 

I was a young lecturer at the University of Dar-es-Salaam in 1975.  1975 was a 

momentous year: it was the year the U.S. was defeated in Vietnam and the year the last 

European empire in Africa collapsed.  Together, these two events made for a shift in the 

centre of gravity of the Cold War, from southeast Asia to southern Africa.  After the 

collapse of the Portuguese empire in Africa, who would pick up the pieces: the U.S. or 

the Soviet Union? 

 I refer to the period after 1975 as the late Cold War.  The shift of U.S. strategy during 

the late Cold War was defined by two lessons from the war in Indochina.  One was drawn 

by the Executive and was called the Nixon Doctrine.  The other was drawn by the 

legislature in the form of the Clerk Amendment. 

 The two lessons came from two different but related wars, one in Vietnam, the other 

in Laos.  The Vietnam War involved hundreds of thousands of U.S. troops on the ground; 

it was “Americanized.”  In contrast, a 1962 Treaty between Moscow and Washington 

prevented the entry of U.S. ground troops into Laos.  To circumvent this limitation, the 



U.S. improvised a two-fold strategy in Laos: war by proxy, supported by a ferocious air 

war.  War by proxy involved the organization of a private, ethnically-organized army of 

30,000 Hmong fighters.  This mercenary army was directed by a Hmong warlord, Gen. 

Vang Pao, and was funded by an extremely lucrative and rapidly growing trade in opium. 

 A young Yale Ph.D. student traveled to Vietnam and Laos in the 1970s to research 

the political economy of opium production, and its processing into high-grade opium for 

the fast growing numbers of U.S. soldiers in Vietnam.  Let me sum up, in a nut shell, the 

findings he elaborated in his Ph.D. thesis.  Opium was grown in Hmong villages; the U.S. 

aid establishment financed the construction of 150 landing strips to make these villages 

accessible by air.  A CIA plane, called Air America, collected the opium from scattered 

villages and took it to a heroin processing laboratory owned by Gen. Vang Pao, situated 

right next to the CIA headquarters in Laos.  The irony, of course, is that the CIA provided 

political cover for a trade in opium and heroin that got roughly 15% of U.S. troops 

addicted to heroin to some degree, according to studies done by the U.S. army itself. 

 The proxy war on the ground was backed up by a wholly American war from the air.  

It is in Laos that the U.S. discovered a new war doctrine: unlike previous assumptions, 

the air force can win a war, provided there are no political limits on the intensity of its 

bombing, and therefore the extent of destruction of civilian life and property.  Official 

America would later describe the destruction of civilian lives and livelihood by a single 

arid term, “collateral damage.” 

 The Laos bombing was unprecedented in intensity, even by the standards of Second 

World War.  A group of Cornell university scientists concluded that the bombing had 

violated the principle of proportionality between gain sought and the damage caused, a 

principle governments at war were required to observe by the Geneva Convention on 

War.  Neil Sheehan, the Pullitzer Prize-winning New York Times journalist wrote: “The 

air war may constitute a war crime by the American government and its leaders.” 

 The closing years of the war in Indochina coincided with a surge of anti-war 

sentiment in the U.S.  As a result, a number of anti-war Congressmen and women were 

elected to the legislature, Senate and House.  Their influence led to the passage of a 

number of anti-war legislations, such as the War Powers Act, the Freedom of Information 



Act and the Clark Amendment which prohibited the Executive, including the Pentagon 

and the CIA, from providing any kind of aid to combatants in the Angolan civil war.   

 While the Clark Amendment lasted, which was for a decade, from 1975 to 1985, the 

Executive looked for ways to sidestep legislative accountability.  In that context, the 

lessons of Laos became relevant.  Of immediate significance was the precedent of a 

proxy war, a war fought through second and third parties, and therefore with no 

accountability to U.S. Congress.  In contrast, the Laotian precedent of a ferocious air war 

with no political limits on the destruction of civilian life and livelihood could only be 

revived after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the emergence of unrivaled American 

global supremacy.  The first use of unlimited American air power after Laos was in the 

Gulf War in 1991. 

 The point I wish to pursue here is this.  After defeat in Vietnam and the Watergate 

Scandal at home, and faced with strong anti-war sentiment at home, official America 

decided to harness, even cultivate, terrorism against regimes that it considered pro-Soviet 

and, therefore, fair game.  This lesson was first developed in southern Africa, and later in 

central America and central Asia.  These three global locations mark three successive 

phases in the late Cold War.  Each phase was the source of a new lesson.  Together, they 

can be plotted as a single learning curve. 

 

Southern Africa:  As the decolonization movement gathered momentum in Portugal’s 

African colonies in the mid-seventies, official America looked to apartheid South Africa 

as its much-needed regional ally.  The partnership between official America and 

apartheid South Africa bolstered two key movements that practiced a varying mixture of 

terrorism and politics at different points of its existence: RENAMO in Mozambique, and 

UNITA in Angola.1  This similarity should in no way blur important differences between 

Renamo and Unita.  Renamo began as no more than a counter-insurgency operation, one 

that was compelled to learn the art of political organization as a survival strategy, 

whereas Unita began as a political movement that learnt the practice of counter-

insurgency along the way.  Renamo was a quintessentially terrorist movement that 

                                                 
1 On Angola and Mozambique, see, Minter 1994: pps. 2-5, 142-49, 152-68; Vines, 1991: pps. 24, 39; 
Brittain, 1988: p. 63 



targeted civilians; in contrast, Unita was more of a political movement whose resort to 

terror was from tactical rather than strategic considerations. 

Renamo was created by the Rhodesian army in the 1970s.  After the end of white 

rule in Rhodesia in 1980, it was patronized by the South African army.  The U.S. never 

supported Renamo directly.  Yet, it warmly supported South Africa in just that period 

when the South African army moved to control levers of government, and to shift 

regional policy from détente to “total onslaught.”  The Reagan Administration 

rationalized its embrace of apartheid South Africa as “constructive engagement,” a move 

that directly undercut internal South African pressures for reform of apartheid after the 

1976 Soweto uprising.  Over time, Renamo combined direct South African support with a 

policy that took advantage of unpopular Frelimo policies, such as forced labor and forced 

villagization.   

How can we define official American responsibility in the spread of political 

terror in Mozambique?  The U.S. did not directly support terror, not in Mozambique; 

specific branches of the U.S. government, like the State Department, even documented 

and denounced the destruction of civilian life and livelihood by Renamo.  At the same 

time, “constructive engagement” provided a political cover for all those involved in the 

pursuit of terror for political purposes.  Without official America looking the other way, 

apartheid South Africa could not have a pursued a policy of terror in Mozambique and 

Angola with impunity.   

 Africa had no prior experience of a war that unleashed political terror deliberately on 

civilians.  Renamo was the first example of a combat whose targets were not military, but 

civilian.  This was the opposite of guerrilla struggle.  Whereas guerrillas who saw 

themselves as fish in water, the point of terror was to drain the water and isolate the fish.  

Terrorists distinguished between victims and targets.  Even if water got drained and all 

other forms of life were destroyed, this was an unintended consequence, simply collateral 

damage. 

 I don’t want give the impression that there was only one route to the development of 

political terrorism during the late Cold War.  There were several routes.  The imperial 

search for ways to erode popular support for militant nationalist movements like Frelimo 

and MPLA was just one.  At the same time, I consider this particular route, which led to 



the development of terrorist movements like Renamo in Mozambique and the contras in 

Nicaragua, to be the main route.  This is for one reason.  Without the strategic embrace of 

terror by a superpower, there would not have been a global environment of political 

immunity in which political terror came to flourish.   

 Let me briefly describe two other routes to the development of political terrorism.  A 

second route was the mirror opposite of the main route pioneered by the U.S. and its 

proxies.  It was the consequence of the internal degeneration of guerrilla movements.  

The development of vigilante groups and street gangs in the anti-apartheid struggle in 

South Africa has been amply described in the report of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission.  Recent reports testify to similar tendencies inside the PLO and other 

Palestinian movements.  Within our own region, there is the example of SPLA, which has 

allegedly resorted to forced recruitment through the abduction of youth, even children. 

 A different route testifies to the development of political terrorism from non-

ideological groups, reflecting a profound socio-political crisis without a remedy in sight.  

The non- ideological route is illustrated by the history and practice of movements like the 

RUF in Sierra Leone and the LRA in northern Uganda.  Both feed off the local 

population and terrorize it, without making any significant attempt to organize it.  At the 

same time, available research seems to indicate that these movements have drawn their 

first cadres from the most alienated and marginal sections of the population, precisely 

those who had been victims of practices of state terrorism.   

 Let us take a recent example.  One day in 1990, armed forces marched into Freetown 

and raped, pillaged and killed – over 5,000 civilians.  The U.S. and British response to 

the practice of terror, whether by government soldiers or by RUF recruits, was 

customarily to call for reconciliation.  Reconciliation in these contexts was a code word 

for sharing power with terrorists! 

 

Nicaragua :  The Nicaraguan Revolution swept a brutal dictator from power in 1979.  

Ronald Reagan came to power in the U.S. the following year, in 1980.  In November of 

1981, President Reagan passed National Security Decision Directive No. 17, authorizing 

$19.7 for the CIA to create a paramilitary force for attacks on Nicaragua.  Over the years, 

the CIA developed this paramilitary force, the counter-revolutionaries, called the contras.  



Two aspects of the relationship between the contras and official America are important 

for our purposes. 

 Whereas official America had hitherto only provided a political cover to terrorism, it 

now got directly engaged in the very development of terrorist movements.  Instead of a 

shy and permissive relationship as in southern Africa, central America gives us an 

example of an active and brazen cultivation of terror by a superpower.  Official America 

created and supported the contras just as South African/Rhodesian securities had created 

and supported Renamo.   

 The contras used the same tactics as did Renamo: blowing up bridges and health 

centers, killing health personnel and judges, even heads of cooperatives.  A Washington-

based human rights group used the Freedom of Information Act to access a CIA manual 

for contras, called Psychological Operations in Guerrilla Warfare.  Mimicking the 

language of guerrilla warfare, whereby it baptized terrorists as “guerrillas,” the book 

called for “armed propaganda” and advised “selective use of violence.”  Here is how the 

CIA advocated the selective use of terror: “If the government police cannot put an end to 

guerrilla activities, the population will lose confidence in the government which has the 

inherent mission of guaranteeing the safety of citizens.  However, the guerrillas should be 

careful not to become an explicit terror, because this would result in a loss of popular 

support.” 

 The point of terrorism was not to take power or to win civilian support.  Its point was 

to get the government to respond excessively.  Its point was perverse: to invite repression 

so as to discredit the government in the eyes of the citizenry.  For the U.S., the point was 

also to do this while at the same time denying responsibility for it.  Remember that the 

contra violence was always explained away as “Nicaraguans fighting Nicaraguans,” just 

as the violence in Mozambique, or for that matter in Kwazulu Natal in South Africa, was 

also explained away as “Black-on-Black” violence.  The claim was that this is just what 

natives are like, by nature; they simply do not know how to settle differences peacefully, 

how to live by the rule of law. 

 Nicaragua also illustrates direct CIA involvement in large-scale terrorist attacks by 

using regional proxies and individual CIA assets.  The best known example was the 

mining of Nicaraguan harbors.  When this created a public furor, U.S. Congress passed 



the Boland Amendment, which sharply limited official American assistance to the contras 

to a quarter of what the Reagan Administration had asked for.  The Executive response 

was to turn to private sources, including drug lords and syndicates, right-wing 

mercenaries and the religious right.  The result was increasingly to privatize the war.   

 The alliance between the CIA and drug lords was one of mutual convenience: the 

CIA provided political protection, and the drug lords purchased it with illicit funds.  

Following the Iran-Contra Scandal, the Kerry Committee of the U.S. Senate probed this 

connection, and provided plenty of examples of the same planes that carried arms for 

contras from the U.S. bringing back drugs into the U.S. on the return journey.  The San 

Jose Mercury, a major California newspaper, ran a series of reports on how the CIA-

connection was critical to the rise of the Medallin Cartel, allowing the Cartel to use 

contra connections to bring in cocaine into Los Angeles for sale to black street gangs.  

The CIA vehemently denied these reports while the contras were active, only for the CIA 

internal investigation to confirm these accusations – though only after the contra war was 

over and the Sandinistas were out of power. 

 Oliver North, a member of President Reagan’s National Security Council, took the 

lead in privatizing the war.  He was the key link in developing connections, not only with 

the drug lords, but also with right-wing mercenaries and the Religious Right.  The ranks 

of the latter included Rev. Pat Robertson and Rev. Moon of the Unification Church. 

 In its support of the contras, the U.S. also pioneered re-combining terror with politics.  

It turned to electoral politics to convince the population that the only way to end terror 

was to hand over power to terrorists.  The Sandinistas lost power for two reasons, only 

one of which points to their own mistakes, whereas the other points to the political 

windfall of terrorism.  This same lesson can be drawn from Charles Taylor coming to 

power in Liberia. 

 

Afghanistan:  Two popular revolutions removed two brutal dictatorships in 1979.  One 

was the Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua; the other was that of the Shah of Iran.  In 

February of 1979, there took place the first occupation of the U.S. embassy in Iran.  

Asked by Khomeini and his Prime Minister, Bazargan, to leave, the students brought the 

occupation to a close.  In March, the U.S. welcomed the Shah to New York for medical 



reasons.  A second student occupation followed; this time there was no pressure from the 

revolutionary government to end it.  The students released women and black soldiers; 52 

American diplomats were held for 444 days.  In September 1980, Sadam Hussein 

invaded Iran, with enthusiastic U.S. support.  The subsequent war saw the first use of 

chemical weapons after the Vietnam War. 

 1979 was also the year the Afghan War began.  The Afghan War was different in 

several respects.  Unlike the contra war, it was waged on the Soviet border.  It was the 

largest war of the time; the CIA funding for the Afghan War exceeded CIA funding for 

all covert wars, just as Afghanistan saw the largest foreign mobilization of Soviet troops 

since the Second World War.   

 Unlike other proxy wars of regional significance, the U.S. fought the Afghan War 

through a global alliance.  It also fought the Afghan War not for a regional or a national 

goal – the independence of Afghanistan – but for a strategic global goal: to bleed the 

Soviet Union white.  This single strategic objective shaped the uncompromising tactics of 

the war, why it was fought as a highly ideological war, and why neither cost nor 

proportionality seemed to matter.  More important for the future of Afghanistan, the U.S. 

had little interest in either nationalist or moderate or even secular Afghan movements.  In 

this, it was in agreement with Pakistan, which feared Afghani nationalists lest they 

advocate the unity of Pathan people, currently living on both sides of the Pakistan-

Afghan border.   

 Having decided on the terms of the war as a religious war, as a crusade against the 

“evil empire” and a jihad against “godless communism,” the U.S. took the lead in 

organizing a global Islamic alliance.  It recruited Muslim cadres for the war, from both 

Muslim-majority countries from Indonesia to Algeria and Pakistan to Sudan, to Muslim 

minorities from China to Europe and U.S.A.  Having embraced a war in which there 

could be no compromise, only defeat or victory, the Reagan Administration was 

determined to up the ante, no matter the cost.   

 On March 1985, President Reagan signed National Security Directive 166, 

authorizing stepped-up military assistance to the mujahiddin, which is how the anti-

Soviet guerrillas were called.  With the objective defined as no less than a Soviet defeat, 

William Casey, the head of the CIA, took three decisions in 1986.  The first was to 



provide American advisors and Stinger missiles to the Afghan guerrillas.  The second 

was to carry the war into the Soviet Republics of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, and the third 

was to recruit Muslims from around the world for this Holy War.   

 The combined effect was to ideologize the war as a religious war of Islam, as a jihad.  

The history of jihad after the early period of state formation in Islam records only two 

instances of jihad as a holy war.  The first is the war against the Crusaders, led by the 

Kurdish warrior Saladin, in the 12th century.  The second is the war against the Ottoman 

occupation in Saudi Arabia in the 18th century.  Between the Wahhabi jihad in Saudi 

Arabia and the late Cold War, there had been no jihad for two centuries.  After the 

Wahhabi jihad, the Saudi monarchy turned the jihad into a state institution against any 

opposition, internal or external, by championing the notion of a standing jihad as a 

military institution.  It is this Saudi state notion that was taken over by Casey’s boys.   

 I have already pointed out that before 1985, the religious right in Islam was divided 

into two tendenc ies.  Those in power were integrated into pro-American regimes, as in 

Saudi Arabia and Pakistan.  Those opposed to ruling regimes as sell-outs to the cause of 

Palestine or Islam existed as small groups.  They had no program outside of isolated acts 

of terror.   

 Let me return to the question I posed at the beginning of this talk.  Before the Afghan 

War, right-wing Islamism was an intellectual ideological tendency with little organization 

and muscle on the ground.  The Afghan War gave it numbers, organization, skills, reach, 

confidence and a coherent objective.  The infrastructure of liberation that America 

created during the Afghan War in fact turned out to be an infrastructure of terror.  How 

did this happen? 

 The blueprint for the Afghan jihad was masterminded by the CIA in collaboration 

with the intelligence services of Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and Egypt, with peripheral 

involvement from other intelligence organizations, including China, Britain, and even 

Israel.  The CIA procured the funding, the equipment, and military advisors and it did the 

training of Afghan and Arab trainers outside Pakistan and Afghanistan.  Its main partner, 

the ISI of Pakistan, organized internal transport, directly liaised with jihadi organizations 

and the training of guerrillas inside Pakistan and Afghanistan.   



 Recruitment was done mainly from Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Algeria and other 

Arab and Islamic countries.  The Arab recruits came to be known as the Arab-Afghans.  

They comprised all kinds of persons, from political dissidents of Islamic persuasion to 

ardent religious believers, and from adventurers to criminals and psychopaths.  There is 

no consensus on how many Arab-Afghans were trained during the decade of the Afghan 

War; the estimates range from between 35,000 and 100,000.   

 The leadership of the Arab Afghans was picked by the Saudi intelligence and 

approved by the CIA.  The key leader was Osama bin Laden.  He came from a wealthy 

and cultured family with close ties to America and the Republican establishment.  The 

Bin Laden family are counted among important donors to charities in the U.S., and to 

important educational institutions like Harvard and Yale.   

 Recruitment of cadres for the war was done mainly through Islamic charities.  There 

is little public information on this.  The information I have seen is about recruitment done 

in North Africa, particularly Tunisia, by the religious charity called Tablighi Jamaat. 

 To conduct the training of recruits, traditional religious schools, called madressahs, 

were militarized.  The USAID funded an educational program of $50 million.  The entire 

sum was provided to the University of Nebraska.  Part of the program was the production 

of children’s text books.  Let me give you two examples from two primary school books 

that were part of American aid to Afghan refugees.  You can decide for yourself whether 

these promoted a civic or a militarized education. 

 A math book for 9 year olds in 3rd grade asked the following question: “One group of 

mujahiddin attack 50 Russian soldiers.  20 Russians are killed.  How many Russians 

fled?”  Here is another question, this time from a math book for primary four: “The speed 

of a Klashinkov bullet is 800 meters per second.  If a Russian is at a distance of 3200 

meters from a mujahiddin, and that mujahiddin aims at the Russian’s head, how many 

seconds will it take for the bullet to strike the Russian in the forehead?” 

 With private recruitment and private training, there was a trend to privatizing the 

Afghan War.  At the same time, the more the Afghan War got privatized, the more it led 

to the privatization of knowledge on how to manufacture and produce violence.  The 

1993 bombing of the World Trade Center Towers was a strong warning.  The 

proceedings at the court trial in New York revealed that the suspects were CIA-trained in 



the Afghan War; the bomb they used had been made according to chemical processes 

prescribed in a CIA handbook.   

 When it came to financing the war, the CIA followed the lessons it had learnt since 

the Second World War, from the port city of Marseilles to Burma, and Laos to Central 

America.  Not surprisingly, with the Afghan War too, the drug trade turned out to be a 

major source of funds.  The key beneficiary of CIA funds was Gulbuddin Hikmatyar.  

Famed as the most radical of the political Islamists, Hikmatyar was also Afghanistan’s 

major druglord.  He alone controlled seven heroin refineries across the border in 

Pakistan.   

 When the U.S. first announced that it would materially support resistance to the 

Soviet Union in Afghanistan, Dr. Musto, a Yale University professor who was also a 

medical member of the White House Drug Council, resigned.  He later told Alfred 

McCoy, the Yale University researcher I cited earlier, “I told the [White House Drug] 

Council that we were going into Afghanistan to support the opium growers in their battle 

against the Soviets.  Shouldn’t we try to avoid what we had done in Laos?”   

 Here are some other findings from Alfred McCoy’s research on the connections of 

the Afghan War with the opium and heroin trade.  Whenever the mujahiddin came to 

control an area, they imposed the growing of heroin as a “revolutionary tax” on peasants.  

The opium was collected by opium lords in Afghanistan and sold to heroin lords who 

controlled the processing laboratories across the border in Pakistan.  The opium and the 

heroin lords were among the most important leaders of the Afghan anti-Soviet struggle.  

In an arrangement that resembled that between the contras and the Medallin Cartel in 

Central America, the Pakistani army provided transport from the border in the same 

sealed convoys that brought weapons to the border.  The CIA provided legal cover: from 

roughly the time the CIA began organizing the contras in Nicaragua, a Presidential 

directive affirmed that no CIA “asset” could be convicted on drug charges.  The directive 

was only repealed after the Afghan War, quietly, under the Clinton Administration.  We 

can gage the significance of the opium trade from figures provided by the UN Drug 

Control Program.  Insignificant when the anti-Soviet War began in 1979, opium 

production in Afghanistan reached a whopping 71% of global production in 1990, the 

year after the war ended.   



 Gulbudding Hikmatyar’s group received more than half of all CIA-provided arms in 

the course of the Afghan War.  Three million Afghan refugees flowed into Pakistan in the 

course of the war.  With his control over weapons provided by the CIA and provisions 

from the U.S. government and American NGOs, Hikmatyar controlled the bulk of 

supplies to refugee camps.  He used this both to control the camps and to fight rival 

mujahiddin organization.   

 The largest battle in the Afghan jihad took place in 1988-89.  It did not pit the 

mujahiddin against the Soviet army or the Afghan government; it pit two mujahiddin 

drug lords against one another.  On one side was Mulla Nasim who controlled the largest 

opium fields in the valley; on the other was Gulbuddin Hikmatyar who controlled the 

heroin labs across the border in Pakistan.   

 When the Soviets left, rival mujahiddin factions, including drug lords, fought one 

another for control over the capital city, Kabul.  The fight for Kabul was more fierce than 

any battle the mujahiddin had fought against the Soviets.  In this battle, different factions 

bombed different sections of their own city. 

 With rival mujahiddin factions raping women and looting civilians at road blocks, it 

is not surprising that when the students in the madrassahs organized as the Taliban – 

remember that the word Talib means students, and Taliban is its plural form – the 

population eagerly supported the Taliban who championed law and order.  But the law 

was patriarchal.  It codified unequal treatment, even violent treatment, against women 

and youth. 

 The Afghan War had been fought by two groups: local Afghan recruits and Arab-

Afghans recruited internationally by the CIA.  When the war ended, the Afghan recruits 

could go home.  But the Arab Afghans had no home to return to.  When a few did return, 

they were imprisoned by Arab governments, aware that the returnees were trained in 

lethal methods and organized in numbers.  The result was that most stayed on in 

Afghanistan.  As the U.S. walked away, its purpose served, it left yesterday’s liberation 

fighters literally stranded, without home, country, even family.  In their hour of need, 

they were provided protection and purpose by a leadership around Osama bin Laden, 

which set up an organization called The Base – al Qaeda in Arabic.  It provided welfare 

and training for Arab-Afghans, and it pledged to continue waging the jihad, to take the 



fight to the lone superpower.  I shall return to this question later.  For now, it is sufficient 

to note that this was not the first time in history that yesterday’s allies had fallen out.  In 

American street slang, the chicken’s had come home to roost. 

 

The United States: A Democratic Empire  

 

I want to close with a word on the lone superpower and the challenge we face today, how 

to defend freedom in the face of such overwhelming power.  Let me begin by underlining 

a peculiarity that distinguishes modern Western empires from empires in history.  

Historically, empires have made little distinction between nationals and non-nationals: all 

have been held by the emperor and his court in different degrees of subjugation.  The 

distinctiveness of Western empires flows from nationalism, a product of the modern 

West.  Western empires distinguish between citizens and subjects.  The former are 

nationals, the latter are part of the empire.  That distinction is being drawn more sharply 

in America today than it was before 9/11. 

 The U.S. is a democratic empire.  Internally, relations between rulers and ruled are 

regulated through a set of freedoms, including the freedom of information and 

organization.  American citizens are substantially free to organize in opposition to official 

American policies, including foreign policy.  The lesson of Vietnam is the importance of 

internal opposition to the war.  It is the anti-war movement that circumscribed the full 

unleashing of U.S. power.   

 After the Vietnam War, the executive held the press responsible for losing the war.  It 

responded with a concerted attempt to control the press.  This was possible for several 

reasons.  One, soon after Vietnam came “the killing fields” of Cambodia.  The American 

Presidency held the Press responsible for the massacres, for reporting only “our 

atrocities,” never “their atrocities.”  Since then, the tendency in the press has been to 

report the American government version of “their atrocities.”  Just compare how the 

American press reported the Gulf War with reportage on Vietnam.  Second, media 

ownership also changed hands.  Key television channels were bought over by interests 

located in either the defense or the entertainment industry.  Third, there is the question of 

Israel.  There is significant press censorship when it comes to Israel.  This is not just true 



of the Jewish-owned press, like the New York Times.  It is also true of the non-Jewish 

press, like the Boston Globe.  Why? 

 Why the exaggerated significance of Israel in American society?  There have been 

many answers to this question.  They range from the power of the Israeli lobby to the lure 

of oil to Israel’s strategic importance for the U.S.  All of these highlight special interests 

with a pro- Israeli bias.  None explain why Israel evokes a mainstream resonance, among 

both men and women, and across the range of America’s multi-cultural society. 

 To understand this, we need to appreciate what is historically specific about the 

American experience.  Africa and America are names for two radically different political 

experiences.  With the end of apartheid, Africa stands for the defeat of settler 

colonialism.  America, in contrast, stands for the triumph of settler colonialism.  The 

American tendency, both official and unofficial, is to see the world through settler-

colonial lenses.  To an average American, there is nothing abnormal about settler-

colonialism.   

 I believe American responses to major catastrophes in their history confirms this 

observation.  After the end of slavery, Americans found a solution in the return of slaves 

to their native land, Africa, even if these natives would return after an absence of 

centuries and generations.  Remember, Liberia was established as a home for returning 

former slaves from America, and Sierra Leone for those returning from Britain, really 

those American slaves who had fought with the British Army against American settlers.   

 The second major catastrophe in American history was the Holocaust.  America took 

the lead in establishing Israel, just as it had earlier established Liberia.  Israel was to be a 

home for returning natives, even if the return this time was not after centuries, but after 

millennia. 

 Both projects, Liberia and Israel, share two features.  Both brought the victim and the 

perpetrator together, around a common project.  Supporters of Liberia included both 

white racists and their black victims, both former slave owners anxious to get rid of 

former slaves, and ex-slaves seeking refuge from a humiliating oppression.  Similarly, the 

Israeli project has brought together both the Zionist right and the anti-Semitic Christian 

right.  Secondly, both initiatives, Liberia and Israel, gelled around a civilizational project 

forged in the Diaspora.  The Americo-Liberians were convinced that African natives 



needed to be civilized.  They were also equally convinced that civilization was American, 

and they identified civilization with the green dollar as money, the top hat as the sign of a 

gentleman, and the white house as an appropriate residence for the country’s president.  

For the Israeli Jew, a Palestinian is a squatter who must leave now that the rightful owner 

is back.  Also for the Israeli Zionist, Israel is an outpost of Western civilization in the 

Middle East. 

 To return to my point, American cosmopolitanism is forged through a settler-colonial 

experience.  It lacks sensitivity to native interests. 

 Let me conclude by suggesting a few issues for reflection.  First, I suggest we reflect 

on the link between state terror and societal terror, such as the terror al-Qaeda unleashed 

on innocent victims in New York City on 9/11.  My argument has been that societal 

terror, like that of al-Qaeda, was forged in an environment of impunity generated by state 

terror.  This was true of the terror called “black-on-black” or that called “Nicaraguans-

fighting-Nicaraguan” before 9/11, as it is true of what has been called “Islamic terrorism” 

after 9/11. 

 Second, we need to reflect on the dramatic shift in U.S. policy after 9/11.  Before 

9/11, the U.S. counseled constructive engagement and reconciliation in the face of 

terrorism.  These were code words for impunity and for sharing power.  After 9/11, there 

has been a radical shift from calling for reconciliation to demanding justice, from total 

tolerance to zero tolerance.  Justice is again a code word, for pursuing a vendetta and 

exacting revenge.  The common ground between policy before and after 9/11 is that both 

ignore issues.   

 Here is my final suggestion for reflection.  What is today called the War on Terrorism 

has two adversaries: the U.S. and al Qaeda.  Both came out of one side in the late Cold 

War.  One was nurtured by the other.  Both use a political language marked by a strongly 

religious fervor.  The point about religious language is that it is self-righteous.  It does not 

lend to comprise, for there can be no compromise between what is true and what is evil.  

The righteousness of self goes alongside the demonization of the other as “evil.”  This 

kind of language tends to justify the use of power with impunity, and without 

accountability. 



 We are in a difficult situation, confronted by a double dilemma characterized by both 

state terrorism and societal terrorism.  As we search for a solution, I suggest we 

remember the key lesson of the Vietnam War: do not conflate official America with the 

American people, or official Israel with the Israeli people.  In the struggle ahead, in the 

struggle to hold power accountable, there is no force for peace and democracy more 

important than the very people in whose name that same power is being exercised today.  

If American power is to police the world, then the peoples of world have no choice but to 

hold American power accountable. 

  


