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FOR Abdullah Azzam, that day in 1967 must have been the most impressionable of his life — from the hills overlooking the West Bank village of Jenin, white flags signifying surrender going up on the rooftops of houses, tucked in between palm trees and olive groves … the Israeli army moving in. 

Azzam a young man fought this — six-day — war with Israel, which in fact was a 24-hour walkover as the Arab armies abandoned their defences and their air forces were crippled on the ground. The defeat was total. 

For Azzam and many across the Arab world, the 1967 defeat triggered painful soul-searching. A vast amount of literature came to be produced by Arab thinkers, writers and intellectuals in search of “where did we go wrong”. Many began to term Gamal Abdel Nasser’s 11-year quest for Arab unity a failure. The Arabs not just lost the war and territory, they also lost faith in their leaders, their countries and in themselves. As happens in times like these, some looked towards redefinition; others looked towards various forms of protest. Even while Nasser’s prisons held 28,000 Islamists, mosque loudspeakers started blaring that Islam was the answer. 

The earliest form of protest in Islam came in the form of the Kharijite(those who went out) movement in the seventh century that posed the first serious challenge to Caliph Ali. The Kharijitedoctrine took one step forward by Ibn Taymiya’sintroduction of the term ‘takfir’ in the 14th century. The verb is derived from the Arabic root ‘kufr’(heresy). Whereas the noun, ‘kafir’ refers to the infidel, takfir refers to the process of excommunication. Once takfir is admitted as a legitimate concept in political thought, it brings us to Alice in Wonderland’s allegorical “fork in the road”, one side of which leads to deviant doctrines. 

In the 19th century pan-Islamist thinker Jamal ud Din Afghani while directing his anger at western imperialist domination also, from the corner of his eye, was addressing authoritarian Muslim rulers. Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahhab in the 18th century and Hasan Al Banna in the 20th century introduced fundamentalist movements in Islam. The emphasis was on the need to “cleanse” society of corrupt influences. Afghani, Wahhab and Banna all 

agreed on the need to replace weak rulers and states with strong ones. Unlike Taimiya they however remained ambivalent about sanctioning violence against Muslims. 

In modern times, the term is most associated with Sayyid Qutbwho was a strong advocate of takfir as an instrument to protect Muslim society. He was also influenced by his contemporary, Abul Aala Maududi, who argued that social and economic justice were, in fact, the ultimate benchmarks that Muslim society ought to set for itself. Combining the takfiri and Maududi doctrines, Qutb insisted on the need to first purify society of “the vulgar influences of the West” only after which it could set benchmarks to achieve social and economic justice. He also explicitly sanctioned the use of violence and jihad against fellow Muslims. The ends justify the means, he argued. Shortly afterwards, Qutb was hanged by Nasser’s regime on a charge of sedition. 

Now, the mosques, in protest to the humiliating defeat against Israel, were raising his name once again. Whilst the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt stood for political participation, Qutb’s followers began to invoke the ancient Islamic doctrine of ‘hijra’, which is a reference to the group’s withdrawal from what it considers a pagan society. Taken together ‘takfir wal hijra’ came to symbolise an innovative doctrine whereby a group would withdraw from what it considers heretical Muslim society in order to build its strength in isolation, and then strike back once it has achieved sufficient strength. The gates of violence and jihad against Muslims were finally declared open. More recently, Al Qaeda’s use of the Arabic term ‘qaaidun’ which approximately translates to ‘fence-sitters’ has added further sophistry to this line of reasoning by suggesting that within a ‘heretical’ Muslim society these elements must either be brought into the jihadi fold, or, if they stray too far, eliminated. 

As a youth, Osama Bin Laden watched with wide eyed-admiration the 1979 seizure of the Grand Mosque at Makkah by Juhayman’s Saudi group that was protesting against a “corrupt and tyrannical monarchy”. He heard Khomeini give a voice to Qutb’s writings as he turned his wrath on “a corrupt West” and an “infidel” Baathist Saddam Hussein. Bin Laden observed Arab nationalism crumble and give way to a rigid theocracy which now defined an Islamist agenda. As a student at the King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah he studied under an Islamic scholar who had a doctorate from the Al Azhar University in Islamic jurisprudence. His name was Abdullah Azzam and he hailed from the West Bank town of Jenin. 

The Cairo Citadel, built by Salahuddin al Ayubi, sits on a hill overlooking the Cairo of the Fatimid and Ottoman periods. In its dungeouns are the prisons where Islamist suspects are brought for questionning by the police. Ayman al Zawahiri spent three years here inside a stone cell, perhaps four feet by eight — after Islamists assassinated Sadat in 1981 in protest for signing a peace treaty with Israel. It was here also that he met “the blind sheikh”, Omar Abdul Rahman — who had been a professor of theology at Al Azhar University. According to Rahman, the declaration of jihad needed a fatwa to justify actions that would otherwise be considered criminal. Many believe that the tragedy that visited America on Sept 11, 2001 was born in the prisons of Egypt. 

The exact date of the conception of Al Qaeda is a subject of debate. But the plot bears a striking resemblance to Clint Eastwood’s epic, The Good, the Bad and the Ugly. Bin Laden had the money, Azzam the ideas and Zawahiri the organisation … three men representing different worlds coming together to fight the Red army in Afghanistan. 

Towards the end of the war, Azzam — who 20 years earlier had seen Jenin surrender to the Israeli army without a fight — finally felt he was now ready to settle scores. He wanted the Arab legion to relocate to fight “the real war” … against Israeli occupation. During the first Palestinian Intifada which started the previous year in 1987, Azzam had helped establish Hamas as a protest, an alternative to the PLO which was considered too secular. Bin Laden and Zawahiri however had other plans. In a final standoff between the three, Azzam was assassinated outside his home in Peshawar by a car bomb. It was by 1989 that a deviant ideology was beginning to turn into a revolt.
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