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INTRODUCTION

FOR FIVE YEARS, I’ve lived in Notting Hill—home to fashion boutiques, gourmet delicatessens, Park Avenue rents, and half a dozen guys planning for martyrdom. My neighbors are terrorists. I found out the first time in July 2005. After attempting and failing to blow themselves up on the London subway, three young British Muslims were captured in an apartment just down the street from me and right around the corner from the Travel Book Shop, where Hugh Grant’s character worked in the movie Notting Hill. In perfect Notting Hill style, I’d sped by their place on my Vespa coming back from the gym just before the police swooped in. When the ABC desk called me with the news, I went to the scene still wearing my sneakers and sweats.

The story quickly burst the posh, hip, and safe bubble I had created for myself in London. Through all the wars and terror attacks overseas, I had imagined my neighborhood as a terror-free zone. Standing there on the corner of Lancaster and Portobello Roads that morning, I could see my favorite place for brunch, my favorite Italian restaurant, and my gym. It was like finding out that the next nineteen hijackers were living in the West Village.

London’s collective sense of security had already been shattered two weeks earlier, when four other British men detonated bombs on three subway trains and a bus across the capital. Those attackers had been successful, killing fifty-two people and themselves. As an American, I marveled at Britain’s calm. London was shocked but not frozen. The buses and trains started running again almost immediately. Friends kept their dinner dates that night. Londoners proudly recalled the Second World War: We survived the blitz, we can survive this. But this time the threat came from home. Britain’s own people were killing their fellow citizens. And these were good British boys, with jobs, families, favorite soccer teams, and unmistakably British accents.

There would be other chilling reminders of this threat every few months. In August 2006, a plot was uncovered in Waltham Forest, East London, to blow up half a dozen airliners over the Atlantic using chemicals carried on board in soda bottles. If the alleged planners had been successful, they would have killed thousands: a 9/11 over the sea. In February 2007, Scotland Yard foiled a plan in Birmingham to kidnap and behead British Muslim soldiers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan. Several newspapers shared a single headline for the story: BAGHDAD COMES TO BIRMINGHAM.

Each plot seemed more sinister than the last. In July 2007, two men tried to detonate car bombs outside two London nightclubs. When the bombs failed, they drove ten hours to Scotland to set themselves on fire outside the departure terminal at Glasgow International Airport. Like the Birmingham suspects, they had intended to bring Iraqi-like violence home to the British people. But this conspiracy had a new twist: the attackers were doctors. And they were my neighbors as well. Two of them had addresses just down the street from me, again, in idyllic Notting Hill.

What worried me was that the hate—against Britain, against America, against the West (they make little distinction)—had become a part of the fabric of everyday life. In early 2002, I had embarked on an educational tour of the Arab World as a foreign correspondent for ABC News. After 9/11, I knew we had dangerous enemies in the region. But they were, I thought, easily identifiable: terrorists, radical imams, infiltrators from faraway places. One hundred assignments later, from the Caucasus in the north, down through Afghanistan and Iran, the Persian Gulf, and into the Middle East, I was changed, even floored. In Afghanistan and Jordan I’d met Al-Qaeda fighters who told me it was their dream to kill me. That was no surprise. But for everyone from Egyptian democracy activists to Iraqis who had once supported the U.S. invasion to “pro-western” Lebanese lawmakers, America seemed to have perfected some sort of perverse art in alienating people.

I’d already spent several years in Asia after college, so I’d learned to shed any conceit that Americans were always, or even usually, perceived as the good guys. People in many countries can remember a time when they were up and we were down, and long for history to repeat itself. I also knew that anti-Americanism is a convenient tool for governments. The United States as foreign menace is a nice distraction from poverty, corruption, and utter failure at home. Still, among Muslims there is something distinct and demoralizing about their anti-American sentiment. Many Muslims I’ve met have long believed that the United States is trying to control their lives, nearly always with the worst intentions. They don’t blame me personally. They usually make the distinction between the American people and their politicians (though that distinction is fading). But they do treat me as America’s official spokesman, or as its defense attorney in an international court of public opinion where the facts as we see them don’t matter much. Here, the September 11 attacks were a joint plot of the CIA and Israeli intelligence. Violence in Iraq is not failed policy, but a deliberate American plan to occupy Muslim land and steal oil. The Israel-Lebanon War was a brazen attempt by the United States and Israel to send a violent message to Muslims by killing Lebanese civilians. Such assumptions extend even to native-born European Muslims. Among many British Muslims, the July 7 London subway bombers weren’t murderers, but innocent young men framed by the police (though they’ll often add that Britain deserved the attacks anyway).

After seven years of reporting on this subject, I came to an unsettling truth: The Al-Qaeda-inspired view of an evil America bent on destroying Islam has moved from the fringe to the mainstream. Today, America’s enemies are not the wild-eyed radicals I had imagined, but are often moderates—and many of those whom we thought were our friends are now some of our most virulent detractors.

Positive views of America—already anemic—have grown slimmer and slimmer. A 2007 poll by the U.S.-based Program on International Policy Attitudes in four Muslim countries (Egypt, Morocco, Pakistan, and Indonesia) found that 79 percent believe the United States seeks to “weaken and divide the Islamic world.” Strong majorities (64 percent on average) even believe it is a U.S. goal to “spread Christianity in the region.”

Between 2002 and 2007, the Pew Global Attitudes Project found that the number of people who rated the United States favorably declined in twenty-six of thirty-three countries. By 2007, in nine countries less than 30 percent of the population rated the United States positively. Eight of them were predominantly Muslim: Turkey, Pakistan, Palestine, Morocco, Jordan, Egypt, Malaysia, and Indonesia (Argentina was the odd man out).

In more than thirty years as a pollster, Andrew Kohut, the president and director of the Pew Research Center, has said he could find no frame of reference for the current decline.

“We don’t have any experience with this. We never got the breadth of discontent with America as we have now,” he said. “In other countries, it’s disappointment, resentment, envy. Among Muslims, it ranges from strong dislike to hatred.”

Increasingly, negative views of America as a country are extending to the American people. Another Pew poll found that fewer than one-third of Egyptians, Moroccans, Palestinians, Pakistanis, and Turks have a favorable view of Americans, characterizing us as greedy, violent, and immoral.

Just after 9/11, President Bush declared nations around the world “with us or against us” in the war on terror. Now those in the Muslim world are against us in greater numbers than ever before—and they have a new face. A remarkable variety of people—normal people—believe the United States intentionally obstructs rather than promotes progress. Al-Qaeda may be losing the military campaign, but, in considerable ways, it is winning the ideological war.

“Al-Qaeda’s ideological claims now have credibility, that the West is waging war against Islam,” said Fawaz Gerges, a longtime Middle East analyst. “There is a crusading spirit in the West. It helps shape the Muslim view that the U.S. is trying to control their lives. The U.S. is convinced Al-Qaeda is an evildoer. Al-Qaeda has convinced Muslims that the U.S. is an evildoer too.”

As an American, I found myself eager to raise the alarm at how deeply our image has been damaged and search for ways to repair it. I found some of the answers by getting to know some of the people who see every event of their lives affected—stage-managed, even—by the United States. For Iraqis, every car bombing has an American imprint. For Palestinians, it’s every foot of the wall Israel has built along the border of the West Bank. For Afghans, it’s the electricity that’s still off most of the day. We have no connection to them, but they feel every connection to us. Their anger is as real as their humanity. These people aren’t monsters. Through the profiles that follow, I hope to show how average people buy the conspiracy theories, answer “yes” when asked if America is seeking to weaken the Muslim world, and place more hope in holy war than in America.

In the eyes of many Muslims, America is the victim of its own mistakes. The United States has lost its moral compass across the region. For them, the gap between what we preach and what we do has always been wide, but today it is unbridgeable. The Iraq War was the worst advertisement for American intervention. Torture matters. Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib matter. Our relationships with dictatorships matter too. My Muslim friends laugh when we call Saudi Arabia and Egypt “moderate” regimes. This is why dissidents in Egypt today see their cause as stronger without America than with it. “Without you getting involved,” a young Egyptian pro-democracy blogger told me, “we’d be fighting just [Egyptian President Hosni] Mubarak, not Mubarak and America.”

There is a strange contradiction at the root of much of the hate: while they resent us, many Muslims remain in awe of American power—so much so that they believe U.S. failures in Iraq, Afghanistan, or the occupied territories were America’s intention all along. Nothing else could explain the disparity between American promises and performance. As a result, the Iraqi trauma surgeon I’ve known since the invasion of Baghdad doesn’t credit America for the calm after the surge. After five years of piecing together the war’s victims, he is convinced America planned the mayhem from the start. He even believes the United States was behind many of the suicide bombings. To him, regardless of who’s responsible, the deaths of more than 150,000 Iraqis (as estimated by the World Health Organization through 2006) was too high a price for his country to pay. Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo are nothing compared to what Al-Qaeda has done, but, held up against America’s own standards, they are the crimes that have come to define us.

This feeling of being under attack has helped solidify a new Muslim identity—a new cause—of its own. Anti-Americanism is a form of Middle Eastern nationalism that transcends borders, even religion. That’s why I easily found Christians in Lebanon who revere Hezbollah as devoutly as Shiite Muslims; they see it as resistance against American imperialism. Across the region and even among Muslims in Europe, hating America has become a modern-day youth movement. Hippies didn’t trust anyone over thirty. Muslims have learned not to trust anything American.

As Americans, we can react self-righteously. I’ve lost my cool in dozens of café debates with Muslim friends. But that will not bring us closer to winning them over. The truth is, they see a different set of facts and a different world. Looking far past 9/11 and into the next presidency, Americans can wish the hostility away or look for the elements of it we can address. We had opportunities to turn the tide of hate: after 9/11, when much of the region unanimously opposed Al-Qaeda’s brand of violent nihilism, and again in 2005, when elections in Iraq, Palestine, Lebanon, Egypt, and the Gulf states gave some hope that the United States might be on to something.

Polling consistently shows that Muslims’ priorities mirror ours: family, economic opportunity, reform, and a political system they can participate in. It’s just that today they see America as standing in the way of those values, rather than promoting them. To us, freedom means elections. To many Arab Muslims, freedom means freedom from American influence.

There are ways we can save ourselves, I’ve been told, to turn the tide of hate. Sometimes the solutions are straightforward, such as putting roofs over the heads of students in Afghanistan or getting pro-democracy campaigners released from Egyptian prisons. More often they are long-term and complicated.

“Many Muslims are still deeply enamored of America the idea,” said Gerges.

There’s the hope. Today, though, America the reality is a disappointment and a threat. This is the new philosophy—the new cause uniting disparate people in disparate places. America is the aggressor, the real impediment to peace, the enemy. And those standing up against us are not just masked gunmen in far-off desert hideouts. They are graduate students in Lebanon, democracy campaigners in Egypt, doctors in Iraq, and those young men in my neighborhood of Notting Hill. Their attitude toward the United States—and Americans—comes from years of living as unwilling subjects of our foreign policy. Their insight into our country is at times grounded in profound wisdom and experience. At other times it’s based on pure bunk. But seeing through their eyes will help us understand their vision as well as America’s position in the post-9/11, post-Iraq, post–George Bush world.



ONE

JORDAN

THE TERRORIST WITH A MARKETING MAJOR

YILDAR SAT DOWN quietly on the bunk bed opposite me and lowered the volume on a television playing music videos. Extending his hand politely, he told me he was a marketing major, two years short of finishing his degree at Amman University. In his Nike sweatshirt and scruffy red beard, he could have been just another college student in another messy apartment, except that I was in Jordan’s highest-security prison and Yildar was serving time for fighting and killing American soldiers in Iraq. He explained that the United States was waging war against Islam in Iraq, and it was his duty as a Muslim to fight.

“America has many enemies,” he said, “and anybody who hates America considers Iraq his home.”

In late 2006, I became the first American reporter allowed inside the maximum-security Swaqa prison, south of Amman. For a jail holding prisoners on a par with the worst offenders at Guantanamo, it is surprisingly easy to get to. Take a short drive south of the capital—on the same highway that takes hundreds of tourists to the exalted cliff-face ruins of Petra each day—and there it is by the side of the road. From a distance it looks more like a cheap hotel than a jail, surrounded by whitewashed concrete walls trimmed in a playful royal blue. Decorating the grounds are meager gardens etched into the dirt, with miniature groves of scraggly fruit trees and geraniums blooming in pots made from old paint-thinner cans. Nearby, a wobbly picnic umbrella provided shade from the glaring desert sunshine for a handful of guards slouching in plastic chairs. As our car pulled up, they self-consciously snapped to attention. The single padlock on the gate was open and we went inside.

I had been expecting gulag-level security: a phalanx of well-armed guards, a clanging of metal partitions behind me. Swaqa is, after all, reserved for some of the gravest threats to the Jordanian regime and to America. Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the late leader of Al-Qaeda in Iraq, was a prisoner in the 1990s, jailed at the time for plotting to overthrow the Jordanian monarchy. Today, Swaqa holds dozens of convicted terrorists, alongside a thousand other hardened criminals: armed robbers, murderers, and rapists. A Libyan named Salem bin Suweid is here. He was sentenced to death for executing American diplomat Lawrence Foley in the driveway of his home in Amman in 2002. And there is Azmi al-Jayousi, a Jordanian convicted of planning a massive chemical weapons attack in Amman against targets including the U.S. Embassy. American and Jordanian intelligence officials estimated he would have killed thousands if he’d succeeded. I was surrounded by an aspiring Al-Qaeda hall of fame.

As I waited to enter the cell blocks that morning, I was hoping I would meet men who were enemies of the United States long before the Iraq invasion. I imagined a jihadist nuthouse—full of psychotic holy warriors, “dead-enders” in Donald Rumsfeld’s words, who would have volunteered for jihad whether the United States invaded Iraq or not. But from the moment I met Yildar—the first of many jihadis I would encounter in the region—I knew I had found something more worrisome: Yildar and many other young volunteers for holy war like him were surprisingly normal. They came from families that weren’t particularly religious. They had fairly comfortable backgrounds. And their motivation—a feeling that their culture was under assault by the West—was, to them, fact, not fantasy.

Here in Jordan, the revelation was particularly jarring. The Royal Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan—with a reform-minded king and peaceful relations with Israel—is meant to be an island of moderation in a sea of extremism. The reality is far different. Even America’s allies can be havens for its enemies. And what bothered me more was that the hate was mundane. In their eyes, it was purely logical. I’d hoped to find nutcases, but the guys I met were average. They were average in every way, except for the fact that they were so swayed by their convictions that they were willing to die for them.

I arrived at Swaqa at lunchtime, apparently the happiest time of day in a maximum-security prison. As huge pots of meat stew and rice with flatbread stacked on top made their way through the halls, the building perked up. Prison workers hurried with smiles on their faces; prisoners gathered into unruly queues. I found myself in the middle of a mob. I thought I was the attraction—a strange American visitor—until I realized it was the food they were after. I was amazed, and a little frightened, at how relaxed a scene it was. Prisoners wandered in large groups outnumbering the guards. This was no Guantanamo, with a maze of steel cages, but a big concrete dormitory. The windows were large, covered with a thin metal grill. The painted walls reminded me of grade school: dark blue on the bottom, paler blue on top. I vaguely remembered that the color blue was supposed to have a calming effect. I clung to the thought. Every fifty yards or so, a metal gate divided the long corridor into separate cell blocks. As I walked along, I peeked into the cells through simple wooden doors—no sliding bars, Alcatraz-style. The prisoners looked back with bemused smiles. The cells themselves were spacious shared rooms with about a dozen beds apiece. And each bunk boasted a personal touch: handwoven blankets, pictures of Indian movie stars pasted to the walls, hot pots for making tea, and television sets pumping out an incessant din of the latest Arabic pop hits. Swaqa seemed more like a jihadist fraternity house than a high-level detention center.

I wondered who was in control. A few months earlier, in February 2006, inmates loyal to Al-Qaeda had taken over Swaqa and two other high-security prisons during violent clashes with Jordanian security forces. In one of the prisons, they managed to take several police officers hostage. They broadcast their demands live on Arab satellite networks, using smuggled-in cell phones. They wanted to stop the executions of bin Suweid, the murderer of American diplomat Lawrence Foley, and al-Jayousi, the man behind the chemical attack plot. The standoff lasted for fourteen hours. Jordanian officials never confirmed how they gained the hostages’ release, but the siege was an embarrassment for the government. I knew part of the reason they allowed me inside was to prove they were back in charge again.

The uprising was a reminder that Al-Qaeda is more powerful in Jordan than many are aware. Jordan is held up as a model of gradualist reform and sometimes bold initiatives. King Abdullah has championed a more secular legal system and more-modern schools, even building a Jordanian prep school modeled on his American alma mater, Deerfield Academy, in the middle of the Jordanian desert. His wife, Queen Rania, has championed women’s rights, a tough sell among conservative Muslims. Jordan’s intelligence service was one of the CIA’s most trusted partners in the Arab world, with a reputation for getting prisoners to talk using methods that, according to some, would not be acceptable under U.S. law. But Jordan continues to have one of the most developed extremist movements in all of the Middle East. Surveys show surprising admiration for Zarqawi, a hometown boy from the village of Zarqa, south of Amman. Zarqawi’s support persisted even after he organized horrific suicide bombings at three Amman hotels in 2005 that killed sixty people, most of them Jordanians. A 2005 survey by the Pew Research Center found that 100 percent of Jordanians viewed Jews unfavorably—the highest level in all of the Middle East.

Jordan raises difficult questions for the United States. For fifty years, Washington has backed King Hussein and now his son King Abdullah, holding them up as paragons of progress and liberalization and showering them with aid and diplomatic support. What Washington has received in return is questionable.

The inmates’ ability to take over several maximum-security prisons simultaneously demonstrated their numbers and raised suspicions that they had sympathizers among the guards. The mayhem was not lost on the twenty-four-hour Arab news networks. Scenes of rioting inmates in U.S.-allied Jordan had the makings of an exciting, David-versus-Goliath storyline. Touring the cell blocks that day, I had a more immediate concern. Who really had the upper hand?

Today the warden smiled as he welcomed me into his grand office for an obligatory cup of tea. Ali was a career policeman. On the walls were awards for exemplary service and a gargantuan portrait of King Abdullah—symbols of loyalty to a regime that has many enemies inside and outside the prison. Ali looked calm and confident in his perfectly pressed uniform. He resembled a London policeman minus the funny hat: blue shirt with shiny epaulettes, an array of ribbons on his lapel, and creased black pants. He smoked as he fiddled with a brand-new Dell desktop computer, which I guessed had been paid for with my tax money.

He wanted to know why an American reporter wanted to be alone with convicted terrorists. “These guys are crazy,” he said. “Real Islamist crackpots.” I told him I could never think of meeting face-to-face with insurgents in Iraq. There I would be a target (for kidnapping or worse). But here, in the relative safety of the prison, I had my chance.

Smiling and shaking his head as if to say I didn’t know what I was getting into, the warden said I was welcome to speak with them. But the prison’s chief interrogator, who acted as my guide, said I had to get permission from one more person. The prison had another hierarchy independent of the warden. The former insurgents are the prison celebrities, commanding the respect of fellow inmates and even some of the guards, who still spoke of Zarqawi with grudging respect. I was told that the current prison boss was a middle-aged terrorist named Abdullah, who was convicted of blowing up movie theaters in Afghanistan. The inmates called him their emir—“prince” in Arabic. “Godfather” would have fit better.

Abdullah agreed to meet with us in a guard’s office, a comfortable room befitting his stature here: a desk, a leather couch, and coveted air-conditioning. He walked into the room with the air of a mafia don, without a guard or handcuffs. No one, in fact, seemed to be wearing handcuffs here—and there were certainly none of the leg irons or orange jumpsuits of Guantanamo. With a charming smile, Abdullah said, “Ehlen-wah-sahlen”—“welcome”—and sat down quietly next to me, fingering his prayer beads. He was short and chubby, and moved around the room with the deliberate pace of a man with time to burn—in his case, another fifteen years. He exuded confidence and comfort: an easy smile, a glint in his eye. I wondered how he managed to stay so well groomed in prison: manicured fingernails, close-cropped beard, carefully pressed white robe. His refined appearance belied his crime: recruiting young men to blow up movie theater audiences for indulging in a form of entertainment he saw as an affront to Islam. I pictured his victims: Afghan men who would have seen a movie ticket as a small luxury. I imagined them enjoying the sights and sounds, and then would come fire, smoke, and chaos.

“Where are you from?” he asked. When I said New York, I watched for his reaction. Whenever I meet Al-Qaeda members, I sense their grim satisfaction at the fact that my home was the scene of Al-Qaeda’s greatest triumph. Something approaching, “You know what we can do. I don’t have to explain this to you.” I saw his eyes light up, then our conversation turned to more mundane things. He had four children. His family visited him several times a week, bringing him home-cooked food and new photographs of the kids. They have special rooms for that here: wide, cafeteria-style halls for quality time with the family, another perquisite I’d never imagined in a prison for terrorists. I wondered if the emir’s privileges included conjugal visits. I later found out they did.

My interrogator friend was getting impatient. Looking around the room with the smile of someone about to tell a good joke, he asked me, “Do you want to know what his bombers were like?”

“One of his bombers walked into the theater,” he said, “but he had a problem. When he brought his bomb into the cinema, he actually liked the movie. It was an Indian film and he couldn’t get enough of it. So he decided to stick around for a while, the bomb under his seat between his legs. He was laughing. He was singing along to the songs. He was flirting with the Indian female star.” Even the emir was smiling now. “And then he lit a cigarette. Boom!” The bomb went off, blowing off the bomber’s legs. One theater destroyed. One dense bomber horribly injured. They all laughed. Everyone, apparently, likes a good war story.

After a few minutes, Abdullah turned toward the doorway and gave an approving nod. Yildar and another prisoner he introduced as Mustafa walked in. Each was disarmingly polite. At about five-feet-eight and chubby, Yildar cut anything but an intimidating figure. He was noticeably awkward, like the kid chosen last in gym class. And with light, freckled skin and reddish hair, he looked more European than Middle Eastern. He would have fit right in at an American shopping mall, with his lazy gait and baggy jeans. Looking at his sweatshirt again, I thought how Nike would shudder to see its logo worn proudly at Swaqa.

We were not allowed to film inside the maximum-security wing, so we sat down in an empty cell in a medium-security wing housing the common criminals. Surrounded by the murderers and rapists, I felt oddly comfortable with the terrorists. For the moment, they felt less threatening. I would have been an ideal target for them in Baghdad, but here I was their chance to preach to an American audience.

Leaning back on the bed, Yildar told me his path to the insurgency began on a bus. Just after the invasion in 2003, he simply hopped the express from Amman to Fallujah to join the new holy war against the Americans. There was no mysterious and sophisticated underground network orchestrated by Al-Qaeda, but just a teenager and twenty bucks. Yildar didn’t join Al-Qaeda. What he joined was a makeshift army of volunteers.

“Al-Qaeda is not an open restaurant,” Yildar told me. “Not everyone can join. They choose special people. Al-Qaeda is not interested in having just anyone.”

I was most interested in why he chose to fight. He told me his decision had been fairly spontaneous. Growing up in Jordan, he did not frequent a radical mosque, and his family was not religiously conservative. But when he saw Americans invading a Muslim country, he told me he was surprised by how viscerally he reacted. He was sick and angry. He said he and his fellow fighters saw themselves not as terrorists, but as defenders of Muslims against a vast and highly coordinated assault on their faith and culture by the United States, of which the clearest demonstration was the Iraq invasion. He entered Iraq just as the Bush administration’s case for war was disintegrating in the fruitless search for weapons of mass destruction.

The U.S.-led invasion became a siren call to young Muslim men. Yildar was one of thousands to volunteer for jihad in Iraq. In April 2006, the National Intelligence Estimate, a compilation of reports and analysis by thirteen American intelligence agencies, found that the war was now the main recruiting vehicle for new Islamic extremists, the cause célèbre for jihadists worldwide. Extremist groups use the Internet to motivate recruits, communicating through a vast network of websites. Their favorite publicity tools are the increasingly well-produced videos of insurgent attacks on U.S. soldiers. While they share an ideology with Al-Qaeda, they are independent of the organization itself and outside the direction of Osama bin Laden and his deputies. In this sense, what brought Yildar to Iraq was less a formal, from-the-top-down terror organization than a grassroots Islamist movement. Imagine a jihadist version of Outward Bound.

The Iraq war inspired a youth movement with appeal across the Middle East. Wherever I traveled, I found eager recruits and proud veterans, in a jail like Swaqa and even right out in the open. In neighboring Syria, I encountered one former insurgent serving—and still serving today—in the Syrian army. He was a twenty-nine-year-old soldier named Mohammed.

Like Yildar, Mohammed was the product of a relatively liberal, middle class upbringing. His family lived in Damascus, his father a school teacher teaching Arabic, his mother a housewife. All six of his siblings, including the girls, went to college. Mohammed studied psychology and had started a master’s course before he went to Iraq. His family was educated and laid back. He and his brothers and sisters dated, drank alcohol, and dressed as they liked.

I communicated with Mohammed on his cell phone from his home in Aleppo in the summer of 2007. At the time, a friend asked me how I’d tracked him down. Was he speaking to me on a secure telephone line? A satellite phone from a cave in the Syrian mountains? I told my friend that wasn’t necessary. Mohammed, unlike Yildar, is a free man.

When I asked him what had led him to fight, he reeled off a lengthy list of talking points. He had thought this through.

“My first reason is a religious one, but the fact that it’s religious does not in any way mean Islamic,” he said. “I would have done it if I was Christian or Buddhist or Jewish. Religious teaching says one always must defend one’s land. So that was the religious motive, but not necessarily an Islamic one.”

Mohammed didn’t see himself as a religious fanatic, but as a young man with political convictions. I would hear similar arguments from young people in Lebanon or Egypt, or even from British Muslims in the UK. The battle wasn’t about Islam purely as a faith, but as a political entity to be defended.

Ayaan Hirsi, a Muslim member of the Dutch parliament, has described Islamic radicalism as a political ideology, not just a religious one. She bases this in part on her view that Islam has yet to accept the secular state as superseding the religious one. Islam has not had a reformation. Her views are anathema to many Muslims. In 2004, Hirsi and a prominent Dutch film director, Theo van Gogh, made a short film titled Submission, about the abuse of women in Islam. Later that year, van Gogh was shot and killed in front of dozens of witnesses on a busy Amsterdam street. Hirsi lives now under constant death threats. Raising the alarm from within can carry a heavy price.

Mohammed, however, sees the threat as coming from the outside. This is the West attacking Islam—pursuing its own interests at the expense of those of Muslims, and at the expense of its own principles.

“The invasion was injustice being brought on Arabs once again,” he said. “All of us have grown up learning about injustice brought on Palestine. My generation was never able to do anything about that. This was the chance for me and my generation to take up the cause and take on the root cause, which is America and its support for Israel.”

The perceived oppression of the Palestinian people by Israel and America is a rallying cry throughout the Muslim world, cited as an explanation for just about everything that is going wrong in the region. I often tell Arab friends that it absolves Arab people of any responsibility for bettering their lives. Still, Mohammed and others like him feel that by backing Israel as well as disliked Arab regimes such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait, the United States shares responsibility for those regimes’ failures.

“American interests dictate that these regimes stay in power,” Mohammed said. “There is a belief that by our going to Iraq and humiliating the U.S. there, ultimately, America will be less able to pressure these various Arab governments, and so people might have more of a say in how their own lives are run, and improve their livelihood.”

Mohammed saw the fight as policy with an articulated goal. He was not running to Iraq to die and claim his seventy-two virgins. He, like many others, believed he was volunteering to make a real, measurable difference in geopolitical terms.

“The West operates on the law of the jungle,” he said. “Although I don’t accept that law, I thought, ‘Well, fine, if that’s what the West believes in, then let’s go to Iraq and try to humiliate America, and make a stand, and perhaps by [our] making a stand, America will take the Arab people more seriously, and not take them for granted as they usually do.’”

How they fought was just as revealing as why. Yildar was not bent on becoming a martyr. He told me he hadn’t gone to Iraq to die, but to take on the Americans. In fact, he whispered to me that he was scared—scared to death, in fact, of American firepower. He admitted he felt useless at times, confronting sophisticated tanks and helicopters with just a machine gun. The U.S. army was an intimidating opponent.

“At the beginning, we didn’t confront the soldiers,” he said. “The war started basically with American airstrikes and tank attacks, so we mainly faced helicopters and tanks. We barely saw American soldiers in the streets. They were mostly behind or inside the tanks, out of our reach. Frankly, I was happy when I didn’t have to fight them up close. I’m not sure I would have survived.”

Mohammed was scared as well. It was immediately clear that this wouldn’t be a boys’ adventure.

“We were on our way to Baghdad with more than ninety jihadis on board,” Mohammed told me. “I remember I was listening to a report on the BBC’s Arabic service about an antiwar protest in Damascus, when at that exact moment our bus was hit by [he thinks] American missiles.” He said eighty-seven of those on board were killed. He survived with minor injuries to his hands and forehead, as well as a newfound resolve to fight.

“We were far outmatched by American firepower,” he said. “And a lot of the weapons America was using in Iraq were experimental, as if America was trying out its latest military gadgets on the mujahideen.”

This is one of many popular myths among jihadis, part of a wider collection of conspiracy theories in the region, highlighted by the most elaborate: that the United States and Israel staged 9/11 to justify the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. They’re built on a deep-seated belief in America’s nefarious intentions, and on profound awe at America’s technological prowess. In reality, many things in the U.S. arsenal might appear like “experimental weapons” to inexperienced jihadis on the ground—a deadly accurate and eerily silent, satellite-guided bomb from a high-flying and unseen jet, for instance. Still, these myths are enduring and another sign of just how bad they think we are.

“When I went to Iraq, I went thinking I would probably not return to my family,” said Mohammed. “But this was an attempt to bring back a certain amount of dignity which we lacked.”

I had encountered reluctant martyrs before. In Saudi Arabia, a soccer team from Jeddah crossed into Iraq together, volunteering for jihad as a single unit. When they arrived, their commanders groomed them as suicide bombers. But they didn’t want to blow themselves up. They wanted to take shots at American soldiers. Realizing they were headed for martyrdom, they turned around and went home, where they were captured by Saudi intelligence. Like vacationers disappointed with a package tour, they complained to their Saudi interrogators that jihad had let them down.

Listening to Yildar and Mohammed, I searched for signs of madness, or at least evidence that their motivations were nonsensical. They were middle-class young men who had uprooted themselves to fight a far better armed army in a foreign country. They were killers of U.S. soldiers, one imprisoned for his crime, the other running free. But they were not rampaging Islamic fundamentalists. They were boys on what had become an unexceptional mission.

The author Robert Pape did a comprehensive study of suicide campaigns from 1980 to 2003—including those in Lebanon, Chechnya, Sri Lanka, Turkey, Kashmir, and the occupied territories. In his book Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism (Random House, 2006), he found that terror attacks occured almost exclusively in the context of foreign military occupation. He argues that even Al-Qaeda fits the pattern. One of its objectives was the removal of U.S. forces from the Arabian Peninsula—a goal Al-Qaeda ostensibly achieved when the United States withdrew those forces in 2003. Inspired by the U.S. invasion of Iraq, Yildar and Mohammed had many counterparts in different parts of the world.

Both first arrived in the early days of the insurgency, when it was still a loose group of fighters. “Who told you what to do? Who gave you the orders?” I asked Yildar. “There wasn’t much organization when the Americans invaded Iraq. There wasn’t a top commander at the beginning.” But as the months passed just after the invasion, Yildar watched the insurgency develop from a makeshift collection of former Iraqi soldiers, Al-Qaeda members, and foreign volunteers into something more coordinated. In the late summer of 2003, an Iraqi army officer dismissed by the Americans took command of Yildar’s unit. This commander began organizing fighters into a more professional force. He established fighting units and a chain of command, and arranged for a steady flow of arms and ammunition. Keeping the combatants armed was not difficult in Iraq. The country was littered with arms caches left behind by the Iraqi military. Some interpreted this as a sign that the Iraqi army had been laying the groundwork for a postwar insurgency long before the invasion. Iraqi military units hid their weapons in countless stashes across the country to be retrieved—and used with great effect—after “formal combat operations” had ended.

I had seen hints of what was in store while embedded with U.S. Special Forces during the invasion. We were the first American forces to enter Kirkuk the day the city fell in early April 2003—racing in with little more than a firefight. A few days later we went by an abandoned training camp used
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