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introdUction

on 31 october 2005, several bearded men entered the al-Madina 
Utilities Store in the goualmandi district in Quetta, Pakistan. it was 
seven o’clock in the evening, the sun had set and it was time for 
iftar, the evening meal taken when breaking the daily fast during 
ramadan. The men felt safe here, but were watchful. They kept their 
handguns at the ready, hidden in their baggy clothes. Unknown to 
them, Pakistani intelligence agents had been tailing the group for 
quite some time, looking for a suitable place to capture them. one of 
them had to be taken alive. There were many wanted men in Quetta, 
but only this individual had a $5 million reward from the US govern-
ment offered for his capture. The police raid began. in seconds, the 
buzzing street life of Quetta was cut short by volleys of gunfire, the 
screams of wounded men and bystanders running for their lives. as 
the smoke drifted away, a crowd gathered. one of the men sharing 
the iftar meal was dead, the others arrested, among them a short, 
red-bearded man. his name was said to be Mustafa bin abd al-
Qadir Setmariam nasar.

nasar, better known by his noms de plumes abu Mus‘ab al-Suri 
and Umar abd al-hakim, has been a prominent figure in radical 
islamist circles since the early 1990s. little has been written about 
him by Western scholars, and till recently he rarely featured in the 
media. nasar first came to prominence in the West in late 2004 
when Spanish investigators referred to him as a possible mastermind 
of the Madrid train bombings.1 a Syrian militant with Spanish 

1 ahmad rafat, ‘al-Qa‘idah chief in europe is Spanish [in Spanish]’, El 
Tiempo de Hoy, 24 aug. 2004, via fbiS.
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citizenship, al-Suri had served as a military instructor and lecturer in 
the afghan-arab training camps from 1987-92. in the mid-1990s, 
he spent several years in Spain and the United Kingdom before 
returning to afghanistan in 1998 where he ran a terrorist training 
camp and a media center. al-Suri has been sought by the Spanish 
authorities since november 2001.2 in november 2004, the US State 
department announced that it was offering a $5 million reward to 
anyone who provided information leading to his arrest, highlighting 
his centrality in global terrorism, even though he was mostly known 
as a ‘pen jihadist’.3 

abu Mus‘ab al-Suri defies easy characterization and fits poorly 
with prevailing stereotypes and images of al-Qaida terrorists. Many 
people who met him recalled his appearance: in the overwhelmingly 
arab al-Qaida, al-Suri stood out with his fair skin, ginger hair and a 
look such that he would easily pass for ‘an irish pub patron’.4 Those 
who knew him well remember al-Suri as bookish. an avid reader, 
with an encyclopaedic memory, he impressed acquaintances with his 
knowledge of literature, classical music, history, politics and sciences, 
far beyond the standard curriculum of an average jihadi. Unlike many 
other militants, he drew freely upon Western sources in his writings: 
the most important source he used when lecturing at the afghan 
training camps was - after the Holy Quran - an american book on 

2 Ministracion de justicia, ‘juzgado central de instruccion no. 005, 
Madrid, Sumario (Proc. ordinario) 0000035 /2001 e’, dated 17 Sept. 
2003, [indictment against the abu dahdah network], available at www.
findlaw.com, accessed feb. 2004, hereafter referred to as ‘juzgado central 
de instruccion no. 005, Madrid, Sumario’, 17 Sept. 2003; and audiencia 
nacional, Sala de lo Penal, Sección tercera, ‘Sentencia núm. 36/2005’, 
Madrid, 26 Sept. 2005, [verdict against the abu dahdah network], 
available at http://estaticos.elmundo.es/documentos/2005/09/26/sentencia.
pdf, accessed july 2006, hereafter referred to as ‘Sentencia núm. 36/2005’, 
Madrid, 26 Sept. 2005.

3 ‘fbi finds link between Sept 11, Madrid bombs-paper’, Reuters, 28 nov. 
2004.

4 Katherine Shrader, ‘Wanted Muslim extremist hopscotches the globe 
connecting terrorists’, associated Press, 3 aug. 2005.
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guerrilla warfare. This frequent citation of non-islamic sources earned 
him criticism from others within the global jihadi movement. 

abu Mus‘ab al-Suri is the antithesis of the fanatical, pre-pro-
grammed suicide terrorist stereotype. he has been described as a 
‘born-critic’,5 and had a penchant for satire and ridicule with which 
he entertained his readers. a hot-tempered and fiercely independent 
figure, he never shied from criticizing jihadi leaders whose policies 
he felt were erronenous. al-Suri rebuked bin laden’s appetite for 
international media attention and denounced abu Qutadah al-filas-
tini, the foremost jihadi cleric in london, for justifying internecine 
violence in algeria and for his doctrinaire understanding of islam. 
it would be a mistake however to think that al-Suri represents a 
softer, more human face of al-Qaida terrorism. on the contrary, 
his mercilessness towards ‘the enemies of islam’ knew no limits: he 
explicitly advocated mass casualty terrorism in the West, including 
the use of weapons of mass destruction. yet he differed from other 
jihadi ideologues by always insisting that the use of violence should 
be based on a thorough, rational long-term strategy. for him, this 
was the only way through which the ultimate goals of the jihadi 
movement could be achieved. he defined this goal as liberating the 
islamic world from direct and indirect occupation, and overturning 
non-islamic governments. More than any other figure in al-Qaida, 
abu Mus‘ab al-Suri produced withering critiques of the jihadi move-
ment. his modus operandi was to reassess earlier terrorist campaigns 
and insurgencies in order to learn from the movement’s mistakes. 
Sharply analytical and rational in his approach, he has written nu-
merous pseudo-academic studies in which he castigates the jihadi 
movement for living in the past and misjudging the challenges of the 
post-cold War and post 9/11 eras. 

in short, abu Mus‘ab al-Suri was a dissident, a critic, and an intel-
lectual in an ideological current in which one would expect to find 
obedience rather than dissent, conformity rather than self-criticism, 
doctrinaire ideologues rather than introspective individuals. during 

5 author’s interview with noman benotman, london, 15 Sept. 2006.
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his twenty-five year career as a global jihadi militant, al-Suri has used 
his training as an historian to collect, record, summarize and analyze 
his jihadi experiences. in doing so, he discarded traditional jihadi 
rhetoric about god’s promised victory in favor of brutal honesty, 
putting hard-nosed realism before religious wish-fulfillment and 
pragmatic long-term strategies before utopianism. by subjecting the 
objects of his study to secular academic scrutiny and by integrating 
Western literature on guerrilla warfare, international security and 
power politics, al-Suri evolved fascinating doctrines about decentral-
ized jihadi warfare in the post-9/11 security environment. he has 
also provided a strategic rationale for the use of weapons of mass 
destruction by al-Qaida against the United States.

in the aftermath of 9/11, it was commonplace to assert that al-Qa-
ida pursued no underlying strategic plan. The accepted argument was 
that the obsessive fanaticism of jihadi terrorists, their religious dogmas, 
their pursuit of martyrdom, and visceral hatred for the West made 
them blind, and their behaviour was not rooted in any kind of rational 
strategy. While this school of thought still has numerous protagonists, 
a growing number of studies have already begun to debunk the myth 
of a non-existent al-Qaida strategy.6 as a biography of one of the fore-
most jihadi strategists of our time, it is hoped that Architect of Global 
Jihad will be regarded as belonging to the latter category. 

The present volume is partly a contribution to the study of jihadi 
strategic thought. it discusses and cites at length many of al-Suri’s 
works, explores the various ideological debates in which he partici-

6 See, for example, robert Pape, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide 
Terrorism (new york: random house, 2005); brynjar lia and Thomas 
hegghammer, ‘jihadi Strategic Studies: The alleged al Qaida Policy 
Study Preceding the Madrid bombings’, Studies in Conflict and Terrorism, 
27, 5 (Sept./oct. 2004), pp. 355-75; jarret M. brachman and William f. 
Mccants, ‘Stealing al-Qa‘ida’s Playbook’, CTC Report , feb. 2006, p. 15, 
www.ctc.usma.edu/Stealing%20al-Qai%27da%27s%20Playbook%20--
%20ctc.pdf, accessed oct. 2006; robert Pape, ‘al Qaeda’s strategy’, The 
New York Times , 12 july 2005; Stephen Ulph, ‘al-Qaeda’s Strategy Until 
2020’, Terrorism Focus, 2 (6) (17 March 2005), www.jamestown.org/images/
pdf/tf_002_006.pdf, accessed oct. 2006.
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pated, and traces the development of his strategic thinking. it also 
contains, as an appendix, a translation of his most important work on 
jihadi strategy and training. however the main objective behind this 
book is to discover the man behind the writings and ideas for which 
he is now renowned. in recent years, especially, al-Suri’s output has 
become a key item on the jihadi curriculum. More and more of his 
early works and lectures are now being republished on the internet 
by his followers (see below). in order to contextualize and under-
stand this body of writing, we need to explore his biography: who 
is abu Mus‘ab al-Suri, what is his background, how did he become 
involved in al-Qaida, what role has he played in the jihadi move-
ment over the past decades, and how should we interpret his new 
doctrine of jihadi warfare? another important reason for researching 
al-Suri’s biography is that his personal trajectory sheds new light on 
al-Qaida’s history. Most of the literature on the arab-afghans and 
al-Qaida today revolves around abdallah azzam, osama bin laden, 
and ayman al-Zawahiri, and examines the jihadi current from their 
perspectives. by tracing al-Suri’s life from his birthplace in aleppo 
in Syria, via his exile in europe, the period in Peshawar, then back to 
Madrid and london, his return to afghanistan under the taleban, 
and the time spent in hiding in Pakistan, it allows us to read the his-
tory of the arab-afghans, of al-Qaida and of the jihadi movement 
through new lenses.

how important is abu mus‘ab al-suri today?

al-Suri has left behind a large body of biographical material that al-
lows us to follow the evolution of a senior jihadi, one who at an early 
stage established himself as an independent intellectual. Through his 
numerous books, articles and audiotaped lectures, his large global 
network of contacts, his publicity efforts on behalf of the jihadi cur-
rent, and his teaching at the training camps in afghanistan, al-Suri 
influenced a whole generation of jihadis in a way that has thus far 
gone largely unnoticed. his life story helps us understand not only 



architect of global jihad

6

al-Suri’s role, but also the fascinating complexity of the jihadi current 
and the role of dissidents and critics like al-Suri within it.

one of the most interesting facets of abu Mus‘ab al-Suri is that 
from early on he introduced concepts and ideas that were later es-
poused by al-Qaida’s leadership. in spring 1991 al-Suri wrote his 
first contribution on the necessity of ‘a global islamic resistance’, 
advocating a global terrorist campaign against the West that would 
rely on diffuse, decentralized and non-hierarchical networks. in do-
ing so, he departed from the traditional jihadi focus on ‘the near 
enemy’, i.e. arab regimes. This was seven years before bin laden 
signed his global declaration of war.7 in 1991, al-Suri also advocated 
a restructuring of jihadi groups, which till then had relied almost 
exclusively on secret hierarchical regional organizations, usually 
termed tanzims. he believed that such units had proved to be largely 
ineffective and instead he suggested the creation of ‘phantom organi-
zations’, consisting of self-sufficient cells acting inependently of any 
central command.8

al-Suri’s recommendations failed to find a responsive audience at 
the time, so he continued reformulating and adjusting his warfight-
ing doctrine throughout the late 1990s. he witnessed america’s pre-
cision cruise missile strikes against al-Qaida’s afghan training camps 
in 1998, and, deeply impressed by the US’s technological superiority, 
again questioned al-Qaida’s reliance on fixed training camps in an era 
of US hegemony and total air dominance. al-Suri’s response to what 
he termed bin laden’s ‘tora bora mentality’ was to develop theories 
for a decentralized jihadi struggle by autonomous cells without any 
fixed bases or traceable organizational ties. his new warfighting doc-

7 See ‘The text of the communique by The World islamic front for jihad 
against jews and crusaders’, (in arabic) al-Quds al-‘Arabi, 23 feb. feb. 
1998, p. 3.

8 for more on this, see chapter 8. his ideas at the time may be interpreted as 
a jihadi equivalent to the ‘leaderless resistance’ concept, usually attributed to 
an essay by louis beam, an american anti-government activist from 1983. 
See louis beam, ‘leaderless resistance’, The Seditionist (issue 12, feb. 1992: 
final edn), www.louisbeam.com/leaderless.htm, accessed nov. 2006.
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trine was encapsulated in the slogan nizam la tanzim, ‘system, not 
organization’, and was presented in a series of videotaped lectures 
in afghanistan in august 2000. 9 his vision for al-Qaida was clearly 
broader than that of bin ladin’s. as lawrence Wright has correctly 
noted, al-Suri viewed al-Qaida’s preeminence only as ‘a stage in the 
development of the worldwide islamist uprising. “al Qaeda is not an 
organization, it is not a group, nor do we want it to be,” he wrote. 
“it is a call, a reference, a methodology.” eventually, its leadership 
would be eliminated, he said.’10

four and a half years later, in january 2005, his magnum opus, 
The Global Islamic Resistance Call (da‘wat al-muqawamah al-islami-
yyah al-‘alamiyyah), was published online.11 This 1,600 pp. volume is 
not only a formidable historical account of jihadi movements but it 
has also become the most significant written source in the strategic 
studies literature on al-Qaida. More than any other of his works, 
The Global Islamic Resistance Call has attracted widespread attention, 
from among jihadis themselves as well as the academic and intel-
ligence communities. it has become a standard work to cite and to 
refer to in new studies on al-Qaida. This is partly explained by the 
fact that al-Qaida appears to have moved towards the organizational 
model that al-Suri prescribed, with decentralized cells linked only 
by ideology and solidarity. reports of al-Suri’s alleged role in the 

9 for more on this concept, see brynjar lia, ‘abu Mus‘ab al-Suri: Profile 
of a jihadi leader’, paper presented at ‘The changing faces of jihadism: 
Profiles, biographies, Motivations’, joint ffi/King’s college conference, 
london, 27-28 april 2006, see www.mil.no/multimedia/archive/00080/
abu_Musab_al-Suri-80483a.pdf, accessed oct. 2006. 

10 cited in lawrence Wright, ‘The Master Plan: for the new Theorists of 
jihad, al Qaeda is just the beginning’, The New Yorker 11 Sept. 2006, p. 
50.

11 The full title of the book is Umar abd al-hakim (abu Mus‘ab al-Suri), 
The Global Islamic Resistance Call. Part I: The Roots, History, and Experiences 
(in arabic) (Place and publisher unknown, dec. 2004); and Umar abd al-
hakim (abu Mus‘ab al-Suri), The Global Islamic Resistance Call. Part II: The 
Call, Program and Method (in arabic) (Place and publisher unknown, dec. 
2004). hereafter cited as The Global Islamic Resistance Call.
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Madrid bombings and the US reward for his capture put him in the 
media spotlight and raised his profile. but most important was the 
launching of his own website, in january 2005, through which his 
many books, articles and audio- and videotaped lectures for the first 
time became widely available. 

as of early 2007, abu Mus‘ab al-Suri is probably the world’s 
foremost ‘jihadi theoretician’, a description bestowed on him, 
among others, by numerous participants in jihadi webforums12 who 
frequently cite and refer to his works. Their evaluation should not 
be overlooked, however., as the the internet is the key arena for 
propagating the message of al-Qaida. in order to appreciate al-Suri’s 
importance, one needs to situate him in the broader landscape of 
actors in violent islamism. There are many potential roles to play in 
the global jihadi movement, but al-Suri has first and foremost earned 
great respect as a strategic thinker. 

The term ‘architect’ is an appropriate one for al-Suri. Through 
his writings he has designed a comprehensive framework for future 
jihad. he has brilliant ideas, but his job is done when the designs, 
sketches and maps have been handed over. for despite his extensive 
field experience from Syria and afghanistan, al-Suri has not become 
a cherished icon such as emir Khattab, the leader of the arab muja-
hidin in chechnya till his death in 2002 or abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi, 
the notorious head of al-Qaida in iraq till his death in an american 
missile strike in june 2006. That said, for some webforum partici-

12 See, for example, ‘What you do not know about abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s book’ 
(in arabic), muntada al-ansar 25 aug. 2005, www.ansary.info/forums/
showthread.php?t=1877&page=1&pp=10, accessed aug. 2005; ‘Make this 
a permanent link: a collection of all jihadi movies from all fronts. god is 
great!’ (in arabic), muntadayat al-nusra, 11 feb. 2006, http://www.alnusra.
net/vb/showthread.php?t=157&highlight=%c3%c8%e6+%e3%d5%da
%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2006; and ‘al-Qaida’s 
most important publications by al-Qaida’s most brilliant theoretician’ (in 
arabic), muntadayat risalat al-ummah 16 jan. 2006, www.al-ommh.net/vb/
showthread.php?t=2324&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%
e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007. 
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pants al-Suri has iconic status and in their postings they sometimes 

include his name alongside those of al-Qaida’s top leaders.13

Unlike many other well-known jihadi figures, al-Suri never sur-
rounded himself with a large crowd of followers, neither in london, 
nor in afghanistan after 1998. his style was not that of a a firebrand 
preacher like abu hamzah al-Masri or omar bakri Muhammad 
in london. in fact he detested their vulgar rhetoric and abhorred 
their lack of operational security. furthermore, even though al-Suri 
was a good classroom teacher, he did not reach out to his listeners 
emotionally—his speeches were almost exclusively lectures. nor did 
he instigate the crowd to join the struggle or inspire them to self-sac-
rifice and martyrdom. al-Suri was an intellectual, not a preacher. he 
applied logical reasoning, historical analysis and secular knowledge. 

al-Suri was in many ways a military man whose main preoccupa-
tion was guerrilla warfare. he lacked the aura of a religious scholar 
and did not aspire to be one. despite his encyclopaedic memory 
and wealth of knowledge, he was never very comfortable with the 
finer points of religious exegesis, while he had broad familiarity with 
islamic law and jurisprudence but nothing more. al-Suri was well 
aware of this and never tried to pose as a cleric or a scholar, prefer-
ring instead to call himself a writer. besides, he despised the Salafis 
for their inflexible dogmatism and narrow-mindedness. hence, in 
the theological-ideological jihadi literature, he would never have the 
same standing as contemporary Salafi-jihadi clerics such as abu Mu-
hammad al-Maqdisi in jordan, abu Qutadah al-filastini in london, 
or hamid bin abdallah al-ali in Kuwait. however it would be a 
mistake to assume that his influence is minimal; even if al-Suri has 
little renown in terms of offering legal islamic justifications for ter-
rorism, his importance in terms of providing strategic and operative 
frameworks for future jihadi warfare is unprecedented. 

13 for example ‘May good protect our Shaykh abu abdallah, Shaykh ayman, 
Shaykh abu Mus‘ab al-Suri and the emir of the Slaughters who has raised 
the banner of jihad in Mesopotamia, abu Mus ‘ab al-Zarqawi’. cited from 
a posting by ‘al-hamam’ (in arabic) on muntada minbar suriya al-islamiyyah 
27 oct. 2005, www.islam-syria.com/vb/, accessed nov. 2005.
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Perhaps only a small segment of the jihadi community would have 
paid attention to theoreticians like al-Suri, had his popularity not 
been boosted by the international media attention surrounding him 
from late 2004 onwards. The fact that the US authorities pledged 
such a huge reward for his capture, even though they regarded him 
primarily as a ‘pen jihadist’,14 did not go unnoticed. a participant at 
the leading jihadi webforum al-Ansar noted in mid-2005 that ‘abu 
Mus‘ab al-Suri is now considered the most dangerous individual in 
al-Qaida to the West because he is truly a theoretician for al-Qai-
da’.15 furthermore, the Western media interest in al-Suri’s alleged 
involvement in al-Qaida’s weapons of mass destruction efforts also 

boosted his status, judging by postings on jihadi websites.16 
due to such publicity, al-Suri’s writings are being discovered by 

a growing number of online jihadi sympathisers, especially The Call 
for Global Islamic Resistance. The enthusiasm that his writings have 
aroused among some of their number is striking: ‘This is among the 
best jihadi books. it is comprehensive, varied, and contains many 
ideas and information. it is in short “your guide to jihad”.’17 in au-
gust 2005 another al-Ansar participant contributed a long posting 
about al-Suri’s book with the following introduction:
My brothers, i have spent nearly a week reading this book ... this book is 
not like any other book. it explains to you, in practical terms, how you with 

14 See robert Windrem, ‘U.S. hunts for “pen jihadist”,’ MSnbc news, 9 dec. 
2004, www.msnbc.msn.com/id/6685673/, accessed july 2005.

15 cited in posting by ‘salah22’ in ‘What you don’t know about abu Mus‘ab 
al-Suri’s book’ (in arabic), muntada al-ansar al-islami, 25 aug. 2005, www.
ansary.info/forums/showthread.php?t=1877&page=1&pp=10, accessed aug. 
2005.

16 See, for example, ‘What you don’t know about abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s book’ 
(in arabic), postings by ‘al-batarah’ (in arabic), and ‘nasir al-mujahidin’ 
(in arabic), muntada al-ansar al-islami, 25 aug. 2005, www.ansary.info/
forums/showthread.php?t=1877&page=2&pp=10, accessed aug. 2005.

17 ‘The most dangerous book to the crusaders … new links’ (in arabic), 
shabakat al-mujahidin al-islamiyyah, 14 Sept. 2005, www.mohajroon.com/
vb, accessed feb. 2006.
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your capabilities can become a mujahid in your own country. nobody has 
any longer any excuse [not to fight].18

al-Suri’s ability to present operational doctrines is appreciated, 
as are his writings about ‘individual terrorism’ by loners or self-sus-
tained independent cells.19 his popularity also stems from the fact 
that many see him as a non-conventional writer whose perspectives 
represent a fresh approach to jihadi warfare. he is also considered a 
farsighted strategist whose works have anticipated future develop-
ments. Says a jihadi website contributor, who authored a study on 
the 9/11 attacks: 
This great terrific carnage [i.e the September 11th events], showed that the 
words of abu Mus‘ab al-Suri Umar abd al-hakim wrote years ago have 
come true, as if he had seen these events when he wrote his words. The 
clairvoyance of this extraordinary man is the clairvoyance of a true mujahid 
with deep perspicacity.20

al-Suri has had a significant impact in recent years on online 
jihadism, albeit far less than that of abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi, ay-
man al-Zawahiri, and Usama bin ladin. all of the key webforums, 
which have been aptly dubbed ‘the town square of online jihadism’,21 

18 ‘What you do not know about abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s book’ (in arabic), 
muntada al-ansar 25 aug. 2005, www.ansary.info/forums/showthread.
php?t=1877&page=1&pp=10, accessed aug. 2005.

19  See, for example, ‘how to become a [jihadi] squad on your own’, shabakat 
ana muslim, 9 april 2006, www.muslm.net/vb/showthread.php?t=157322&
highlight=%c3%c8%e6+%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%
ed, accessed May 2006.

20 cited in ‘96 benefits to islam from the blessed Manhattan raid events (first 
published by the al-ansar forum)’ (in arabic), muntadayat risalat al-ummah 
21 oct. 2005, www.al-ommh.net/vb/showthread.php?t=265&page=2&hig
hlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ec, accessed feb. 
2007. also republished in muntadayat al-firdaws al-jihadiyyah, feb. 2007, 
www.alfirdaws.org/vb/showthread.php?t=26403&highlight=%e3%d5%d
a%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007.

21 an expression borrowed from my colleague Thomas hegghammer, cited 
in frank gardner, ‘The growth of “online jihadism”,’ bbc news, 25 oct. 
2006, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/6086042.stm, accessed feb. 
2007.
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have posted links to websites where his works can be accessed. Most 
forums have postings where al-Suri’s works are cited or referred to in 
one way or another, and his biography has been widely distributed. 
Participants at these webforums have repeatedly requested the post-
ing of new links for downloading his works, especially The Call for 
Global Islamic Resistance.22 in some instances, they have also discussed 
the formation of reading groups to help one another understand and 
appreciate the book.23 as early as March 2005, two months after its 
online posting, The Call was apparently so wellknown that webforum 
participants talked about it as ‘the book that needs no introduction’.24

Key jihadi media outlets have also advertised and disseminated al-
Suri’s works and lectures, sometimes converting them into sleeker and 
more accessible formats, for which there is obviously a certain demand. 
for example the compiler of a directory of jihadi websites inserted 
a comment over the entry for al-Suri’s website stating that: ‘some of 
the brothers have been asking for abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s works and 
publication’.25 al-Suri’s websites and links for downloading his works 

22 See, for example, ‘god will help his servant, as long as his servant helps 
his brother’ (in arabic), muntadayat al-firdaws al-jihadiyyah, jan. 2007, 
www.alfirdaws.org/vb/showthread.php?t=24712&highlight=%e3%d5%d
a%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007; and ‘request: 
the book “global islamic resistance” by Shaykh abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’ (in 
arabic), shabakat al-ikhlas al-islamiyyah 14 feb. 2007, www.alekhlaas.net/
forum/showthread.php?t=46502&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e
1%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007.

23 See, for example, ‘My brothers, who would like to read with me the book 
“The call for global islamic resistance”,’ (in arabic), muntadayat al-firdaws 
al-jihadiyyah 20 May 2005, www.alfirdaws.org/forums/showthread.php?t=
2154&highlight=%c3%c8%e6+%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6
%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2006. 

24 See ‘hurry up in distributinag and uploading ... the films and audio-
recordings from abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s library’ (in arabic), muntadayat al-
firdaws al-jihadiyyah 25 March 2005, www.alfirdaws.org/forums, accessed 
feb. 2006.

25 ‘The largest collection of jihadi films and hymns’, (in arabic), muntadayat 
al-firdaws al-jihadiyyah, jan. 2007, www.alfirdaws.org/vb/showthread.php
?t=24794&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed, 
accessed feb. 2007.



13

introduction

have figured on many jihadi directories as well as in lists of recom-
mended literature for jihadis.26 another sign of a growing interest in 
al-Suri is the fact that his lesser known works,  including articles in 
his obscure jihadi journal that only appeared in two issues in Kabul 
in 2000-1, have been advertised and circulated on jihadi websites.27 
furthermore, scanned pdf-files of his earliest works written in the late 
1980s have also been made available online, in addition to his more 
recent works.28

The interest in al-Suri seemed to peak in late 2005, following the 
news of his alleged capture in Pakistan, after which The Call for Global 
Islamic Resistance was heavily promoted by several of the top ten ji-
hadi webforums. for example, by mid november 2005 the password-
protected al-Hesba webforum had already more than thirty postings 
dealing with al-Suri and his works.29 The Ekhlas ran a very popular 
permanent posting about the book with the telling title: ‘o ye blessed 
jihadi cells! here you have the great fundamental encyclopaedia! 
go ahead and Use it!’. The posting had more than 5,800 visitors and 

26 See, for example, a list posted on muntadayat risalat al-umma, 29 jan. 2007, 
www.al-ommh.net/vb/showthread.php?t=12375&highlight=%e3%d5%d
a%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ec, accessed feb. 2007.

27  See, for example, ‘download now! The victorious in righteousness journal 
by Shaykh abu Mus‘ab al-Suri – May god release him from prison’ (in 
arabic), muntadayat al-firdaws al-jihadiyyah, jan. 2007, www.alfirdaws.
org/vb/showthread.php?t=24845&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7
%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007. This posting also appeared 
on muntadayat risalat al-ummah, 15 nov. 2006, www.al-ommh.net/vb/
showthread.php?t=8447&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%
e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007.

28 See posting by ‘al-lahibi’ on Muntada al-tajdid, 31 May 2006, www.tajdeed.
org.uk/forums/showthread.php?s=6548b36708e3c3eff8db8327623a51e8&t
hreadid=41941, accessed june 2006. 

29 Muntadayat shabakat al-hisbah at www.al-hesbah.org/v. documents on file 
with the author.
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more than 220 written responses.30 al-Suri was also promoted by the 
important al-Ansar webforum.31

al-Suri’s works have not figured on the numerous official web-
sites run by al-Qaida in iraq or other iraqi insurgent groups. he has 
been promoted online, however, by other jihadi groups. Since late 
2006, the algerian Salafi Group for Preaching and Combat (gSPc) 
has posted The Call for Global Islamic Resistance on its main website, 
recommending it as essential reading.32 The gSPc’s endorsement is 
significant, given that it has recently been accepted as a fuly-fledged 
branch of al-Qaida, under the name ‘The al-Qaida organization in 
islamic Maghrib’, and is considered a key actor in the future evolu-
tion of global jihadi terrorism. in january 2006, a media spokesman 
of the gSPc posted a statement criticising al-Suri for his book on 
algeria (see chapter 5), suggesting that its embrace of al-Suri is not 
unqualified, even though his latest book is popular among the group. 
critical or dismissive remarks about al-Suri on jihadi websites are 
extremely rare, however. When he is singled out for condemnation, 
it is usually by mainstream islamists, especially the Syrian Muslim 
brotherhood, against whom al-Suri has fought a bitter ideological 
battle since the late 1980s.

The various jihadi online journals have not promoted al-Suri as 
prominently as the gSPc’s website. Since many of them are associ-
ated with local or regional jihadi groups, they tend to devote less 
space to more independent jihadi writers like al-Suri. a few of them 
have nevertheless brought al-Suri to the attention of their readers. 
The risalat al-mujahidin journal, which describes itself as ‘The voice 

30 See ‘o ye blessed jihadi cells, here you have the great fundamental 
encyclopaedia. go ahead and Use it!’ (in arabic), shabakat al-ikhlas al-
islamiyyah, www.alekhlaas.net/forum/showthread.php?t=13902, accessed 
nov. 2006.

31 See, for example, ‘reading of the book The call for global islamic resistance’ 
(in arabic), muntada al-ansar, 10 nov. 2005, 

32 See al-jama‘ah al-salafiyyah li-da‘wah wa’l-qital – al-jaza’ir website, at http://
moonnight1234.com/ and www.moon4321.com, accessed between March 
and june 2006.
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of the mujahidin in the levantine countries’ has published excerpts 
of his books.33 in late 2005, another levantine-oriented online 
magazine, the minbar al-sham al-islami bulletin dedicated nearly an 
entire edition to republishing al-Suri’s audiotaped address to the eu-
ropean countries, al-Suri’s last known public statement.34 another 
prominent jihadi bulletin, the sada al-jihad magazine, published a 
poem in al-Suri’s honour following his capture in Pakistan, praising 
him as ‘one of the greatest symbols of jihad and one of the greatest 
remaining mujahidin in terms of experience and faithfulness to the 
Prophet’s tradition’.35 

Perhaps more important in terms of outreach is the global is-
lamic Media front (giMf)’s coverage of al-Suri and his writings. 
The giMf, which enjoys the status as the largest jihadi online media 
producer and distributor of recent years, has repeatedly advertised 
and disseminated al-Suri’s works, in particular The Global Islamic 
Resistance Call.36 The giMf has also reformatted and popularised 
al-Suri’s audio-taped lectures in their ‘Precious lectures’series (al-

33 See Umar abd al-hakim (abu Mus‘ab al-Suri), ‘a call to the Mujahidin 
youth and the jihadi groups in the islamic World’ (in arabic), majallat 
risalat al-mujahidin no.3, Muharram 1426 (feb. 2005), pp.1, 18-19, posted 
inter alia on www.nnuu.org, accessed feb. 2006.

34 See ‘text of audio communique by Shaykh Umar abd al-hakim (abu 
Mus‘ab al-Suri) addressing the british and the europeans regarding the 
london explosions, and the Practices of the british government’ (in 
arabic), minbar al-sham al-islami, bulletin no.4 (16 dec. 2005), pp. 4-
23. This publication was previously called minbar suriya al-islami and was 
associated with the minbar suria al-islami website, previously located at 
www.nnuu.org and www.islam-syria.com.

35 ‘My letter to the hero Prisoner abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’ (in arabic), sada 
al-jihad dhu al-Qa‘dah 1426 (dec. 2005), posted inter alia on http://
albadeel.100free.com/majallat/others/others.htm, accessed feb. 2006.

36 for one example of the giMf’s promotion of The Call for Global Islamic 
Resistance, see ‘The call for global islamic resistance ... [abu Mus‘ab al-
Suri] ... ready for downloading’ (in arabic), shabakat al-ikhlas al-islamiyyah, 
10 june 2005, www.alekhlaas.net/forum/showthread.php?t=13097&high
light=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 
2007.
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muhadarat al-thaminah). More than twenty excerpts from his most 
important audiotaped lecture, ‘jihad is the Solution’, have been ad-
vertised and distributed in two editions of this series, each accompa-
nied with commentaries, banners, and illustrations.37 furthermore, 
the giMf’s newest and most prestigious media outlet, The voice of 
the caliphate channel (cvc), a jihadi web-tv, had already broad-
cast excerpts from al-Suri’s videotaped lectures during their first 
and second week on air in early 2007.38 although the cvc started 
broadcasting sporadically in summer 2005, it first launched stream-
ing video broadcasts only on 20 january 2007.39 The promotion of 
al-Suri’s videotaped lectures is significant. in them al-Suri explains 
his global islamic resistance principles in great detail and the lectures 
serve as the ‘film version’ of The Global Islamic Resistance Call, so to 
speak. due to the book’s huge size (1,600pp.), the existence of an 
audio-visual shortcut has been applauded on the jihadi web.40

fame in the world of online jihadism revolves around stars. hence, 
the fact that several high-profile figures in the jihadi web community 
have endorsed and recommended al-Suri to their readers is signifi-
cant. one such figure is abu abdallah al-Maqdisi, who also uses the 

37 See, for example, ‘The Media front Presents “Precious lectures”: “jihad is 
the Solution” ... excerpts from abu Mus‘ab al-Suri, The ghuraba camp’ 
(in arabic), minbar ahl al-sunna wa’l-jama‘ah, 29 Sept. 2005, www.sunna-
minbar.net/forum/viewtopic.php?t=493, accessed april 2006, and ‘The 
Media front Presents Part two, “jihad is the Solution” ... excerpts from 
abu Mus‘ab al-Suri, The ghuraba camp’ (in arabic), multaqa al-mujahidin 
(www.mojahedon.com/vb), 5 oct. 2005. These postings have also appeared 
on the very important al-hesba web forum (muntadayat shabakat al-hisbah, 
www.alhesbah.org/v/). See, for example, two postings by ‘The islamic Media’ 
(in arabic) in the political section on 30 Sept. 2005 and 5 oct. 2005.

38 See global islamic Media front, Caliphate Voice Channel, available on 
mms://87.118.96.168:88/firdaws, accessed feb. 2007.

39 hanna rogan, ‘terrorism and the media: jihadists move from traditional 
to new media’, Georgetown Journal of International Affairs (forthcoming 
article).

40 See, for example, posting by ‘abu hamzah2005’ (in arabic) on ‘What is your 
opinion about distributing this … important cd’ (in arabic), muntadayat 
shabakat al-hisbah, 3 May 2006, www.al-hesbah.org/v, accessed May 2006.
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pseudonym ‘al-muhajir al-islami’. he styles himself as the founder of 
Furqan Institution for Media Production, in addition to a number of 
other media outlets.41 he has warmly recommended al-Suri’s books 
and lectures, asking his fellow jihadi websurfers to upload ‘this bless-
ed work due to its importance […] it is much needed’.42 another 
prominent web-jihadi who has promoted al-Suri is abu Maria al-
Qirshi. a prolific and well-known writer on most jihadi webforums, 
he claims to have met with and sworn an oath of allegiance to abu 
Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi and says he resides in ‘the occupied territories’ 
in baghdad.43 to a Western audience he is perhaps best known for 
having propounded action plans for how jihadis should exploit the 
Muhammad cartoon crisis in 2006.44 al-Qirshi has described al-Suri 
as ‘among the most important thinkers’ in terms of ‘explaining the 
future jihadi strategy’ and referred to his book on global islamic re-

41 for example, in mid-2006, he claimed to represent ‘The Media committee 
of the voice of jihad in the levantine countries’, and ‘The Media 
committee’ for the well-known shabakat al-nusrah al-jihadiyyah webforum 
(www.alnusra.net/vb). See his posting entitled ‘abu Mu‘az al-Maqdisi’ (in 
arabic), shabakat al-nusrah al-jihadiyyah, 21 june 2006, www.alnusra.net/
vb/showthread.php?t=4330&highlight=%c7%e1%e1%e5+%c7%e1%e3
%de%cf%d3%ed, accessed feb. 2007.

42 See posting by ‘al-muhajir al-islami’ (in arabic) on ‘What is your opinion 
about distributing this … important cd’, (in arabic), muntadayat shabakat 
al-hisbah 3 May 2006, www.al-hesbah.org/v, accessed May 2006, www.al-
hesbah.org/v, accessed May 2006.

43 See ‘The diary of a tourist in Mesopotamia: Part 1: allegiance to abu Mus‘ab 
al-Zarqawi’ (in arabic), shabakat ana muslim, 13 june 2006, www.muslm.
net/vb/showthread.php?t=165658, accessed feb. 2007.

44 See Stephen Ulph, ‘and Set course of action against denmark’, Terrorism 
Focus, 3 (6) (14 feb. 2006), http://jamestown.org/terrorism/news/article.
php?articleid=2369901, accessed feb. 2007; and ‘The global islamic Media 
front Presents an article: “What after the denmark happenings… a 
Work Plan”,’ SITE Institute website, 10 feb. 2006, http://siteinstitute.
org/bin/articles.cgi?id=publications147206&category=publications&Subc
ategory=0, accessed feb. 2007. a few of abu Marya al-Qirshi’s works have 
been posted in the prestigious minbar al-tawhid wa’l-jihad library; see www.
tawhed.ws/a?i=425, accessed feb. 2007. 
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sistance as ‘extremely important’.45 Significantly, in his recommended 
reading list for prospective jihadis al-Suri’s book appears first.46 

another significant promoter of al-Suri is a well-known web jihadi 
calling himself ‘ozooo’, who runs a web directory and several host-
ing sites for popular jihadi material, and participates frequently on 
jihadi webforums. from May 2006 till early 2007 ‘ozooo’ has hosted 
and promoted a website containing most of abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s 
works.47 The most persistent advocate of al-Suri’s output is ‘Muham-
mad ahmad Khalaf’, the supervisor of the madad al-suyuf webforum 
(www.almedad.com/vb), of which he devoted an entire section to al-
Suri’s training and warfighting doctrines.48 ‘Khalaf’ is also the editor 
and promoter of ‘The mujhadun talk’ (al-mujahudn yatakallamun), 
a popular series of articles that have circulated on most jihadi web 
forums in more than fifty editions. al-Suri has featured on at least 
half a dozen of these articles, and his books have been extensively 
cited.49 

45 See ‘a piece of advice to my brothers … abu Marya al-Qirshi’ (in arabic), 
shabakat al-muhajirun al-islamiyyah, 20 feb. 2006, www.mohajroon.com/
vb/showthread.php?t=6662&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%
d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2006.

46 ibid.
47 See ozooo.tk and ozooo3@hotmail.com websites at www.ozooo.tk and http://

w1000.jeeran.com/index.html respectively. See also ozooo’s posting on 
‘What is your opinion about distributing this … important cd’ (in arabic), 
muntadayat shabakat al-hisbah, 3 May 2006, www.al-hesbah.org/v, accessed 
May 2006.

48 See ‘your guide to jihad’ (in arabic), madad al-suyuf, 3-14 dec. 2006, www.
almedad.com/vb, accessed dec. 2006. See also his posting ‘Urgent and 
important call to the Media Mujahidin’, minbar al-muslim, 1 dec. 2006, 
www.aaa3.net/vb/showthread.php?t=454&highlight=%c7%c8%e6+%e3
%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007.

49 See ‘no. 26: “The first and the Most dangerous enemy are the apostates” 
by abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’ (in arabic), in The Series of The Mujahidin Talk, 
3rd edition, pp. 19-31, accessed via minbar al-muslim 5 oct. 2007, http://
www.aaa3.net/vb/showthread.php?t=637&highlight=%c7%c8%e6+%
e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed; ‘The mujahidin talk 
no. 27: “god’s verdict on the apostate rulers” by abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’ (in 
arabic), muntadayat risalat al-ummah, 5 july 2006, www.al-ommh.net/



19

introduction

one way of gauging the impact of al-Suri’s writings in the ji-
hadi community is the frequency with which his works are read and 
downloaded. a good location for checking his ‘sales figures’ is the 
minbar al-tawhid wa’l-jihad website (lit. ‘The Pulpit of Monotheism 
and jihad’), which hosts the most comprehensive online library of 
salafi-jihadi literature. among the more than one hundred authors 
in its catalogue, al-Suri is prominently listed and introduced to the 
readers with a photograph and a two page biography. not all of his 
written works are posted there, however. Those that are have all been 
widely read and frequently downloaded, according to information 
provided on the website. by february 2007, more than 22,000 users 
were recorded to have ‘visited’ al-Suri’s book about the Saudi opposi-
tion, while more than 11,000 people had clicked links to his books 
on the jihadi movement in Syria and about yemen.50 compared to 

vb/showthread.php?t=5296&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%
d3%e6%d1%ed. See also ‘The mujahidin talk: Words by [our] leaders 
and clerics about the rulers of the apostates (in arabic), shabakat al-ikhlas 
al-islamiyyah, 4 feb. 2007, www.alekhlaas.net/forum/showthread.php?t=4
5425&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed; ‘The 
mujahidin talk no.51: The fatwas by Shaykh al-islam ibn taymiyyah on the 
nusayriyyah’ (in arabic), minbar al-muslim, 16 oct. 2005, http://www.aaa3.
net/vb/showthread.php?t=37&highlight=%c7%c8%e6+%e3%d5%da%
c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed; ‘The mujahidin talk no.52: The Sunnite 
People in the levant seek aid from the nusayri-alawites’ (in arabic), 
minbar al-muslim, 19 oct. 2006, http://www.aaa3.net/vb/showthread.
php?t=74&highlight=%c7%c8%e6+%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3
%e6%d1%ed; and ‘The mujahidin talk, no.53: abu Mus‘ab al-Suri and 
the jihad against the nusayri alawites’ (in arabic), minbar al-muslim, 25 
oct. 2006, www.aaa3.net/vb/showthread.php?t=108&highlight=%c7%c
8%e6+%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed. all websites 
accessed mid-feb. 2007. feb.

50 in aug. 2005 the lowest download figure was too low to be recorded while 
the highest was 10,293. The average figure was 4,315. by mid-feb. 2007, 
these numbers had increased to 714 for the lowest figure and 11,895 for the 
highest, while the average number of downloads was 6,137. The average 
number of visitors to the sites where the books were posted showed a more 
significant increase. The most visited book in aug. 2005 had 6,789 hits, 
while in feb. 2007 that number had risen to 22,641. The lowest figure was 
2,636, and the average number of visitors in feb. 2007 was 10,493.
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the bestsellers on minbar al-tawhid wa’l-jihad, al-Suri’s sales figures 
were modest: Shaykh abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi’s ‘The creed of 
abraham’ (millat ibrahim) has been visited nearly 48,000 times, and 
abu Qutada’s ‘Signposts of the victorious Sect’ (ma‘alim al-ta’ifah 
al-mansurah) had 51,356 visitors by mid-february 2007.51 Such a 
comparison is invidious. The minbar al-tawhid wa’l-jihad is report-
edly run by followers of Shaykh al-Maqdisi and focuses more on 
theological and religious issues than al-Suri’s politica-strategic genre. 
besides, at the time this book went to press in early 2007,The Call for 
Global Islamic Resistance has not yet been posted on the website—for 
reasons unknown.52

Since popular and influential works by jihadi scholars are increas-
ingly translated into foreign languages, the fact that very few of 
al-Suri’s have appeared in other languages should perhaps caution 
us against inflating his importance. true, sections of his book on 
afghanistan have been translated by tibyan Publication, perhaps 
the foremost jihadi media outlet for english language salafi-jihadi 
literature.53 Media reports have also suggested that an 82pp. jihadi 
manual published in bahasa (indonesian) was based on The Global 
Islamic Resistance Call.54 nevertheless, al-Suri’s works have still not 

51 figures from 16 feb. and oct. 2006. See ‘The file of abu Muhammad al-
Maqdisi’ (in arabic), minbar al-tawhid wa’l-jihad, undated, www.tawhed.
ws/a?i=2, accessed feb. 2007.

52 none of his two most important works, The Call for Global Islamic Resistance, 
and The Islamic Jihadi Revolution in Syria can be found in the library. The 
reason for this is not known. Perhaps their formats did not fit into the library’s 
database. both works are very large, 13 Mb and 22 Mb respectively. or they 
might be considered too operational for a library specialising primarily in 
religious literature.

53 See ‘are the taliban from ahl as-Sunnah?’, article containing extensive 
quotes from al-Suri’s book Afghanistan, the Taliban, and the Battle for Islam 
Today (Kabul, 1998), posted at At-Tibyaan Publications website, http://
tibyaan.atspace.com/tibyaan/articlef7c9.html?id=1116, accessed feb. 2007.

54 See ‘2006-Sept. The new handbook on terrorism’, Tempo Interaktif, no. 
2/vii (12-18 Sept. 2006), www.tempointeractive.com/majalah/free/cov-
1.html, accessed Sept. 2006.
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yet begun to circulate widely in the non-arab speaking jihadi com-
munity.

another way to assess al-Suri’s importance is the extent to which 
his works are cited in discussions about strategy, ideology or related 
issues on prominent jihadi webforums. Many such examples can be 
found, though not on a daily or even weekly basis. one occurred fol-
lowing the important abqaiq operation on 24 february 2006 when 
the Saudi al-Qaida wing launched an unsuccessful carbomb attack 
on one of Saudi arabia’s most strategic oil facilities. The operation 
had raised the issue of the future strategy of the al-Qaida in the 
Kingdom, and of the pros and cons of targeting either oil instal-
lations, the foreign presence in the countryor symbols of the Saudi 
regime. in these discussions, al-Suri’s writings on the legitimacy and 
importance of attacking oil targets and how such attacks should be 
carried out were used as an important reference work.55 

another example was the discussion following the car bomb at-
tacks on the egyptian tourist resorts of Sharm al-Shaykh (july 2005) 
and taba (october 2004). one article posted on the prestigious al-
hesba webforum presented an analysis in which the attackers were 
criticised, inter alia, for failing, on account of their weak media efforts, 
to frame the attacks in a meaningful political context. . The article 
drew heavily upon al-Suri’s works, such as his writings about the le-
gitimacy and importance of attacking tourist targets, his global jihadi 
concepts of fighting ‘the crusaders’ wherever they can be found, his 
recommendation to avoid, if at all possible, direct confrontation with 
local Muslim authorities, his list of recommended targets, as well as 
his concepts for jihadi training.56

55 See, for example, ‘Proposal to the lions of al-Qaidah in the arab Peninsula’ 
(in arabic), muntadayat shabakat al-hisbah, 27 feb. 2006, posted by abu 
Mujahir (in arabic), www.al-hesbah.org/v/showthread.php?t=55464, 
accessed March 2006. 

56 abu Muhammad al-hilali, ‘Message to the People of the bay of Sinai’ (in 
arabic), muntadayat shabakat al-hisbah, 22 Sept. 2005, www.alhesbah.org/v. 
for an english summary of the article, see ‘Message to the People of the 
bays of Sinai Suggests future Strategies for jihad in egypt’, Site institute, 
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al-Suri was also cited in discussions about the legitimacy of fight-
ing Muslim apostate rulers, and has been repeatedly featured in ‘The 
Mujahidun talk’-series (see above). in the same vein, al-Suri often 
has been used as a reference point for jihadi activists condemning 
Muslim brotherhood sympathisers and the islamic revivalist current 
(al-sahwah al-islamiyyah), who mostly reject violence as a means of 
fighting Muslim rulers.57 Similarly, al-Suri’s writings about the Syr-
ian regime and the legitimacy of fighting what he has termed the 
‘nusayri occupation of Syria’ have also been cited occasionally in de-
bates about the lebanese conflict by Sunni opponents of hizbullah 
and its Syrian backers.58 

 occasionally al-Suri has also been drawn to comment on specifi-
cally theological themes, on which he is not the greatest authority, 
such as a posting explaining the meaning of the Salafi terms ‘the 
Saved Sect’ (al-ta’ifah al-mansurah) and ‘The Strangers’ (al-ghuraba). 
al-Suri used the latter term about his training camp in afghanistan 
and therefore devoted space to explaining its meaning (see chapter 

10 oct. 2005, http://siteinstitute.org/bin/articles.cgi?id=publications10400
5&category=publications&Subcategory=0, accessed feb. 2007.

57 See, for example, ‘The battle between truth and evil in Palestine’ (in 
arabic), muntadayat al-firdaws al-jihadiyyah, jan. 2007, www.alfirdaws.
org/vb/showthread.php?t=25257&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%
e1%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007; and ‘The most wonderful thing 
i have read in the book of abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’ (in arabic), muntadayat al-
firdaws al-jihadiyyah, 17 May 2005, www.alfirdaws.org/forums/showthread.
php?t=2035&highlight=%c3%c8%e6+%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1
%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2006. The latter posting contains an 
excerpt from The Call for Global Islamic Resistance, pp. 128-9.

58 See, for example, ‘Urgent message from abu Mus‘ab al-Suri to the People 
of lebanon and the levant’ (in arabic), muntadayat al-firdaws al-jihadiyyah 
jan. 2007, www.alfirdaws.org/vb/showthread.php?t=24787&highlight=%e
3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007; and 
‘nasr al-lat is burning lebanon: call to the Sunnite youth in lebanon’ 
(in arabic), muntadayat risalat al-ummah, 23 jan. 2007, www.al-ommh.
net/vb/showthread.php?t=11987&page=2&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8
+%c7%e1%d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007.
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8).59 The wide variety of themes on which he is cited demonstrates 
not only the breath of his authorship, but also his future potential to 
become a standard reference on several issues exercising the jihadi 
movement.

also in terms of methodology, al-Suri’s views seem to have some 
appeal. his structural and analytical approach has sometimes made 
him a reference point in jihadi webforum discussions. in april 2006 
the giMf distributed reader questionnaires to gauge their ‘religious, 
social, cultural, and strategic levels’ and ‘the level of interaction on the 
web’. in producing them giMf drew exclusively upon al-Suri and 
highlighted his writings as the best framework for such analyses.60

yet another indicator of al-Suri’s potential impact is the fact that 
his works are considered relevant not only on an ideological level 
but also for operational purposes. or as one jihadi web participant 
noted gloatingly: ‘Shaykh abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s works are factories 
for terrorists!!’.61 hence, one finds that al-Suri’s works are not only 
posted in the jihadi webforums’ political sections where most jihadi 
literature circulates, but they also feature in the specialised sections, 
dedicated to discussions of training, preparation, weapons and ex-
plosive manuals etc. The latter are known as ‘forum for jihadi cells’, 
‘military forum’, or ‘forum for equipment and preparation’. The im-
portant al-firdaws webforum has repeatedly posted al-Suri’s works 

59 See, for example, ‘The Saved Party and the victorious Sect’ (in arabic), 
muntadayat al-firdaws al-jihadiyyah, feb. 2007, www.alfirdaws.org/vb/
showthread.php?t=26657&highlight=%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%
d3%e6%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2007. This posting cites a long excerpt 
from al-Suri’s The Call for Global Islamic Resistance in which he explains these 
terms. The posting also includes a short biography of al-Suri.

60 See posting in the political section entitled ‘The Media front Presents: 
Useful uestionnaire in exploring the Situation of the People of Monotheism 
and jihad’ (in arabic), muntadayat shabakat al-hisbah, 25 april 2006, www.
alhesbah.org/v, accessed april 2006.

61 cited in posting by ‘talib al-du‘a’ (in arabic) on ‘What is your opinion about 
distributing this … important cd’, (in arabic), muntadayat shabakat al-
hisbah, 3 May 2006, www.al-hesbah.org/v, accessed May 2006.
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in its military section.62 in february 2006, the al-safinet webforum 
even placed his works on its ‘forum for jihadi cells’ as a ‘fixed post-
ing’, thereby ensuring that it remains at the top of the website for 
a long while.63 This is clearly no coincidence. Several web postings 
have dubbed his collection of writings ‘Shaykh abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s 
military library’, strongly suggesting that he is seen as far more op-
erational than many other writers.64 especially in the field of training 
and preparation, al-Suri is regarded as highly relevant. his emphasis 
on the power of knowledge and the obligation to prepare for jihad 
has often been cited.65 Significantly, his sub-chapter on training doc-
trines in The Global Islamic Resistance Call has been reformatted and 
distributed as a short handy 12pp. manual with a new title: Modern 
methods in military training.66

one may also measure al-Suri’s influence in the jihadi community 
by examining whether his ideas have been adopted and popularised 
by other jihadi writers. one such example concerns Muhammad 
Khalil hasan al-hukaymah (abu jihad al-Masri), a spokesman of a 
breakaway faction of the egyptian islamic group (ji), who attracted 
international media attention after he was interviewed by al-Sahab, 
al-Qaida’s official media department, about his group’s merger with 

62 See, for example, ‘The library of Shaykh abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’ (in arabic), 
muntadayat al-firdaws al-jihadiyya, 29 june 2005, www.alfirdaws.org/vb/
showthread.php?t=8946, accessed june 2005. 

63 ‘The military library of abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’ (in arabic), al-safinet 27 feb. 
2006, www.al-saf.net/vb/showthread.php?t=10928, accessed March 2006.

64 See, for example, ‘Shaykh abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s military library’, muntada 
safinet, 18 july 2005, www.al-saf.net/vb, accessed feb. 2006. 

65 See, for example, ‘The levels of resistance’ (in arabic), muntadayat al-firdaws 
al-jihadiyyah, 9 May 2005, www.alfirdaws.org/forums/showthread.php?t=1
713&highlight=%c3%c8%e6+%e3%d5%da%c8+%c7%e1%d3%e6
%d1%ed, accessed feb. 2006. This posting cites from The Call for Global 
Islamic Resistance, pp. 38-9.

66 See abu Mus‘ab al-Suri, ‘Modern methods in military training’ (in arabic), 
al-thabitun ‘ala al-‘ahd, 13 feb. 2007, http://altabetoun.110mb.com/news.
php?action=view&id=97, accessed feb. 2007.
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al-Qaida in the autumn of 2006.67 furthermore, in late 2006 the 
publication of al-hukaymah’s extensive study of the US central in-
telligence agency (cia) made him even better -known, earning him 
titles such as ‘al-Qa’ida’s Spymaster’.68 in several of his recent works 
al-hukaymah relies heavily on al-Suri, and in ‘towards a new strat-
egy in resisting the occupier (targets and methods)’, released on 11 
September 2006, al-hukaymah copied substantial sections from The 
Call for Global Islamic Resistance, albeit without citing or mentioning 
al-Suri by name.69 Some of the other works published on al-hukay-
mah’s website also promote ideas and concepts previously developed 
by al-Suri, such as the articles ‘The individualjihad, and ‘how to 
fight alone’.70 The degree of plagiarism of al-Suri’s work by al-hu-
kaymah is remarkable, although such unattributed borrowing is far 

67 al-hukaymah’s reconstituted ji group has adopted the name ‘al-Qaida in the 
land of canaan’ (qa‘idat al-jihad fi bilad al-kananah), and runs the website 
al-thabitun ‘ala al-‘ahd  (lit. ‘Those adhering to the covenant’ located at http://
altabetoon.eur.st) where al-hukaymah has published a number of his works. 
for an english translation of the al-Sahab interview with al-hukaymah, 
see ‘from those adhering to the covenant in the egyptian islamic group’, 
Internet Archive, http://www.archive.org/details/from-those-adhering-to-
the-covenant-in-the-egyPtion-iSlaMic-groUP, accessed feb. 
2007.

68 See brian fishman, ‘al-Qa’ida’s  Spymaster analyzes the U.S. intelligence 
community’, report by counterterrorism center, West Point, 6 nov. 2006, 
www.ctc.usma.edu/Mythofdelusion.pdf, accessed feb. 2007.

69 Muhammad Khalil al-hukaymah, ‘towards a new strategy in resisting 
the occupier (targets and methods) (in arabic),’ al-thabitun ‘ala al-‘ahd, 13 
feb. 2007, http://altabetoun.110mb.com/news.php?action=view&id=135, 
accessed feb. 2007. for an english summary, see ‘a new Strategic 
Method in the resistance of the occupier Prepared by Muhammad Khalil 
al-hukaymah’, OSINFO website, 30 Sept. 2006, www.opensourcesinfo.
org/journal/2006/9/30/a-new-strategic-method-in-the-resistance-of-
the-occupier-prepared-by-muhammad-khalil-al-hukaymah-part-i.html, 
accessed feb. 2007.

70 See ‘how to fight alone: proposed ideas and methods’ (in arabic), al-
thabitun ‘ala al-‘ahd, 13 feb. 2007, http://altabetoun.110mb.com/news.
php?action=view&id=99, accessed feb. 2007; and ‘The individual jihad’ (in 
arabic), al-thabitun ‘ala al-‘ahd, 13 feb. 2007, http://altabetoun.110mb.
com/news.php?action=view&id=129, accessed feb. 2007.
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from uncommon and is not frowned upon in the jihadi community 
to the same degree as it is in academia. to be fair, al-hukaymah’s 
website has also posted an article where al-Suri is recognised as the 
author.71

While al-Suri’s relatively prominent status in the jihadi online 
community is hard to dispute, less is known about to what degree 
he is read and studied by operative jihadi cells. Since al-Suri’s most 
important works have only been available online since january 2005, 
it is probably too early to tell. Some of his writings have been found 
on computers belonging to suspected jihadi terrorists in europe, in-
cluding the Madrid cell.72 furthermore, audio- or video recordings 
of his lectures were among items discovered in jihadi cells in Syria, 
jordan, italy, germany, the United States and elsewhere.73 but al-
Suri’s works are not bestsellers, and nor are they likely to feature 
among the most widely read items for young jihadis. for one thing 
he is not, as mentioned above, considered a religious scholar of great 
stature, and for another his preferred genre is strategic studies in the 
service of jihad, which is still a marginal topic when compared to 
the prodigious output of works offering religious justification for 
violence. however, the ‘jihadi strategic studies’ genre appears to have 
become more important of late.74 due to the US-led occupation of 

71 abu Mus‘ab al-Suri, ‘Modern methods in military training’ (in arabic), 
al-thabitun ‘ala al-‘ahd, 13 feb. 2007, http://altabetoun.110mb.com/news.
php?action=view&id=97, accessed feb. 2007. The article is identical to the 
chapter on ‘Theory of training’ in his The Call for Global Islamic Resistance, 
pp. 1414-28. al-hukaymah also cites al-Suri as a reference source in his 42 
pp. study of ‘The history of the jihadi movements in egypt 1946-2006’ (in 
arabic), published in dec. 2006.

72 See ‘audiencia nacional Madrid, juzgado central de instrucción no. 6, 
Sumario no.20/2004’, (the M-11 indictment), Madrid, 10 april 2006, 
available at www.fondodocumental.com/11M/documentos/autos/auto1.
doc and www.fondodocumental.com/11M/documentos/autos/auto2.doc, 

accessed july 2006, pp. 468, 490.
73 interviews with intelligence analysts in several european countries. names 

withheld on request.
74 See brynjar lia and Thomas hegghammer, ‘jihadi Strategic Studies: The 

alleged al Qaida Policy Study Preceding the Madrid bombings’, Studies 
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iraq and afghanistan, the intensifying insurgencies there, and the 
highly visible human sufferings resulting from these wars, jihadi 
proselytisers do not have to struggle too hard to convince their audi-
ences of the need to fight ‘the crusaders’.75 instead, there seems to be 
a growing demand for strategies, concepts, roadmaps, and practical 
advice about how to organise disparate jihadi entities in a more effi-
cient manner and gain maximum traction from their use of violence. 
al-Suri’s ‘jihadi strategic studies’-genre has therefore become more 
relevant than ever before.

The significance of al-Suri’s writings on strategic studies extends 
beyond how they might magnify the political impact of al-Qaida’s 
terrorism. They most probably contribute to widening the appeal of 
jihadism to new audiences, especially among young, well-educated 
Westernised Muslims who seem to be motivated more by a mixture 
of leftist radicalism and militant pan-islamic nationalism than by re-
ligiosity. just as Marxism’s alleged scientific basis appealed to young 
european students, so al-Suri’s works—with their explicit emphasis 
on rationality, scientific research, self-criticism, and learning from past 
mistakes—might have some of the same impact on young Muslims. 

While it has been suggested that several terrorist attacks over the 
past few years have been informed by al-Suri’s thinking,76 his long-
term impact has yet to be determined, although his concepts of a 

in Conflict and Terrorism, 27, 5 (Sept./oct. 2004), pp. 355-75; and Thomas 
hegghammer, ‘Strategic Studies in jihadist literature’, address to the 
Middle east institute, Washington, dc, 17 May 2006, www.mil.no/
multimedia/archive/00077/Strategic_studies_in_77872a.pdf, accessed nov. 
2006.

75 See especially Thomas hegghammer, ‘global jihadism after the iraq War’, 
The Middle East Journal, 60 (1) (Winter 2006), pp. 11-32, www.mil.no/
multimedia/archive/00076/global_jihadism_afte_76427a.pdf.

76 for example, it has been suggested that the Sinai terrorist attacks in oct. 
2005 were illustrative of how al-Suri’s theories are being operationalised. 
See reuven Paz, ‘al-Qaeda’s Search for new fronts: instructions for jihadi 
activity in egypt and Sinai’, Project for Research of Islamist Movements 
(PRISM) Occasional Papers, 3 (7) (oct. 2005), www.e-prism.org/images/
PriSM_no_7_vol_3_-_The_new_front_in_egypt_and_Sinai.pdf#search=’
alQaeda%27s%20Search%20for%20new%20fronts’, accessed dec. 2005.
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decentralized jihad are taking shape on the ground, if only because 
circumstances have forced this upon the jihadi movements. Paul 
cruickshank and Mohannad hage ali have noted correctly in a re-
cent article on al-Suri that: ‘The terrorist strikes in bali, casablanca, 
istanbul, Madrid, and london were all initiated by exactly the sort 
of small locally recruited cells for which Sethmariam was calling.’77 
in iraq, his vision of decentralized jihadi warfare has also ‘taken on 
reality’. The insurgency there now ‘consists of possibly as many as a 
hundred groups, each with separate leaders, that often act on their 
own or come together for a single attack’.78 in europe, anti-terror-
ism investigators also struggle with an enemy that grows steadily 
more elusive. a Washington Post article from mid-2005 reported 
that investigations into recent al-Qaida operations in europe, from 
london and Madrid to casablanca and istanbul, had captured only 
‘the hands’, not the ‘brains’ behind these attacks.79 With thousands of 
al-Qaida militants killed or in captivity, there seemed to be a marked 
shift from al-Qaida ‘the group’ to al-Qaida ‘the movement’. a more 
decentralized enemy has appeared, in which hierarchical command 
structures and organizational affiliations are harder to identify.80 yet 
the problem is not simply that al-Qaida may be concealing its com-
mand structure in new ways. in recent years we have also witnessed 
the phenomenon of jihadi cells in europe being formed exclusively 
through self-radicalisation, self-recruitment, and self-training, rely-
ing extensively on jihadi resources accessed via the internet.81 There 

77 See Paul cruickshank, and Mohannad hage ali, ‘abu Musab al Suri: 
architect of the new al Qaeda’, Studies in Conflict and Terrorism, 30 (1) 
(jan. 2007), p. 9.

78 cited in ibid., p. 10.
79 craig Whitlock, ‘terror Probes find ‘the hands, but not the brains’: 

attackers often caught as Masterminds flee’, Washington Post , 11 july 
2005, p. a10.

80 elaine Sciolino and don van natta jr., ‘bombings in london: investigation; 
Searching for footprints’, The New York Times, 25 july 2005, p. a1.

81 This information was shared with me by my colleague Petter nesser, based 
on his interviews with antiterrorism investigators in two eU countries. 
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has emerged a new al-Qaida, which apparently has adopted some of 
the lessons that al-Suri has been teaching since the early 1990s.82

sources on al-suri’s life

The building blocks of this book are online jihadi sources, in par-
ticular the writings, audiotaped lectures and interviews, posted on 
al-Suri’s own arabic-language website, Western and arabic media 
reports, judicial documents, and interviews. While previous accounts 
of al-Suri have drawn upon mostly secondary materials, in particular 
press reports based on government sources, i have used many primary 
sources on al-Suri’s life, most of it his own words, but also by talking 
to people who met him at various stages of his life, the interviewees 
including islamists, ex-jihadists, and arab and Western journalists.

al-Suri’s website, The Library of Shaykh Umar Abd al-Hakim—Abu 
Mus‘ab al-Suri: Your Guide to the Way of Jihad (maktabat al-shaykh 
umar ‘abd al-hakim—abu mus‘ab al-suri: dalilak ila tariq al-jihad, 
hereafter, Abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s Website) has been an invaluable source 
of information, even though much of the same primary source mate-
rial has also been circulated on jihadi online forums.83 The website 

82 one terrorism case from europe that appears to come very close to an 
operationalisation of al-Suri’s concepts of ‘individualised terrorism’ by 
autonomous cells is the attempt by two young lebanese students to bomb 
two passanger trains in cologne in july 2006. (The foiled attack was meant, 
in part, to avenge the publication of the Muhammad cartoons in german 
newspapers.) as Philipp holtman has pointed out, the two students had met 
only a few months prior to the attacks and had no known contacts to any 
jihadi groups or figure. Their bombs, improvised fire bombs consisting of gas 
canisters, were constructed solely based on instruction manuals downloaded 
from the internet. in essence, they formed a completely self-contained two 
man cell without any links to known terrorists, and german authorities 
had reportedly no intelligence about their group or their plans. See Philipp 
holtman, The Jihad Concept of the Al-Qaeda Strategist Abu Mus‘ab al-Suri: 
A Guideline to Global Terror (tel aviv: department of Middle east and 
african history, tel aviv University, unpublished Ma thesis, submitted 
oct. 2006), p. 129.

83 for a list of websites where source material on al-Suri has been posted, see 
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includes an official biography of al-Suri.84 The single most extensive 
source of information about his life is probably a series of ten au-
diofiles, each of which runs to nearly forty-five minutes. These were 
recorded during an interview with the Kuwaiti newspaper al-Ra’y 
al-‘Amm in Kabul on 18 March 1999 and subsequently posted on his 
website.85 There is also much biographical information about al-Suri 
in his intellectual writings, in particular on his relationship and con-
tacts with various jihadi organizations, especially in his 2004 book A 
Summary of my Testimony on Jihad in Algeria 1988-1996. biographi-
cal information has also been collected through Western and arabic 
media sources, a daunting task given that media reporting on al-Suri 
from 2004 onwards has sometimes been very misleading. in the late 
1990s, abu Mus‘ab al-Suri served as an intermediary between the 
Western media and bin laden, and he was interviewed and profiled 
in books on militant islam, agreeing to do so only on condition of 
anonymity. other useful sources on al-Suri’s life are Spanish court 
documents, especially with regard to his relationship with members 
of the Spanish al-Qaida cell headed by imad al-din barakat yarkas 
(abu dahdah). interviews and conversations with intelligence offi-
cials and investigators from various countries have also been a helpful 
corrective to some of the uncorroborated open source material. fi-
nally, al-Suri also features in several al-Qaida documents uncovered 

the bibliography.
84 See ‘biography of Shaykh Umar abd al-hakim (abu Mus ‘ab al-Suri)’ (in 

arabic), Abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s Website, www.deluxesuperhost.com/~morshid/
tophacker/index.php?subject=4&rec=22&tit=tit&pa=0, accessed 11 april 
2005; and ‘The file of abu Mus ‘ab al-Suri’ (in arabic), minbar al-tawhid 
wa’l-jihad website, www.tawhed.ws/a?i=78, accessed 15 july 2005.

85 audiofile 1-10, ‘Meeting with the Kuwaiti newspaper al-ra’i al-‘amm’ (in 
arabic), (wmv-files in a zip-file), originally posted on Abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s 
Website, www.fsboa.com/vw/index.php?subject=4&rec=2&tit=tit&pa=0 
and www.deluxesuperhost.com/~morshid/tophacker/index.php?subject=4&
rec=2&tit=tit&pa=0. The audiofiles have subsequently been made available 
at various jihadi web forums, including muntadayat minbar suria al-islami 
4 nov. 2005, www.islam-syria.com/vb/showthread.php?t=1601, accessed 5 
nov. 2005.
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in afghanistan following the US-led military interventions. taken 
together, these sources have made it possible to write a biography 
of a man, who, till recently, appeared to be among the most elusive 
leaders in al-Qaida.

who is abu mus‘ab al-suri?

identifying abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s real name and aliases is hardly a 
straightforward task. as with most other jihadis with a long clan-
destine career, al-Suri has used many pseudonyms and noms de 
plume. furthermore, arabic names defy easy categorization into 
first names and surnames, and Western transcriptions of arabic 
names vary infinitely. 

 in his own words, his real name is Mustafa bin abd al-Qadir Sitt 
Maryam, or alternatively Mustafa bin abd al-Qadir Sitt Maryam 
nasar.86 his official biography also provides a longer version of his 
name, incorporating his grandfather’s and great grandfather’s names: 
Mustafa bin abd al-Qadir bin Mustafa bin husayn bin al-Shaykh 
ahmad al-Muzayyik al-jakiri al-rifa‘i.87 in Spain, where he obtained 
citizenship in the late 1980s, his identity papers reportedly bore the 
name Mustafa Setmarian naser, which is what Spanish court docu-
ments mostly use, albeit with very many spelling variants (Mustafa, 
Mustafá, Setmarian, Setmariam, Sethmarian, Sethmariam, naser, 
nasar, nasaar, etc).88 The US government refers to him as Mustafa 

86 See Umar abd al-hakim (abu Mus ‘ab al-Suri), The Global Islamic Resistance 
Call, p. 1604, and al-Suri’s testament on ‘Shaykh abu Mus‘ab al-Suri’s Will 
to be executed in the case of his capture of Martyrdom’ (in arabic), 
dated dec. 2004 and published at muntada al-tajdid, 5 oct. 2005, www.
tajdeed.org.uk/forums/showthread.php?s=240e1a4cc709589d5bc8bcd7a52
d0c7d&threadid=38747, accessed 20 oct. 2005; ‘Meeting with the Kuwaiti 
newspaper al-Ra’i al-‘Amm’ (in arabic), transcript of audiofile no.1, p. 1.

87 ‘biography of Shaykh Umar abd al-hakim (abu Mus ‘ab al-Suri)’ (in 
arabic), p. 1.

88 antonio rubio, ‘Mustafa Setmarian naser: Un español en la cima de 
al Qaeda: durante los diez años que vivió en españa se convirtió en 
lugarteniente de bin laden’, elmundo.es, 3 nov. 2005, www.elmundo.es/
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Setmariam nasar.89 he is also sometimes referred to only as Mustafa 
al-rifa‘i.90 

of his aliases and pseudonyms he is most commonly referred to 
as abu Mus‘ab al-Suri, his most popular pseudonym, often used 
in conjunction with Umar abd al-hakim (also spelled omar ab-
del hakim). other aliases include abu al-abd, abu abed el ru-
bio [Spanish, lit. ‘The blond one’], el Pelirrojo [Spanish, lit. ‘The 
red-haired’]91, el espanol, el alemán92, abu Musab, abu fatima, 
nouradin, Khalid bin al-abidin (a pseudonym), and abu abdallah (a 
pseudonym).93 his many aliases reflect his belief in the need to remain 
anonymous, despite the fact that lecturing, proselytizing, and journal-
ism for the jihadi cause were his main preoccupations. consequently, 
al-Suri was sometimes ridiculed as ‘james bond’ by fellow jihadis in 

elmundo/2005/11/03/espana/1131002447.html, accessed dec. 2005.
89 ‘Wanted: Mustafa Setmariam nasar’, Reward for Justice website, www.

rewardsforjustice.net/english/wanted_captured/index.cfm?page=nasar, 
accessed july 2005.

90 ‘analyst comments: abu Musaab al-Suri’, Terrorism Research Center 8 july 
2005, www.homelandsecurity.com/modules.php?op=modload&name=intel
&file=index&view=649, accessed dec. 2005.

91 antonio rubio, ‘Mustafa Setmarian naser: Un español en la cima de 
al Qaeda: durante los diez años que vivió en españa se convirtió en 
lugarteniente de bin laden’, elmundo.es , 3 nov. 2005, www.elmundo.es/
elmundo/2005/11/03/espana/1131002447.html, accessed dec. 2005.

92 el espanon and el aleman are Spanish for ‘the Spaniard’ and ‘the german’ 
respectively. The latter nickname was given to him allegedly because of 
his blond north-european appearance. See luis rendueles and Manuel 
Marlasca, ‘7-j: los escritos del ideólogo’, Interviú, 18 May 2005, www.
interviu.es/default.asp?idpublicacio_PK=39&idioma=caS&idnoticia_
PK=28299&idseccio_PK=547&h=050606, accessed july 2006.

93 for al-Suri’s various aliases, see US department of justice, ‘Wanted: 
Mustafa Setmariam nasar’, Reward for Justice website, www.rewardsforjustice.
net/english/wanted_captured/index.cfm?page=nasar, accessed july 2005; 
‘terror suspect’s profile,’ associated Press, 3 aug. 2005; ahmad rafat, 
‘3/11 mastermind’s hideout’ (in Spanish), El Tiempo de Hoy (Madrid), 9 
oct. 2004, via fbiS; and ‘Meeting with the Kuwaiti newspaper, al-Ra’i 
al-‘Amm, () in Kabul, 18 March 1999’ (in arabic), transcript of audiofile no. 
2, p. 3 (hereafter ‘Meeting with the Kuwaiti newspaper’).



33

introduction

london,94 although, unlike many other jihadi ideologues, he remained 
relatively unknown till recently. in March 2006, cnn.com wrote 
that ‘abu Musab al-Suri might be the most dangerous terrorist you’ve 
never heard of’.95

cnn had already had dealings with him almost ten years earlier, 
although they did not grasp his importance at that point. in Peter 
bergen’s bestseller on al-Qaida, Holy War Inc., al-Suri figures promi-
nently in the opening chapter as cnn’s tour guide to afghanistan, 
but he is only referred to as ‘ali’.96 in Mark huband’s well-known 
book Warriors of the Prophet, which contains one of the earliest ac-
counts of al-Suri in the Western press, he is called ‘Karim omar’.97 
to britain’s channel 4 television, he presented himself only as 
‘oscar’ when serving as their intermediary with bin laden in late 
1996.98 

abu Mus‘ab al-Suri was born in the city of aleppo (halab) in 
north-Western Syria in october 1958.99 his official biography, 
posted on his website, emphasises his prominent family background: 
his grandfathers were among ‘the noble hasanides’ (al-ashraf al-has-

94 See Umar abd al-hakim, A Summary of My Testimony on the Holy Struggle 
in Algeria, 1988-1996, p. 58 (hereafter A Summary of My Testimony).

95 henry Schuster, ‘The mastermind’, cnn.com 9 March 2006, www.cnn.
com/2006/World/meast/03/09/schuster.column/index.html, accessed 
oct. 2006.

96 Peter bergen, Holy War Inc.: Inside the Secret World of Osama bin Laden 
(london: Phoenix/orion books, 2002, revised edn), p. 5. 

97 Mark huband, Warriors of the Prophet: The Struggle for Islam (oxford and 
boulder, co: Westview Press, 1998), pp. 1-4. after 9-11, huband started 
to write about him as omar abdel hakim. See his article ‘holy war on 
the world’, The Financial Times, 28 nov. 2001, http://specials.ft.com/
attackonterrorism/ft3rXh0cKUc.html, accessed april 2006.

98 ‘Meeting with the Kuwaiti newspaper’, transcript of audiofile no. 2, p. 3.
99 The US department of justice gives the date 26 oct. 1958 while the jihadi 

biography says 17 rabi‘ al-awwal 1378 which corresponds to 1 oct. 1958. 
See US department of justice, ‘Wanted: Mustafa Setmariam nasar’, 
Rewards for Justice website, www.rewardsforjustice.net/english/wanted_
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Shaykh Umar abd al-hakim (abu Mus ‘ab al-Suri)’ (in arabic), p. 1.
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aniyun), who were the descendants of hasan, the son of the fourth 
caliph, ali bin abi talib, and fatima, who was the Prophet Mu-
hammad’s daughter.100 al-Suri’s grandfather, ahmad al-rifa‘i, was a 
master of a well-known religious Sufi brotherhood or tariqa. accord-
ing to aleppo genealogists, al-rifa‘i descended directly from imam 
Qasim bin al-imam Musa al-Kazim, and the tribe of ali bin abi 
talib, the fourth caliph.101 in recent years, al-Suri’s family also ad-
opted the name ‘al-Sitt Mariam’ (lit. ‘lady Maryam’), after al-Suri’s 
great great grandmother on his father’s side. She was named Maryam 
and married a man called ‘al-Muzayyik’. her children subsequently 
became known as ‘the children of lady Maryam’.102 The family also 
adopted the name nasar after al-Suri’s mother’s father, al-Shaykh 
Muhammad nasar, who originated from egypt. his ancestors had 
reportedly arrived in Syria during ibrahim Pasha’s famous military 
expedition in Syria in the mid-nineteenth century.103

little is known about al-Suri’s childhood and youth. he grew up 
in a conservative family who lived in a prominent old neighborhood 
of aleppo, in a famous street, ‘aqiyo’, meaning ‘white hill’ in turk-
ish.104 al-Suri completed most of his education in his home city, 
Syria’s second largest.105 he must have been a diligent and gifted pu-
pil for in 1976, at the age of eighteen, he obtained the al-thanawiya 
al-‘ammah, or graduation diploma, whereupon he enrolled at the 

100  See ‘biography of Shaykh Umar abd al-hakim (abu Mus ‘ab al-Suri)’ (in 
arabic), Abu Mus‘ab al-Suri Website, www.deluxesuperhost.com/~morshid/
tophacker/index.php?subject=4&rec=22&tit=tit&pa=0, accessed 11 april 
2005; and ‘Malaff abu Mus‘ab al-Suri: Khutut ‘arida fi hayat al-shaykh abi 
Mus‘ab al-Suri wa masiratihi al-jihadiyyah’, Minbar al-Tawhid wa’l-Jihad, 
website, www.tawhed.ws/a?i=78, accessed 15 july 2005.

101  See ‘Meeting with the Kuwaiti newspaper’, transcript of audiofile no.1, p. 
1; and ‘biography of Shaykh Umar abd al-hakim (abu Mus ‘ab al-Suri)’ 
(in arabic), p. 1.

102  ibid., p. 1.
103 ‘biography of Shaykh Umar abd al-hakim (abu Mus ‘ab al-Suri)’ (in 

arabic), p. 1.
104  ‘Meeting with the Kuwaiti newspaper’, transcript of audiofile no.1, p. 1.
105  ibid.
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University of aleppo’s department of mechanical engineering. The 
choice of engineering, rather than theology, is consistent with the 
fact that most jihadi militants have no formal training in theology 
and religion, despite their voluminous writings and strong opinions 
on religious issues. instead, many are educated in secular sciences 
and qualify for prestigious middle-class professions such as lawyers, 
engineers, and doctors. 

al-Suri was at the University of aleppo for four years. in 1980 he 
abandoned his studies two more years before completing his degree,106 
in order to join Syria’s islamist opposition. henceforth his life was 
inextricably tied to the armed struggle against the Syrian regime, and 
subsequently, against all corrupt and oppressive Muslim rulers and 
their Western backers. This inaugurated his life as a jihadi.

106  ibid.


