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In the 96-minute documentary, Cult of the Suicide Bomber, former CIA agent Robert Baer presents his thesis about how world events and fundamentalist Islamic leaders have converted the 400-year-old traditional Shia Muslim belief in the sacred nature of the martyrdom of Imam Hussein (Sunni Muslims slaughtered him in 680 AD) into an ever-spreading army of believers—Shia and Sunni—who are eager to become suicide bombers in the jihad against non-Islamic peoples and ideas.

While walking audiences through Middle Eastern locales, former operative Baer (who was the basis of George Clooney’s character in Syriana) shows that the cult of suicide bombers originated in 1980, when Hussein Farmideh, a 13-year-old Iranian Shia soldier, strapped on explosives and blew himself up along with an advancing tank driven by Iraqi Sunni soldiers. Farmideh’s family, interviewed in the film, obviously miss Hussein’s presence, but are very proud of his self-sacrificial act. They firmly deny that he committed suicide—although his action guaranteed his death. Suicide, they say, is an act of desperation—not heroism or martyrdom or shihada, which is rewarded by an eternal place in Heaven.

As Baer interviews Islamic religious and secular leaders, and the families of those who’ve taken the suicide bomber’s road to heaven, the distinction between suicide and shihada is reiterated repeatedly. It’s an important notion that Baer obviously wants us to grasp fully—perhaps because we Americans regard self-immolation, for whatever reason and by whatever means, in such a completely different way.

Baer substantiates his Middle Eastern history lesson with never-before-seen footage (he never indicates where/how he acquired it—must be that CIA mindset) of bombing incidents, bombed sites, wounded victims, religious meetings with political overtones, territories where terrorists trained, dangerous and restricted border-crossing areas and more.

I admit the footage is fascinating; the thesis is intriguing. But the relevance of neither rests, really, on the credibility of Baer—or on whatever his personal agenda might be. Bottom line: Cult of the Suicide Bomber is a must-see on a need-to-know basis. The film culminates in the explosive events of 9/11, leaving you with an urgent sense of foreboding. What’s next?
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