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As the ghettoized suburbs of Paris and other big French cities burn, two groups stand to benefit most: the police, who undoubtedly will see their budgets skyrocket, and Islamist organizations, who are already being portrayed as the only groups capable of calming France's Muslim minority.
But how did we get to this stage, where ghettos are permeated by a network of Islamist organizations? Was it by happenstance -- ideological supply spontaneously springing up to meet the demand of a culturally unmoored population? Or was it planned?
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A Swiss police raid. Rioting in France. Connect the dots for a picture of Europe.
	

	
	


Sylvain Besson, an investigative reporter with the Swiss daily Le Temps, comes out strongly in favor of the latter thesis. Organized Islam, he says, owes much of its structure and strength to a carefully laid plan by the Muslim Brotherhood to branch out in Europe.

To explain this, Mr. Besson takes us back to a nearly forgotten episode at the start of the war on terrorism. That is the raid on the homes of two Swiss financiers, Youssef Nada and Ghaleb Himmat, who lived in the Italian enclave of Campione d'Italia. Shortly after the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks on New York and Washington, the U.S. declared the men financiers of terrorism and placed them on a U.N. sanctions list. Swiss and Italian police raided the men's home in Campione and nearby Lugano, carting away crates of documents. Earlier this year, Swiss prosecutors suspended their investigation into the men, saying they didn't yet have enough evidence to convict. Although the men are still under U.N. sanctions, the case was effectively dropped.

A defeat for the West in the war on terrorism? Perhaps, but as Mr. Besson shows, the documents seized then say much about the nature of Islamic extremism. Although he does not state it directly, Mr. Besson shows that the mistake the U.S. made four years ago in designating the men as terrorists was that it slightly missed the mark. What interested the men wasn't terrorism -- or at least we have no evidence proving this. Their real mission was to create the separate societies in which radicalism can grow.

The two are stalwarts of the Muslim Brotherhood, the Cairo-based organization that is the ur-Islamist organization. Founded in the 1920s as a reaction against modern society, the group tries to create "better" Muslims by setting up schools, Islamic center and mosques where the straight -- and narrow -- path is taught. In Muslim societies, the Brotherhood's teachings are often seen as a useful antidote to corruption and decadence; in the West, however, they clash with pluralism.

Mr. Besson traces some of the history of the Brotherhood's rise in Europe. He uses the seized documents to show how the group had a clear plan to dominate Islamic life in Europe and details some of the group's teachings, which are spread through one of the most charismatic and influential clerics, Youssef Qaradawi.
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LA CONQUETE DE L'OCCIDENT: 
LE PROJET SECRET DES ISLAMISTES
By Sylvain Besson
(Editions du Seuil, 222 pages)
The best part of the book is the chapters on Mr. Nada and the Bank al Taqwa. It is here that Mr. Besson's background as a financial reporter comes out strongest, as he shows how the bank was set up and operated. He also draws useful links between European organizations linked to the Brotherhood, connecting the dots in a way that no one has been able to.

Also excellent is Mr. Besson's conclusion -- that it is European society that is making the Brotherhood's rise possible. European countries feel that they need to "talk to" the Muslim communities. Rather than engage Muslims like any other group, they search for shortcuts, trying to find the natives' chief who will mediate -- essentially a colonial way of dealing with others. Here the Brotherhood presents itself as a sensible interlocutor: its well-organized and well-educated cadres sound a moderate tone, making them appear to be the ideal mediator between a confused state and a restless population. As Mr. Besson's book shows, this is exactly what the Brotherhood hopes will happen, allowing it to control Muslim life in Europe.

A few small quibbles: Mr. Besson does not conclusively prove that the plans detailed in the captured documents were adopted by the Brotherhood -- they could have been simply position papers that were later discarded. Also, although the juiciest parts of the book detail how the Brotherhood spreads its separatist ideology across Europe, he gets hung up in one chapter on showing links to terrorism. Although individual Brotherhood members have definitely been involved in terrorism, the group's clear rejection of terrorism makes it hard to sustain any claim of an organizational link with terrorist groups. Finally, the title is a bit racy -- conquest of the west isn't really what the Brotherhood is after.

But overall, Mr. Besson has done Europe -- or at least French-speaking Europe -- a tremendous favor in writing this book. It is aimed at a general audience but is well-footnoted with reliable sources. Given the growing importance of Islam in Europe, it is a fine first draft in the history of how organized Islam got a foothold here.

Mr. Johnson is the Journal's Berlin bureau chief.
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