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The conviction of the Pakistani neuroscientist Aafia Siddiqui in New York last week of trying
to kill  American military officers and FBI  agents illustrates that  the greatest  danger to our
security comes not from al-Qaida but the thousands of shadowy mercenaries, kidnappers,
killers and torturers our government employs around the globe.

The bizarre story surrounding Siddiqui, 37, who received an undergraduate degree from MIT
and a doctorate in neuroscience from Brandeis University, often defies belief. Siddiqui, who
could spend 50 years in prison on seven charges when she is sentenced in May, was by her
own account abducted in 2003 from her hometown of Karachi, Pakistan, with her three
children—two of whom remain missing—and spirited to a secret U.S. prison where she was
allegedly  tortured  and  mistreated  for  five  years.  The  American  government  has  no
comment,  either  about  the  alleged  clandestine  detention  or  the  missing  children.  

Siddiqui  was discovered in  2008 disoriented and apparently  aggressive and hostile,  in
Ghazni,  Afghanistan,  with  her  oldest  son.  She  allegedly  was  carrying  plans  to  make
explosives, lists of New York landmarks and notes referring to “mass-casualty attacks.” But
despite these claims the government prosecutors chose not to charge her with terrorism or
links to al-Qaida—the reason for her original appearance on the FBI’s most-wanted list six
years ago. Her supporters suggest that the papers she allegedly had in her possession when
she was found in Afghanistan, rather than detail coherent plans for terrorist attacks, expose
her severe mental deterioration, perhaps the result of years of imprisonment and abuse.
This argument was bolstered by some of the pages of the documents shown briefly to the
court, including a crude sketch of a gun that was described as a “match gun” that operates
by lighting a match.

“Justice  was  not  served,”  Tina  Foster,  executive  director  of  the  International  Justice
Network  and  the  spokesperson  for  Aafia  Siddiqui’s  family,  told  me.  “The  U.S.  government
made a decision to label this woman a terrorist, but instead of putting her on trial for the
alleged terrorist activity she was put on trial for something else. They tried to convict her of
that something else, not with evidence, but because she was a terrorist. She was selectively
prosecuted for something that would allow them to only tell their side of the story.”

The government built its entire case instead around disputed events in the 300-square-foot
room of the Ghazni police station. It insisted that on July 18, 2008, the diminutive Siddiqui,
who had been arrested by local Afghan police the day before, seized an M4 assault rifle that
was left unattended and fired at American military and FBI agents. None of the Americans
were injured. Siddiqui, however, was gravely wounded, shot twice in the stomach. 

No one, other than Siddiqui, has attempted to explain where she was for five years after she
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vanished in 2003. No one seems to be able to explain why a disoriented Pakistani woman
and her son, an American citizen, neither of whom spoke Dari, were discovered by local
residents  wandering  in  a  public  square  in  Ghazni,  where  an  eyewitness  told  Harpers
Magazine the distraught Siddiqui  “was attacking everyone who got  close to her.”  Had
Siddiqui, after years of imprisonment and torture, perhaps been at the U.S. detention center
in Bagram and then dumped with one of her three children in Ghazi? And where are the
other two children, one of whom also is an American citizen?

Her  arrest  in  Ghazi  saw,  according  to  the  official  complaint,  a  U.S.  Army  captain  and  a
warrant  officer,  two FBI  agents  and two military  interpreters  arrive  to  question Siddiqui  at
the police headquarters. The Americans and their interpreters were shown to a meeting
room that was partitioned by a yellow curtain. “None of the United States personnel were
aware,” the complaint states, “that Siddiqui was being held, unsecured, behind the curtain.”
The group sat down to talk and “the Warrant Officer placed his United States Army M-4 rifle
on the floor to his right next to the curtain, near his right foot.” Siddiqui allegedly reached
from behind the curtain and pulled the three-foot rifle to her side. She unlatched the safety.
She pulled the curtain “slightly back” and pointed the gun directly at the head of the
captain. One of the interpreters saw her. He lunged for the gun. Siddiqui shouted, “Get the
fuck  out  of  here!”  and  fired  twice.  She  hit  no  one.  As  the  interpreter  wrestled  her  to  the
ground,  the  warrant  officer  drew  his  sidearm  and  fired  “approximately  two  rounds”  into
Siddiqui’s  abdomen.  She  collapsed,  still  struggling,  and  then  fell  unconscious.

But in an article written by Petra Bartosiewicz in the November 2009 Harper’s Magazine,
authorities in Afghanistan described a series of events at odds with the official version. The
governor  of  Ghazni  province,  Usman Usmani,  told  a  local  reporter  who  was  hired  by
Bartosiewicz that the U.S. team had “demanded to take over custody” of Siddiqui. The
governor  refused.  He  could  not  release  Siddiqui,  he  explained,  until  officials  from  the
counterterrorism department in Kabul arrived to investigate. He proposed a compromise:
The U.S. team could interview Siddiqui, but she would remain at the station. In a Reuters
interview, however, a “senior Ghazni police officer” suggested that the compromise did not
hold. The U.S. team arrived at the police station, he said, and demanded custody of Siddiqui.
The Afghan officers refused, and the U.S. team proceeded to disarm them. Then, for reasons
unexplained, Siddiqui herself somehow entered the scene. The U.S. team, “thinking that she
had explosives and would attack them as a suicide bomber, shot her and took her.”
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