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I was first interested in making a film about Guantanamo in
2003, when I was also beginning a film about the war in Iraq. I
never imagined Guantanamo would still be open when I finished
that film, but sadly it was — and still is today.
originally, my idea for the Oath was to make a film about someone released from Guantanamo and returning home. In May
2007, I traveled to Yemen looking to find that story and that’s
when I met Abu Jandal, osama bin Laden’s former bodyguard,
driving a taxicab in Sana’a, the capital of Yemen. I wasn’t looking to make a film about Al-Qaeda, but that changed when I met
Abu Jandal.
Themes of betrayal, guilt, loyalty, family and absence are not
typically things that come to mind when we imagine a film
about Al-Qaeda and Guantanamo. Despite the dangers of telling
this story, it compelled me.
Born in Saudi Arabia of Yemeni parents, Abu Jandal left home
in 1993 to fight jihad in Bosnia. In 1996 he recruited Salim Hamdan to join him for jihad in Tajikistan. while traveling through
Afghanistan, they were recruited by osama bin Laden. Abu Jan-

Laura Poitras, filmmaker of the Oath.
Photo by Khalid Al Mahdi

dal became bin Laden's personal bodyguard and “emir of Hospitality.” Salim Hamdan became bin Laden’s driver. Abu Jandal
ends up driving a taxi and Hamdan ends up at Guantanamo.
the Oath is the second documentary in a trilogy I am working on about America post 9/11. The first film, my Country, my
Country, is about the U.S. occupation of Iraq told from the perspective of a Sunni doctor and his family. In many ways, my
Country, my Country, and its depiction of the victims of this conflict, gave me permission to take on the Oath. The third film
will look at domestic surveillance.
In each film, my goal has been to understand the repercussions of 9/11 through the stories of people living this history. I’m
also interested in creating primary documents — an on-the-ground record that can help us understand this history as time
passes. I believe the world will be grappling with the tragedy of 9/11 and America’s reaction to the attack for generations to
come.
In the nine years since the attacks of 9/11, the United States has begun two wars, institutionalized indefinite detention without trial, conducted “extraordinary rendition,” established secret prisons overseas and participated in the legalization of torture. In these same nine years, Al-Qaeda has grown from a fringe terrorist organization into an international social movement
that is being “franchised” worldwide.
If the United States and western nations hope to contain, rather than spread, the threat of Al-Qaeda, we must understand
its motivations and internal divisions. To do that requires first seeing Islamic radicals like Abu Jandal as real people — subject to the human condition rather than apart from it. To acknowledge that humanity is not a justification of their acts, but
rather an acceptance of an uncomfortable reality
Laura Poitras, Filmmaker, the Oath
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intrOduCtiOn

the Oath (95 minutes) tells the story of Abu Jandal (osama
bin Laden’s former bodyguard), and Salim Hamdan, bin

Abu Jandal, former bin Laden bodyguard,
drives a taxi in Yemen.
Photo courtesy of Khalid Al Mahdi

Laden’s former driver and the first Guantanamo Bay prisoner
to face trial under controversial U.S. military tribunals.
Though thoroughly reflective of the highly charged political
atmosphere inhabited by its subjects, the film is essentially a
family drama about two men whose fateful encounter in

was arrested in Afghanistan shortly after 9/11 and taken to

1996 set them on a journey that would lead to osama bin

Guantanamo. His seven-year captivity at Guantanamo is nar-

Laden, 9/11, the Guantanamo Bay detention center and the

rated through his prison letters.

U.S. Supreme Court.

In an era where news-by-soundbite rules, The oath affords

we enter the story in a taxicab in Yemen. Here we meet Abu

a rare glimpse into the lives of people who, to many, are no

Jandal, the film’s central protagonist, as he transports pas-

more than names in headlines. As an outreach tool, the film

sengers through the chaotic streets of Yemen’s capital city,

humanizes compelling questions about ideology, war and

Sana’a. Salim Hamdan is the film’s “ghost” protagonist. He

the prisons — both physical and spiritual — that they create.
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key issues

POtentiaL Partners

the Oath is well suited for use in a variety of settings and

the Oath is an excellent tool for outreach and will be of

is especially recommended for use with:

special interest to people interested in the following
topics:

•

your local Pbs station

•

groups that have discussed previous Pbs and POV

•

afghanistan

films relating to the iraq war and attempts to

•

al Qaeda

achieve reconciliation, including My Country, My

•

guantanamo bay detention center

Country and War Feels Like War.

•

Hamdan v. Rumsfeld

groups focused on any of the issues listed in the

•

iraq war

key issues section

•

islam

high school students

•

Jihad

•

Justice system

•

Law (especially international, military and

•

•
•

faith-based organizations and institutions

•

Cultural, art and historical organizations,

Constitutional law)

institutions and museums
•

Civic, fraternal and community groups

•

academic departments and student groups at
colleges, universities and high schools

•

Community organizations with a mission to
promote education and learning, such as local
libraries

•

military tribunals

•

Peace studies

•

Prisoners of war

•

9/11

•

religious fundamentalism

•

terrorism

•

u.s. Constitution

•

u.s. foreign Policy

•

u.s. supreme Court

•

yemen

•

war

using this guide
This guide is an invitation to dialogue. It is based on a belief in the power of human connection, designed for people who
want to use the Oath to engage family, friends, classmates, colleagues and communities. In contrast to initiatives that
foster debates in which participants try to convince others that they are right, this document envisions conversations
undertaken in a spirit of openness in which people try to understand one another and expand their thinking by sharing
viewpoints and listening actively.
The discussion prompts are intentionally crafted to help a very wide range of audiences think more deeply about the
issues in the film. rather than attempting to address them all, choose one or two that best meet your needs and interests.
And be sure to leave time to consider taking action. Planning next steps can help people leave the room feeling energized
and optimistic, even in instances when conversations have been difficult.
For more detailed event planning and facilitation tips, visit www.pov.org/pov/outreach
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america’s war on terror
The phrase “war on terror” was first used by then United
States President George w. Bush in response to the terrorist attacks launched against the world Trade Center and the

group, but those who remained (including osama bin
Laden) have since relocated, at least some of them in tribal
areas of Pakistan.
In June 2010, Michael e. Leiter, a top U.S. counterterrorism

Pentagon on September 11, 2001. with the purpose of wag-

official, said that there were “more than 300” Al Qaeda lead-

ing a war against Al Qaeda and those who were deemed re-

ers and fighters hiding in Pakistan’s tribal areas. estimates of

sponsible for the attacks, a military campaign was launched

the full size of this network, which has cells in some 100

against organizations believed to be terrorist regimes or

countries across the Middle east, Africa, Asia, europe and

connected to terrorist ideology. The United States and Great

even in the United States, range from several hundred to

Britain invaded Afghanistan in 2001 with the purpose of end-

several thousand.

ing the Taliban regime (the rulers of Afghanistan who pro-

According to the Council on Foreign relations, while Al

vided support to Al Qaeda). In 2003, shortly after the

Qaeda originated as a well-budgeted hierarchical organiza-

invasion of Afghanistan, the United States invaded Iraq with

tion that provided in-person training and employed opera-

the stated aim of removing Iraqi President Saddam Hussein

tives to carry out its planned attacks, it is now just as likely

from power and establishing democracy in the country.

to inspire individuals or groups to launch their own attacks
through the Internet and other media.

the rise Of aL Qaeda, isLamiC miLitanCy

Meanwhile, the war in Afghanistan rages on, as President

and Osama bin Laden

Barack obama continues to pursue President George w.
Bush’s stated mission of wiping out Al Qaeda’s safe havens

osama bin Laden and the Al Qaeda network emerged in the

in Afghanistan and Pakistan and limiting the group’s ability

late 1980s after a coup d’état toppled the Afghan monarchy.

to strike U.S. targets.

A Soviet government gained power, and Afghans responded
with a national resistance movement that defeated Soviet

sources:

forces. The United States, along with several of its allies, en-

oxford University Press. “Introduction to Politics: The rise of Al Qaeda

couraged and monetarily supported what was being called

and Islamic Militancy.”

jihad (which means “holy war”) against the Soviets. This sup-

http://www.oup.com/uk/orc/bin/9780199231331/01student/case1/174alqaeda

port fueled the rise of the Taliban regime and radical Islamic

Bill Moyers Journal. “Brief History of Al Qaeda.”

groups such as Al Qaeda. The ultimate goal of Al Qaeda (an

http://www.pbs.org/moyers/journal/07272007/alqaeda.html

Arabic word meaning “the base”) was to extend Islamic rule
throughout the world.
In 1996, bin Laden declared war on the United States, pledg-

Council on Foreign relations. “Al Qaeda.”
http://www.cfr.org/publication/9126/alqaeda_aka_alqaida_alqaida.html
The New York Times. “Times Topics: Al Qaeda.”

ing to drive the country out of Saudi Arabia and other Mus-

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/organizations/a/

lim countries. over the next six years, the group carried out

al_qaeda/index.html?scp=1-spot&sq=al%20qaeda&st=cse

a number of attacks across the world, including several
against U.S. targets, such as the 1998 twin bombings of

Council on Foreign relations. “Profile: osama bin Laden.”
http://www.cfr.org/publication/9951/profile.html

American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania that killed a total
of 200 people and the suicide bombing of the U.S.S. Cole in
a Yemeni harbor in 2000 that killed 17 sailors.
After the September 11, 2001 attacks, the United States
launched a war against Afghanistan, intending to destroy its
Al Qaeda bases and bring down the Taliban. Several Al
Qaeda leaders were captured and killed, weakening the

© American Documentary, Inc.
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Group of young men meet with Abu Jandal.
Photo courtesy of “The oath”

Jihad
Jihad is a widely debated term that has multiple interpretations throughout the world. In its purest form, it is an Arabic
word meaning “struggle.” This “struggle” is interpreted by
some as an internal, non-violent struggle to maintain faith

sources:

and morality, while others interpret it as a violent struggle in

History News Network. “Jihad: How Academics Have Camouflaged Its

a “holy war.” According to a past president of the Harvard Is-

real Meaning.”

lamic Society, jihad is “the determination to do right, to do

http://hnn.us/articles/1136.html

justice even against your own interests. It is an individual

Moss, Michael and Souad Mekhennet. “The Guidebook for Taking a

struggle for personal moral behavior.” In this “determination

Life.” The New York Times, 10 June 2007.

to do right,” Muslims are often called on to defend their faith

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/06/10/weekinreview/10moss.html?_r=1

and community by extending the territories ruled by Mus-

&ref=insidethejihad

lims.
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yemen: anCestraL hOmeLand

Sana’a man rides vegetable truck.
Photo by Khalid Al Mahdi

Of Osama bin Laden
In January 2010, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton called
Yemen “an urgent national security priority.” The country is
the ancestral home of the bin Laden family and has a long
history of producing militants who go on to fight abroad.

came when the U.S.S. Cole was attacked in the Yemeni port
of Aden in 2000. After the September 11, 2001 attacks, Saleh,
fearing the United States would attack Yemen, met with officials in washington, D.C. to pledge his support against Al

Yemen has a variety of political parties ranging from Islamist

Qaeda. Hundreds of jihadis were rounded up and jailed with-

to Socialist, but for more than three decades power in the

out charges being brought against them.

country officially has been held by one man — Ali Abdullah
Saleh. According to The New York Times Magazine, Saleh
pays large sums of money to “sheiks, military leaders, political figures and anyone who might pose a threat to his
power,” which means that a large portion of Yemen’s budget
goes to funding bribery and other corruptive practices.
The first major evidence of Al Qaeda involvement in Yemen

© American Documentary, Inc.

According to The Washington Post, a new branch of Al
Qaeda known as Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula has since
“escalated efforts to exploit Yemen’s instability and carve
out a leadership role among terrorist groups” training in the
country. However, the areas where Al Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula has settled are so remote and unknown, even to
officials, that it’s unclear how best to target them.
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Traffic at dusk in Sana’a.
Photo by Khalid Al Mahdi

sources:
Global Post. “The House bin Laden built.”

U.S. Department of State. “remarks at the U.S.-Islamic world Forum.”

http://www.globalpost.com/dispatch/middle-east/100101/safe-haven-

http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:FukxucQeub

extremists

AJ:www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2010/02/136678.htm+state+departme

Council on Foreign relations. “Islamist radicalism in Yemen.”

nt+%2B+obama+%2B+close+guantanamo&cd=3&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us

http://www.cfr.org/publication/9369/islamist_radicalism_in_yemen.html

raghavan, Sudarsan. “Al-Qaeda Group in Yemen Gaining Prominence.”

worth, robert F. “Is Yemen the Next Afghanistan?” The New York

The Washington Post, 28 December 2009.

Times Magazine, 6 July 2010.

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/11/magazine/11Yemen-

dyn/content/article/2009/12/27/Ar2009122702022.html

t.html?scp=2&sq=yemen&st=cse
BBC News. “Yemen Country Profile.”
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/country_profiles/784383.stm
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women in the back of a truck in Yemen.
Photo by Khalid Al Mahdi

u.s. Policy in the wake of 9/11
interrOgatiOn, tOrture and COerCiOn
In the weeks following the September 11, 2001 terrorist at-

This legal framework served as a basis for some of the most

tacks, the George w. Bush administration began to develop

controversial tactics used by U.S. interrogators, including

a legal framework that would give Bush the authority to

those employed at the Guantanamo Bay detention camp in

order suspected “enemy combatants” to be interrogated ag-

Cuba and Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. Under the legal justifi-

gressively and detained for indeterminate periods of time. A

cations set up by the Bush administration, interrogators used

2003 legal memo issued by the U.S. Department of Defense

contested techniques, such as sleep deprivation, sexual hu-

essentially asserted that international treaties did not apply

miliation, nudity, forced stress positions, harsh lights, ex-

to U.S. interrogators in foreign countries. The memo also le-

treme hot and cold temperatures and — perhaps the most

galized harsh interrogation methods that many consider to

widely debated technique — waterboarding, a form of par-

be torture.

tial suffocation.

© American Documentary, Inc.
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extraOrdinary renditiOn

Salim Hamdan’s wife.
Photo courtesy of “The oath”

extraordinary rendition is the practice of capturing suspected terrorists and transporting them to undisclosed foreign locations where they are often interrogated and
tortured without formal legal protection or proceedings.
Prior to September 11, 2001, rendition had been employed in
70 instances, most of them during the Clinton administration. Then as now, the stated aim was to disrupt terrorist
plots abroad. It was during the Bush administration that the
practice of extraordinary rendition became commonly used
for interrogation. The three administrations have, however,
consistently stated that it is the policy and practice of the
United States neither to use torture nor to hand over detainees to countries that use torture.

was to bring detainees to trial, not simply to interrogate and
torture them. Under both the Clinton and Bush administrations, many suspects were deemed illegal “enemy combatants” without any evidence of terrorist activity. In the
landmark 2006 Hamdan v. Rumsfeld case, the Supreme
Court ruled that all non-citizen prisoners are protected by
the Geneva Conventions, thus essentially rendering extraordinary rendition illegal. while many expected President
Barack obama to institute changes to counterterrorism policy, the current administration has continued the C.I.A.’s program of prison transfers. on September 2, 2010, a federal

Historically, presidents needed Congressional authority for

appeals court dismissed a lawsuit against Jeppesen Data-

these transfers, and the purpose of the resulting transfers

plan Inc., a Boeing subsidiary accused of arranging flights for

© American Documentary, Inc.
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Abu Jandal.
Photo courtesy of “The oath”

the C.I.A. to transfer prisoners to other countries for imprisonment and interrogation. According to The New York
Times, “Judge raymond C. Fisher described the case . . . as
presenting ‘a painful conflict between human rights and na-

the u.s. naVaL base at guantanamO bay

tional security.’ ”
The Guantanamo Bay naval base was established as a desources:
Benjamin, Daniel. “5 Myths About rendition (and That New Movie).”
The Washington Post, 20 october 2007.
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wpdyn/content/article/2007/10/19/Ar2007101900835.html
Mayer, Jane. “outsourcing Torture.” The New Yorker, 14 February 2005.
http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2005/02/14/050214fa_fact6

tention center for holding suspected “enemy combatants”
following the Sept. 11, 2001 terror attacks. The Guantanamo
Bay site, located in Cuba, was selected with the intention of
creating a detention facility that was outside the law. Detainees were not granted the rights of U.S. citizens accused
of crimes, nor were they granted the rights of prisoners of
war. This meant that no formal charges were filed and no
public trials held. The Bush administration argued that the

Fisher, Louis. “extraordinary rendition: The Price of Secrecy.” American
University Law Review 57, No. 1405 (2008).
http://loc.gov/law/help/usconlaw/pdf/fisher_aulr57_5_final.pdf
Savage, Charlie. “Court Dismisses a Case Asserting Torture by C.I.A.”
The New York Times, 8 September 2010.
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/09/us/09secrets.html

detention center was outside the jurisdiction of the law because it was not on American soil. The obama administration vowed to close the facility by January 2010, but failed to
fulfill that promise, and the detention center remains open
as of this writing. Though detainees have been offered increased legal protection since the Hamdan v. Rumsfeld
Supreme Court ruling, they have not been granted access to
the U.S. civilian court system.

© American Documentary, Inc.

12

DISCUSSION GUIDe

POV

The Oath

baCkgrOund infOrmatiOn

Two-thirds of the 800 prisoners who have passed through
Guantanamo since 2002 have been freed, most of them
without being charged, after several years in captivity.
sources:
Now. “Guantanamo Bay’s Peculiar History”.
http://www.pbs.org/now/shows/220/guantanamo-bay-history.html
Los Angeles Times. “obama and Guantanamo: A Chronology of His
Broken Promise.”
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/washington/2010/07/obamaguantanamo.html

habeas COrPus
Habeas corpus is a legal action that prevents the government from holding prisoners for political or personal reasons.
The concept of habeas corpus (which means “you have the
body” in Latin) dates back to the Magna Carta of 1215 and it
was one of the earliest legal actions english courts could
take. According to an article in the journal Social Education,
“The writ, or written order of the court, gave judges the

Lt. Cmdr. Brian Mizer, Hamdan’s U.S. Military Lawyer.
Photo courtesy of “The oath”

power to command the presence of a person before the
court. This power worked two ways: (1) the writ was an order
for the government and the accused to appear before the
court; and (2) it required the government to explain why a
person was being detained. If the court was not satisfied by
the government's explanations for holding a person, the
judges had the power to free the prisoner.”

the Hamdan v. Rumsfeld ruling, which stated that the military commissions convened to try Hamdan were illegal and
lacked the protections required under the Geneva Conventions and the United States Uniform Code of Military Justice.
Since the Hamdan trial, many detainees in Afghanistan have

susPending habeas COrPus

attempted to bring habeas corpus lawsuits against the U.S.
government, challenging the basis for their imprisonment

Habeas corpus has been suspended at different times

without trial. However, according to a September 8, 2010 ar-

throughout American history. According to an article in the

ticle in The New York Times, the obama administration has

journal Social Education, at the start of the Civil war Presi-

effectively blocked these detainees from filing such lawsuits.

dent Abraham Lincoln suspended habeas corpus without
permission from Congress. Congress later passed legislation

sources:

to support his actions. For its part, the George w. Bush ad-

Savage, Charlie. “Court Dismisses a Case Asserting Torture by C.I.A.”

ministration argued that during what it termed America’s

The New York Times, 8 September 2010.

“war on terror,” enemy combatants had no right to writs of

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/09/us/09secrets.html

habeas corpus, and that these foreign nationals could be

Chavkin, Nisan and Carolyn Pereira. “Habeas Corpus and ‘enemy

held at Guantanamo Bay indefinitely. enemy combatants, in

Combatants.’ ” Social Education (September 2008).

response, applied for habeas corpus in federal court. Some

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_hb6541/is_5_72/ai_n28580104/?t

notable cases have resulted, most significant perhaps being

ag=content;col1
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geneVa COnVentiOns

miLitary COmmissiOns

A cornerstone of international humanitarian law, the Geneva

In 2001, President George w. Bush issued a controversial ex-

Convention of 1949, ratified after world war II, traces its

ecutive order that attempted to establish tribunals to pros-

roots to the late 19th century. what initially was conceived of

ecute war crimes by Al Qaeda members and affiliates. The

as a treaty created out of concern for wounded soldiers

Bush administration maintained that because detainees

eventually came to encompass protection for prisoners of

were foreign and not being held on American soil, they did

war, civilians and civilian non-combatants. The convention

not have the right to challenge their status in American court

outlaws the taking of hostages and, according to the Con-

rooms; they were not entitled to the protections laid out by

gressional research Service, prohibits “ ‘cruel treatment and

the international Geneva Convention; and they could be held

torture’ and ‘[o]utrages upon personal dignity, in particular,

indefinitely. The order gave the president absolute power to

humiliating and degrading treatment.’ ”
The George w. Bush administration determined that the
Geneva Conventions (which include the original 1949
Geneva Convention, plus other treaties and protocols) did

designate enemy combatants of the United States and to set
his own definitions of torture and coercion. He effectively
gave himself the power to create military commissions without consulting Congress.

not apply to “enemy combatants” detained at the Guan-

while there are Americans who believe suspected terrorists

tanamo Bay facility in Cuba, which sparked much contro-

in U.S. custody should be tried in the U.S. federal court sys-

versy surrounding the treatment of Taliban and Al Qaeda

tem, there are also many who believe that these suspected

prisoners of war.

criminals should not be offered legal protection under the

sources:

9/11 Families for a Safe & Strong America collected signa-

History News Network. “what is the Geneva Convention?”

tures for a 2009 letter to President obama that states that

http://hnn.us/articles/586.html

none of the 9/11 conspirators were informed of their Miranda

Constitution of a nation they have condemned. The group

Congressional research Service. “overview and Analysis of Senate

rights before detention, and that they, therefore, cannot be

Amendment Concerning Interrogation of Detainees.”

considered common criminals. The letter states, “The public

http://fpc.state.gov/documents/organization/56860.pdf

has a right to know that prosecuting the 9/11 conspirators in
federal courts will result in a plethora of legal and procedural

miranda rights
Miranda rights are police warnings given to criminal suspects
in the United States to inform them of their Constitutional
rights to remain silent and to have counsel present during
interrogation. If a law enforcement officer does not recite

problems that will severely limit or even jeopardize the successful prosecution of their cases. ordinary criminal trials do
not allow for the exigencies associated with combatants
captured in war, in which evidence is not collected with CSItype chain-of-custody standards.”
sources:

Miranda rights to an individual taken into custody, that individual’s statements may not be used as evidence to incriminate him or her in a criminal trial. Much controversy exists

American Civil Liberties Union. “Military Commissions Act of 2006.”
http://www.aclu.org/national-security/military-commissions-act-2006

over whether Miranda rights should be extended to prison-

Center for Constitutional rights. “Factsheet: Military Commissions.”

ers of war and suspected terrorists — including those who

http://ccrjustice.org/learn-more/faqs/factsheet%3A-military-

are U.S. citizens.

commissions
9/11 Families for a Safe & Strong America. “9/11 Families Back Military

sources:

Trials in Letter to President obama.”

oyez: U.S. Supreme Court Media. “Miranda v. Arizona.”

http://www.911familiesforamerica.org/?p=1966

http://www.oyez.org/cases/1960-1969/1965/1965_759
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Supreme Court ruling in Hamdan v. Rumsfeld.
Photo courtesy of “The oath”

HaMdan v. RuMsFeLd
This landmark 2006 Supreme Court case challenged the authority of the president to create military commissions without consulting Congress.
Salim Hamdan was captured by Afghan forces in 2001 and

had been authorized by Congress and was therefore not un-

imprisoned at the detention center in Guantanamo Bay by

constitutional.

the U.S. military for his employment as the driver of osama
bin Laden. According to the oyez Project, Hamdan filed a
petition for a writ of habeas corpus in federal district court
to challenge his detention. However, before the district court
had ruled on the petition, he received a hearing from a military tribunal and was designated an “enemy combatant.”

The Supreme Court, in a 5-to-3 decision authored by Justice
John Paul Stevens, held that the president’s creation of this
sort of military commission was unconstitutional and failed
to comply with the ordinary laws of the United States and
the laws of war. According to the oyez Project, the Geneva
Convention, as a part of the ordinary laws of war, could

The Circuit Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia

therefore be enforced by the Supreme Court, along with the

found that the Geneva Convention could not be enforced in

statutory Uniform Code of Military Justice. Hamdan’s trial

federal court and that the establishment of military tribunals

was, therefore, deemed illegal.
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The Military Commissions Act of 2006 was passed by Congress in response to the Supreme Court’s ruling. The act authorized the use of military commissions established by
executive order and also created new legal precepts, including the concept that material support for terrorism was

sources:
American Civil Liberties Union. “President obama Signs Military
Commissions Changes Into Law.”
http://www.aclu.org/national-security/president-obama-signs-militarycommissions-changes-law

itself a war crime.
Center for Constitutional rights. “Factsheet: Military Commissions.”

sources:

http://ccrjustice.org/learn-more/faqs/factsheet%3A-military-

oyez: U.S. Supreme Court Media. “Hamdan v. Rumsfeld.””

commissions

http://www.oyez.org/cases/2000-2009/2005/2005_05_184

the diaLOgue COmmittee: a gOVernment
miLitary COmmissiOns aCt Of 2006

re-eduCatiOn PrOgram fOr Jihadis

Passed in direct response to the Hamdan v. Rumsfeld case,

The Dialogue Committee is a Yemeni government re-educa-

the Military Commissions Act of 2006 overturned the

tion program for imprisoned jihadis in Yemen that was initi-

Supreme Court’s decision and created a new law that al-

ated in 2002 and led by judge Hamoud al-Hitar. Yemeni

lowed the government to file fresh charges against Hamdan.

officials created the program with the idea that engaging in

According to the Center For Constitutional rights, Congress

theological dialogue with prisoners would correct their be-

authorized the use of military commissions established by

liefs and cause released inmates to reject violent jihad. Ji-

presidential order, while also suspending the right to habeas

hadis released from the program agreed not to battle the

corpus, creating a broad definition of "unlawful enemy com-

government, not to use Yemen as a base for foreign opera-

batant," granting U.S. officials immunity for abuse and tor-

tions and not to kill foreigners. The released jihadis were also

ture, permitting the use of secret evidence and allowing the

offered government assistance with job placement.

use of statements obtained through coercion in prosecu-

The effectiveness of the Dialogue Committee was debatable.

tions. Hamdan was the first person to stand trial under the

while the program seems to have been effective in many

Military Commissions Act of 2006.

cases, including that of Abu Jandal, some former prisoners

After Hamdan’s trial, President Barack obama signed into

have returned to violence. The program was shut down in

law the Military Commissions Act of 2009, which was an at-

2005, but U.S. counterterrorism officials are pressuring

tempt to reform the military commissions system created

Yemeni authorities to restart the program for detainees re-

under the Bush administration. while the new system offers

turning from Guantanamo Bay, as nearly half of the current

detainees greater due process rights, it still contains provi-

detainees are from Yemen. A center for the program’s pur-

sions that fall short of providing detainees access to a trial in

poses was under construction, and the United States gov-

civilian courts. The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)

ernment would like to see the facility finished, but Ali

states that the new commissions under obama remain “a

Abdullah Saleh, president of Yemen, refuses to continue

second class system of justice.” Jameel Jaffer, director of the

construction work without U.S. funds.

ACLU National Security Project, writes, “The commissions
remain not only illegal but unnecessary — the federal courts
have proven themselves capable of handling complex ter-

sources:
Seifert, Katherine. “Can Jihadis Be rehabilitated?” The Middle East

rorism cases while protecting both the government’s na-

Quarterly 17, No. 2 (Spring 2010).

tional security interests and the defendants’ rights to a fair

http://www.meforum.org/2660/can-jihadis-be-rehabilitated

trial."
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Selected People Featured in The Oath
salim hamdan (a.k.a. saqr al-Jedawi)
Born in 1970, Salim Hamdan was a 26-year-old struggling
part-time taxi driver in Sana’a, Yemen, when he was
recruited for jihad in 1996.
Hamdan and some 35 other jihadis traveled from Jalalabad,
Afghanistan toward Tajikistan, but they were turned away
at the border and, at the suggestion of one of the men in
the group, went to see osama bin Laden. The group stayed
at bin Laden’s home, where he preached to them about
ejecting the United States from Arab countries. About half
of the group decided to stay and work for bin Laden.
Among these men were Hamdan, also known as Saqr alJedawi, and Nasser al-Bahri, who went by the name Abu
Jandal.
Salim Hamdan in Guantanamo courtroom
Drawing courtesy of Janet Hamlin

The two men had become close; Hamdan, who had only a
fourth grade education and modest aspirations, especially
admired the more sophisticated, well-educated al-Bahri. In 1999, at the request and with the support of bin Laden, the two married
Yemeni sisters. They both soon conceived children with their wives.

In 2000, al-Bahri was rounded up and imprisoned by the Yemeni government in response to the attack on the U.S.S. Cole. Hamdan
continued to work as bin Laden’s driver until November 2001. with the U.S. attack on Afghanistan well underway, Hamdan feared
for his family’s safety, so he relocated his wife and children to Pakistan. on the drive back, he was apprehended near the Pakistan
border by Afghan warlords who turned him over to U.S. officials for a $5,000 bounty.
The U.S. officials identified Hamdan as an associate of bin Laden’s and, after detaining him in U.S. prison camps in Bagram and
Kandahar for six months, sent him to Guantanamo in May 2002.
Prosecutors argued that he was an Al Qaeda member and devotee of bin Laden’s and claimed he had been carrying missiles when
he was apprehended.
Hamdan and his defense team argued that he was a low-level employee collecting a paycheck, that he had no terrorist ambitions
and that the missiles in the borrowed car were not his.
In 2006, Hamdan was at the center of a milestone Supreme Court case, Hamdan v. rumsfeld, that found the planned military
commissions in violation of international law.
In 2008, he became the first person in decades to face an American war crimes trial. He was charged with conspiring to commit
terrorism and materially aiding terrorists, the latter having been classified as a war crime following the Hamdan v. Rumsfeld decision
in 2006. Hamdan was found guilty of only the latter charge and was sentenced to a total of 66 months in prison, 61 of which he
had already served.
Hamdan was reunited with his family in January 2009.

sources:
Mahler, Jonathan. “The Bush Administration vs. Salim Hamdan.” The New

The New York Times. “Times Topics: Salim Ahmed Hamdan.”

York Times, 8 January 2006.

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/h/salim_ah

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/08/magazine/08yemen.html?ei=5088 med_hamdan/index.html?scp=1&en=0a4698b2c80a9a03&ex=1294376400&partner=rssnyt&emc=rss&pa
gewanted=all

spot&sq=%22salim%20hamdan%22&st=cse
CNN. “bin Laden Driver Could Be Held by U.S. After Sentence.”
http://www.cnn.com/2008/CrIMe/08/07/hamdan.trial/index.html
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nasser al-bahri (a.k.a. abu Jandal)
In 1994, Saudi Arabian born Nasser alBahri snuck out of his father’s home to
travel to Bosnia and commit himself to
jihad. There he was given the name
Abu Jandal, or “the killer.”
Abu Jandal fought in both Bosnia and
Somalia
before
coming
to
Afghanistan, where he first came into
contact with osama bin Laden. He
underwent
seven
months
of
instruction and became devoted to
educating himself. eventually he was
admitted to bin Laden’s inner circle as
bin Laden’s bodyguard. reportedly,
taking on that position meant that he
pledged to kill bin Laden himself
before letting his boss be captured.
In 2000, in the wake of the bombing of the U.S.S. Cole in the Yemeni harbor of Aden, al-Bahri was among the dozens of jihadis
rounded up by the Yemeni government — under pressure from the American government to fight Al Qaeda — and imprisoned. He
learned of the September 11, 2001 attacks while in prison. He was interrogated by the FBI beginning six days after the 9/11 attacks.
In prison, al-Bahri participated in the Dialogue Committee rehabilitation program intended to reform former jihadis. After 22 months
in custody he was released, and, according to a Pulitzer Center article by François-Xavier Trégan, since his release he has devoted
himself to re-educating “those wayward crusaders who have been blindly recruited onto the battlefields by the ‘orators.’ ”

sources:
Ghosh, Bobby. “After waterboarding: How to Make Terrorists Talk?” TIME, 8 June 2009.
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1901491,00.html#ixzz0tr3VsdBB
Pulitzer Center. “Abu Jandal, In the Name of Jihad.”
http://pulitzercenter.typepad.com/untold_stories/2009/02/abu-jandal-in-the-name-of-jihad.html/
why war? “Transcript: bin Laden's Former ‘Bodyguard’ Interviewed on Al-Qa’ida Strategies.”
http://www.why-war.com/news/2004/08/03/binladin.html
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Lawrence morris
Army lawyer Lawrence Morris, chief
prosecutor of the Guantanamo military
commissions, was instrumental in establishing
the rules and regulations of trying suspected
terrorists held in custody there. A graduate of
Marquette University Law School in
Milwaukee who had been in active service
since 1982, Morris served as the Army’s chief
of criminal law following the attacks of
September 11, 2001, leading the team tasked
with developing strategies for trying suspects
by military commission. He was tapped for
the chief prosecutor position at Guantanamo
in 2007.
The military commission procedure was
harshly criticized by human rights advocates
and other groups, including the American Bar
Association. Several military prosecutors
resigned from their positions to protest the
strategy.
It was reported last year that Morris would retire from active duty and would be replaced as chief prosecutor by John Murphy, a
captain in the U.S. Navy reserve.

sources:
Diedrich, John. “Marquette Grad to Prosecute at Guantanamo.” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, 2 April 2008.
http://www.jsonline.com/news/milwaukee/29395914.html
AlterNet. “Breaking: New Chief Prosecutor Tapped For Military Commissions At Guantanamo.”
http://www.alternet.org/rights/139842/breaking:_new_chief_prosecutor_tapped_for_military_commissions_at_guantanamo/
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Charles swift
In 2003, Navy lawyer Charles Swift was assigned
to represent Hamdan and to have him plead guilty
to war crimes charges. Swift believed the tribunal
system was unethical and fought for Hamdan’s
rights instead, ultimately taking the case to the
Supreme Court and changing the way
Guantanamo inmates were tried.
Swift graduated from the Naval Academy in 1984
and for seven years served aboard a series of
different ships before leaving the service to earn
a law degree at Seattle University. He later
returned to the Navy, where he served as both
prosecutor and defender.
Two weeks after the Supreme Court decision in
2006, Swift was told that he’d been passed over
for promotion for a second time, and that under
the Navy’s “up or out” policy, he would have to
retire when he reached 20 years of service in
2007.
Swift was one of several Guantanamo defenders
eventually forced out of military service, but he
told NPr that he did not believe the decision was
retaliatory. “In taking the Hamdan case,” he told
NPr reporter Nina Totenberg in an interview, “I took myself out of the normal progression path.”

sources:
All Things Considered. “Detainees' Military Lawyer Forced out of Service.”
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=6256039
Association of Graduates. “Lieutenant Commander Charles D. Swift.”
http://www.aogusma.org/soc/southfl/swiftbio.htm
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Immediately after the film, you may want to give people a
few quiet moments to reflect on what they have seen. If
the mood seems tense, you can pose a general question
and give people some time to themselves to jot down or
think about their answers before opening the discussion.
Unless you think participants are so uncomfortable that
they can’t engage until they have had a break, don’t encourage people to leave the room between the film and
the discussion. If you save your break for an appropriate
moment during the discussion, you won’t lose the feeling
of the film as you begin your dialogue.
One way to get a discussion going is to pose a general
question such as:
•

if you could ask anyone in the film a single question,
who would it be and what would you ask him or her?

•

what did you learn from this film? what insights did
it provide?

•

describe a moment or scene in the film that you
found particularly disturbing, moving or thoughtprovoking. what was it about that scene that was

Abu Jandal’s son Habeeb.
Photo courtesy of “The oath”

especially compelling for you?
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Laws, trials and Justice
•

when the Supreme Court struck down the original

charges under which Salim Hamdan was detained, Congress

Abu Jandal’s descriptions of their encounters? what lessons
did you take away from Hamdan’s description of his own interrogation?

stepped in to create a new law under which he could be

•

The Yemeni government released Jandal from prison

tried. Beyond the immediate impact on Hamdan and his

under a program that used theological dialogue and sug-

case, what are the potential long-term implications of creat-

gested that Yemen was the fulfillment of the desire for a true

ing laws after the fact and using them to try people?

Islamic state. Compare and contrast this rehabilitative ap-

•

The United States prohibited cameras in the courtroom

for Hamdan’s trial. what are the pros and cons of allowing
cameras in this type of legal proceeding?
•

Hamdan says, “I would like justice. Nothing else.” In

your view, what would justice look like in this situation?
•

proach with the more punitive approaches to detention that
are common in the United States. From what you see of Abu
Jandal in the film, do you think the Yemeni approach is
sound? why or why not?
•

when Abu Jandal was released, the Yemeni govern-

ment provided him money to buy a taxi. why? what is the

The attorneys involved in the Hamdan case express dif-

relationship between economic security and the likelihood

fering views of whether the trial was fair. The defense calls

that people will be attracted to extremist thinking? what do

the entire process “deficient” and “fundamentally flawed,”

the prisons in your state provide inmates who are being re-

while the prosecution argues that acquittal on some charges

leased back into the community? How well is the commu-

provides evidence of a just system. which of these argu-

nity served by that policy?

ments, if any, do you find convincing? why?
•

Hamdan’s wife is barred from attending the trial. Do de-

fendants have a right to have family members present? Do

al Qaeda

family members have a right to attend their loved ones’ tri-

•

what is the significance of the film’s title?

•

The following is the oath taken by Al Qaeda members:

als? Under which circumstances might it be appropriate to
bar family members and under which circumstances should

I pledge to God to assist and support,

they be permitted to attend?
•

regardless of my own self-interest or reasoning,

There is no question that Hamdan served as osama bin

regardless of my own well-being;

Laden’s driver, but there are many questions about where

and not to challenge the leadership.

that position placed him in the Al Qaeda hierarchy. In your
view, does one have to be a decision maker, commander or

what do you learn about Al Qaeda’s worldview from this

operative who commits an act of terrorism to be guilty of

oath? Can you think of other times or places where leaders

war crimes, or does mere membership in an organization

have asked followers to make similar commitments?

that carried out a terrorist attack make one a war criminal?

•

•

The obama administration has promised to close the

States in particular. How would you characterize the differ-

detention center at Guantanamo Bay. Did anything in the

ences between Abu Jandal’s value system and what he per-

film inform your thinking regarding that policy decision?

ceives to be the value system of the United States?

•

•

Appearing at a Congressional hearing, Ali Soufan, the

man who interrogated Abu Jandal, testifies against “en-

Describe Abu Jandal’s view of the west and the United

In a holiday address to his followers, osama bin Laden

says, “The pleasures of this life are nothing compared to

hanced interrogation” techniques. what is your reaction to

those of the afterlife . . . If you do not mobilize, you will be re-

learning that Soufan read Abu Jandal his Miranda rights

placed by other people . . . God called us to jihad against the

every day? with regard to U.S. policies governing interro-

Americans and their allies. o Almighty God, we plead with

gation, what lessons did you take away from Soufan’s and

You to make us steadfast along this path so You will be
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Interrogation document.
Photo courtesy of “The oath”

pleased with us when we meet You.” In your view, what
function does bin Laden’s view of the afterlife play in his ability to inspire his followers? why is the afterlife so prominent
in his theology? How does his vision of the afterlife compare
with your own ideas about it?

peaceful means to achieve its goals? If politics cannot be

Abu Jandal meets with a group of young men (his “stu-

part of Al Qaeda’s future, what are its options and what op-

dents”) throughout the film. If you could speak to these

tions do others in the world have for responding to the or-

young men, what questions would you ask them?

ganization’s demands?

•

•

one of Abu Jandal’s students questions him about Al

Qaeda’s future, asking, “Is there a chance that Al Qaeda

•

How is it that Abu Jandal was surprised to find out that

his Al Qaeda brothers were responsible for the attacks of

could become part of the political game, especially if its ide-

September 11, 2001? Do you think he really was surprised? If

ology is the hope of the Islamic nation?” Abu Jandal re-

so, what does his surprise tell you about Al Qaeda and the

sponds, “If you stay on the battlefield [as opposed to

role that it plays in its members’ lives?

entering politics], then a soldier can kill a king.” what does

•

this answer suggest about how Al Qaeda sees itself in terms

“we believed that guns were the only solution.” when do you

of the world’s powers? what does it say about the possibil-

believe armed resistance is appropriate or reasonable and

ity that Al Qaeda could, at some point, be motivated to use

when is it a mistake?
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A young man meets with Abu Jandal.
Photo courtesy of “The oath”

abu Jandal
•

As a condition of his release from prison, Abu Jandal

pledged not to support jihad. Based on what you see in the
film, do you think he is fulfilling that pledge? why or why

you think Abu Jandal knows himself well? why or why not?

not?
•
•

what words would you use to describe Abu Jandal as

a father? Are his interactions with his son familiar to you?
Are they similar to or different from your own interactions
with family members?
•

Abu Jandal believes that he is a skilled reader of peo-

ple. what evidence do you see that either confirms or contradicts that belief?
•

Like any good public speaking instructor, Abu Jandal

suggests that people respond better to appeals to their
emotions than they do to dry requests. But the example he
uses (saying “women were raped” rather than “God willing,
Islam will prevail”) is one likely to provoke fear and anger.
How do these particular emotions serve the interests of an
Islamist (i.e., an Islamic fundamentalist)?
•

when Abu Jandal sends his son to purchase British gin-

Abu Jandal says, “If you want to comprehend people,

ger juice, a young student wonders aloud whether it is a be-

you need to know yourself first. what do you want, what are

trayal of the cause to buy western-made goods. Abu Jandal

you interested in, what makes you angry.” Do you agree that

responds, “It’s true, these westerners are infidels, but they

self-awareness is a prerequisite to understanding others? Do

make things with sincerity and conscience. our [Yemeni]
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manufacturers are sons of dogs and cheaters.” what do you
make of that?
•

Abu Jandal’s students wonder if they should fear the

Yemeni government because they are associated with Abu
Jandal, a former Al Qaeda member. In response, Abu Jandal
suggests that he has not advocated for anything outside the
mainstream, asking them, “what do I teach you?” what
does he teach them? How would you describe his lessons?
•

Abu Jandal justifies his new role outside of Al Qaeda

by saying that Islam needs more than soldiers. He also says
that he uses a pen instead of a gun and urges young men to
become educated. In your view, is Abu Jandal still a danger? why or why not? Is he now in a better or worse position to spread resistance against the western incursion that
he fears?
•

If you could talk with Abu Jandal and Hamdan, what

would you say to them?

media analysis
•

How would you describe your impression of Al Qaeda

or its members before you viewed the film? on what
sources of information did you rely to develop those ideas?
How did the film confirm or challenge the information in
those sources?
•

Hamdan in the press.
Photo courtesy of “The oath”

In the Al Arabiya interview, the host asks Abu Jandal

how he was “recruited.” He says he “volunteered.” why do
you think the distinction is important to him? what difference does word choice make? Can you think of other examples of words that are contested in media coverage of the
Middle east, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan or U.S. policy
in the aftermath of 9/11?
•

what do you learn from the film about the detention

center at Guantanamo Bay and the people detained there?
Consider both the images that filmmaker Laura Poitras provides and the events and people she includes.
•

As a documentary filmmaker exploring an exception-

• Abu Jandal says things on camera that are central to the
story, but later requests that his comments be deleted. what
obligation does a journalist have to accede to subjects’ requests?
• The film includes excerpts of speeches by osama bin
Laden. This provides viewers with insight into Al Qaeda’s
ideology and follows good journalistic practice of letting
people speak for themselves, but it also provides a controversial group and its leader media attention and an oppor-

ally volatile issue, Poitras had to make several difficult deci-

tunity to spread its ideas to a broad audience. How would

sions in the realm of journalistic ethics. If you had been in her

you balance the benefits and drawbacks of showing the

shoes, how would you have acted in the following situations,

worldview of Al Qaeda in a documentary film?

and why?:
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•

Abu Jandal.
Photo courtesy of “The oath”

Convene a teach-in on the potential unintended con-

sequences of the USA Patriot Act and the provision that
Congress created to declare providing material support to
terrorists a war crime. Ask presenters to pay special attention to how people or organizations are labeled “terrorist”

•

and the potential for the law to be used against anyone who

derstanding between people of various faith traditions in

disagrees with U.S. foreign or military policies. weigh those

your community.

concerns against the contribution the law makes to Ameri-

•

can security.

know what you think should happen to the prisoners cur-

•

rently being held in the detention center at Guantanamo

Compare U.S. coverage of any of the issues raised in

The oath with coverage from other news sources, including

Start an interfaith exchange designed to enhance un-

Contact your elected representatives and let them

Bay.

Arab news sources such as Al Arabiya or Al Jazeera, online
sources (e.g., AlterNet) and international sources (e.g., the
BBC). Find ways to share what you learn about how differences in perspective color the choice and presentation of information.
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FILM-RELATED WEB SITES

What’s Your POV?
Share your thoughts about The Oath
by posting a comment on the POV Blog

ORIgInAL OnLInE COnTEnT On

www.pbs.org/pov/blog or send an email to pbs@pov.org.

POV InTERACTIVE (WWW.PBS.ORg/POV)
POV’s The Oath companion website
www.pbs.org/pov/oath

Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda

To further enhance the broadcast, POV has produced an interactive website to enable viewers to explore the film in

COUnCIL On FOREIgn RELATIOnS.

greater depth. The companion website to the Oath offers a

“PROFILE: OSAMA BIn LADEn.”

streaming video trailer for the film; an interview with film-

www.cfr.org

maker Laura Poitras; a list of related websites, organizations

A brief dossier on osama bin Laden compiled by the Coun-

and books; a downloadable discussion guide; and the fol-

cil on Foreign relations covers his history, family, ideology,

lowing special features:

backing, authority, attitude toward the United States, movements and connection to Iraq.

•

Background information;

•

Additional video;

•

reactions to the film; and

www.cfr.orgl

•

Live chat with Laura Poitras.

A succinct profile of Al Qaeda compiled by the Council on

.

film-related Links

COUnCIL On FOREIgn RELATIOnS. “AL QAEDA.”

Foreign relations covers the network’s origins, leaders,
structure, allies and major attacks.

The New YOrk Times. “TIMES TOPICS: AL QAEDA.”
ThE OATh

www.nytimes.com

www.theoathmovie.com
This page serves as a helpful clearinghouse of documents
The oath’s official site includes a trailer, reviews and infor-

and articles on Al Qaeda from The New York Times and

mation about the film and filmmakers.

other sources.

Time. “ThE MOST WAnTED MAn In ThE WORLD.”
www.time.com
This rigorously reported profile of osama bin Laden was
published shortly after the September 11, 2001 attacks. (September 24, 2001)
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bOOks:

The New YOrk Times maGaziNe. “IS YEMEn ThE

The COmmissiON: whaT we DiDN’T kNOw

nExT AFghAnISTAn?”

abOuT 9/11 (NeW YORK: TWeLve, 2008)

www.nytimes.com

New York Times reporter Philip Shenon reveals startling details about the 9/11 investigation and tells the inside story of
the federal commission proceedings.

In this ambitious feature in The New York Times Magazine,
robert F. worth shows how poverty, corruption, distrust of
government and military opportunity have combined to
make this struggling Middle eastern country a hotbed for ji-

GhOsT wars: The seCreT hisTOrY Of The Cia,

hadis and Al Qaeda. (July 6, 2010)

afGhaNisTaN, aND biN LaDeN, frOm The sOvieT

bOOks:

iNvasiON TO sepTember 10, 2001
(NeW YORK: PeNGUIN PReSS, 2004)
Steve Coll reveals startling details of the CIA’s involvement
in the evolution of the Taliban and Al Qaeda in the years
prior to the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks.

The biN LaDeNs: aN arabiaN famiLY iN The ameriCaN CeNTurY (NeW YORK: PeNGUIN PReSS, 2008)
Steve Coll tells the story of the rise and fall of the bin Laden
family, shedding new light on osama bin Laden’s family circle.

Osama: The makiNG Of a TerrOrisT
(NeW YORK: KNOPF, 2004)
Jonathan randal’s biography of bin Laden presents a history
of the contemporary jihadi movement, from its roots in
Afghanistan in the 1980s through the September 11, 2001 attacks and beyond.

The LOOmiNG TOwer: aL QaeDa aND The rOaD
TO 9/11 (NeW YORK: ALFReD A. KNOPF, 2006)
For this Pulitzer Prize-winning book, Lawrence wright conducted more than 500 interviews with everyone from
friends of bin Laden to an Al Jazeera reporter to white

al Qaeda and yemen

House counterterrorism chief richard A. Clarke. The result
is a comprehensive examination of the events of September

BBC. “YEMEn COUnTRY PROFILE.”

11, 2001 that is both personal and historical.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/
This BBC profile provides basic information about Yemen,
its culture, its leaders and its media.

aN eND TO aL QaeDa: DesTrOYiNG biN LaDeN’s
JihaD aND resTOriNG ameriCa’s hONOr
(NeW YORK: ST. MARTIN’S PReSS, 2010)

COUnCIL On FOREIgn RELATIOnS.

Intelligence veteran Malcolm Nance proposes a dramatic

“ISLAMIST RADICALISM In YEMEn.”

shift in efforts to eliminate Al Qaeda, including exposing its

www.cfr.org

mission to seize control of Islam.

This recently compiled Council on Foreign relations backgrounder includes information on Yemen’s internal challenges, relations with Al Qaeda and local terrorist networks
and counterterrorism efforts.
SABA nEWS AgEnCY
www.sabanews.net
Yemen’s state-run, english-language news agency covers
news of local and international interest.
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Hamdan v. Rumsfeld

The New YOrk review Of bOOks. “WhY ThE
COURT SAID nO.”

hamDaN v. rumsfeLD PETITIOn
www.globalsecurity.org
These documents are from the lawsuit in which Salim Ham-

www.nybooks.com
David Cole, professor of law at Georgetown University Law
Center analyzes Hamdan v. Rumsfeld. (August 10, 2006)

dan challenged the lawfulness of Secretary of Defense Donald rumsfeld’s plan to try him for alleged war crimes before
a military commission convened under special orders by
President George w. Bush rather than before a court-martial

guantanamo/interrogation/
military Commissions

convened under the Uniform Code of Military Justice. The
government moved to dismiss — that motion was denied.

hUMAn RIghTS WATCh. “gUAnTAnAMO.”
www.hrw.org

U.S. DEPARTMEnT OF DEFEnSE.

Human rights watch’s portal for information about Guan-

“uNiTeD sTaTes Of ameriCa v. hamDaN.”

tanamo includes up-to-date reports, news releases and com-

www.defense.gov

mentaries.

See

also

the

group’s

portal

on

military

This summary of charges is provided by the U.S. Department

commissions: http://www.hrw.org/en/category/topic/coun-

of Defense.

terterrorism/guantanamo-military-commissions and deten-

U.S. DEPARTMEnT OF DEFEnSE.

topic/counterterrorism/detention-without-trial

tion

without

trial:

http://www.hrw.org/en/category/

“SALIM AhMED hAMDAn.”
www.defense.gov
These transcripts of testimony and exhibits are provided by
the U.S. Department of Defense.

AMnESTY InTERnATIOnAL. “gUAnTAnAMO, BAgRAM
AnD ILLEgAL U.S. DETEnTIOnS.”
www.amnestyusa.org
Amnesty International gathers background information, re-

The New YOrk Times. “MULTIMEDIA PRESEnTATIOn:

ports and action steps related to Guantanamo and illegal de-

hAMDAn V. RUMSFELD.”

tentions.

www.nytimes.com
The New York Times offers audio recording from the March
28, 2006 Supreme Court hearing on the government’s plans
to try Hamdan before a military commission.

The New YOrk Times. “TIMES TOPICS: gUAnTánAMO
BAY nAVAL BASE (CUBA).”
www.nytimes.com
This helpful clearinghouse organizes documents and articles

hamDaN v. rumsfeLD

from The New York Times and other sources related to the

www.hamdanvrumsfeld.com

naval base at Guantanamo.

This complete site gathers briefs, decisions and news of the
landmark case.

The New YOrk Times. “TIMES TOPICS: MILITARY
COMMISSIOnS.”

The New YOrk Times.

www.nytimes.com

“TIMES TOPICS: SALIM AhMED hAMDAn.”

This is another helpful clearinghouse of documents and arti-

www.nytimes.com

cles from The New York Times and other sources, in this case

This pages serves as a helpful clearinghouse for documents

on military commissions.

and articles from The New York Times and other sources related to Hamdan.
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The New YOrker. “CAMP JUSTICE.”

The New YOrk Times.

www.newyorker.com

“MEDIA SEEk LOOSER gUAnTánAMO RULES.”

Jeffrey Toobin examines just one of several factors that

www.nytimes.com

complicate the proposed closing of Guantanamo. (April 14,

Jeremy w. Peters reports that a coalition of news organiza-

2008)

tions has demanded that the Pentagon relax restrictions on
what can be revealed about Guantanamo. (July 20, 2010)

The New YOrk Times. “gUAnTánAMO DRIVES
PRISOnERS InSAnE, LAWYERS SAY.”
www.nytimes.com

bOOks:
eNemY COmbaTaNT: mY imprisONmeNT aT

william Glaberson reports that Hamdan’s lawyers claim he

GuaNTaNamO, baGram aND kaNDahar

was driven insane by spending 22 hours a day in solitary

(NeW YORK: NeW PReSS, 2006)

confinement, and therefore he cannot prepare for or receive

Moazzam Begg, writing with Victoria Brittain, tells of his ab-

a fair trial. (April 26, 2008)

duction by U.S. forces and detainment by U.S. forces at

The New YOrker. “hELLhOLE.”
www.newyorker.com

Guantanamo and elsewhere. A British Muslim of Pakistani
descent, Begg also writes about what led him to become involved with Islamic political causes.

The United States holds tens of thousands of inmates in
long-term solitary confinement. Is this torture? Atul

GuaNTaNamO aND The abuse Of presiDeNTiaL

Gawande considers the issue. (March 30, 2009)

pOwer (NeW YORK: SIMON & SChUSTeR, 2006)

The New YOrker. “InSIDE ThE WIRE.”
www.newyorker.com

Author Joseph Margulies was the lead attorney in the landmark Supreme Court case rasul v. Bush, which established
that the U.S. court system has the authority to decide

Jeffrey Toobin profiles the appointed lead defense counsel

whether non-U.S. citizens held at Guantanamo Bay are

in the trials by military tribunal of the detainees at Guan-

wrongfully imprisoned. He criticizes the actions of the U.S.

tanamo Bay, analyzing the George w. Bush administration’s

government, writing that Guantanamo and similar extrater-

approach to trying war criminals and “the place of the rule of

ritorial detention centers have become “prisons beyond the

law in this new kind of war.” (February 9, 2004)

law,” where officials defy the guidelines set out in the Geneva
Conventions, holding prisoners indefinitely and in solitary

The New YOrk review Of bOOks.

confinement without access to counsel. Margulies bases his

“OFFICIAL AMERICAn SADISM.”

reporting on firsthand accounts from both military personnel

www.nybooks.com/

and prisoners.

Anthony Lewis looks at the American military’s questionable
treatment of political prisoners under the Bush administration. (September 25, 2008)

The New YOrk review Of bOOks.
“ThE PRISOnERS SPEAk.”
www.nybooks.com
Jonathan raban reviews three accounts of treatment of prisoners in Guantanamo. (october 5, 2006)

© American Documentary, Inc.

abu ghraib
The New YOrker. “TORTURE AT ABU ghRAIB.”
www.newyorker.com
American soldiers brutalized Iraqis. How far up does the responsibility go? Seymour M. Hersh discusses the atrocities
at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq — and who is ultimately responsible. (May 10, 2004)
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SALOn.COM. “ThE ABU ghRAIB FILES.”

from nPr and Pbs

www.salon.com

nPr:

Salon.com presents an archive of 279 photos and 19 videos
of Abu Ghraib abuse gathered by the Army’s Criminal In-

mOrNiNG eDiTiON. “gUAnTAnAMO TRIAL TO BEgIn

vestigation Command (CID), as well as information drawn

FOR YOUngEST PRISOnER.”

from CID’s timeline of events. essays and analysis by a team

www.npr.org

of writers are also featured. (March 14, 2006)

The washiNGTON pOsT. “ABU ghRAIB TACTICS
WERE FIRST USED AT gUAnTAnAMO.”
www.washingtonpost.com

Preparations are under way at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, for
the first military tribunal under the obama administration.
omar Khadr was captured in Afghanistan and brought to
Guantanamo eight years earlier, when he was just 15 years
old. Karen Greenberg, author of The Least worst Place:

Josh white reveals that the practices that shocked the world

Guantanamo’s First 100 Days, talks to renee Montagne

when they were discovered at Abu Ghraib were approved

about Khadr. (August 10, 2010)

by Secretary of Defense Donald rumsfeld as part of a special interrogation plan aimed at breaking down an alleged

mOrNiNG eDiTiON. “FREE FROM gUAnTAnAMO,

conspirator in the September 11, 2001 attacks. (July 14, 2005)

hE SEEkS AFghAn OFFICE.”

bOOks:

www.npr.org

TOrTure aND TruTh: ameriCa, abu Ghraib,
aND The war ON TerrOr
(NeW YORK: NeW YORK RevIeW BOOKS, 2004)

Izatullah Nusrat, a 42-year-old village elder from a town near
Kabul, was held in Guantanamo for five years before authorities decided he wasn’t a threat. Now he’s running for
the Afghan parliament. (August 10, 2010)

This hefty 580-page book takes as its starting point essays
that Mark Danner, a New Yorker staff writer, wrote for The

aLL ThiNGs CONsiDereD. “LITTLE PROgRESS On

New York review of Books just after the Abu Ghraib photo-

CLOSIng gUAnTAnAMO AS TRIALS START.”

graphs came to light in 2004. Danner goes behind the im-

www.npr.org

ages of abuse that shocked the world to the leadership and

Progress toward making President obama’s pledge to close

policy decisions that allowed them.

abu Ghraib: The pOLiTiCs Of TOrTure
(BeRKeLeY: NORTh ATLANTIC BOOKS, 2004)

Guantanamo a reality is slow. More than 60 prisoners have
been relocated since he took office, but politicians on both
sides of the aisle have objected to bringing any to American
soil, and more than 100 are still being held. (August 10, 2010)

This collection of essays from nine prominent thinkers examines the Abu Ghraib scandal from different perspectives.

TaLk Of The NaTiON. “ThE gROWIng POWER OF AL-

Social critic and feminist Barbara ehrenreich writes about

QAIDA In YEMEn.”

how the images affected her ideas about women in the mil-

www.npr.org

itary; former deputy mayor of Jerusalem Meron Benvenisti

racked by political chaos and tribal feuds, Yemen is one of

considers refugees and the displaced.

the Middle east’s poorest countries. It is also increasingly fre-

ChaiN Of COmmaND: The rOaD frOm 9/11 TO abu
Ghraib (NeW YORK: hARPeRCOLLINS, 2004)

quently a base of operations for Al Qaeda propaganda and
attacks on the United States and other nations. robert
worth, Beirut bureau chief for The New York Times, talks

New Yorker writer and Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Sey-

about why Yemen may be the next Afghanistan. (July 13,

mour M. Hersh investigates the so-called “war on terror,”

2010)

drawing connections between early mistakes in the hunt for
Al Qaeda, troubles on the ground in Iraq and the Abu Ghraib
scandal.
© American Documentary, Inc.
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fresh air. “LAURA POITRAS, PUzzLIng OVER A JI-

aLL ThiNGs CONsiDereD. “gUAnTAnAMO JURY

hADI’S JOURnEY.”

gIVES hAMDAn LIghT SEnTEnCE.”

www.npr.org

www.npr.org

Filmmaker Laura Poitras talks about the making of The oath.

A military jury at Guantanamo Bay sentenced bin Laden’s

“what we tried to do in the film was take you into the psy-

driver to five and a half years in prison, making Hamdan eli-

chological mystery of what does this guy [Abu Jandal] be-

gible for release in just six months. (August 7, 2008)

lieve, where does he come from and how is he surviving
now?” she says. “we wanted the audience to be drawn into

aLL ThiNGs CONsiDereD. “ ‘hamDaN v. rumsfeLD’:

his charisma, because this is a guy who ran a guest house

PATh TO A LAnDMARk RULIng.”

[for bin Laden]. And young men seek him out for teaching. .

www.npr.org

. He has this sort of a power, and he actually talks about it —

This radio story provides clear, concise background on the

the art of influencing people.” (June 2, 2010)

landmark case. (September 5, 2006)

aLL ThiNGs CONsiDereD. “U.S. DILEMMA: YEMEnI DETAInEES AT gUAnTAnAMO.”

Pbs:

www.npr.org
A disproportionate number of Guantanamo detainees hail
from Yemen. Presidents Bush and obama have both sought

pOv. “mY COuNTrY, mY COuNTrY.”
www.pbs.org/pov/mycountry

to release these men to Yemen, but officials do not believe

Laura Poitras creates an extraordinarily intimate portrait of

they can trust the Yemeni government to monitor and reha-

Iraqis living under U.S. occupation in the first of her three-

bilitate the men as needed. (January 4, 2010)

part series on the post-9/11 United States.

mOrNiNG eDiTiON. “COnDITIOnS In YEMEn RIPE FOR

pbs NewshOur. “YEMEn LACkS COUnTERTERROR-

TERRORIST gROUPS.”

ISM RESOURCES TO hALT JIhADISTS.”

www.npr.org

www.pbs.org

The suspect taken into custody for detonating explosives on

As part of a series of reports from Yemen, Margaret warner

an airliner near Detroit apparently told authorities he had

reports on the country’s antiterrorism units on the Arabian

gotten the explosive material from a bomb expert in Yemen.

Peninsula and the impact of military aid from the United

richard Fontaine of the Center for a New American Security

States on the impoverished country’s the fight against Al

talks to Linda wertheimer about deteriorating security in

Qaeda. (March 24, 2010)

Yemen and U.S. efforts to fight terrorism there. The center
develops national security and defense policies that protect
U.S. interests. (December 29, 2009)

pbs NewshOur. “BIn LADEn’S Ex-DRIVER SEnTEnCED TO 5 1/2 YEARS.”
www.pbs.org

mOrNiNG eDiTiON. “AT WhAT COST? MOVIng gUAn-

A military jury sentenced bin Laden’s former driver, Hamdan,

TAnAMO InMATES TO ILL.”

to five and a half years in prison, making him eligible for pa-

www.npr.org

role in six months. (August 7, 2008)

A proposed plan to convert an Illinois prison into a detention center for Guantanamo inmates sparks heated debate.
(December 22, 2009)
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baCkgrOund infOrmatiOn

pbs NewshOur. “gITMO TRIAL BEgInS, BUT QUES-

the war with aL Qaeda

TIOnS LOOM OVER DETAInEE LEgAL PROCESS.”

PBS. “frONTLiNe.”

www.pbs.org
After years of legal delays, the trial of bin Laden’s former
driver began at Guantanamo, marking the first full-scale military tribunal at the base since its opening in 2001. Two legal
experts examine the future of the detainee program. (July

www.pbs.org
The PBS series Frontline has offered a number of programs
related to topics in The oath. A search of its website using
the terms “Al Qaeda,” “Yemen” or “Guantanamo” will provide links to relevant episodes and their related resources.

21, 2008)

NOw. “gUAnTAnAMO JUSTICE?”

musLim OPPOsitiOn tO terrOrism

www.pbs.org
FREE MUSLIMS COALITIOn
NOW looks at a strong blow to the George w. Bush administration’s detainee policy and the military lawyer who dealt

www.freemuslims.org

it. David Brancaccio talks with Charles Swift, whose Supreme

and MUSLIMS AgAInST TERRORISM

Court victory on behalf of his client, a Guantanamo Bay de-

www.m-a-t.org

tainee, successfully challenged the Bush administration’s detainee policy. (August 3, 2007)

the fiLm

These two North American Muslim organizations repudiate
Al Qaeda’s interpretation of Islam.

nOn-western PersPeCtiVes

fresh air. “LAURA POITRAS, PUzzLIng OVER A JIhADI’S JOURnEY.”
www.npr.org
Filmmaker Laura Poitras is interviewed on NPr’s Fresh Air.

AL ARABIYA
www.alarabiya.net
The film includes an interview of Abu Jandal by this Dubaibased Arab language news agency. The english version of
agency’s website provides access to other news stories.

generaL infOrmatiOn On isLam

MUSLIM BROThERhOOD

PBS. “muhammaD: LeGaCY Of a prOpheT.”

www.ikhwanweb.com

www.pbs.org

The Muslim Brotherhood website provides news in english

A list of websites offering information on Islam appears in

from an Islamist perspective.

the Learning Tools section of resources.
The resources listed in the discussion guide for the film new
muslim Cool (previously broadcast on PoV) may also be
helpful:

www.pbs.org/pov/film-files/guide_newmuslim-

cool_action_discussion_file_0.pdf
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hOw tO buy the fiLm

To order the Oath, for home use, please visit: http://www.shoppbs.org.
To order for educational use, please visit: http://www.zeitgeistfilms.com

Produced by American Documentary, Inc.
and beginning its 23rd season on PBS in
2010, the award-winning PoV series is the
longest-running showcase on American television to feature the
work of today’s best independent documentary filmmakers. Airing June through September, with primetime specials during the
year, PoV has brought more than 300 acclaimed documentaries
to millions nationwide and has a webby Award-winning online
series, POV's Borders. Since 1988, PoV has pioneered the art of
presentation and outreach using independent nonfiction media
to build new communities in conversation about today's most
pressing social issues. More information is available at
www.pbs.org/pov.

Major funding for PoV is provided by PBS, The John D. and
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, National endowment for
the Arts, The educational Foundation of America, New York
State Council on the Arts, New York City Department of Cultural
Affairs, The Fledgling Fund, FACT and public television viewers.
Funding for PoV's Diverse Voices Project is provided by the
Corporation for Public Broadcasting, The Andy warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, and the rockefeller Brothers Fund.
Special support provided by the Academy of Motion Picture
Arts and Sciences. PoV is presented by a consortium of public
television stations, including KCeT Los Angeles, wGBH Boston
and THIrTeeN in association with wNeT.orG.
American Documentary, Inc. www.amdoc.org

pOv interactive www.pbs.org/pov
PoV’s award-winning web department produces special features for every PoV presentation, extending the life of our films
through filmmaker interviews, story updates, podcasts, streaming video and community-based and educational content that
involves viewers in activities and feedback. PoV Interactive also
produces our web-only showcase for interactive storytelling,
POV’s Borders. In addition, the POV Blog is a gathering place for
documentary fans and filmmakers to discuss and debate their
favorite films, get the latest news and link to further resources.
The PoV website, blog and film archives form a unique and extensive online resource for documentary storytelling.

American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia company
dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting contemporary
stories that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in
mainstream media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst for public
culture, developing collaborative strategic engagement activities around socially relevant content on television, online and in
community settings. These activities are designed to trigger
action, from dialogue and feedback to educational opportunities and community participation. Simon Kilmurry is executive
director of American Documentary | POV; Cynthia Lopez is
executive vice president.

POV Community Engagement and Education
PoV works with local PBS stations, educators and community
organizations to present free screenings and discussion events
to inspire and engage communities in vital conversations about
our world. As a leading provider of quality nonfiction programming for use in public life, PoV offers an extensive menu of resources, including free discussion guides and curriculum-based
lesson plans. In addition, POV’s Youth Views works with youth
organizers and students to provide them with resources and
training so they may use independent documentaries as a catalyst for social change.
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