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Foreword

       nothing about Islam. A few
may visit one or another Muslim country as tourists or perhaps on busi-
ness, and find that the inhabitants, hospitable and vivacious, seem to be
getting on with their lives like everybody else. The events of September
 therefore appeared to come from nowhere. What was this holy war
against the United States and the West, this jihad, declared by Osama
bin Laden, and how was it possible that to the Arab and wider Muslim
world he became an instant popular hero because he had organized the
murder of several thousand innocent people in New York and Washing-
ton? Westerners in general, and perhaps Americans in particular, had lit-
tle or no idea that there were Muslims out there who so hated them, and
little or no idea either of the causes of that hate.

In a series of interviews and statements, bin Laden made it clear
that in attacking the United States he saw himself as a Muslim doing
God’s work. And that is the reason why so many Muslims from Beirut
and Baghdad to Indonesia cheered and danced in the streets at the news
of September . Leaders and opinion makers including President George
W. Bush, however, were quick to assert that bin Laden was a terrorist
pure and simple, whose actions were a violation of Islam rather than a
natural expression of it. Islam, these leaders maintained, is essentially a
peaceful religion.

Apologetics of this kind served a useful purpose. At a time of ten-
sion and potential backlash, it was right to ensure that innocent Mus-
lims were not held guilty by association. But in Islam Unveiled, Robert
Spencer now argues that indeed bin Laden sincerely meant what he said,
and that he and the millions of Muslims who admire him find sanction
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in Islam. Far from being extremists or perverters of the faith, they inter-
pret its tenets correctly.

From its inception, Islam has been a revealed religion with a text,
the Qur’an, which is considered the Word of God and therefore sacro-
sanct. The Prophet Muhammad, founder of Islam, and then the caliphs
who immediately succeeded him at a time of war and imperial expansion,
were simultaneously head of state and religious leader. Down the centuries,
and still today, in spite of exposure to nationalism and the formation of a
variety of nation states, that combination has remained an ideal form of
governance for many Muslims. Islam has never known the separation of
church and state which has determined the political and social evolution
of the West, leading as it does from absolutism to democracy, from obe-
dience to civil rights and from blind faith to reason. Judaism and Chris-
tianity were also originally revealed religions. The Reformation and the
Enlightenment were the most well-known manifestations of a long process
of rational inquiry that gradually altered the general understanding of the
relation between church and state, permitting the concessions and com-
promises toward those of other faiths upon which a civil society rests.

For many centuries, absolutism served Islam well enough, and there
are great achievements to show for it, such as the science and architec-
ture of the Muslim Middle Ages. Certain of their superiority, Muslims
felt they had nothing to learn from the despised and barbarian West. By
the time they realized that this was a mistake of historic proportions, it
was too late to do anything about it. Stultified in their absolutism, alto-
gether backward, Muslims and their lands were almost entirely overrun
by one or another Western empire. This prolonged contact with the West
has changed the landscape with such physical features as oil wells and
airports and skyscrapers, but only a minority of individuals have adopted
Western values and ways of thinking.

Through the twentieth century, Muslims struggled to regain con-
trol of their history from the Western empires. In the outcome they won
their independence, but not their freedom. Absolutism remains the rule.
Some Muslim countries have religious rulers, others have nationalist and
secular rulers, but all (with the doubtful exception of Turkey) are despo-
tisms, in which the rule of law is a matter to be negotiated. Everywhere
the secret police and the military are an ominous presence. This is what
inhibits the creative energies of Muslims and prevents them doing jus-
tice to themselves. Anyone who knows Muslim countries, however, will
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also be aware that the rigidity of Islamic doctrine conflicts with the actual
daily conduct of Muslims. The imam or mullah who comes beseeching
for a bottle of whisky or a bribe is a familiar figure, and so is the rabid
anti-Western Islamic extremist who asks how to get his son into an Ivy
League university. Hypocrisy smoothes the rough surfaces of every soci-
ety, and perhaps there is more to rejoice in that than to blame.

Ernest Renan, who founded the study of comparative religion more
than a century ago, thought that Islam was the engine of this spiritual
and temporal despotism, describing it as “the heaviest chains that ever
shackled humanity.” Robert Spencer follows in that tradition. To him,
the concept that the Qur’an is a perfect book leads to anti-intellectual-
ism. Certainly there have been no Islamic Renans; and exegesis of the
sacred text as practiced by Christians and Jews would be blasphemous.
The result, as Spencer puts it, is that “bigotry, fanaticism and plain igno-
rance are rooted in some of the central tenets of Islam.” There is no scope
for questioning the absolutism inherent in the faith and its accompany-
ing Islamic society, or for reforming the injustices deriving from it.

One unequal relationship postulated by Islam is that between men
and women, and another is between master and slave. Robert Spencer
may sound polemical on these topics, but he is only reporting the real-
ity. Women in Islam are victimized by the Sharia, or Islamic law, which
privileges men in numerous social and legal instances, and in some coun-
tries they are further victimized by customs such as polygamy and female
circumcision. As for slavery, it still survives in a few Arab countries includ-
ing Sudan, Saudi Arabia and Mauritania.

A third unequal relationship goes back to the origins of Islam, when
Muslims conquered other peoples, then put them to the sword, con-
verted them or offered them the choice of becoming dhimmi, that is, sec-
ond-class citizens suffering social and financial impositions that did not
affect Muslims, but protected by the state in return. The assumption of
Muslim superiority and dhimmi inferiority underlay the rightful order-
ing of the Islamic world. In the modern age, however, such an assump-
tion evidently became absurd. Twin reactions have followed in the House
of Islam: self-pity at finding itself in such backwardness, and hatred of
those thought to be responsible for it. Inflamed by this mindset, Mus-
lims all around the perimeter of the Islamic world are fighting their neigh-
bors of other religions—Hindus in India, Communist and Buddhist
Chinese, Jews, Christians in a score of countries, and pagan animists in
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Africa. In this light, it is wishful thinking to bracket Islam and peace.
It is, or ought to be, an unarguable and universal truth that Mus-

lims and their neighbors should meet on equal terms. Should Muslims
instead follow the likes of bin Laden and other extremists, insisting on
inequality and the enforcement of absolutism, they will have to be resis-
ted, if need be militarily. Muslims themselves will have to find the way
out of this dilemma of their own making. Elsewhere I have called for the
Muslim equivalent of an Andrei Sakharov and a Solzhenitsyn, brave and
challenging thinkers who showed their fellow Russians how to escape
from the dead end of absolutism, to democratize and modernize.

Robert Spencer doesn’t see much prospect of such an eventuality.
He tends to believe that the West has so lost confidence in itself and its
spiritual, cultural and political values that it is defenseless before vio-
lence—in which case absolutism will triumph and the Muslim fantasy
of superiority will come true. In its own lively style, this book puts down
a strong and significant marker to what lies ahead, as Islam and the rest
of the world strive to come to terms.

—David Pryce-Jones
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Author’s Note

      names is entirely satisfac-
tory. English simply is not equipped to render the subtleties of the Ara-
bic alphabet. I have chosen “Muhammad” and “Qur’an” over
“Mohammed” and “Koran” more or less arbitrarily, following the more
common usage of the present day. My other choices are no more system-
atic, but they generally have the advantage of being common. The sources
I quote often use quite divergent spellings, which I hope will not try the
reader’s patience too much. Most often the differences are no more seri-
ous than the employment or omission of a terminal “h.” Also, the verse
numbers in the Qur’an, and its various English translations, are not stan-
dard. But the passages quoted can usually be found within a verse or two
of the number given.
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P R O L O G U E

What Does Islam Really
Stand For?

      “Islam means peace.” Everyone up
to and including the President of the United States and the Prime Min-
ister of Great Britain has been saying so ever since the terrorist attacks
of September , . Yet open the pages of Islam’s holy book, the Qur’an,
and you find statements like this: Slay the pagans wherever you find them.
Such commands inspire people like Amir Maawia Siddiqi, the Pakistani
son of a small businessman, to take oaths like this: “I, Amir Maawia Sid-
diqi, son of Abdul Rahman Siddiqi, state in the presence of God that I
will slaughter infidels my entire life. . . . May God give me strength in
fulfilling this oath.”1

The dissonance between the prevailing conventional wisdom and
the Qur’anic injunction to slay “pagans” calls for a deeper investigation
into Islam’s commitment to peace, and it encapsulates a set of larger prob-
lems with the West’s perceptions of Islam.

Most Americans got their first taste of contemporary Islamic ter-
rorism at the Munich Olympics of , when Muslim terrorists mur-
dered Israeli athletes. But at that time observers, both Western and Middle
Eastern, assured us that this attack had nothing to do with true Islam,
that it was simply another skirmish in the protracted war between Israel
and Palestine. We have heard this line again since then. In , Mus-
lims stormed the U.S. embassy in Iran and took fifty-two hostages. Once
more we were advised that this had nothing to do with Islam, but instead
was an expression of the rage that Iranian citizens felt toward the Amer-
ican government for its support of the hated shah. When a Muslim sui-
cide bomber blew up a U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut in  and killed
 Americans, news analysts again explained that this had nothing to
do with Islam per se; it was another purely political matter.
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Over and over, the counterpoint between violence and exculpation
has been repeated: when Muslim terrorists threw the elderly, wheelchair-
bound Leon Klinghoffer to his death off the hijacked cruise ship Achille
Lauro in ; when militant Muslims first bombed the World Trade
Center in ; when they killed nineteen American soldiers in the bomb-
ing of the Khobar Towers in Saudi Arabia in ; when they bombed
the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in ; when they bombed
the USS Cole in . Each time that Muslim terrorists struck, Ameri-
cans hastened to assure themselves and the world: We know this is not
real Islam; we know these terrorists are hijacking the religion of peace.

This chorus swelled after September . George W. Bush, Tony
Blair and virtually every other Western leader insisted that their shad-
owy foe in this strange new war was not Islam, but terrorism, and that
the relationship between the two was only coincidental.

Among the Western heads of state, only Italy’s Silvio Berlusconi
was out of step: “We must be aware of the superiority of our civilisation,
a system that has guaranteed well-being, respect for human rights and—
in contrast with Islamic countries—respect for religious and political
rights, a system that has as its value understanding of diversity and tol-
erance.”2 But the West, apparently, was aware of no such thing, for Berlus-
coni’s pronouncement set off an international furor. Guy Verhofstadt,
Prime Minister of Belgium and president of the European Union, lit into
Berlusconi for inciting reprisals from Muslims: “These remarks could,
in a dangerous way, have consequences. I can hardly believe that the Ital-
ian prime minister made such statements. . . . Rather than bringing civil-
isations together, they could feed a feeling of humiliation.”3 Berlusconi
then backed away from his remarks with the all-purpose dodge that they
were “taken out of context.”

Silvio Berlusconi gained an unlikely ally several months later in
American evangelist and sometime presidential candidate Pat Robert-
son. On CNN’s Late Edition Robertson said, “I have taken issue with
our esteemed president in regard to his stand in saying Islam is a peace-
ful religion. It’s just not. And the Koran makes it very clear, if you see an
infidel, you are to kill him. That’s what it says. Now that doesn’t sound
very peaceful to me.”

This, too, elicited outrage. For example, the Washington Post won-
dered: “Is Mr. Robertson trying to start a pogrom? If so, he’s headed in
the right direction.” A pogrom! There was exquisite irony in the choice
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of terms. But the Post was more worried about violence from anti-
Muslim Americans than from Muslims:

These sorts of words aren’t innocent talk—particularly not when broad-
cast into millions of homes by a religious leader to whom many look for
moral guidance. This country has seen several serious attacks against inno-
cent Muslims, and those taken for Muslims, in recent months. That there
have not been more is a testament both to the seriousness of law enforce-
ment in responding to attacks and, more important, to the insistence of
leaders across the political spectrum—starting with President Bush—that
this country is at war neither with Islam nor with its Muslim citizens.
Against that backdrop, the Robertson statement is astonishingly irrespon-
sible.4

The responses to Berlusconi and Robertson both stressed the potency
of ideas as inducements to action—in this case, Western action harmful
to Muslims. But ideas have consequences within the Muslim world as
well. What ideas in Islam lead so easily to terrorism? Why is the Islamic
religion such a fertile breeding ground for violence?

The politically correct answer is that all religions, or at least the
three great monotheistic faiths, have a murderous edge, perhaps tamed
or muted for a time, but always there on the fringes. “There are Jews and
Christians who justify violence with reference to their religion,” noted
the Post.

That is historically true; but what the Post neglected to mention is
that in this day, neither Judaism nor Christianity has any violent organ-
ization equaling the al-Qaeda network, or Hezbollah, or Islamic Jihad,
or Hamas, or any of the myriad other Muslim terrorist groups. The occa-
sional abortion clinic bomber or the Jewish Defense League is hauled
out when needed to illustrate Christian and Jewish violence, but they
are nothing compared with Osama bin Laden’s organization.

Is the connection between these groups and Islam merely acciden-
tal? Does it result from political pressures in the Muslim world? If polit-
ical conditions were different, might the world be afflicted with hundreds
of thousands of Christian terrorists, instead of Muslim ones? Or is there
something about Islam itself that gives rise to this sort of thing?

Few have cared, or dared, to deal with this question openly and
honestly. The reasons for this curious silence are manifold and revealing.
One Middle Eastern scholar was recently quoted in the New York Times
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as observing that: “Between fear and political correctness, it’s not possi-
ble to say anything other than sugary nonsense about Islam.”5 Political
correctness is one thing, but fear? What are people like this professor—
who declined to be identified—afraid of? Professional censure? Disap-
proval? Firing? No—these anxieties are the luxuries of academics in other
fields. Scholars who dare to depart from “sugary nonsense” about Islam
have more basic fears.

The experience of scholar Christoph Luxenberg indicates that such
fears are not groundless. Luxenberg wrote a scholarly book suggesting
that the Qur’an, the sacred book of Islam, has been mistranslated and
misinterpreted by Muslims themselves. His work may be likened to that
of the Christian deconstructionists of the Jesus Seminar, who challenge
and occasionally attack traditional dogmas in trying to determine whether
Jesus actually said and did what the New Testament reports. But there’s
a crucial difference. According to the New York Times, “Christoph Lux-
enberg is a pseudonym, and his scholarly tome ‘The Syro-Aramaic Read-
ing of the Koran’ had trouble finding a publisher, although it is considered
a major new work by several leading scholars in the field.” No scholar of
the Jesus Seminar has ever felt a need to hide behind a pseudonym, or
even had trouble getting his work published. In fact, in the publish-or-
perish world of modern academia, it’s virtually inconceivable that any
professor would even consider using a pseudonym.

Luxenberg may have been trying to avoid suffering the fate of
another scholar, Suliman Bashear, who “argued that Islam developed as
a religion gradually rather than emerging fully formed from the mouth
of the Prophet.” For this his Muslim students in the University of Nablus
in the West Bank threw him out of a second-story window.6 Most noto-
riously, novelist Salman Rushdie was sentenced to death by Iran’s Aya-
tollah Khomeini for portraying Muhammad and the early days of Islam
in an unflattering light.

By contrast, Bertrand Russell did not have a bounty on his head
after writing Why I Am Not a Christian. Episcopalian bishop John Shelby
Spong gained notoriety for challenging virtually every traditional belief
of Christianity, but has not been punished with defenestration. The
famous atheist Madalyn Murray O’Hair was murdered, it is true, but
this was for her money, not for her blasphemy. In fact, these people and
others like them have won respect in some circles, being hailed for their
intellectual courage and honesty. Some have even enjoyed a certain vogue.
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Certainly they have sparked controversy, sometimes quite heated. But
they haven’t lived in fear for their lives.

Speaking freely about Islam clearly is more risky. But difficult ques-
tions must be asked—and answered—if the West is going to face the ter-
rorist threat adequately. For if there are elements of Islam itself that
engender violence, it is neither irresponsible nor hateful to say so. This
is not in order to incite thugs to attack Muslims on the street, but to look
squarely at what the West is really up against.

In that connection, the following chapters also look closely into
the Islamic world’s human rights record, its treatment of women, and
some noteworthy elements of the moral code that Muslims take from
the Qur’an and the example of Muhammad. I explore the question of
why Islam was once a fertile soil for the flourishing of science and cul-
ture, but is no longer—and what this change entails for present-day rela-
tions between Islam and the West. Another historical question with
important implications for our own age concerns the vaunted Islamic
tolerance of religious minorities, which virtually all observers agree was
considerably greater than that shown by the Christian societies of pre-
modern Europe. Likewise, I look into the Crusades, that perennial focus
of shame for the West, to evaluate whether the role they have been assigned
in the contemporary debate—as evidence of the (once and future) rapac-
ity and imperialism of the West—is actually justified.

In so doing, I do not mean to exonerate the modern, secular West
any more than to indict Muslims in general or Islam as a whole. Indeed,
there is a great deal to love in Islamic culture, literature and music. Islam
is not a monolith, and the culture it has inspired has bestowed great
beauty upon the world. But these facts should not preempt further analy-
sis on a question of tremendous importance to the future of the West:
whether Islam can be secularized, purged of its martial elements, and
brought into a framework of cultural and religious pluralism.

I must emphasize here at the outset that my intention is in no way
to focus hate upon Muslims. At a personal level, I have known quite a
few Muslims whose personal charity puts me to shame. Any reasonable
person understands that a criticism of Islam is not an attack on all those
who adhere to that faith. If the seeds of terrorism are found to lie at the
heart of Islam, that does not make every Muslim a terrorist, nor does it
excuse any injustice toward Muslims. Today, Palestinians and other Mus-
lims in fact suffer wrongs that cannot be justified. But in the chapters to
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come—a step beyond wishful thinking—we will consider whether Islam
itself in some way exacerbates the conflicts in which these wrongs occur.
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O N E

Is Islam a Religion 
of Peace?

“  .”
George W. Bush went to a mosque to say it late in . The Sep-

tember  terrorist attacks, he averred, “violate the fundamental tenets
of the Islamic faith.” In his September  address to Congress, he elab-
orated: “The terrorists practice a fringe form of Islamic extremism that
has been rejected by Muslim scholars and the vast majority of Muslim
clerics—a fringe movement that perverts the peaceful teachings of Islam.”1

The President’s counterpart in London, Prime Minister Tony Blair,
concurred: September , he said flatly, “has nothing to do with Islam.”

In , President Bill Clinton had made a similar pronouncement
in a speech before the United Nations:

Many believe there is an inevitable clash between Western civilization and
Western values, and Islamic civilizations and values. I believe this view is
terribly wrong. False prophets may use and abuse any religion to justify
whatever political objectives they have—even cold-blooded murder. Some
may have the world believe that almighty God himself, the merciful, grants
a license to kill. But that is not our understanding of Islam. . . . Ameri-
cans respect and honor Islam.2

Of course Americans should respect and honor Muslims, like all
people. But does Islam teach Muslims to return the courtesy? Is George
Bush right in saying that the terror of September  represented only a
“fringe form of Islamic extremism”?

Certain assumptions are so ingrained that it is difficult even to
notice their presence. In the contemporary Western world, one such
assumption is that all religions are fundamentally benign—in other words,
essentially like Christianity. Westerners are fond of assuming that because
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Islam is (like Christianity) a religion, it must be (like Christianity) peace-
ful at its heart. And just as Christianity has its belligerent fundamental-
ists who misunderstand and distort its message of peace, so does Islam.3

Western commentators these days are fond of pointing out that
Muslims, like Christians, worship one God only, respect Jesus and Mary,
and base their faith on a book considered to be the revealed Word of
God, which contains stories of Adam and Abraham and Moses and David.
One prominent scholar of Islam, Karen Armstrong, notes: “Constantly
the Quran points out that Muhammad had not come to cancel the older
religions, to contradict their prophets or to start a new faith. His mes-
sage is the same as that of Abraham, Moses, David, Solomon, or Jesus.”4

Armstrong, indeed, even blames Christians for the misapprehension that
Islam is not a peaceful religion:

Ever since the Crusades, the people of Western Christendom developed
a stereotypical and distorted vision of Islam, which they regarded as the
enemy of decent civilization. . . . It was, for example, during the Crusades,
when it was Christians who had instigated a series of brutal holy wars
against the Muslim world, that Islam was described by the learned scholar-
monks of Europe as an inherently violent and intolerant faith, which had
only been able to establish itself by the sword. The myth of the supposed
fanatical intolerance of Islam has become one of the received ideas of the
West.5

If Islam truly is peaceful, then of course President Bush is right:
the terrorists who attacked America must be acting against the princi-
ples of their own religion. That was the assumption at CNN when, in
the aftermath of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the
Pentagon, the network posted this poll question on its website: “Should
a religion be judged by the acts of its followers?”6 For Westerners with
Christian backgrounds—that is, most Westerners—it was a loaded ques-
tion. With public opinion running high against Islam, the media was
keeping up steady pressure on what it saw as unenlightened religious big-
otry. If Christianity shouldn’t be judged by the sins of particular Chris-
tians, then Islam shouldn’t be judged by the sins of those Muslims who
hijacked planes and rammed them into buildings full of innocent people.

It seems a reasonable enough caveat. But the reality is more com-
plicated. Islam is indeed like Christianity in many ways, but in others it
is as different as the sun is from the moon.
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Who Speaks for Islam?

It all depends on whom you ask.
To some Muslims, the terrorist attacks on America violated the

fundamental tenets of Islam and the plain words of the Qur’an. To some,
they didn’t. This is not a matter of learned Muslims looking askance
while the uneducated, inflamed by the self-serving propaganda of extrem-
ist leaders, cheer for the cameras in Palestine as they watch replays of the
planes hitting their targets. In fact, it’s the learned Muslims who are split
on the issue of terrorism.

This, in large part, results from the nature of authority in Islam.
The religion has no central authority beyond the Qur’an, the holy book
that Muslims believe was given by the one almighty God, Allah, to the
Prophet Muhammad in the seventh century. There is no supreme Islamic
teacher who can tell Muslims—and the world—what Islam is and what
it isn’t. This makes for a multiplicity of voices in Islam, all appealing to
Qur’anic authority and claiming to speak for true Islam.

This multiplicity is not the same as the Protestant idea that the
believer can read the Bible and work out the truth on his own. Just as
Protestant groups in practice developed their own traditions for inter-
preting the Bible and applying its message to their lives, so individual
Muslims are guided in their communities to a right understanding of
their sacred book. In Sunni Islam, which comprises over  percent of
Muslim believers worldwide, a certain teaching authority is invested in
the ulama: the (often national) community of muftis, the teachers and
scholars of the Qur’an and Sunnah, or Muslim traditions, whose fatwas,
or legal rulings on matters open to question or dispute, are generally
accepted by believers.7

But the muftis don’t all agree about terrorism.
Some Muslim leaders have indeed condemned bin Laden’s attacks

outright. Saudi Arabia’s Sheikh Saalih al-Lehaydaan, the head of the
Islamic judiciary in a country that knows no law outside of Islam, declared:
“Killing a person who has not committed a crime is one of the major
sins and terrible crimes. . . . What happened in America is . . . undoubt-
edly a grave criminal act which Islam does not approve of and no one
should applaud.”8

Another prominent Saudi teacher of the faith, Sheikh Saalih as-
Suhaymee, agreed. He observed in his fatwa that Muslims are forbidden
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from “killing women, children, the elderly.” He addressed a popular Mus-
lim claim when he went on to say that this prohibition still holds “despite
the fact that the associates of these categories of people may be involved
in fighting with the Muslims.” He thus concluded that the terrorist attacks
on the World Trade Center, because they killed “none but innocent non-
Muslims and Muslims, from all the various parts of the world, of differ-
ent races,” were “not permissible.” In fact, “Islam does not allow [this
kind of attack] in any form whatsoever.” He even claimed that “none of
the scholars” who hold “the correct form of Islam, affirm the likes of
these actions.”9

But this sheikh could establish no unanimity for his “correct form
of Islam.” Some other Muslim leaders did agree with him—to a point.
One was Sheikh Omar bin Bakri bin Muhammad, the judge of Great
Britain’s Sharia, or Islamic law court, secretary general of the Islamic
World League, and spokesman for the International Islamic Front for
Europe, as well as founder of the radical international Muslim group al-
Muhajiroun. On its website al-Muhajiroun posted a fatwa by Sheikh
Omar, saying that, yes, the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center
and the Pentagon were “a crime and violation for the sanctity of Human
beings [sic] which is prohibited in Islam.” They were a crime even though
the “US Government and its Military forces are a legitimate target as far
as Islam is concerned.” Muslims can legitimately attack American troops,
Sheikh Omar explained, because the United States is “engaging in aggres-
sion and atrocities” against Muslims in Iraq, Palestine, Afghanistan and
Sudan—and because of American support for “the Pirate State of Israel
and the dictator Leaders in the Muslim world.” Nevertheless, he tended
to agree with the Saudi sheikh on the matter of noncombatants: “it is
not a justification to attack American People because Islam forbid us to
fight people because of their Nationality, Color, etc. . . . rather because
of their aggression or occupation [sic].”

Yet this same imam, when asked what lessons Muslims could draw
from the attacks on the United States, passed up the opportunity to
instruct his coreligionists in how they could have responded to this “Amer-
ican aggression” without committing a crime in the eyes of Allah. Instead,
all the lessons he drew were directed squarely at the Great Satan itself.
The attacks, explained Sheikh Omar, were a consequence of “atrocities
and the aggression committed by the US Government and its forces
against the third World in general and the Muslim World.” Going beyond
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even Osama bin Laden, this influential divine enumerated atrocities
including not only American support of Israel, the occupation of Soma-
lia and the bombing of Iraq and Sudan, but also the occupation of “Mus-
lim land in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Egypt and Turkey.”

He further condemned Western governments and media as “peo-
ple who victimize Muslims and Islam.” The Western powers, explained
the sheikh, are indifferent to “Muslim lives and blood.” He pointed out
that the attacks showed that Muslims had the “determination to die for
a just cause.” They “shake the arrogance of the Western Government
and undermine their claims to be invulnerable country in the World
[sic].”

The success of the attacks, Sheikh Omar concluded, showed that
“there is no defense system could stand in the way of the determination
of a person who wants to become a Martyr.”10 His conception of a mar-
tyr, it should be noted, differs from the common Western idea, derived
from Christianity. A Christian martyr is someone who is killed for his
faith, without bringing his own death upon himself. The notion of a
“martyr” as someone who kills others viewed as enemies of the faith, and
in the process gets himself killed, is a distinctly Islamic construct.

Sheikh Omar’s pronouncements about the reasons for the attack
aren’t too far removed from those voiced by icons of the left such as Noam
Chomsky and Susan Sontag; though presumably they didn’t intend to
inspire young men to dedicate themselves to destroying the Great Satan.

Meanwhile, Osama bin Laden’s favorite imams went even further.
In the celebrated video in which bin Laden, for all intents and purposes,
admitted complicity in the September  terrorism, he asked his guest:
“What is the stand of the Mosques there [in Saudi Arabia]?” The sheikh
who had come to pay homage to the terrorist mastermind replied, “Hon-
estly, they are very positive.” One prominent Saudi sheikh, he said, “gave
a good sermon in his class after the sunset prayers. . . . His position is
really very encouraging.” Another, said the sheikh, “gave a beautiful fatwa,
may Allah bless him.”11

On the thorniest question arising from the terrorist attacks, this
second sheikh disagreed absolutely with those who condemned the attacks
because they killed innocents: “This was jihad and those people were not
innocent people [World Trade Center and Pentagon victims]. He swore
to Allah.”12
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The Wahhabis

Those who defend Islam say that these pro–bin Laden Saudis are Wah-
habis, and that this explains their hard line.

The Wahhabis are the notoriously strict Muslim sect that holds
sway in Saudi Arabia and maintains a haughty sense of superiority over
the rest of the Muslim world. Founded by the Sunni reformist Sheikh
Muhammad ibn Abdul al-Wahhab (ca. –), the Wahhabis pur-
port to restore the purity of Islam by rejecting all innovations that occurred
after the third Islamic century—that is, around the year . (Presum-
ably Islamic practice before that date could be directly traced to the words
and actions of the Prophet, but after that the connection to Muhammad
becomes more tenuous.)

The most visible consequence of this reform is that Wahhabi
mosques lack minarets, but the Wahhabis cut far deeper into the Islamic
consciousness than that. Al-Wahhab rejected the widespread Sunni prac-
tice of venerating Muslim saints, calling it a species of shirk, the cardi-
nal Muslim sin of worshiping created beings along with Allah. Based
largely on this perception, he declared all non-Wahhabi Muslims to be
unbelievers, and waged jihad, or holy war, against them. Wahhabi for-
tunes waxed and waned throughout the nineteenth century, but in 

the Wahhabi Sheikh Ibn Saud captured Riyadh and established the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia on Wahhabi principles.

Other Muslim groups, in turn, despise the Wahhabis and deny
their claim to represent anything like true or pure Islam. One Muslim
characterized the Wahhabis venomously as unprincipled opportunists:

While claiming to be adherents to “authentic” Sunnah [Muslim tradi-
tion], these deviants are quick to label anyone who opposes their beliefs
. . . as “sufi,” [that is, akin to adherents of the mystical Sufi sect, elements
of which Wahhabis and other Muslims consider heretical] while exploit-
ing the Muslims’ love for Islam by overexaggerating the phrase “Qur’an
and Sunnah” in their senseless rhetoric.13

Many Western scholars blame the Wahhabis almost exclusively for
terrorism, while maintaining a sharp distinction between Islam in its
Wahhabi form and the genuine article. Journalist Stephen Schwartz, for
instance, calls Wahhabism “the main form of Islamic fundamentalism.”
He asserts that “fundamentalism was always a tendency in Islam, as in
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every other religion, but did not gain permanent influence until the th
century and the rise of Wahhabism.” The Wahhabis, he says, prosper on
Saudi oil money and an American military presence. If their funding
were cut off, they would “dwindle to a feeble remnant,” and presumably
terrorism would decline as well.14

Certainly Wahhabis have generously supported terrorists. The Saudi
government’s affection for the Taliban is well documented. But the prob-
lem of Islamic terror is not simply the problem of the Wahhabis. There
are disquieting signs that Muslim terror is much more broadly based. It
is precisely the Wahhabis’ claim to represent pure Islam that has inspired
Muslim groups from North Africa to Indonesia—and gives the Wah-
habis and their spiritual kin resilience and staying power. As former edu-
cation secretary William J. Bennett has said, Islam itself “is not without
its deeply problematic aspects, particularly when it comes to relations
with non-Muslims. The superiority of Islam to other religions, the idea
that force is justified in defending and spreading the faith—these teach-
ings have been given high visibility in Wahhabism, but they are authen-
tic teachings.”15

Wahhabi Opponents, Terror Allies

Ten days after the attacks, al-Muhajiroun held a press conference in
Lahore, Pakistan. This group was founded by Britain’s Sheikh Omar bin
Bakri bin Muhammad as an “Islamic Intellectual and a Political organ-
ization” that is “working to establish Islam in its totality wherever we are,
through an Intellectual and a Political struggle.”16 Sheikh Omar is no
Wahhabi; in fact, he calls the Wahhabi king of Saudi Arabia “the pirate
ruler of the pirate state of so-called Saudi-Arabia.”17 Nevertheless, his
organization had no trouble declaring its sympathies for bin Laden.

At the Lahore press conference, al-Muhajiroun issued a declaration
that said nothing at all about whether the September  terrorist attacks
were legal or not. Instead, it simply took them as an occasion to declare
world war:

. The Shariah [Islamic law] verdict dictates that the life and wealth
of anyone who attacks Muslims has no sanctity. [That is, those who
are considered to have attacked Muslims can be killed at any time,
with the murderer incurring no legal or moral penalty.]
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. We call upon the Muslims to side with their Muslim brothers in
Afghanistan and engage in Jihad against USA and target their gov-
ernment and military installations.

. We warn the West to be ready for a World War against Islam in
which they will suffer not only militarily but also economically.

Although it distinguishes between soldiers and civilians (without refer-
ence to or apology for the killing of noncombatants on September ),
the document warns that Muslim warriors will make no distinction
between “soldiers fighting against the Taliban or soldiers relaxing in the
US,” for “this war is not a war against Terrorism but rather this is a war
against Islam.” Accordingly, “This war will not be restricted to this region
but rather this war will, unless the aggressors withdraw from the Mus-
lim lands, encapsulate the entire world. No country will escape the effects
of this war.”18

Likewise, Hassan Butt, a leader of al-Muhajiroun, told the BBC
early in  that British Muslims trained by the Taliban who had sur-
vived the American bombings would soon return to the sceptered isle—
chastened not a whit. There they would “take military action” against
“British military and government institutes, as well as British military
and government individuals.”19

Ominous as all this is, even more so is the silence of so-called “mod-
erate” Muslim clerics—that is, clerics who are about as far from Wah-
habism as an imam can get. An alarming number of imams in the Western
world simply said nothing about the September  attacks, or sent out a
vague statement that could be interpreted favorably by both sides. Few
have stood up and said in so many words that they condoned the terror-
ist acts, but few have condemned them either.

There have been, of course, notable exceptions. Sheikh Abdul Hadi
Palazzi, the secretary general of the Italian Muslim Association, led the
Italian Muslim leadership to condemn Palestinian suicide bombings in
no uncertain terms: “In defense of a wicked regime [Yasir Arafat’s Pales-
tinian Authority], innocent ignorant children are sent to be killed in
criminal actions. . . . This regime even dares to declare that Islam approves
of these criminal acts.”20

Yet a chorus of imams did not join Palazzi. The strange silence was
noted within the Muslim community. For instance, the Egyptian Mus-
lim journalist Mona Eltahawy declared in early , “Moderate and
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progressive Muslims must speak out. . . . It is no longer enough for the
clerics to issue tired platitudes on how Islam means peace. . . . Where
were they when Osama bin Laden and his coalition of terrorists vowed
to target every American man, woman and child? We have to look inward
and ask ourselves: What in Islam, what in the way it is practiced today,
allowed bin Laden to promote his murderous message?”21

Even some of those clerics who appeared with President Bush in
the wake of the attacks had skeletons in their closets. The president of
the American Muslim Council, Abdurahman Alamoudi, joined Bush at
a prayer service for the victims; but not quite a year before September
, , he had said to a Muslim group, “Hear that, Bill Clinton! We
are all supporters of Hamas. I wish they add that I am also a supporter
of Hizballah [sic].”22 According to news reports, Alamoudi wasn’t the
only one who took that position:

Also invited to the prayer service attended by Alamoudi after the attacks
was Muzzammil Siddiqi, the spiritual leader of the Islamic Society of
Orange County. At that service, Siddiqi prayed: “keep our country strong
for the sake of the good.” Only a year earlier, Siddiqi was an organizer of
the rally where Alamoudi expressed support for HAMAS and Hezbollah.
Then, Siddiqi said, “The United States of America is directly and indi-
rectly responsible for the plight of the Palestinian people. If you remain
on the side of injustice the wrath of God will come.”

Confronted with this, Siddiqi pleaded ignorance. Even though he
had been one of the rally’s organizers, Siddiqi claimed that he “was not
aware of all the speakers at the rally and doesn’t support the extremist
viewpoints some expressed.” Evidently it isn’t extremist to invoke the
wrath of God; it’s only extremist to be the agent of this wrath. Said Sid-
diqi, “I don’t support Hezbollah and HAMAS. I don’t support any ter-
rorist groups. Terrorism is not what Islam teaches.”23 Yet apparently what
the terrorists teach is not so foreign to Islam as to bring Siddiqi or any-
one else to want to keep these groups from appearing at the rally.

Another Muslim who prayed with Bush was Hamza Yusuf, a
California-based imam:

On Sept. , FBI agents showed up at the house of Hamza Yusuf, a Mus-
lim teacher and speaker in Northern California. They wanted to ques-
tion him about a speech he had given two days before the Sept.  attacks,
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in which he said that the U.S. “stands condemned” and that “this coun-
try has a great, great tribulation coming to it.”

“He’s not home,” his wife said. “He’s with the president.”
The agents thought she was joking, Yusuf said. But she wasn’t. That

day Yusuf was at the White House, the only Muslim in a group of reli-
gious leaders invited to pray with President Bush, sing “God Bless Amer-
ica,” and endorse the president’s plans for military action.

To his credit, Hamza Yusuf says the attacks were sobering: “This has been
a wake-up call for me as well, in that I feel in some ways there is a com-
plicity, that we have allowed a discourse centered in anger.”24

Meanwhile, Muslim crowds worldwide were hardly condemning
the attacks. Besides the now-infamous Palestinians dancing in the streets
for CNN’s cameramen at the news that the World Trade Center towers
had collapsed, demonstrators around the world chanted their approval.
These people were not all Wahhabis or uneducated mobs. “Reporters
from Arab shores,” according to Johns Hopkins University professor
Fouad Ajami, “tell us of affluent men and women, some with years of
education in American universities behind them, celebrating the cruel
deed of Muhammad Atta and his hijackers.” A Libyan told the New York
Times: “September  was the happiest day of my life.”25

As crowds chanted their approval of bin Laden’s terrorism, even
imams who condemned the terrorist attacks declined opportunities to
condemn also the imams who approved of the attacks—a fact with enor-
mous significance for the Bush/Blair attempts to portray the terrorists as
a fringe group within Islam. Soon after September , for example, Jake
Tapper of the Internet magazine Salon tried to get the communications
director of the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), an Amer-
ican Muslim named Ibrahim Hooper, to speak out against Osama bin
Laden. Hooper ducked:

“We condemn terrorism, we condemn the attack on the buildings,” Hooper
said. But why not condemn bin Laden by name, especially after Presi-
dent Bush has now stated that he was clearly responsible for the Sept. 
attacks? “If Osama bin Laden was behind it, we condemn him by name,”
Hooper said. But why the “if ”—why qualify the response? Hooper said
he resented the question. And what about prior acts of terror linked to
bin Laden? Or that bin Laden has urged Muslims to kill Americans? Again,
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Hooper demurred, saying only that he condemns acts of terror. Both
groups [CAIR and the American Muslim Council] also refuse to outright
condemn Islamic terrorist groups Hamas and Hezbollah.26

Why?
Perhaps a clue lies in the nature of the book that all Muslims regard

as their supreme authority: the Qur’an.

The Centrality of the Qur’an

When Nobel Prize winner V. S. Naipaul traveled into the lands of Islam
in , on a seven-month expedition he recorded in his book Among
the Believers: An Islamic Journey, he had an encounter in Pakistan that
concisely illustrated Muslim attitudes toward the Qur’an. When a Pak-
istani government official told a colleague that Naipaul wanted to see
“Islam in action,” the colleague responded, “He should read the Koran.”27

The Qur’an is the highest authority in Islam, believed by Muslims
to have been dictated by Allah and delivered to the Prophet Muhammad
by the Angel Gabriel. The Islamic scholar Seyyed Hossein Nasr of George
Washington University explains: “The Quran constitutes the alpha and
omega of the Islamic religion in the sense that all that is Islamic, whether
it be its laws, its thought, its spiritual and ethical teachings and even its
artistic manifestations, have their roots in the explicit or implicit teach-
ings of the Sacred Text.”28

The Qur’an’s authority in the Muslim world far surpasses the author-
ity the Bible has held in the West. An Islamic introduction to the study
of the Qur’an calls the book a “protective haven and lasting gift of bliss,
excellent argument and conclusive proof.” Moreover, “it cures the heart’s
fear, and makes just determinations whenever there is doubt. It is lucid
speech, and final word, not facetiousness; a lamp whose light never extin-
guishes . . . an ocean whose depths will never be fathomed. Its oratory
stuns reason . . . it combines concise succinctness and inimitable expres-
sion.”29 Because it contains laws as well as dogmas, the Qur’an is the
Muslim’s fundamental guide to living. “More than representing the
supreme embodiment of the sacred beliefs of Islam, its bible and its guid-
ing light,” says another Muslim scholar, “the Qur’an constitutes the Mus-
lim’s main reference not only for matters spiritual but also for the mundane
requirements of day to day living.”30
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Muslims have a tremendous affection and reverence for the Qur’an
as the speech of almighty God. In the words of the English Muslim con-
vert Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall, it is an “inimitable symphony,
the very sounds of which move men to tears and ecstacy.”31 Its poetic
character is legendary. Some of the suras that Muhammad gave to his
followers at Mecca early in his prophetic career are hypnotically power-
ful even in translation:

When the sun ceases to shine;
when the stars fall down and the mountains are blown away;
when camels big with young are left untended,

and the wild beasts are brought together;
when the seas are set alight and men’s souls are reunited;
when the infant girl, buried alive, is asked for what crime she was

slain;32

when the records of men’s deeds are laid open, and heaven is stripped
bare;

when Hell burns fiercely and Paradise is brought near:
then each soul shall know what it has done. (Sura :–)

Qur’anic rhythms are captivating even to the listener who does not under-
stand Arabic; many a non-Muslim through the centuries has remarked
on the singular appeal of the Qur’an chanted.

Muslims speak of the Qur’an’s mesmerizing quality as proof of its
divine origin, and they commit large portions of it to heart before they
are able to understand what it says. According to the scholar John Esposito:

Today, crowds fill stadiums and auditoriums throughout the Islamic world
for public Quran recitation contests. Chanting of the Quran is an art
form. Reciters or chanters are held in an esteem comparable with that of
opera stars in the West. Memorization of the entire Quran brings great
prestige as well as merit. Recordings of the Quran are enjoyed for their
aesthetic as well as their religious value.33

A Muslim will look to muftis and imams for guidance, but will
also read the Qur’an on his own. Concerning the topic of how to treat
non-Muslims, the sacred book will tell him: “Prophet, make war on the
unbelievers and the hypocrites and deal rigorously with them. Hell shall
be their home: an evil fate” (Sura :).34 Inside the House of Islam there
may be peace, or at least the absence of war, but Islam declares perpet-
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ual war between believers and unbelievers. “The true believers fight for
the cause of God, but the infidels fight for the devil. Fight then against
the friends of Satan” (Sura :). The Muslim who doesn’t fight is hardly
worthy of the name:

Those that stayed at home were glad that they were left behind by God’s
apostle [Muhammad], for they had no wish to fight for the cause of God
with their wealth and with their persons. They said to each other: “Do
not go to war, the heat is fierce.” Say to them: “More fierce is the heat of
Hell-fire!” Would that they understood! (Sura :)

Muslims often maintain that Western commentators have distorted
the concept of war in the Qur’an—the jihad. We’ll delve into this issue
more deeply later, but it warrants some attention here. One Muslim com-
mentator complains, “A great misconception prevails, particularly among
the Christians, propagated by their zealous missionaries, with regard to
the duty of jihad in Islam.” It doesn’t refer solely to the taking up of arms
against the enemies of Islam, he says, defining it as “The use of or exert-
ing of one’s utmost powers, efforts, endeavours or ability in contending
with an object of disapprobation, and this is of three kinds, namely, a vis-
ible enemy, the devil and against one’s own self.”35 Other Muslim divines
distinguish the “greater jihad,” which involves the individual’s spiritual
struggle, from the “lesser jihad,” which takes the struggle outward against
enemies of the faith. Most Muslims will be concerned in their daily lives
with the greater jihad—their own efforts to live out their faith. The term
can also be applied to any action taken to defend or propagate the faith.

As for the “lesser jihad,” one manual of Islamic law defines it sim-
ply as “war against non-Muslims.”36 It can be waged with the weapons
of apologetics and debate, but an uncomfortable fact for Islamic mod-
erates is that nothing says it cannot involve the force of arms. Though
considered lower than the spiritual struggle, armed force is an integral
element of jihad. When Sheikh Omar Bakri (whose muted applause for
bin Laden’s terrorism we quoted above) called jihad “a sacred duty imposed
by Allah on all young males in good health,” he did not mean simply
that Allah wants all young males to study the Qur’an and struggle against
sin: “The Koran,” Sheikh Omar explained, “lays down that the Muslim
must be capable of bearing arms and should be ready for the Jihad.”37

There has always been a martial element in jihad. Toward the end
of the seventh century, Hajjaj, the governor of Iraq, wrote after a battle:
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“The Great God says in the Koran: ‘O true believers, when you encounter
the unbelievers, strike off their heads.’ The above command of the Great
God is a great command and must be respected and followed.”38 Indeed,
the military aspect of jihad is firmly rooted in the Qur’an itself. The verse
that Hajjaj invoked, and others like it, leave little room for doubt:

When you meet the unbelievers in the battlefield, strike off their heads
and, when you have laid them low, bind your captives firmly. (Sura :)

Fight for the sake of God those that fight against you, but do not attack
them first. God does not love the aggressors. Slay them wherever you find
them. Drive them out of the places from which they drove you. Idolatry
is worse than carnage. (Sura :–)*

When the sacred months are over slay the idolaters wherever you find
them. Arrest them, besiege them, and lie in ambush everywhere for them.
If they repent and take to prayer and render the alms levy [i.e., the jizya,
the special tax on non-Muslims], allow them to go their way. God is for-
giving and merciful. (Sura :)

The word translated as “idolaters” in the last passage, al-Mushrikun,
is sometimes rendered as “pagans” or “polytheists.” Although some Mus-
lims refrain from using al-Mushrikun to refer to those whom the Qur’an
denotes as “People of the Book”—chiefly Jews and Christians (as well as
Zoroastrians)—this word and this verse are commonly used in Muslim
literature as a guide for dealing with any other group that supposedly
worships created beings along with God. Strictly speaking this would
not include Jews, yet the Qur’an seems to place them within it by assert-
ing that “the Jews say Ezra is the son of God” (Sura :)—a claim that
corresponds to no known Jewish tradition. Christians, of course, are con-
sidered guilty of shirk—worshiping created beings—because of the doc-
trine of the Trinity. While Muslims insist that they respect Jesus, and
indeed they do within the bounds of what the Qur’an says about him,
the twelfth-century Persian poet Farid ud-Din Attar sums up a prevalent
Muslim view of Christianity when he calls it “a blasphemous disgrace.”39

The command to make war against Jews and Christians is clearer
in other portions of the Qur’an, which tie this obligation to their sup-
posed disbelief in what was revealed to them. “Fight against such of those

*The first part of this passage is the foundation for the general Muslim view that jihad must be a
defensive operation only, an idea we shall examine in detail in chapter ten.
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to whom the Scriptures were given as believe neither in God nor the Last
Day, who do not forbid what God and His Apostle have forbidden, and
do not embrace the true Faith, until they pay tribute out of hand and
are utterly subdued” (Sura :). And similarly: “Muhammad is God’s
Apostle. Those who follow him are ruthless to the unbelievers but mer-
ciful to one another” (Sura :).

There are no mitigating verses prescribing mercy toward unbeliev-
ers. Therefore, when former pop star Cat Stevens—a convert to Islam
who now goes by the name Yusuf Islam—appealed to terrorists for the
release of American journalist Daniel Pearl, his words may not have res-
onated well with their intended audience. “Now the time has come to
show the world the Mercy of Islam,” said the author of “Peace Train.”40

But where is there any explicit Qur’anic warrant for extending mercy to
unbelievers? Boxing legend Muhammad Ali’s appeal for Pearl’s release
displayed a similar assumption: “I have not lost [Allah’s] hope in us to
show compassion where none exists and to extend mercy in the most
difficult of circumstances. We as Muslims must lead by example.”41 Since
Pearl wasn’t a fellow believer, however, his captors could have replied to
these famous converts from Christianity simply by invoking Sura :,
according to which he was entitled to no compassion.42

Still, maybe all this isn’t as bad as it looks. Maybe Muslims, or at
least a sizable number of them, read the Qur’an’s verses about killing
unbelievers in some allegorical fashion. Perhaps something has happened
in Islam analogous to the slow development within Christendom that
brought us from the days when a figure no less august than St. Thomas
Aquinas advocated the execution of heretics, to our present-day state of
enlightened toleration. Perhaps Osama is out of the mainstream.

Secular commentators are confident that this is, or will be, the case.
Islam, they explain, is “still in the Middle Ages.” After all, it has now
been only  years since the time of Muhammad, and  years after
Christ, goes the analogy, Christians were killing infidels (often fellow
Christians of different sects) themselves. Islam is simply a religion that
will eventually mature, as did Christianity, into a more tolerant, more
expansive faith. Moreover, such observers say, it already has to some
degree, and the moderates now show the true face of Islam. The benighted
young men training in al-Qaeda camps to kill themselves and other peo-
ple are simply clinging, out of fears and resentments of various kinds, to
a more primitive and violent form of their religion.
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Maybe. But this scenario has serious problems.
In the first place, why should the development of Islam mirror that

of Christianity? Not only George Bush and Tony Blair, but Westerners in
general misunderstand Islam on a massive scale because they persist, prob-
ably without realizing it, in viewing the religion of Muhammad in light of
Christian categories and experience. The most prominent indication of this
is the constant reference to Islamic “fundamentalists.” This has become the
common label for those who take the above-quoted verses of the Qur’an
literally enough to strap bombs to themselves and become human missiles.

The word, of course, has been imported from Christianity. In Chris-
tian parlance, a fundamentalist is someone who adheres to the core
beliefs—the fundamentals—of the faith. A fundamentalist Christian
holds to the traditional, literal understanding of elements of the faith
such as the Virgin Birth and bodily Resurrection of Christ. Liberal Chris-
tians read the life of Jesus as metaphor and fable; fundamentalists read
it as historical fact.

But if a Christian fundamentalist is someone who strictly main-
tains the traditional core teachings of the faith, by analogy a Muslim fun-
damentalist would simply be someone who upholds the Five Pillars of
Islam. Inside and outside the umma (the worldwide community of Mus-
lim believers), Muslims agree that these Pillars are the heart of their reli-
gion: the confession of faith, daily prayer, almsgiving, fasting during
Ramadan, and the pilgrimage to Mecca. In this sense, virtually all Mus-
lims are fundamentalists.

To isolate Islamic terrorists as “Muslim fundamentalists” is absurd,
then, because it suggests something that those who use the term would
deny: that violence and terror are fundamentals of Islam.

The Living Qur’an?

Muslims everywhere almost all view the Qur’an as literally and eternally
true, including its exhortations to violence. There are liberal Muslims who
read the Qur’an’s exhortations to battle as a call to wage spiritual warfare
against sin and error, but they are difficult to find. Liberalism and mod-
ernism have not invaded the House of Islam in any significant measure
or had any general influence on the way the average Muslim reads the
Qur’an. At this time, the novelist Salman Rushdie is one of the very few
Muslims in the world who are trying to bring Islam into the modern
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world, calling his coreligionists to see the tenets of their faith as metaphor
and parable rather than as simple, unalloyed, all-encompassing fact.

In addition to allegorical interpretation, the idea of progressive rev-
elation is generally absent from Islam, whereas in Judaism and Chris-
tianity, it is commonly accepted. The Old Testament has numerous
passages that no Jew or Christian would take as marching orders for
today. No Christian or Jew is likely to sell his daughter into slavery (Exo-
dus :), for example, or put to death someone who works on the Sab-
bath (Exodus :). But for the Muslim, all of the Qur’an’s commands
are valid for all time.

This fact is often overlooked when religionists of all persuasions
start waging scripture wars. For instance, a Muslim spokesman who
expressed outrage at Pat Robertson’s remarks about Islam, Hussein Ibish
of the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, asserted: “I could
come here . . . with quotes from the Talmud and quotes from the Bible
and try to paint Judaism and Christianity, or any other religion, in this
negative light too. I think that is . . . a really despicable and sick game.”43

It is true that Ibish wouldn’t have difficulty finding violent statements
in the Bible, such as to cause modern Jews and Christians to cringe. There
is Psalm :, speaking to the Babylonians who have subjugated the
Israelites: “Happy shall be he who takes your little ones and dashes them
against the rocks!” Another Psalm vows: “Morning by morning I will
destroy all the wicked in the land, cutting off all evildoers from the city
of the LORD” (Psalm :). After David performs heroically in battle,
the Israelite women sing, “Saul has slain his thousands, and David his
ten thousands” (I Samuel :). The Book of Joshua is full of bloody,
merciless battles waged at the command of God.

Even so, these are not really equivalents of the aggressive language
in the Qur’an, for no modern Jew or Christian reads the stories and cel-
ebrations of Hebrew warriors as a guide for behavior in the present. Jews
and Christians do consider the violent passages in the Psalms, the Book
of Joshua and elsewhere to be part of God’s Word, but not in the same
sense that Muslims regard all of the Qur’an. Rather than a strict moral
code for all time, these passages are a portion of the historical record of
how God brought his people out of sin and gradually into the light. Vir-
tually all Christians, including fundamentalists, would agree that they
pertained to a particular time and set of circumstances, and reflected an
incomplete stage of the divine revelation, which would eventually be



fulfilled—and superseded—by the New Testament gospel of love and
reconciliation. Jews as well as Christians have developed highly refined
methods of allegorical interpretation through which they view bellicose
scriptural passages.

Islam, by contrast, generally rejects any idea of a historical progres-
sion in revelation, and allows little latitude for allegorical interpretation
of the martial verses in the Qur’an. This is partly because Muslim beliefs
about the authorship of the Qur’an differ from Christian beliefs about
how the Bible came to be. As Newsweek religion expert Kenneth Wood-
ward explains,

Like the Bible, the Qur’an asserts its own divine authority. But whereas
Jews and Christians regard the biblical text as the words of divinely inspired
human authors, Muslims regard the Qur’an, which means “The Recita-
tion,” as the eternal words of Allah himself. Thus, Muhammad is the con-
duit for God’s words, not their composer.44

The Muslim scholar Ahmad Von Denffer summarizes the Muslim under-
standing of the holy book thus: “The Qur’an can be defined as follows:
The speech of Allah, sent down upon the last Prophet Muhammad,
through the Angel Gabriel, in its precise meaning and precise wording
. . . inimitable and unique, protected by God from corruption.”45 Every-
where around the globe, all sects of Islam teach that the Qur’an is the
perfect word of Allah, valid for all peoples and all times.

In fact, Muslim tradition goes even further, holding that the Qur’an
is eternal and uncreated, and that it resided in heaven with Allah before
he began to reveal it to Muhammad. Because it is considered to be Allah’s
actual speech in its “precise wording,” traditionally minded Muslims even
frown on translations of the Qur’an (although such translations nonethe-
less proliferate). Allah revealed the Qur’an in Arabic, and its Arabic lan-
guage is part of its perfection: “We have revealed the Koran in the Arabic
tongue so that you may grow in understanding” (Sura :).

A book with this kind of pedigree and claim to literal perfection
tends to resist any interpretation that diminishes the literal truthfulness
of any of its statements.46 Only a minority of Muslims favor such inter-
pretations: “Modern deconstructionists, mainly European scholars, have
boldly stated that the Qur’an should be treated as a historical document
subject to modern notions of critical analysis as has the Bible in recent
times.”47 It doesn’t take much analytical acumen, however, to figure out
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that the opinions of “deconstructionists” and “European scholars” carry
little weight for most Muslims. After all, that is the kind of thinking that
got Suliman Bashear thrown out of a second-story window.

Canadian Muslim journalist Irshad Manji draws the logical con-
clusion of mainstream Muslim reasoning:

It’s time to question publicly whether Islam lends itself to fundamental-
ism [i.e., a literal reading of Qur’anic exhortations to violence] more eas-
ily than other world religions. Here’s my case for why it might: We Muslims
are routinely told that The Holy Koran is a book about which there is no
doubt. By building upon the Torah and the Christian Bible, the Koran
perfects their teachings. No need to interpret the final draft of G-d’s man-
ifesto. It is what it is, and that is that.48

For orthodox Muslims, everything in the Qur’an is valid unless it has
been abrogated by another part of the same book. There are such pas-
sages, but the violent ones I have quoted are not among them.

There have been attempts throughout the history of Islam to tem-
per the aggressive understanding of the Qur’an, often with hermeneuti-
cal ideas imported from Christianity and from classical Greek philosophy.
The most notable of these efforts was the Mu’tazilite movement, which
originated in the theological and philosophical ideas of Wasil bin cAta
(–) and swept furiously through the House of Islam, becoming
the state religion of the Abbasid Caliphate in the ninth century.49

Having imbibed pagan Greek philosophy, the Mu’tazilites (a name
that means “Separated Ones” or “Those Who Have Withdrawn”) held
that reason must play a role in the Muslim’s encounter with God. Accord-
ingly, Mu’tazilite divines were uncomfortable with literal readings of the
Qur’an’s anthropomorphisms. They even went so far as to declare that
the book itself was created, a notion contrary to the orthodox Muslim
idea of a miraculous book that resided eternally with Allah in heaven.

The debate over whether the sacred book was created or existed
eternally had great practical implications. It allowed the Mu’tazilites to
develop a method of Qur’anic interpretation that diverged further from
the literal meaning of the text than most Muslim divines dared to ven-
ture. For instance, in reading Sura :, “He leads the wrongdoers astray,”
Mu’tazilite theologians contradicted the literal meaning with its predes-
tinarian implications, maintaining that it was not reasonable that Allah
would lead people astray and condemn them to hell.
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Notwithstanding their respect for reason, however, the Mu’tazilites
were no prototypes of modern, Western rationalists, and in power they
were just as absolutist as many other Muslim regimes. Under the Abbasid
caliph Abdullah al-Mamun (–) and his successors Muhammad al-
Mu’tasim (–) and Harun al-Watiq (–), they initiated a full-
fledged inquisition, the Mihna. During this fifteen-year period, the qadis,
or judges of religious questions, throughout the caliphate were forced to
swear that the Qur’an was created, not eternal. This oath was fiercely
resisted by the common folk, who had never warmed to the intellectu-
alism and apparent skepticism of Mu’tazilism, and by some scholars as
well. No less a personage than Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Hanbal
(–), one of Sunni Islam’s “Four Great Imams,” was imprisoned
and scourged for refusing to affirm the Mu’tazilite doctrine.

Harun al-Watiq’s successor, Ja’far al-Mutawakkil (–), ended
the Mihna and turned the tables on the Mu’tazilites: the assertion that
the Qur’an was created became a crime punishable by death. Although
the Shi’ite Muslims of Iran adopted certain Mu’tazilite perspectives, with
the end of the Mihna the movement largely lost its dynamism within
the House of Islam in general. Over time, the less rationalistic views of
anti-Mu’tazilites such as Ibn Hanbal and other revered Muslim scholars
became entrenched within Sunni orthodoxy. Their chief concern was to
uphold the literal and absolute truth of the words of the Qur’an.

The marginalizing and discrediting of the Mu’tazilites has cast a
long shadow over “moderate Islam,” for it stands as a historical prece-
dent that literalists can use to dismiss any interpretation of the Qur’an
that doesn’t take all its words at face value. If today’s moderates stray too
far from a literal reading of the sacred book (including its ferocity toward
unbelievers), they risk being accused of trying to revive a long-
discredited way of thinking.

Some Muslims have tried in other ways to soften the harshness of
certain Qur’anic verses. The Turkish Muslim apologist Adnan Oktar,
who writes under the biblically inspired nom de plume Harun Yahya
(Aaron John), doesn’t take the bellicose pronouncements as a direct call
to arms for today. Working within the bounds of a literal reading of the
Qur’an, he has tried to construct an Islamic answer to violence and ter-
rorism on the basis of this verse:
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That was why We laid it down for the Israelites that whoever killed a
human being, except as a punishment for murder or other villainy in the
land, shall be looked upon as though he had killed all mankind; and that
whoever saved a human life shall be regarded as though he had saved all
mankind. (Sura :)

Harun Yahya concludes, “This being the case, it is obvious what great
sins are the murders, massacres and attacks, popularly known as ‘suicide
attacks,’ committed by terrorists.”50

A Religious Duty to Wage War

Alas, it isn’t obvious to all. For one thing, Harun Yahya does not address
the martial verses quoted earlier. (After all, what can he say about them?)
And the verse he does quote includes a large exception: “punishment for
murder or other villainy [or, corruption] in the land.” Bin Laden and his
ilk charge America with these very crimes. Denouncing the infidel pres-
ence in the Islamic holy land and declaring that America has sown cor-
ruption in Palestine, Saudi Arabia, Iraq and elsewhere, they lay claim to
Qur’anic carte blanche for their terrorist acts.

There is no Muslim version of “love your enemies, and pray for
those who persecute you” (Matthew :) or “if anyone strikes you on
the right cheek, turn to him the other also” (Matthew :). Instead,
there is something more like the ethos that Jesus exhorts his followers to
rise above, that of “love your neighbor and hate your enemy” (Matthew
:). The Qur’an instructs:

God does not forbid you to be kind and equitable to those who have nei-
ther made war on your religion nor driven you from your homes. But He
forbids you to make friends with those who have fought against you on
account of your religion and driven you from your homes or abetted oth-
ers so to do. Those that make friends with them are wrongdoers. (Sura :)

From the militant Muslim perspective, Americans have done just
what the Qur’an specifies as ruling out the need for kindness. The Amer-
icans, bin Laden might say, have indeed made war on our religion and
driven us from our homes. Therefore, as he has declared, he owes us no
mercy, but actually has a religious duty to make war against us. Indeed,
he would be a wrongdoer if he overlooked our alleged offenses.
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And so, rather than join Harun Yahya in condemning suicide
attacks, some Muslims celebrate them. In June , Sheikh Ibrahim
Mahdi exclaimed on Palestine’s official TV station, “Blessings on who-
ever has put a belt of explosives on his body and plunged into the midst
of the Jews.”51 On its website, al-Muhajiroun posted this perspective:

The name “suicide-operations” used by some is inaccurate, and in fact
this name was chosen by the Jews to discourage people from such endeav-
ours. How great is the difference between one who commits suicide . . .
because of his unhappiness, lack of patience and [the] weakness or absence
of [an imam—] and [who] has been threatened with Hell-Fire—and
between the self-sacrificer who embarks on the operation out of strength
of faith and conviction, and to bring victory to Islam, by sacrificing his
life for the upliftment [sic] of Allah’s word!52

According to the Qur’an, the “self-sacrificer” has much to look for-
ward to: “He that leaves his dwelling to fight for God and His apostle
and is then overtaken by death, shall be rewarded by God” (Sura :).
These rewards are well known: a heaven filled with the delights of the
flesh, vividly described in many verses of the Qur’an: dark-eyed maid-
ens, nonintoxicating liquors and so forth. The blessed

shall recline on jeweled couches face to face, and there shall wait on them
immortal youths with bowls and ewers and a cup of purest wine (that will
neither pain their heads nor take away their reason); with fruits of their
own choice and flesh of fowls that they relish. And theirs shall be the dark-
eyed houris, chaste as hidden pearls: a guerdon for their deeds. (Sura
:–)

That these promises are real incentives for many Muslims today
was underscored by a jarring incident witnessed by Jack Kelley of USA
Today. At a school run by Hamas, he saw a youth of eleven years give a
report to his class:

“I will make my body a bomb,” said the boy, “that will blast the flesh of
Zionists, the sons of pigs and monkeys. . . . I will tear their bodies into lit-
tle pieces and will cause them more pain than they will ever know.” His
classmates shouted in response, “Allah Akhbar,” [God is great] and his
teacher shouted, “May the virgins give you pleasure.”53
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The Parameters of Islamic Belief

Are these Muslims not deriving their conclusions straight from the Qur’an?
Thus how can Harun Yahya insist that “Islam is by no means the source
of this violence and that violence has no place in Islam”?54

In fact, it isn’t all that easy to say that something—even terrorism—
has no place in Islam, unless it’s explicitly condemned in the Qur’an.
The American Taliban soldier John Walker Lindh (no authority, to be
sure, but certainly a zealous student, or talib, of the religion) put it this
way to an Internet newsgroup in : “If a person or a group of people
believe in the unity of Allah and the day of judgement, believe in the
prophethood of Muhammad, believe in the angels, if they keep up Salat
[Friday prayers], pay Zakat [alms], fast in Ramadan, and perform the
Hajj [the pilgrimage to the Muslim holy city of Mecca] if they’re able to,
they are Muslims.” That’s it, according to this budding Taliban fighter:
“They can believe things completely contradictory to the Qur’an, or the
words of any of the prophets and still be Muslim. They can commit any
imaginable sin and still be Muslim, so long as they still fulfill the afore-
mentioned items.”55

This is overstated, but it expresses the common view in Islam that
the elements enumerated by Lindh—the Five Pillars—are indeed the
essentials. If someone observes those, it would be very difficult to read
him out of Islam. “No group may be excluded from the community
unless it itself formally renounces Islam,” says a Muslim writing team,
Mohamed Azad and Bibi Amina, coauthors of the incomparably titled
Islam Will Conquer All Other Religions and American Power Will Dimin-
ish.56 No group—not even a terrorist group. An important manual of
Islamic law declares that to classify a Muslim as an unbeliever is itself an
act of apostasy.57 Although this law is often honored in the breach, it
does indicate that unless they deny that Allah is God and Muhammad
is his prophet, Muslim terrorists cannot easily be read out of Islam by
anyone—not even by the President of the United States.

This law is recorded in Reliance of the Traveller, compiled by the
fourteenth-century Muslim scholar Ahmad ibn Naqib al-Misri from
numerous ancient and respected sources. It is no mere museum piece.
Based largely on the legal rulings of some of the most highly regarded
imams in Islamic history, it is updated in a new edition to deal with mod-
ern questions.
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Reliance of the Traveller is a product of the Shafi’i school of Sunni
Islam. Comprising roughly  percent of all Muslims, Sunni Islam is
divided into four “rites” (madhhabs), or schools of Islamic law and prac-
tice: Shafi’i, Maliki, Hanafi and Hanbali. Sunni Muslims understand
their religious duties according to the guidance of the imams of their
school. A Sunni may switch from one madhhab to another without jeop-
ardizing his orthodoxy. Moreover, the four schools agree on about three-
fourths of their rulings.58 Noted Shafi’is in Muslim history include all
the compilers of the six collections of traditions about Muhammad gen-
erally recognized as authentic: Bukhari, Muslim, Tirmidhi, Ibn Majah,
Abu Dawud and an-Nasai. These collections are second only to the
Qur’an in importance for Muslims.

Thus, not without reason does Al-Azhar, the thousand-year-old
Islamic university in Egypt, state that even today Reliance of the Trav-
eller “conforms to the practice and faith of the orthodox Sunni Commu-
nity.”59 I will return to it repeatedly for examples of Islamic law, not
because it is the sole or even the principal Islamic legal manual, but
because it is in many ways typical of such manuals and representative of
widespread and long-established currents of thought in the umma.

What Would Muhammad Do?

The example of the Prophet Muhammad is a supreme paradigm for Mus-
lims. And as we shall later see more fully, Muhammad was a man of war.
He led armies. He ordered his enemies killed. He never shrank from
bloodshed. Notes Kenneth Woodward, “Israeli commandos do not cite
the Hebrew prophet Joshua as they go into battle, but Muslim insur-
gents can readily invoke the example of their Prophet, Muhammad, who
was a military commander himself.”60

In one celebrated incident among the many in which Muhammad
lashed out violently against his opponents, he took his revenge on two
poets: Abu cAfak, a man who was reputed to be over one hundred years
old, and cAsma bint Marwan, a woman. These poets were not just enter-
tainers. Their verses ridiculing Muhammad and his new religion were, in
his eyes, costing him prestige and followers. When Muhammad had had
enough, he cried out, “Will no one rid me of this daughter of Marwan?”61

One of his followers, cUmayr ibn cAdi, went to her house that night and
found her sleeping next to her children. The youngest, a nursing babe,
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was in her arms. But that didn’t stop cUmayr from murdering her, a deed
for which the Prophet commended him: “You have done a great service
to Allah and His Messenger, cUmayr!” Abu cAfak was also killed in his
sleep, in response to the Prophet’s question, “Who will avenge me on
this scoundrel?”62

Muhammad’s example of intolerance has been often imitated. Most
students of history know that Christendom’s treatment of religious minori-
ties was far from spotless, but fewer know that the celebrated Islamic tol-
erance of Christianity and Judaism was not as enlightened and expansive
as it may seem. Modern-day terrorists are the sons and heirs of the Islamic
warriors who overwhelmed the ancient Christian lands of the Middle
East and North Africa by the force of arms, and who made it so humil-
iating and difficult for the Christians who survived the conquests to con-
tinue to live in their homelands that many gave up the struggle: they
converted to Islam just to survive.

Christian and post-Christian citizens of Western republics, sur-
rounded by material comforts and hearing constantly the mantra of “tol-
erance,” may blanch to read about what life was like for their forefathers
in the Faith who had the misfortune of falling under the heel of Islam.
First, there was the onerous poll-tax levied on non-Muslims unless they
converted to Islam.63 In Muslim Spain, innumerable Christians and Jews
converted in order to escape this crushing burden; but this meant a loss
of revenue to the treasury. So Muslim officials sometimes closed off this
escape route from a miserable existence by forbidding Christians and
Jews to convert to Islam. Too many converts would destroy the tax base.
Besides having to pay prohibitive taxes, Christians in the lands of St.
Augustine, St. Athanasius and St. Ignatius of Antioch were forbidden to
build new churches or repair old ones, forbidden to try to prevent the
conversion of a child to Islam, forbidden to hold authority over a 
Muslim, forbidden to ring bells or perform other acts of worship that
offended Muslim sensibilities, and made to wear distinctive clothing.
The spiritual children of St. John Chrysostom and St. Basil the Great
became a despised, inferior caste.

Most humiliating and outrageous of all was the Ottoman Empire’s
practice of devshirme: the Muslims’ drawing of their most formidable
warriors against Christianity from among Christians themselves.64 Chris-
tian fathers were forced to appear in the town squares with their sons,
the strongest and brightest of whom would be seized from their parents,
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converted to Islam and trained up to be part of the empire’s crack fight-
ing force, the janissaries. In some areas this became an annual event.

Granted, in the days of the devshirme, most cultures condoned slav-
ery, and most behaved in war the way Muslims did. The difference is the
presence of the Qur’an, whose injunctions validate such behavior for all
time. And the oppressed and enslaved peoples had no recourse; for accord-
ing to a preeminent historian of the experience of religious minorities
under Islam, “all litigation between a Muslim and a dhimmi [a non-
Muslim, chiefly a Jew or a Christian] was under the jurisdiction of Islamic
legislation, which did not recognize the validity of the oath of a dhimmi
against that of a Muslim.”65 Reliance of the Traveller stipulates that “legal
testimony is only acceptable from a witness who . . . is religious”—that
is, Muslim—for, it further explains, “unbelief is the vilest form of cor-
ruption, as goes without saying.”66 By this a Christian’s or Jew’s testi-
mony was, at the least, devalued.

Even in our own day, Christians in Sudan, Pakistan and other Mus-
lim lands have lost their lives for blaspheming the prophet Muhammad,
on the basis of accusations which they could not defend against. For
instance, Pakistan’s blasphemy law is, in effect, a declaration of open sea-
son against Christians: “Whoever by words, either spoken or written, or
by visible representation, or by imputation, innuendo, or insinuation,
directly or indirectly defiles the sacred name of the Holy Prophet Muham-
mad . . . shall be punished with death and shall be liable to a fine.”67 Ayub
Masih, a Pakistani Christian, was arrested under this law in  for
allegedly making a reference to Salman Rushdie’s book The Satanic
Verses—a charge he denied. He has been sentenced to death and repeat-
edly tortured.

Theological Equivalence

When confronted with this kind of evidence, many Western commen-
tators practice a theological version of “moral equivalence,” analogous
to the geopolitical form which held that the Soviet Union and the United
States were essentially equally free and equally oppressive. “Christians,”
these commentators say, “have behaved the same way, and have used the
Bible to justify violence. Islam is no different: people can use it to wage
war or to wage peace.”

This is a book about Islam, not about Christianity. Nevertheless,
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since proponents of certain policies toward the Muslim world use this
argument to support their case, it bears examining.

The main features of the case that Christian violence equals Mus-
lim violence are well known. After Pat Robertson’s statement about vio-
lence in Islam hit the headlines, the National Catholic Reporter ran a
cartoon of a haloed Robertson clasping his palms together in the pos-
ture of prayer and piously asking, “Whoever heard of violence in the
name of Christ?” Behind him loom the menacing figures of a Crusader
brandishing a sword, the Grand Inquisitor, a Puritan holding a torch
ready to burn a wretched accused witch at the stake, and a Ku Klux Klans-
man holding a noose and standing beside a burning cross.68

The humanist Samuel Bradley relates one notorious blot on Chris-
tian history:

It was for this country’s God that Central America was savaged. In Guns,
Germs, and Steel, the Pulitzer-prize winning history of human societies,
Jared Diamond recounts the tale of Spanish conquistador Pizarro defeat-
ing an army of , belonging to Atahuallpa with his  soldiers. I
quote from a journal written that day: “If night had not come on, few
out of the more than , (sic) Indian troops would have been left
alive. Six or seven thousand Indians lay dead, and many more had their
arms cut off or other wounds.” I now quote from the same man’s jour-
nal. “Truly, it was not accomplished by our own forces, for there were so
few of us. It was by the grace of God, which is great.”69

Bradley does not mention the appalling cruelty of the Inca practice of
human sacrifice, which Pizarro’s conquest halted. But our concern is that
the conquistador justified his own brutality, according to Bradley, as
being accomplished “by the grace of God.”

This is fundamentally different from terrorists’ use of the Qur’an
for several key reasons. As we have seen, the Bible does contain martial
verses—although in this account Pizarro quoted none of them. More
important, his claim that he massacred by God’s grace violates clear Chris-
tian principles that are held by Catholics, Protestants and Orthodox alike.
His bloodlust does not accord with the teachings of Jesus in the Sermon
on the Mount, or with the Just War principles of his own Roman Catholic
Church. As Kenneth Woodward says in a different context, “While the
Crusaders may have fought with the cross on their shields, they did not—
could not—cite words from Jesus to justify their slaughters.”70
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Pizarro, like the rest of mankind according to Christian doctrine,
was a sinner. His sinful status is obvious with reference to the clear teach-
ings of Jesus Christ, whom he professed to follow, and who said, “Love
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew :).
This attitude is not ruled out in the Christian understanding of a just
war. It is easy to see how Pizarro and the other conquistadors violated
central tenets of Christianity.

Mutatis mutandis, did the Muslims who practiced the devshirme or
turned the great Christian populations of the Middle East into despised
dhimmis pervert the true principles of Islam? Is Osama bin Laden a sin-
ner and thus no fit representative of Islam? Which teachings of Islam has
he violated?

William J. Bennett sums up the difference: “To put the issue at its
starkest, there is simply no equivalent in the Koran to the New Testa-
ment’s admonition to ‘turn the other cheek’; conversely, there is no equiv-
alent in the New Testament to the Koranic injunction to ‘kill the
disbelievers wherever [you] find them.”71 For Christians, the New Tes-
tament supersedes the Old and corrects its violent tendencies, as in Jesus’
celebrated admonition, “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an
eye and a tooth for a tooth’ [Leviticus :]. But I say to you, Do not
resist one who is evil” (Matthew :–). Judaism itself, of course, cul-
tivated a rich tradition in which the violence of the Old Testament was
regarded as anything but a guide for believers’ daily behavior. But Mus-
lims have no such tradition, and nothing akin to the New Testament
corrective of the gospel of mercy.

Those who say that Islam is peace constantly invoke Qur’anic
injunctions against killing innocents. But Osama insists that his victims
were not innocents. The terrorists kill unbelievers in keeping with the
commands of Allah’s book and the example of his Prophet. They plot to
strike as hard as they can at the nation that, in their view, has humili-
ated and oppressed the House of Islam—and they do this because the
Qur’an tells them to.

A Muslim’s Duty

In slaying infidels, are the terrorists not acting as pious Muslims? They
believe they are, and the letter of the Qur’an seems to back them up. The
challenge, therefore, that confronts those Muslims who say they are
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discredited fundamentalist fringe groups is to formulate a refutation of
the terrorists’ own justifications for their actions. To be effective, such a
refutation would have to be an Islamic argument, based on clear Mus-
lim principles.

But the bellicosity of the Qur’an and Muslim tradition makes this
virtually impossible. As Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini put it:

Islam makes it incumbent on all adult males, provided they are not dis-
abled or incapacitated, to prepare themselves for the conquest of [other]
countries so that the writ of Islam is obeyed in every country in the
world. . . . But those who study Islamic Holy War will understand why
Islam wants to conquer the whole world. . . . Those who know nothing
of Islam pretend that Islam counsels against war. Those [who say this] are
witless. Islam says: Kill all the unbelievers just as they would kill you all!
Does this mean that Muslims should sit back until they are devoured by
[the unbelievers]? Islam says: Kill them [the non-Muslims], put them to
the sword and scatter [their armies]. Does this mean sitting back until
[non-Muslims] overcome us? Islam says: Kill in the service of Allah those
who may want to kill you! Does this mean that we should surrender [to
the enemy]? Islam says: Whatever good there is exists thanks to the sword
and in the shadow of the sword! People cannot be made obedient except
with the sword! The sword is the key to Paradise, which can be opened
only for the Holy Warriors! There are hundreds of other [Qur’anic] psalms
and Hadiths [sayings of the Prophet] urging Muslims to value war and
to fight. Does all this mean that Islam is a religion that prevents men from
waging war? I spit upon those foolish souls who make such a claim.72

Going even further are the terrorists of bin Laden’s al-Qaeda. A ter-
rorist manual found in a safe house in Manchester, England, declared
that “Islamic governments have never and will never be established through
peaceful solutions and cooperative councils. They are established as they
[always] have been by pen and gun, by word and bullet, by tongue and
teeth.”73 The manual doesn’t explain at what point the pen, word and
tongue give way to the gun, bullet and teeth; but if Islamic governments
have “never been established through peaceful solutions,” one may assume
that the peaceful instruments give way fairly early in the struggle for
Islam.

The Iranian writer Amir Taheri, author of Holy Terror, the land-
mark study of Islamic terrorism, remarks that “Khomeini’s teachings are
Islamic, but Islam is not limited to what Khomeini teaches.”74 Quite so.
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But what kind of firewall exists between Khomeiniism and “moderate”
Islam? Imams who issue fatwas have followers. Those who have issued
fatwas condoning or even praising the terrorist attacks are not preach-
ing to empty mosques, for individual Muslims can easily see how their
teachings reflect the Qur’an and the life of Muhammad. Thus, the West-
ern view of peaceful Islam as having been “hijacked” by terrorists is sim-
plistic and superficial—and the West’s current sanguinity toward Islam
could turn out to be fatally unwise.

The fastest-growing religion in the world today, Islam now counts
among its adherents one out of every five people on earth. President Bush
thus has very good reasons to try to encourage a belief that the terrorists
are but a tiny minority among these hundreds of millions of Muslims.
He is prudent to emphasize the existence of moderate elements in Islam,
and to play up the extent of their influence in the Muslim world. No
European or American in his right mind wants Osama bin Laden’s vision
of a war between the West and the entirety of Islam to become a reality.

But the number of terrorist sympathizers in Muslim countries is
considerable. Middle East analyst Daniel Pipes estimates it as between
 million and  million people.75 This doesn’t mean that the remain-
ing  to  million Muslims around the world are all peace-loving.
Granted, people find it wearying to live in a state of constant conflict,
and so they settle down to lead ordinary lives. But in Islam, ordinary life
can always be disrupted by the call of religion. Radical Muslims have at
times treated nonradicals as one large sleeper cell that can be activated
by a summons to the full practice of their religion. This is illustrated by
a chilling story from the Ottoman Empire of the late nineteenth century:

Then one night, my husband came home and told me that the padisha
had sent word that we were to kill all the Christians in our village, and
that we would have to kill our neighbours. I was very angry, and told him
that I did not care who gave such orders, they were wrong. These neigh-
bours had always been kind to us, and if he dared to kill them Allah would
pay us out. I tried all I could to stop him, but he killed them—killed them
with his own hand.76

In this light, the number of terrorists and their sympathizers is
likely to grow beyond Pipes’  to  million. In a very real sense this
group is what the less militant majority considers to be the conscience
of the umma. They are the people who actually dare to do what Allah
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said to do, whatever the cost. The average Muslim can easily find enough
in the Qur’an at least to discourage him from condemning them. He can
read that the holy book instructs him to kill unbelievers, and conclude
that Khomeini, bin Laden and the like are the true Muslims, just as they
claim to be.

For all too many, being a serious Muslim means doing Allah’s work
by any means necessary. Of course, most Muslims will never be terror-
ists. The problem is that for all its schisms, sects and multiplicity of voices,
Islam’s violent elements are rooted in its central texts. It is unlikely that
the voices of moderation will ultimately silence the militants, because
the militants will always be able to make the case that they are standing
for the true expression of the faith. Liberal Muslims have not established
a viable alternative interpretation of the relevant verses in the Qur’an.
“When liberal Muslims declare that Sept.  was an atrocity contrary to
the Koran,” observes Farrukh Dhondy, “the majority of Muslims around
the world don’t believe them. They accept the interpretation of funda-
mentalists, whom liberal Muslims have allowed to remain unchallenged.”77

This is why the Bush/Blair cure for terrorism may end up being
worse than ineffectual. The Islam that the West embraces in order to co-
opt bin Laden today may be the Islam that assaults the West tomorrow.
This is not idle fear-mongering. Taheri points out that “the Muslim world
today is full of bigotry, fanaticism, hypocrisy and plain ignorance—all
of which create a breeding ground for criminals like bin Laden.”78 Vio-
lent Islam has the enemy (us) and the scriptural justification (in the
Qur’an) to keep pushing until they win—that is, until the West is Islam-
icized. And moderate Islam is essentially powerless to stop it.
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T W O

Does Islam Promote 
and Safeguard Sound 

Moral Values?

      European Christian term for their
religion: “Muhammadan.” This was one of the first things my earliest
Muslim acquaintances hastened to assure me: “We do not worship
Muhammad. It is an insult to call us Muhammadans.” Referring to Mus-
lims by this hated name is to fall once again into the Christian error, as
they see it, of deifying one of God’s prophets and taking his name for
the name of God’s cause.

Yet even without being deified, Muhammad wields enormous influ-
ence down through the history of Islam. Muslims revere him above all
other men. Throughout the world, Muslims show tremendous respect
and genuine affection for the Prophet. By all accounts, he was an excep-
tionally charismatic and appealing man who won the hearts of the men
and women who followed him. He was charming, delightfully down-to-
earth, and full of vigor and zest for life. His courage and cunning made
him one of the most successful generals in history.

But for Muslims, he is even more than all this: he is the supreme
model for human behavior. As Seyyed Hossein Nasr remarks:

It may be said that the Prophet is the perfection of both the norm of the
human collectivity and the human individual, the norm for the perfect
social life and the prototype and guide for the individual’s spiritual life. . . .
He is both the Universal Man and the Primordial Man (al-insan al-qadim).
As the Universal Man he is the totality of which we are a part and in which
we participate; as the Primordial Man he is that original perfection with
respect to which we are a decadence and a falling away.1

The great Persian poet and revered Muslim saint Sheikh Moslehedin
Saadi Shirazi summed it up succinctly, addressing Muhammad: “In short,
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after God you are the greatest.”2 Professor Akbar S. Ahmed of Cambridge
concurs:

As the Prophet is the messenger, the Quran is the message of God. Together
they provide the basis for the ideal type of Muslim behaviour and
thought. . . . The Prophet himself had said in his last sermon: “I leave
behind me two things, the Quran and my example the sunnah [traditions
about the words and deeds of the Prophet], and if you follow these you
will never go astray.”3

So it is essential for anyone trying to understand Islam to look
closely at the figure of Muhammad. From Tehran to Toronto, from Dar
es Salaam to Des Moines, Muslims emulate him today. As the Univer-
sal and Primordial Man, he offers a unique view of Islamic morality incar-
nated in its purest form.

But this undertaking may be more challenging than it initially
seems. Nasr says, “it is in a sense easier for a non-Muslim to see the spir-
itual radiance of Christ or even medieval saints, Christian or Muslim,
than that of the Prophet, although the Prophet is the supreme saint in
Islam without whom there would have been no sanctity whatsoever.”4

It’s hard to see Muhammad’s sanctity, Nasr explains, because he is fun-
damentally different from the central figures of other religions:

If the contour of the personality of the Prophet is to be understood, he
should not be compared to Christ or the Buddha whose messages were
meant primarily for saintly men and who founded communities based
on monastic life which later became the norm of entire societies. Rather,
because of his dual function as “king” and “prophet,” as the guide of men
in this world and the hereafter, the Prophet should be compared to the
prophet-kings of the Old Testament, to David and Solomon, and espe-
cially to Abraham himself.5

Nasr’s assessment of Christ’s mission is, of course, highly debatable, but
his point about Muhammad is clear: the prophet of Islam cannot be
regarded as an ascetic holy man who renounced this world in search of
a better one, but as a man very much of this world, a leader of men in
the great cause of Allah.

Fair enough. Certainly Muhammad was no ascetic. Even in the
heaven that he imagined, as we’ve seen, the pleasures of the flesh were
paramount. The righteous “shall recline on couches lined with thick
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brocade. . . . Therein are bashful virgins whom neither man nor jinnee
[spirit beings] will have touched before. . . . Virgins as fair as coral and
rubies” (Sura :, , ). (No mention is made in the Qur’an of what
heaven will be like for women.)

How Allah Cared for His Prophet

At a point in Muhammad’s life when he already had nine wives and
numerous concubines, Allah gave him special permission to collect as
many women as he wished:

Prophet, We have made lawful to you the wives to whom you have granted
dowries and the slave-girls whom God has given you as booty; the daugh-
ters of your paternal and maternal uncles and of your paternal and mater-
nal aunts who fled with you; and any believing woman who gives herself
to the Prophet and whom the Prophet wishes to take in marriage. This
privilege is yours alone, being granted to no other believer. (Sura :)

The circumstances of this revelation show a great deal about
Muhammad. The Prophet had adopted a former Christian slave, Zayd
ibn Haritha, as his son, and married him to a woman named Zaynab
bint Jahsh. This marriage was unhappy. According to early Muslim sources
(as retold by historian Maxime Rodinson):

One day Muhammad knocked on the door, looking for Zayd. He was
not at home; but Zaynab met him in a state of undress and asked him in.
After all, he was as father and mother to her. Muhammad declined but
the wind lifted the curtain, evidently while she was hurriedly dressing.
He fled in some confusion, muttering something which she did not quite
catch. All she heard was: “Praise be to Allah the Most High! Praise be to
Allah who changes men’s hearts!”6

Zaynab was, by all accounts, spectacularly beautiful, and obviously
Muhammad noticed.

As for Zayd, he took this with equanimity. “Messenger of Allah,”
he said to Muhammad, “it has come to my ears that you went to my
house. Why did you not go in? Are you not father and mother to me,
O Messenger of Allah? Can it be that Zaynab found favour with you? If
that is so, I will part from her!”

Muhammad responded, “Keep your wife for yourself.”



42 ISLAM UNVEILED

But that was not the end of the matter. Soon Allah himself, ever
attentive to the needs of his Prophet, intervened:

You [Muhammad] said to the man [Zayd] whom God and yourself have
favoured: “Keep your wife and have fear of God.” You sought to hide in
your heart what God was to reveal [i.e., your attraction to Zaynab]. You
were afraid of man, although it would have been more proper to fear God.
And when Zayd divorced his wife, We gave her to you in marriage, so
that it should become legitimate for true believers to wed the wives of
their adopted sons if they divorced them. God’s will must needs be done.
(Sura :)

And so Muhammad married Zaynab. To forestall, or answer, any
criticism from the community, the Qur’an then enjoins: “No blame shall
be attached to the Prophet for doing what is sanctioned for him by God”
(Sura :). The Muslim scholar Caesar Farah explains:

A study of Muhammad’s marital inclinations reveals that . . . pity and ele-
mentary concern prompted him in later years to take on wives who were
neither beautiful nor rich, but mostly old widows. . . . His marriage to
Zaynab, wife of his adopted son, was the result of her unhappy marital
relationship with Zayd. Both she and her family, the noble of Hashim
and Quraysh, frowned upon a marriage to a freed slave. Muhammad,
however, was determined to establish the legitimacy and right to equal
treatment of the adopted in Islam.7

He was determined, that is, until the revelation came from Allah indi-
cating that he should marry Zaynab. Then what could he do but obey?

But this was not a marriage to someone who was “neither beauti-
ful nor rich.” Zaynab, as Farah acknowledges, was nobly born, and despite
later Muslim commentators’ attempts to downplay her looks on account
of her “advanced” age of thirty-five, all the early accounts say she was
beautiful. According to Rodinson, “the Arabic histories and traditional
texts . . . stress Muhammad’s disturbed state of mind after his glimpse of
Zaynab in a state of undress; it is they that describe her remarkable
beauty.”8 One of Muhammad’s other wives, Aisha, bears witness as well,
saying, “Zainab was competing with me (in her beauty and the Prophet’s
love).”9

It is easy to conclude from these incidents (and others that we’ll
recount shortly) that prophethood was exceedingly comfortable for
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Muhammad. He could indulge himself in any way he wished, and Allah
would supply divine sanction for his behavior, no matter how egregious.

Defenders of Christianity as far back as al-Kindi, who wrote an
apology for the Christian faith against Islam in the ninth century, have
compared the libertine Muhammad unfavorably with Jesus and Christ-
ian ascetics.10 At this, Muslims cry foul. Nasr explains that Muhammad’s
marriages “are not at all signs of his lenience vis-à-vis the flesh. During
the period of youth, when the passions are strongest, the Prophet lived
with only one wife who was much older than he and also underwent
long periods of sexual abstinence. And as a prophet many of his mar-
riages were political ones which, in the prevalent social structure of Ara-
bia, guaranteed the consolidation of the newly founded Muslim
community.”11

Yet Muhammad’s self-control in his youth says nothing about his
behavior as an older man. After all, Henry VIII had no trouble becom-
ing an elderly libertine. Moreover, it’s hard to see how Muhammad’s
divinely certified sexual access to the daughters of his uncles and aunts,
as well as to “any believing woman who gives herself to the Prophet and
whom the Prophet wishes to take in marriage,” would guarantee “the
consolidation of the newly founded Muslim community,” as Nasr claims.

Political stratagems are hard to find also in the celebrated incident
that forms the background of Sura  in the Qur’an. Muhammad’s wife
Hafsa found him in bed with yet another woman, Mary the Copt (a
Christian girl), on the day allotted to Hafsa. Furious, she enlisted the
help of another of Muhammad’s wives, Aisha, and confronted the Prophet.
Muhammad sheepishly promised to avoid Mary.12 But again Allah
intervened:

Prophet, why do you prohibit that which God has made lawful to you,
in seeking to please your wives? God is forgiving and merciful. God has
given you absolution from such oaths. . . . If you two [Hafsa and Aisha]
turn to God in repentance (for your hearts have sinned) you shall be par-
doned; but if you conspire against him, know that God is his protector,
and Gabriel, and the righteous among the faithful. The angels too are his
helpers. It may well be that, if he divorce you, his Lord will give him in
your place better wives than yourselves, submissive to God and full of
faith, devout, penitent, obedient, and given to fasting; both formerly-
wedded and virgins. (Sura :–)13
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Of course, it may be that Muhammad sincerely believed Almighty
God was granting him special privileges as his chosen prophet. But in
any case, the effect on Islam has been deleterious. Men who look to
Muhammad as an example, whether they marry many wives or not, find
nothing in him of the mutuality, self-giving and self-sacrifice that most
Westerners assume should be part of marriage. Certainly Muhammad
was kind to his wives, but they were in effect little more than his ser-
vants, on hand to cook his food and meet his sexual demands. Most in
the modern West would disapprove, for here, Christian ideals of mar-
riage are still pervasive, even among non-Christians and post-Christian
secularists.

The Importance of the Sunnah

The Sunnah of the Prophet—early Muslim traditions about the sayings
and doings of Muhammad—raise even more serious questions about his
status as a moral example for all Muslims. In Islam, these texts have a
status just below the Qur’an, and because they are much more volumi-
nous and detailed than the Qur’an, they are the main source for the
Sharia, or Islamic law, and much of Islamic practice. The Islamic scholar
Mohammed Nasir-ul-Deen al-Albani states the traditional Muslim posi-
tion when he says, “There is no way to understand the Qur’an correctly
except in association with the interpretation of the Sunnah.”14 Accord-
ing to another scholar, Wael B. Hallaq, that “the Sunna is binding on
Muslims has . . . been demonstrated by Shafi’i (as well as by later jurists)
on the basis of the Quran which enjoins Muslims to obey the Prophet
and not to swerve from his ranks.”15

Western academics have elaborated numerous theories about the
provenance and importance of the Sunnah, but these have not had much
impact in the House of Islam itself. Some rigorist movements within
Islam have discounted the Sunnah in their zeal to emphasize the unique-
ness and centrality of the Qur’an, but this view has not displaced the
Sunnah from its traditional standing in Islamic theology. A Muslim
scholar, Abu Abdir Rahmaan, says it is Satan who has suggested “to the
hearts of some of the Muslims that the Qur’an, as Glorious as it is, is
sufficient enough alone as guidance for Mankind. Meaning that the Sun-
nah, or way of the Messenger of Allah . . . is something that can be left
off, or abandoned. Without a doubt this is a growing disease that has no
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place in this wonderful way of life of ours.”16 In his guide to the study
of the Qur’an, Ahmad Von Denffer sums up the prevailing view: “There
is agreement among Muslim scholars that the contents of the sunna are
also from Allah. Hence they have described it as also [after the Qur’an,
that is] being the result of some form of inspiration.”17

There’s a tremendous proliferation of these traditions, including
numerous forgeries. Western scholars such as Ignaz Goldhizer have demon-
strated that there is an astonishingly high number of these inauthentic
tales about Muhammad. Goldhizer speculates about the motives behind
them:

It is a matter for psychologists to find and analyze the motives of the soul
which made such forgeries acceptable to pious minds as morally justified
means of furthering a cause. . . . The most favourable explanation which
one can give of these phenomena is presumably to assume that the sup-
port of a new doctrine . . . with the authority of Muhammad was the form
in which it was thought good to express the high religious justification of
that doctrine. The end sanctified the means.18

Faced with a situation that was rapidly spinning out of control,
several Muslims relatively early in the history of Islam assembled collec-
tions of accounts (hadiths) of the Prophet’s words and deeds that were
considered more or less definitive and authentic.19 Six collections were
almost universally recognized early on, and continue to be regarded today,
as the most reliable, generally free of forgeries and inaccuracies. These
were given the collective name of Sahih Sittah, the six authentic and trust-
worthy collections. (Sahih means “sound” or “reliable.”) These are Sahih
Bukhari, that is, the collection of hadiths made by the imam Muham-
mad ibn Ismail al-Bukhari (–); Sahih Muslim, a similar collection
compiled by Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj al-Qushayri (–); the Sunan of
Abu Dawud as-Sijistani (d. ); and works by Muhammad ibn Majah
(d. ), Abi cEesaa Muhammad at-Tirmidhi (–), and Ahmad ibn
Shu’ayb an-Nasai (d. ).

The appearance of a hadith in one of these respected sources, how-
ever, isn’t enough by itself to guarantee its authenticity. Muslims classify
hadiths variously as “sound” (sahih), “good” or “approved” (hasan), “weak”
(da’if ), and “forged” (maudu’). These categories are based on how many
times a hadith is repeated in the traditions, how many different sources
report it, its agreement (or disagreement) with the teachings of the Qur’an,
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the strength of the chain of reporters that link it to the Prophet, and
other factors.

The fact that the entire collections by Bukhari and Muslim bear
the name Sahih is one indication of their prestige among Muslims. These
collections “have enjoyed an especially high status as authoritative sources,”
says Muslim scholar John Esposito.20 The English translator of Sahih
Muslim, Abdul Hamid Siddiqi, agrees: “The collections by Bukhari and
Muslim are particularly held in high esteem.” He explains that the hadiths
“which are recognized as absolutely authentic are included in these two
excellent compilations,” and that “even of these two, Bukhari’s occupies
a higher position in comparison to Muslim’s.”21

Indeed, Dr. Muhammad Muhsin Khan of the Islamic University
in Medina declares that “many religious scholars of Islam tried to find
fault in the great remarkable collection Sahih Al-Bukhari, but without
success. It is for this reason, they unanimously agreed that the most
authentic book after the Book of Allah [the Qur’an] is Sahih Al-Bukhari.”
He explains that the imam Bukhari dreamt that he was “standing in front
of Prophet Muhammad having a fan in his hand and driving away the
flies from the Prophet,” and after this dream was interpreted as mean-
ing that he would “drive away the falsehood asserted against the Prophet,”
he spent his life distinguishing authentic hadiths from forgeries. Bukhari
ultimately winnowed down the , he collected to the slightly over
, that he includes (some several times) in Sahih Bukhari.22

Even if a hadith is included in Bukhari or Muslim, some Muslim
scholar somewhere may classify it as “weak” or “forged.” Still, these col-
lections carry such weight in Islam that virtually everything in them bears
a presumption of reliability and authenticity. Thus, whether the stories
to follow are classified as weak or strong or somewhere in between, their
place in Bukhari and/or Muslim gives them an immediate claim to reli-
ability and an undeniable influence—an influence that is highly damaging.

Child Brides

Given the stature that the traditions of the Sahih Bukhari and the Sahih
Muslim have in Islam, it is worth noting what they say about Muham-
mad and his child bride Aisha.

Bukhari lets Aisha recount in her own words how she came to be
the bride of the Prophet:
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Narrated Aisha: My marriage (wedding) contract with the Prophet was
written when I was a girl of six (years). [Apparently three years then
elapsed.] . . . My mother, Umm Ruman, came to me while I was playing
in a swing with some of my girl friends. She called me, and I went to her,
not knowing what she wanted to do to me. She caught me by the hand
and made me stand at the door of the house. I was breathless then, and
when my breathing became normal, she took some water and rubbed my
face and head with it. Then she took me into the house. There in the
house I saw some Ansari [recent Muslim converts] women who said, “Best
wishes and Allah’s Blessing and a good luck.” Then she entrusted me to
them and they prepared me (for the marriage). Unexpectedly Allah’s Mes-
senger came to me in the forenoon and my mother handed me over to
him, and at that time I was a girl of nine years of age.23

At this point, according to the best Muslim sources, the Prophet was a
little over fifty.24

This marriage at least could have been politically motivated, as
Nasr maintains. Muhammad may have married Aisha to cement the loy-
alty of her father, who was his principal disciple and who had earlier
agreed to give Aisha’s hand in marriage to a pagan. Even if that were his
only reason to take his child bride, however, surely he could have waited
until Aisha was older to consummate the marriage. But Bukhari reports:
“Narrated cUrwa: ‘The Prophet wrote the (marriage contract) with Aisha
while she was six years old and consummated his marriage with her while
she was nine years old and she remained with him for nine years (i.e. till
his death).’”25

Of course, this was not unusual by the prevailing standards. Mus-
lims in Muhammad’s day thought nothing of marrying girls who had
just begun menstruating—and even girls who had not yet reached that
point. Indeed, this practice was common enough that, after the Qur’an
instructs that a man must wait three months before divorcing a wife who
has ceased menstruating (in order to make sure she isn’t pregnant), there
is this additional command: “The same shall apply to those who have
not yet menstruated” (Sura :). Those who have not yet menstruated!
One may imagine that the prospects of a prepubescent divorcee would
have been rather dim.

Problems arise when behavior like this is abstracted from its his-
torical context and proposed as a paradigm for human behavior in all times
and places. The results can be seen all over the umma. In imitation of
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the Prophet, many Muslims have taken child brides. The Ayatollah
Khomeini himself, at age twenty-eight, married a ten-year-old girl.26 She
became pregnant at eleven, but miscarried. Khomeini called marriage to
a girl before her first menstrual period “a divine blessing,” and he advised
the faithful: “Do your best to ensure that your daughters do not see their
first blood in your house.”27

This practice continues to this day, despite the severe injuries girls
often incur from early intercourse and childbirth. One example of its
prevalence came from an anguished young Muslim who wrote in to a
fatwa website, asking if he could legitimately marry a girl even though
he lusted after her mother. “I have looked at my mother-in-law (Auntie)
with lust at her breasts, thinking that her daughter when she will grow
up will have breasts like that etc.”28 Note that he is imagining what his
fiancée will look like when she reaches sexual maturity! The fact that he
is about to marry a child doesn’t trouble either him or the imam he is
consulting.

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) reports that child
marriage is by no means a minor problem today; in fact, over half of the
girls in the Muslim strongholds of Afghanistan and Bangladesh are mar-
ried before they reach the age of eighteen.29 In early , researchers in
refugee camps in Afghanistan and Pakistan found half the girls married
by age thirteen. In an Afghan refugee camp, more than two out of three
second-grade girls were either married or betrothed, and virtually all the
older girls were already married. One ten-year-old was engaged to a man
of sixty.30 Likewise, Time magazine reports:

In Iran the legal age for marriage is nine for girls,  for boys. The law has
occasionally been exploited by pedophiles, who marry poor young girls
from the provinces, use and then abandon them. In  the Iranian Par-
liament voted to raise the minimum age for girls to , but this year, a
legislative oversight body dominated by traditional clerics vetoed the move.
An attempt by conservatives to abolish Yemen’s legal minimum age of 
for girls failed, but local experts say it is rarely enforced anyway. (The
onset of puberty is considered an appropriate time for a marriage to be
consummated.)31

Apparently these child brides need a considerable amount of dis-
cipline to keep them in line. According to one researcher, “in Egypt 

percent of married adolescents have been beaten by their husbands; of



DOES  ISLAM PROMOTE  AND SAFEGUARD SOUND MORAL  VALUES? 49

those,  percent were beaten during pregnancy. A study in Jordan indi-
cated that  percent of reported cases of domestic violence were com-
mitted against wives under .”32

Temporary Marriage

The Prophet also brought to life a notion that American high school
boys have only been able to fantasize about: temporary marriage (mut’a).
According to Bukhari: “Narrated Jabir bin cAbdullah and Salama bin Al-
Akwa’: While we were in an army, Allah’s Messenger came to us and said,
‘You have been allowed to do the Mut’a (marriage), so do it.’ ”33 The
parenthesis is in the original, and a footnote further explains that this
Arabic word means “temporary marriage for a limited period of time.”
(It also means simply “pleasure.”)

Another hadith explains that “their marriage should last for three
nights, and if they like to continue, they can do so, and if they want to
separate, they can do so.”34 The editors of Sahih Bukhari also note that
“this type of marriage was allowed in the early days of Islam in cases of
necessity, but the Prophet finally prohibited it forever.”35 However, Shi’a
Muslims in Iran dispute with Sunnis on this, and it is a relatively con-
ventional practice in the Islamic Republic. Its defenders point to Sura
:, translated thus: “To women whom you choose in temporary and
conditional (muwaqat and muta’a) marriage, give their dowry, as a duty.”36

(The Arabic words are supplied in the translation as quoted.)
Shi’ite apologists argue that the mut’a is an acceptable Islamic

method of avoiding fornication, a wise provision by the Prophet of a sex-
ual outlet that is morally superior to masturbation. The fifth imam of
Shi’a Islam is said to have remarked: “If the second Caliph had not pro-
hibited temporary marriages, no Muslim, save perchance a few utterly
degraded lewd fellows of the baser sort, would have ever committed for-
nication.”37

Perhaps. But what is the essential difference between fornication
and temporary marriage? The giving of the dowry? If that’s it, how then
is this practice to be distinguished from prostitution—especially given
that in Iran, contracts for temporary marriage can be for as short a dura-
tion as one hour?

“Temporary wives” congregate in seminary towns (such as the holy
city of Qom), which are full of restless theological students away from
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their wives for extended periods. These students know what temporary
marriage is for. At the dawn of the twentieth century, the seminarian Aqa
Najafi Quchani wrote a vivid account of a temporary marriage:

. . . Fortunately, the woman was at home and I married her for a while.
When I had quietened my desire and enjoyed the pleasure of the flesh
from my lawful income, I gave the woman the qeran [an old Iranian mon-
etary unit]. . . . It is reported that the Imams have said that whoever makes
love legitimately has in effect killed an infidel.38 That means killing the
lascivious spirit.39 It is obvious that when a talabeh [student] has no prob-
lem with the lower half of his body he is happier than a king.40

Most “temporary wives” in Iran, according to Amir Taheri, were “young
widows, who used the opportunity for making ends meet.” But if they
became pregnant in a temporary marriage, they would be worse off than
before, for the contract gave them no claim on their “temporary hus-
band” for child support.41

The issue of temporary marriage is complicated, but the potential
for abuse is obvious. It is difficult to see how women would be safe-
guarded from being essentially used and abandoned. One defender of
temporary marriage points out:

There exists no law anywhere in the world which is not twisted by the
wicked to their own ends and against its original purpose. This is true of
laws which are of the greatest benefit to society. The law of “temporary
marriage” is one such. It should be backed with the full authority of the
state. Those who misuse it should be punished. Those who use it right
should be supported and aided in their righteous living.42

It is true that any good law can be abused; but some are more suscepti-
ble to abuse than others. Muhammad’s “wise” provision for temporary
marriage is susceptible to abuse to an extent that’s truly outstanding.

Take Any Slave Girl

If the potential for abuse in temporary marriage is great enough, even
worse is the license that Muhammad allowed for rape—at least in cer-
tain circumstances. I have already noted that the Qur’an permits Mus-
lim men to have intercourse with their slave girls as well as their wives.
The holy book, moreover, rules out any exception for slave girls who
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happen to be married: “Forbidden to you are your mothers, your daugh-
ters, your sisters, your paternal and maternal aunts. . . . Also married
women, except those whom you own as slaves. Such is the decree of God”
(Sura :–).

Numerous hadiths make it clear that these slave girls were usually
the captives of war. Muhammad himself did not disdain to find wives
and consorts this way. After one successful battle, he told one of his fel-
lows, “Go and take any slave girl.” But someone else informed the Prophet
that the slave girl thus selected was “the chief mistress of (the ladies) of
the tribes of Quraiza and An-Nadir”—therefore “she befits none but
you.”43 The Prophet then changed his mind and took the girl for him-
self. His followers wondered if she would become his wife or his slave:
“The Muslims said amongst themselves, ‘Will she (i.e. Safiya) be one of
the mothers of the believers, (i.e. one of the wives of the Prophet ) or
just (a lady captive) of what his right-hand possesses?’”44 In this case, he
made the lady one of his wives.

After one battle, some of Muhammad’s men presented him with
an ethical question, as Bukhari reports:

Narrated Abu Said Al-Khudri that during the battle with Bani Al-Mustaliq
they (Muslims) captured some females and intended to have sexual rela-
tions with them without impregnating them. So they asked the Prophet
about coitus interruptus. The Prophet said, “It is better that you should
not do it, for Allah has written whom He is going to create till the Day
of Resurrection.” Qaza’a said, “I heard Abu Sa’id saying that the Prophet
said, ‘No soul is ordained to be created but Allah will create it.’ ”45

When Muhammad said “It is better that you should not do it,” he
was referring to coitus interruptus, not to raping their captives. He took
that for granted. These men were concerned with one moral question,
yet neither they nor the Prophet seemed at all troubled about the more
important question concerning what was, essentially, rape. These women
had just suffered the trauma of seeing their fathers and brothers mur-
dered, their homes vandalized and perhaps burned to the ground, their
possessions seized or destroyed. Then they themselves were taken cap-
tive. It just doesn’t seem to be the right setting for a “consensual relation-
ship,” as they say these days.

In any case, the Qur’an is silent about the preferences of the girls.
As we’ll see more fully later on, neither the Qur’an nor the traditions of
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the Prophet have provided adequately for protecting women from rape.
There is no clear definition of the crime in the Sharia, and the rules of
evidence dictate that the testimony of the victim has no weight because
she is female; rape can be proven only by the testimony of four male eye-
witnesses to the act itself.46

In other words, rape can almost never be proven. Not surprisingly,
women have been prosecuted under Sharia adultery laws when they have
actually been the victims of rape.

Here Muhammad’s lack of respect for women takes its toll in human
lives: his own example, as well as the rules of evidence that he established
for Islam, leave them at the mercy of anyone who chooses to take advan-
tage of them.

No Mercy to the Unbelievers

Related to the jeopardy of women is the problem of Muhammad’s bru-
tality in warfare and in his general dealings with his enemies. Here again
he presents a figure of a prophet quite different from the Western model.
The ultimate Western prototype of the prophet/king, of course, is still
Jesus. Some apologists for Islam promoted the idea of Muhammad as a
sort of Arabian Jesus—more robust, as required by the harsh climate of
the desert, than the Europeanized figure of the One that Julian the Apos-
tate called the “Pale Galilean,” but like him, essentially a prince of peace.

Because of the role this analogy plays in modern Western assess-
ments of Muhammad, it is useful to look at Muhammad’s actual behav-
ior in comparison with that of Jesus, which is relatively familiar even to
post-Christian Westerners.

Muslims themselves acknowledge that the hallmark of Jesus’ teach-
ing is mercy. The Qur’an says so: “We sent other apostles, and after those
Jesus the Son of Mary. We gave him the Gospel, and put compassion
and mercy in the hearts of his followers” (Sura :). It is difficult to
picture Jesus saying these words from the Qur’an: “When you meet the
unbelievers in the battlefield, strike off their heads and, when you have
laid them low, bind your captives firmly” (Sura :).

Indeed, the contrasts between Jesus and Muhammad are many and
obvious. For example, here is how Jesus dealt with rejection and unbe-
lief in one case:
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When the days drew near for him to be received up, he set his face to go
to Jerusalem. And he sent messengers ahead of him, who went and entered
a village of the Samaritans, to make ready for him; but the people would
not receive him, for his face was set toward Jerusalem. And when his dis-
ciples James and John saw it, they said, “Lord, do you want us to bid fire
to come down from Heaven and consume them?” But he turned and
rebuked them. (Luke :–)

The example that the Prophet of Islam gave of how to react to
opposition is quite different. At one point, two young men murdered
one of Muhammad’s fiercest opponents, Abu Jahl, in cold blood as he
was “walking amongst the people.” Abu Jahl’s crime? One of the mur-
derers explained: “I have been informed that he abuses Allah’s Apostle.”

Just as in the coitus interruptus case, when his focus was on the com-
pletion of the sexual act rather than on the moral implications of rape,
here Muhammad was concerned not with the murder, but merely with
the proper distribution of the spoils: “Allah’s Apostle asked, ‘Which of
you has killed him?’ Each of them said, ‘I have killed him.’ Allah’s Apos-
tle asked, ‘Have you cleaned your swords?’ They said, ‘No.’ He then
looked at their swords and said, ‘No doubt, you both have killed him
and the spoils of the deceased will be given to Mu’adh bin cAmr bin Al-
Jamuh,’” one of the murderers.47

Another enemy of the Prophet, named Umaiya, provoked a hadith
that establishes, in a chilling fashion, Muhammad’s unimpeachable verac-
ity. In the course of a dispute with Umaiya, the Muslim Sa’d bin Mu’adh
cried: “Be away from me, for I have heard Muhammad saying that he
will kill you.”

Umaiya responded, “Will he kill me?”
When Sa’d answered that he would indeed, Umaiya showed that

even though he opposed Muhammad, he knew his character: “Umaiya
said, ‘By Allah! When Muhammad says a thing, he never tells a lie.’ ”

Umaiya recounted the incident to his wife, who agreed: “She said,
By Allah! Muhammad never tells a lie.” Sure enough, at the Battle of Badr,
Umaiya was done in, although the hadith is silent about whether or not
Muhammad himself did the deed. All it says is that “Allah got him killed.”48

Muhammad’s truth-telling is a preoccupation of many hadiths. In
another, the Prophet climbed a mountain and began calling the
various tribes of the Quraysh, a people who opposed him. When they
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assembled, he asked them, “Suppose I told you that there is an (enemy)
cavalry in the valley intending to attack you, would you believe me?”

They knew they were standing before an honest man, and so
responded, “Yes, for we have not found you telling anything other than
the truth.”

Muhammad replied, “I am a warner to you in face of a terrific
punishment.”

This pious warning annoyed one man of the Quraysh, Abu Lahab,
who doubted Muhammad’s prophethood. Abu Lahab was Muhammad’s
uncle, but after all, no prophet is honored in his own country. He called
out to Muhammad, “May your hands perish all this day. Is it for this
purpose you have gathered us?”49

Whereupon the Prophet received a new revelation from Allah: “May
the hands of Abu Lahab perish! May he himself perish! Nothing shall his
wealth and gains avail him. He shall be burnt in a flaming fire, and his
wife, laden with faggots, shall have a rope of fibre around her neck!” (Sura
:–) A hadith adds, “and he indeed perished,”50 but doesn’t specify
how.

Although he never told a lie, Muhammad didn’t hesitate to grant
those close to him permission to do so for a good cause—in this case,
another murder: “Allah’s Apostle said, ‘Who is willing to kill Ka’b bin al-
Ashraf who has hurt Allah and His Apostle?’”

Ka’b bin al-Ashraf was a poet from a Jewish tribe in the area. He
seems to have “hurt” Allah and his Prophet with his words only. Sahih
Muslim specifies the offense this way: “He has maligned Allah, the Exalted,
and His Messenger.”51

The story continues: “Thereupon Muhammad bin Maslama [one
of the followers of the Prophet] got up saying, ‘O Allah’s Apostle! Would
you like that I kill him?’

“The Prophet said, ‘Yes.’
“Muhammad bin Maslama said, ‘Then allow me to say a (false)

thing (i.e. to deceive Ka’b).’
“The Prophet said, ‘You may say it.’ ”
The hadith goes on to recount how Ka’b was deceived and mur-

dered by Muhammad bin Maslama.52 But after all, according to the
Prophet, “war is deceit.”53

On another occasion the Prophet was at prayer when his enemies
committed a particularly vile deed, evocative of the barbarism of the
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place: “Narrated cAbdullah: While the Prophet was in the state of pros-
tration, surrounded by a group of people from [the] Mushrikun
[unbelievers] of the Quraish, cUqba bin Abi Mu’ait came and brought
the intestines of a camel and threw them on the back of the Prophet.”
The great man found in this undeniable humiliation no occasion for
mercy:

The Prophet did not raise his head from prostration till Fatima (i.e. his
daughter) came and removed those intestines from his back, and invoked
evil on whoever had done (that evil deed). The Prophet said, “O Allah!
Destroy the chiefs of Quraish, O Allah! Destroy Abu Jahl bin Hisham,
cUtba bin Rabi’a, Shaiba bin Rabi’a, cUqba bin Abi Mu’ait, cUmaiya bin
Khalaf (or Ubai bin Kalaf ).” Later on I saw all of them killed during the
battle of Badr and their bodies were thrown into a well except the body
of Umaiya or Ubai, because he was a fat man, and when he was pulled,
the parts of his body got separated before he was thrown into the well.54

A shorter version of what seems to be the same incident is even
more unsettling, as Muhammad goes one better than Jesus’ cursing of
the fig tree in demonstrating his awesome power: “Narrated cAbdullah
bin Mas’ud: The Prophet faced the Ka’ba and invoked evil on some peo-
ple of Quraish, on Shaiba bin Rabi’a, cUtba bin Rabi’a, Al-Walid bin
cUtba and Abu Jahl bin Hisham. I bear witness, by Allah, that I saw them
all dead, putrefied by the sun as that day was a very hot day.”55

Muhammad vs. the Qur’an?

Are these stories from the hadiths in harmony with the Qur’an? Actu-
ally, they fit in quite well with the book that commands the Prophet to
“deal rigorously” with unbelievers (Sura :). This he did. When the
Muslims defeated the Jewish tribe of Bani Qurayzah, he ordered that
trenches be dug in what had been the marketplace of their town. Then
the men of the tribe, seven hundred in all, were made to sit alongside
the trenches, where the Muslims beheaded them. The women and chil-
dren, in accord with what Muhammad called “the judgment of God from
above the seven heavens,” were enslaved.56

The forthright bloodlust and barbarism of stories like these—and
there are many others like them—is not exclusive to the Muslims of
Muhammad’s day. Christian armies of that era behaved much the same
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way, particularly the Crusaders whose memory inflames Osama bin Laden
and other terrorists to this day. But here again, Christians have no
justification in their Scriptures or anywhere else to behave this way. Jesus
did say, “I have not come to bring peace, but a sword” (Matthew :),
yet he was speaking in metaphor, and he forbade his followers to fight
when he was arrested (Luke :).

Muslims, on the other hand, have no verses that effectively miti-
gate the violent passages from the Qur’an and Sunnah; classical and still-
respected Islamic theologians have used the concept of naskh (abrogation)
to teach that the Qur’an’s belligerent verses cancel out any others that
seem to be more tolerant and peaceful. To minimize the stories of Muham-
mad’s bloody escapades by referring to the historical context in which
they occurred is not compelling, because as we have seen, Muslims them-
selves do not do this. The Qur’an and its Prophet are guides valid for all
time. To admit any shame at the bloody exploits of Muhammad or those
who emulate him today would be to judge Muhammad. But in Muslim
tradition, Muhammad cannot be judged; rather, he is the standard by
which all others are judged.
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T H R E E

Does Islam Respect 
Human Rights?

 ,     God created the heavens
and the earth, and all things visible and invisible. Like Christianity, Islam
calls out to all people on earth, offering them what it proclaims as the
only way to salvation. But while these elements of their faith led Chris-
tians—with the help of John Locke and other founding fathers of the
Enlightenment—to articulate what the world knows today as fundamen-
tal human rights, the same rights which triumphed dramatically in the
West have not taken hold in Islam.

Hard-line Muslims have openly admitted this fact. In , Sa’id
Raja’i-Khorassani, the permanent delegate to the United Nations from
the Islamic Republic of Iran, declared, according to Amir Taheri, that
“the very concept of human rights was ‘a Judeo-Christian invention’ and
inadmissible in Islam. . . . According to Ayatollah Khomeini, one of the
Shah’s ‘most despicable sins’ was the fact that Iran was one of the origi-
nal group of nations that drafted and approved the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights.”1

Does God Desire the Death of the Sinner?

Islam’s quite different understanding of human rights is manifested in
microcosm in the way the Qur’an regards unbelievers. Here Islam sharply
divides the world in half, with harsh consequences for non-Muslims.
Taheri explains that besides maintaining strict distinctions between men
and women, “Islam further divides human beings into two groups: the
Muslims and the non-Muslims. All male Muslims are equal and enjoy
the same individual and collective rights and privileges. Non-Muslims
living in a society where Muslims form the majority and control the state,
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however, are treated separately.”2 We’ll examine the details of this sepa-
rate treatment later on; at this point it suffices to note that Muslim soci-
ety is divided in such a manner, and this division makes it tough for the
concept of universal human rights to gain much of a foothold.

The reasons why are rooted in the Qur’an, which proclaims that
“Muhammad is God’s Apostle. Those who follow him are ruthless to the
unbelievers but merciful to one another” (Sura :). Far from being
endowed with unalienable rights according to the Western idea, unbe-
lievers in the realm of Islam do not seem to be entitled to anything but
hatred and contempt, and ultimately great suffering. A huge portion of
the Qur’an is taken up with hellfire-and-brimstone warnings of terrible
intensity.

Hell exists in the Christian scheme of things, of course, and is often
harrowingly portrayed. Yet Christianity, in contradistinction to Islam,
declares unequivocally that God “has no pleasure in the death of any
one, says the LORD God; so turn, and live” (Ezekiel :). Moreover,
Christian thinkers in most churches and denominations throughout his-
tory have regarded hell as a consequence of the sinner’s free choice.*

The Qur’an, on the other hand, repeatedly announces that Allah
“leads the wrongdoers astray” (Sura :) and “had He pleased, He would
have given you guidance all” (Sura :). Evidently he does not so please:
the judgment and torture of the wicked is a great preoccupation of the
Muslim holy book, dwelt upon with unmistakable relish. The vision of
horror is repeated many times. For instance:

For the wrongdoers We have prepared a fire which will encompass them
like the walls of a pavilion. When they cry out for help they shall be show-
ered with water as hot as molten brass, which will scald their faces. Evil
shall be their drink, dismal their resting-place. (Sura :)3

Those who have denied the Book and the message We sent through Our
apostles shall realize the truth hereafter: when, with chains and shackles

*The concept of God’s leading a wrongdoer astray originally appears in the Old Testament (Exo-
dus 9:12 and other passages), but there it refers only to Pharaoh, not to all mankind. St. Paul
refers to it in setting forth his doctrine of justification (Romans 9:18), and a recurring strain of
Christian thought, running chiefly through St. Augustine of Hippo and John Calvin, has hinted
or held outright that God predestines people to Hell. Still, the idea stated so boldly in the
Qur’an—that God actually leads people astray—has never been generally accepted in
Christianity.
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around their necks, they shall be dragged through scalding water and
burnt in the fire of Hell. (Sura :)

They that deny Our revelations We will burn in fire. No sooner will their
skins be consumed than We shall give them other skins, so that they may
truly taste the scourge. God is mighty and wise. (Sura :)

Christianity too has had a full share of fire-and-brimstone preach-
ers, but neither the Bible nor Christian tradition depicts hell with such
lurid delight. The paintings of Hieronymous Bosch and the Divine Com-
edy of Dante Alighieri contain some analogous imagery, but neither has
ever enjoyed the canonical status of the Qur’an. Indeed, Dante’s splen-
did poem, which no one has ever mistaken for divine revelation, falls
within a long tradition of allegory. The Bible itself does contain warn-
ings of hellfire, but these are in no way as graphically detailed as those
in the Qur’an, and do not appear in the context of a Divine Will so zeal-
ous to punish unbelief as to lead sinners purposely astray.

It is no surprise that this dogma should have implications in the
behavior of individual believers. A man who imbibes the words of the
Qur’an from his earliest days, memorizing long passages even before he
has any idea what it means, singing it, chanting it, repeating it, proclaim-
ing it every day of his life, will unavoidably be influenced by the spirit
of the pages. The Muslim world not only welcomes that influence, but
even celebrates and glories in it.

The spirit of the Qur’an is one of judgment, not mercy. About the
only place where the Qur’an mentions Allah’s mercy is the heading of
each Sura: “In the Name of Allah, the compassionate, the merciful.”
Beyond that and scattered passages, the reader will have a hard time find-
ing evidence of his compassion and mercy—at least for non-Muslims.

The pious Muslim is the executor of the divine judgment, at least
toward those who war against Muslim armies.

Those that make war against God and His apostle and spread disorder in
the land shall be put to death or crucified or have their hands and feet
cut off on alternate sides, or be banished from the country. They shall be
held up to shame in this world and sternly punished in the hereafter:
except those that repent before you reduce them. For you must know that
God is forgiving and merciful. (Sura :)
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Is this the content of Islamic mercy: accept Islam or suffer banishment,
amputation or death by crucifixion?

The Qur’an further enjoins: “Believers, make war on the infidels
who dwell around you. Deal firmly with them. Know that God is with
the righteous.” (Sura :)

And also: “Prophet, make war on the unbelievers and the hypocrites
and deal rigorously with them. Hell shall be their home: an evil fate.”
(Sura :)

Those who reject the message of the Qur’an but live in Muslim
societies are entitled to a small number of narrowly delineated rights, as
we shall see in more detail later on. Those who resist incorporation into
those societies are entitled only to the judgment executed by the good
Muslims here on earth and by Allah Himself in the hereafter. Muslim
sinners, according to the letter of the Sharia (although, to be sure, this
has been interpreted variously in different times and places), deserve not
mercy but the harshest of punishments.

The world recoiled when the Taliban began to use a soccer stadium
that Western relief agencies had built in Kabul for executions of those
who violated Islamic law. When questioned about this horrifying devel-
opment, a Taliban official simply requested that a Western agency build
them a suitable stadium for public executions, so that they could go back
to playing soccer in the stadium! He felt no need to apologize for the
executions themselves. They were simply the Taliban’s Islamic duty.

When Amnesty International lodged a protest, Taliban leader Mul-
lah Muhammad Omar protested in turn. The Pakistani News Network
International reported:

Threatening Amnesty International with grave consequences for criticism
of Taliban’s human rights, its supreme leader Mullah Omar, has said the
student [that is, the Taliban] is simply implementing and observing Islamic
injunctions. In an interview with Voice of America, Mullah Omar said
Taliban would react sharply if AI continued the criticism. He rejected the
AI report as mere allegations. “We are just implementing the divine injunc-
tions,” he maintained.4

Is it unfair to use the Taliban as exemplar when discussing the fate
of human rights under Islam? Maybe it would be if their behavior were
unusual, or against the words of the Qur’an. But throughout Islamic his-
tory, Muslims have used the plain words of the Qur’an that we have
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already quoted in order to justify the idea that it isn’t a sin to kill non-
Muslims.

Opium and the Kafirs

On the issue of drugs, too, the Taliban divides the world into Muslims
and non-Muslims. In his seminal study of the Taliban, journalist Ahmed
Rashid reports:

Abdul Rashid, the head of the Taliban’s anti-drugs control force in Kan-
dahar, spelt out the nature of his unique job. He is authorized to impose
a strict ban on the growing of hashish, “because it is consumed by Afghans
and Muslims.” But, Rashid tells me without a hint of sarcasm, “Opium
is permissible because it is consumed by kafirs [unbelievers] in the West
and not by Muslims or Afghans.”5

This seems to have been a common view among the Taliban. Another
Talib named Khaled asked, “Who cares if heroin is wreaking havoc in
the West? It doesn’t matter; they aren’t Muslims.”6

Meanwhile, a Malaysian Muslim told V. S. Naipaul that believers
should not use tobacco, for essentially the same reason that the Taliban
encouraged non-Muslims to use opium: “Most of the tobacco manufac-
turers are Jewish, and in order to destroy the Jews we must not consume
their products. . . . The Jews are the enemies of God.”7

Many mullahs would be quick to reply that Islam prohibits all drug
trafficking, whether to believers or to enemies of God. Yet although what
the Taliban did was extreme, it wasn’t without support in Islamic thought.
After all, what respect do Muslims owe unbelievers? The Qur’an says to
fight them and subdue them everywhere. If selling them drugs will do
the job, why not? For fourteen hundred years, Muslims have regarded
infidels as not entitled to the basic rights and respect owed to Muslims.
Why then should the Taliban be expected to subscribe to the Western
notion of universal human rights?

The Cost of Conversion

A Muslim convert to Christianity (or to anything else) in a Muslim land
forfeits his life. By classical Muslim understanding, the apostate “deserves
to die.”8 The full story comes later on, but a few representative details
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have a place here. In Saudi Arabia and other Muslim countries that fol-
low the strict letter of Islamic law, the Sharia, conversion from Islam is
a capital offense. A fine Catholic priest of my acquaintance had to flee
Egypt in the s or face almost certain death. His crime? Making con-
verts from Islam.

Even in a relatively open Muslim society like Egypt, Christians live
under constant threat. According to Amnesty International, in July 

“the Sohag Criminal Court sentenced Sourial Gayed Ishaq, a -year-
old Coptic Christian, to three years’ imprisonment for publicly insult-
ing Islam.”9 This parallels the case of Ayub Masih, who faces execution
in Pakistan for allegedly suggesting that a Muslim read Salman Rushdie.
Because the testimony of Christians weighs less than that of Muslims,
Masih’s denials have been discounted.

Nor are Christians the only targets for such punishment; Muslims
in minority sects receive hardly more tolerance. On August , ,
Mullah Manon Niazi, the Taliban governor of the Afghan city of Mazar-e
Sharif, had this to say about Afghanistan’s minority Hazara people, who
are not Sunni Muslims like the Taliban, but Shi’ites like the Ayatollah
Khomeini: “Hazaras are not Muslim. You can kill them. It is not a sin.”
This idea is based on the Qur’anic injunction to “slay [unbelievers] wher-
ever you find them” (Sura :; also :). Niazi added the invitation:
“Oh Hazaras! Become Muslims and pray God as us.”10 The Taliban mas-
sacred large numbers of Hazaras—enough to get the Hazaras listed as
victims of genocide by international human rights groups.11

Shi’ite Muslims, the largest minority Muslim sect worldwide, are
also in danger in Saudi Arabia, the Muslim holy land controlled by Wah-
habi Muslims. Amnesty International reports this incident from Saudi
Arabia: “cAbd al-Karim Mal al Allah, a Shia Muslim, was found guilty
of apostasy and executed in . It has been reported that he was told
by the judge ‘abandon your rejectionist beliefs or I will kill you.’”12 The
situation has not improved since then. Sheikh Ali Khursan, an official
of al-Dawa, a Saudi government organization dedicated to promoting
Wahhabism, said this of the Shi’ites: “These people are infidels because
they do not follow the Sunna [the traditions about Muhammad]. . . .
They don’t believe that the Quran is complete and they hate the Sun-
nis.”13 To classify them as infidels is to expose them to a variety of harsh
punishments. According to news reports, “Four Shiite high school stu-
dents in Najran [a Shi’ite city in Saudi Arabia], aged  and , were
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arrested after a fight with a Wahhabi instructor who insulted their faith.
They received two to four years in jail and  to  lashes each.”14 Two
teachers suspected of fomenting riots among the Shi’ite minority in Saudi
Arabia were each sentenced to be given , lashes, “to be carried out
in front of their families, students and other teachers.”15

Other countries are little better. In the Comoro Islands off Mada-
gascar (home of the “living fossil” fish, the coelacanth), there are no par-
ticular incidents of repression against religious minorities to rival those
recounted above, for such minorities do not exist: all religious observance
outside of Islam is prohibited. Members of other religions aren’t even
allowed to meet together. 

Slavery in the Qur’an

Non-Muslims in at least two Muslim countries, Sudan and Mauritania,
also face the threat of slavery. This is an especially touchy issue for Islam,
because its apologists often refer to past slavery in the West to compare
Islam favorably with Christianity. Yet slaveholding, a topic of perennial
reproach in the history of the United States, is today practiced not within
the former bounds of Christendom, but only in Muslim lands.

Once again, chief responsibility for this must be placed upon the
Qur’an. Slavery, especially of war prisoners, is taken for granted through-
out the Muslim holy book. The Qur’an casually assumes that a believer
will be a slaveowner: “The penalty for a broken oath is the feeding of ten
needy men with such food as you normally offer to your own people; or
the clothing of ten needy men; or the freeing of one slave” (Sura :).
The Qur’an also includes directions about marriage with slaves: “Take
in marriage those among you who are single and those of your male and
female slaves who are honest” (Sura :). Taking slaves as concubines
(in addition to one’s wives) is expressly allowed as well: “Blessed are the
believers, who are humble in their prayers; who avoid profane talk, and
give alms to the destitute; who restrain their carnal desires (except with
their wives and slave-girls, for these are lawful to them)” (Sura :).

Slavery is, admittedly, also taken for granted in the Bible. But here
again the radically different ways that Christians and Muslims under-
stand their scriptures, and the different contents of the rest of each book,
are decisive. The abolitionist movement grew in the United States because
of Christians who reasoned from the Bible’s declarations of universal
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salvation and the Christian understanding of the dignity of mankind as
created by God. Confederate Protestants pointed to passages of the New
Testament in support of the “peculiar institution,” but Christians were
not restricted to this single interpretation.

Despite the words of the Qur’an, many Muslims have attempted
to construct arguments against slavery on Islamic principles. Shehzad
Saleem, director of the Institute of Islamic Studies in Lahore, Pakistan,
states flatly: “Among many other misconceptions about Islam is the notion
that it gives sanction to slavery and permits its followers to enslave pris-
oners of war, particularly women and establish extra-marital relations
with them. We strongly affirm that Islam has not the slightest link with
slavery and concubinage. On the contrary, it completely forbids these
practices.” This is a noble assertion, but wholly at odds with the Qur’anic
passages quoted above, which Saleem doesn’t refer to in his article, “The
Condemnation of Slavery in Islam.” Instead, he ascribes Muslim accept-
ance of slavery to prevailing social conditions, saying, “Islam had adopted
a gradual process to abolish the institution of slavery because of the social
conditions prevalent in Arabia at that time. It must be kept in mind that
slavery was an integral part of the pre-Islamic Arab society.”16

Christians often make a similar argument: the Church didn’t move
against slavery in apostolic times because of prevailing social conditions.
This may be true in the histories of both religions, but here again the
established understanding of the Qur’an handicaps the Muslim. The
verses above make reformists like Saleem vulnerable to charges that they
are disobedient to Allah. Since Muslims almost universally hold the
Qur’an to be the perfect Word of Allah, valid for all time, those who join
Saleem in suggesting that it doesn’t enunciate a universal moral princi-
ple because of variable “social conditions” are inviting suspicion of their
Islamic loyalty. The continuing existence of slavery in pockets of the
Islamic world indicates that some Muslims still take the Qur’an at face
value on this matter.

Slavery, moreover, has been taken for granted throughout Islamic
history—as it was in the West until recently. The impetus to end it moved
from Christendom into Islam. When the British government in the nine-
teenth century began pressuring pro-slavery regimes to curtail or end the
practice, the reaction from at least one Muslim leader was incredulity.
The Sultan of Morocco wrote that “the traffic in slaves is a matter on
which all sects and nations have agreed from the time of the sons of Adam
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. . . up to this day.” He said that he was “not aware of its being prohib-
ited by the laws of any sect” and that the very idea that anyone would
question its morality was absurd: “no one need ask this question, the
same being manifest to both high and low and requires no more demon-
stration than the light of day.”17

Most slaves in the Islamic world were captured during jihad. This
developed into an organized system:

The jihad slave system included contingents of both sexes delivered annu-
ally in conformity with the treaties of submission by sovereigns who were
tributaries of the caliph. When Amr conquered Tripoli (Libya) in , he
forced the Jewish and Christian Berbers to give their wives and children
as slaves to the Arab army as part of their jizya [tax on non-Muslims].
From  until its conquest in , Nubia was forced to send an annual
contingent of slaves to Cairo. Treaties concluded with the towns of Trans-
oxiana, Sijistan, Armenia, and Fezzan (Maghreb) under the Umayyads
and Abbasids stipulated an annual dispatch of slaves from both sexes.
However, the main sources for the supply of slaves remained the regular
raids on villages within the dar-al-harb [non-Islamic regions; see chapter
nine] and the military expeditions which swept more deeply into the infi-
del lands, emptying towns and provinces of their inhabitants.18

Still Slaveholding Today

In Sudan and Mauritania, the Muslim record on slavery is not a matter
of history but of current events.

The primary reason someone will be enslaved in Sudan is because
he or she is a Christian. In this colonial fiction of a country, the Arab
Muslims in the north are in the process of stamping out black Christian-
ity in the south by imposing the Sharia over the entire country. The
Coalition Against Slavery in Mauritania and Sudan (CASMAS), a human
rights, abolitionist movement founded in , says:

The current Khartoum government wants to bring the non-Muslim Black
South in line with Sharia law, laid down and interpreted by conservative
Muslim clergy. The Black animist and Christian South remembers many
years of slave raids by Arabs from the north and east and resists Muslim
religious rule and the perceived economic, cultural, and religious expan-
sion behind it.19
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Critics worldwide have denied that slavery exists in Sudan, but
there is no doubt for anyone willing to face the hard facts. “In ,”
according to the American Anti-Slavery Group, “after Minister Louis
Farrakhan, leader of the Nation of Islam, challenged the press to find
slavery in Sudan, two reporters from the Baltimore Sun, Gilbert Lewth-
waite and Gregory Kane, risked their lives to fly into Southern Sudan to
do just that.”20 They returned with an abundance of evidence, having
themselves bought the freedom of a group of young slaves.

Slave raids are particularly inhuman. The American Anti-Slavery
Group also reports:

Women and children abducted in slave raids are roped by the neck or
strapped to animals and then marched north. Along the way, many women
and girls are repeatedly gang-raped. Children who will not be silent are
shot on the spot. In the north, slaves are either kept by individual mili-
tia soldiers or sold in markets. Boys work as livestock herders, forced to
sleep with the animals they care for. Some who try to escape have their
Achilles tendons cut to hamper their ability to run. Masters typically use
women and girls as domestics and concubines, cleaning by day and serv-
ing the master sexually by night. Survivors report being called “abeed”
(“black slave”), enduring daily beatings, and receiving awful food. Mas-
ters also strip slaves of their religious and cultural identities, giving them
Arabic names and forcing them to pray as Muslims.21

One Sudanese Christian slave was James Pareng Alier, who was kid-
napped and forced into slavery at the age of twelve. Reports Alier: “I was
forced to learn the Koran and re-baptised Ahmed. They told me that
Christianity was a bad religion. After a time we were given military train-
ing and they told us we would be sent to fight.” Alier has no idea of his
family’s whereabouts.22

Another slave was Francis Bok, a Christian who was abducted in
the late s from his home village and sold into slavery. He was seven
years old at the time. “It was terrible,” he recounted. “Men were killed,
the women were raped. Everything happened in front of us. It was ter-
rible.” He was tied to the side of a donkey to be transported to the place
of sale; two girls were tied to the other side. “The girls couldn’t stop cry-
ing, so the men shot them. After that, I learned to be quiet.” He was, as
the American Anti-Slavery Group report indicates, beaten every day and
called “abeed”—until, after ten years of this, he finally escaped.23
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Muslims who grant that Islam’s slaveholding record isn’t pure have
tried to mitigate their religion’s bad name in this area by claiming that
at least slavery in Islam has never been race-based: no Muslim slaveholder
ever taught the execrable doctrine (once common in the West) that blacks
were less than human, and therefore born to be slaves.

Although slavery there was never restricted only to blacks, the Mus-
lim world for centuries imported, captured and purchased black African
slaves.24 In Islam, this racial element has not disappeared. According to
CASMAS, black slavery persists in Mauritania to this day. “In ancient
times slavery was common in Mauritania. It became part of armed con-
flict between ethnic or political groups. Slavery continued among these
populations in Mauritania through the eighth century, coming under
Islamic authority. From this point forward, only Black Africans have been
enslaved in Mauritania.” Nor is slavery an isolated problem. “Anti-
slavery leader Bobacar Messaoud [Messaoud ould Boulkheir],” reports
CASMAS, “estimate[s] that nearly half the population [of Mauritania]
continues to be either enslaved or in slave-like relationships.”25

Some Muslims also argue that because the slave/master relation-
ship is on the whole much freer, so to speak, than it was in the Ameri-
can South, slavery in Islam should not be tarred with the same moral
brush. It is true that in Islam, slaves and masters often marry. They live
together in the same house, and a slave may even be wealthier than his
master. Slaves must be emancipated under a wide variety of conditions,
enumerated in the Qur’an itself.

BBC correspondent David Hecht traveled to Mauritania and found
men married to their slaves and treating them with no undue harshness.
“The slave/master relationship is a form of kinship,” he explained.
“Though slaves are mostly black Africans and masters or ‘Bidan’ have
more Arab Berber blood in them, they are all members of the same clans
and in some cases the blacks are the chiefs.”26 Hecht adds: “In Maurita-
nia there are no plantations, no big mansions on top of the hill.” Mau-
ritania’s relatively good treatment of slaves follows a Muslim tradition.
Slaves in the House of Islam always enjoyed greater social mobility than
they did in other cultures. Indeed, in the Mamluk (“possessed one,” or
“slave”) dynasty that ruled Egypt and Syria from the thirteenth to the
sixteenth centuries, many rulers rose from slavery.

There may be some truth to Hecht’s analysis, although it provoked
a furious response from the Mauritanian former slave and antislavery
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crusader Messaoud ould Boulkheir: “Freedom is not measured in terms
of mansions or tents or in terms of sums of money in bank accounts.
Freedom is much simpler and is so much more valuable than anything
else.”27 To suggest otherwise is to echo the arguments of slaveholding
Southerners who observed before the Civil War that their slaves had it
better than some free blacks in the North. Maybe they did. Yet the abo-
litionist imperative wasn’t based on living conditions, but on a percep-
tion of the equality of men before their Creator.

Of course, very few Muslim countries practice slavery today. Still, as
long as it is explicitly sanctioned by the Qur’an and Islamic law, the pos-
sibility of slavery remains for any Muslim reformer who wants to enforce
total obedience to Allah’s Word and “pure” Islam. And this “pure” Islam
will continue to grow in influence as long as the crisis in the Muslim world
persists. When all is not right in the House of Islam, Muslim militants can
lay blame at the feet of moderates who have supposedly offended Allah,
and thereby justify the call for a return to hard-line orthodoxy.

The Quality of Mercy

The Qur’an is as merciless toward Muslim wrongdoers as it is toward
infidels. This is clear from even a cursory examination of the draconian
penalties it metes out for various offenses. True, penalties of similar feroc-
ity were not unknown for sinners in Christian Europe; but here again,
Christian-based principles regarding the dignity of man ultimately mit-
igated such harshness. In Islam, however, these punishments are written
by the Hand of Allah.

The penalty for theft is well known: “As for the man or woman
who is guilty of theft, cut off their hands to punish them for their crimes.
That is the punishment enjoined by God. God is mighty and wise” (Sura
:). This is echoed in Islamic law (as reflected in Reliance of the Trav-
eller), which stipulates that the thief ’s right hand be amputated (forcing
the offender thereafter to eat with his left, which is also forbidden), pro-
vided that he “has reached puberty; is sane; is acting voluntarily,” and
steals a certain amount from a place that has taken reasonable security
measures. The law also specifies that there must be “no possible confu-
sion . . . as to whether he took it by way of theft or for some other rea-
son.”28 Other limbs are to be amputated for further offenses.

As for sexual immorality, “the adulterer and the adulteress shall
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each be given a hundred lashes. Let no pity for them cause you to dis-
obey God, if you truly believe in God and the Last Day; and let their
punishment be witnessed by a number of believers” (Sura :). Reliance
of the Traveller defines “those whose killing is unlawful” as not including
“convicted married adulterers,” as well as “non-Muslims at war with the
Muslims, apostates from Islam,” not to mention “pigs, and biting dogs.”29

In addition to amputation and lashing, there is imprisonment within
the home: “If any of your women commit fornication, call in four wit-
nesses from among yourselves against them; if they testify to their guilt
confine them to their houses till death overtakes them or till God finds
another way for them” (Sura :).

Under pressure from strict Muslims, Pakistan adopted laws based
on the Sharia in the late seventies. They reflected Islamic law’s ferocity:

Drinking was to be punished by eight stripes. The punishment for illicit
sex, for an adult Muslim, was to “be stoned to death at a public place”;
for a non-Muslim, a hundred-stripe public whipping, with the possibil-
ity of death for rape.30 “The punishment of stoning to death awarded
under section  or section  shall be executed in the following manner
namely: Such of the witnesses who deposed against the convict as may be
available shall start stoning him and, while stoning is being carried on,
he may be shot, whereupon stoning and shooting shall be stopped.” For
theft . . . the punishment for a first offense was amputation—“carried out
by an authorized medical officer”—of the right hand “from the joint of
the wrist” ’ for a second offense, the amputation of the left foot “up to the
ankle”; for a third offense, imprisonment for life.31

The natural human tendency for mercy that God has implanted
into the hearts of all people has prevented the letter of the law from being
followed in all times and places. In fact, journalist Stephen Schwartz
maintains that “for roughly , years” the letter of the Sharia on pun-
ishments like these has been mitigated: “The argument that intentions
were more important than conduct, and that, therefore, a sinful act could
be viewed as a product of human weakness requiring mercy rather than
punishment, triumphed in traditional Islam a long time ago.”

There is some truth to this, even though Schwartz overstates the case
when he says that “this is why today the stoning of adulterous women only
exists in a minority of Muslim societies. Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Afghanistan,
Iran, and ‘a few other places’ no more represent the entire Muslim world
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than Arizona, Indiana, Idaho, and Texas represent the entire U.S.”32 Those
nations, of course, are crucially important in the House of Islam precisely
because of their universally acknowledged fidelity to Islamic principles.
Moreover, violent Muslim groups today agitate for their vision of the purity
of Islam not only in the countries that Schwartz mentions, but also in
Egypt, Yemen, Somalia, Eritrea, Djibouti, Bosnia, Croatia, Albania, Alge-
ria, Tunisia, Lebanon, the Philippines, Tajikistan, Azerbaijan, Chechnya,
Uzbekistan, Kashmir—and, for that matter, the United States.33

The larger problem, however, is that if this debate over the inter-
pretation of the Sharia had really been “settled in Islam” a thousand years
ago, how did Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and the rest run off the moderate
rails?

They did so because the letter of the Qur’an, as well as the Sharia,
constantly wars against moderating interpretations. Thus when the Aya-
tollah Khomeini’s “Islamic judge,” Ayatollah Khalkhalli, took power in
Kurdistan after Iran’s Islamic revolution of , a bloodbath followed.
Reports V. S. Naipaul:

In no time, moving swiftly from place to place in the August heat, he had
sentenced forty-five people to death. He had studied for thirty-five years
and was never at a loss for an Islamic judgment. When in one Kurdish
town the family of a prisoner complained that three of the prisoner’s teeth
had been removed and his eyes gouged out, Khalkhalli ordered a similar
punishment for the torturer. Three of the man’s teeth were torn out on
the spot. The aggrieved family then relented, pardoned the offender, and
let him keep his eyes.34

The aggrieved family wasn’t alone in its horrified reaction to such
brutality. Throughout the House of Islam, the heart struggles against the
harshness of these dictates. Naipaul reports that even in Iran, “just after the
revolution there had been public whippings, as part of the revived Islamic
way, but the effect on the public hadn’t been good.” The Iranian driver who
chauffeured Naipaul during his days in Tehran explained that “people did-
n’t like the man doing the whipping. It became hard on him afterwards.”35

Similarly, a recent Muslim translation of the Qur’an that inserts
parenthetical explanatory phrases right into the text renders one of the
pertinent verses this way: “Strike the fornicatress and adulteress and the
fornicator and adulterer on the body of each one of them a hundred
times. (This is the extreme limit,) . . .”36 But if this cautionary note that
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the hundred lashes are an “extreme limit” is actually suggested by the
Arabic text, it has been missed by other translators.

Because they are founded on the Qur’an, these legal measures are
not an exotic element of Muslim tradition, like the burning of heretics
in medieval Christianity. On the contrary, they will forever be part of
authentic Islam as long as the Qur’an is revered as the perfect Word of
Allah. Harsh penalties are still very much in force wherever “pure” Islam
holds sway, such as in Saudi Arabia, where, according to an Amnesty
International report for ,

At least  people were executed and there was an alarming increase in
the number of amputations. . . . There were  reported cases of amputa-
tions during , seven of which were cross amputations (of the right
hand and left foot). Flogging continued to be frequently imposed for a
wide range of offences. In August, cAbdel Mo’ti cAbdel Rahman Moham-
mad, an Egyptian national, was reported to have had his left eye surgi-
cally removed as punishment ordered by a court in Medina after he had
been found guilty of throwing acid in the face of a compatriot and dam-
aging his left eye.37

This is the “pure Islam” of the Taliban, of Saudi Arabia, and of
everywhere the Sharia holds sway—the Islam that cuts off the hands of
thieves, crushes homosexuals under brick walls, stones adulterers and
executes converts to Christianity. This is what Islam means in practice,
as Naipaul put it in summing up the Islamic bona fides of Khomeini’s
Iran: “The government had ordered civil servants to break off every day
and say their prayers. It had legislated for Koranic punishments like whip-
ping and stoning to death. It was talking of levying a Koranic tax, to be
paid out to the poor as alms” (emphasis added).38

The Case of Nigeria

In the ongoing and convulsive battle over the implementation of Islamic
law in several states of Nigeria, Sharia supporters have assured Christian
Nigerians that separate, non-Islamic courts will be established for them.
However, the fierce resistance to the Sharia they are putting up suggests
that they may not consider this promise entirely genuine.

Reliance of the Traveller provides a hint as to why. Within a series
of precise regulations governing the conduct of non-Muslims living in
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Muslim lands, this manual of Shafi’i and Sunni orthodoxy dictates that
Jews and Christians are to be punished “for committing adultery or theft,
though not for drunkenness.”39 It specifies that a thief ’s right hand should
be amputated “whether he is a Muslim, non-Muslim subject of the Islamic
state, or someone who has left Islam.”40 (Of course, someone who has
left Islam, according to the same legal corpus, also deserves the death
penalty for apostasy.)

Under Islamic law, non-Muslims living in Muslim lands are also
governed by a quite specific set of rules, which we’ll examine more closely
later on. If the Sharia is to be implemented fully, then must not these
laws be implemented for the non-Muslim minority as well?

What’s more, all over Nigeria the institution of the Sharia has been
accompanied by violence. After all, as the Ayatollah Khomeini said,
“Whatever good there is exists thanks to the sword and in the shadow
of the sword! People cannot be made obedient except with the sword!”41

Nigerian Muslims have clashed repeatedly with Christians over the Sharia.
In late December , gunmen shot dead the Nigerian justice minister
and attorney general, Bola Ige, who according to a Reuters report
“appeared to be heading for a showdown with Muslim Sharia courts in
Nigeria’s north after threatening to intervene to save the life of a mother
sentenced to death by stoning for having sex outside marriage.”42

In Nigeria’s Zamfara state, one woman quickly encountered the
dark side of the Sharia. She was “found guilty of fornication [and] was
given  lashes—despite her protests that she had been raped.”43 As a
woman she was ineligible under the Sharia to testify in court, even about
her own case.
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F O U R

Does Islam 
Respect Women?

“ ,”     , “I have not left any Fitnah
(trial and affliction) more harmful to men than women.”1 Moreover,
“evil omen is in three things: The horse, the woman and the house.”2

Both Muslims and non-Muslims claim that Muhammad has been
misunderstood and was not so much of a misogynist as these statements
make him sound. “The concept of some Christians about the rights of
women in Islam,” Muslim scholars Amatul Rathman Omar and Abdul
Mannan Omar observe, “is based upon colossal ignorance of the teach-
ings of the Qur’an and Islam.”3 There is no doubt that Muhammad loved
women, and at its inception Islam made certain innovations in women’s
rights. But if some Western analysts are correct, Islam is curiously sus-
ceptible to being hijacked: lately by terrorists, and in centuries past by
chauvinists.

According to a popular writer on Islam, Karen Armstrong, the
women of Muhammad’s day “did not seem to have experienced Islam as
an oppressive religion, though later, as happened in Christianity, men
would hijack the faith and bring it in line with the prevailing patriarchy.”4

After discovering this moral equivalence, Armstrong asserts that “the
emancipation of women was a project dear to the Prophet’s heart” and
enumerates Islam’s undeniable achievements for women: “The Quran
gave women rights of inheritance and divorce centuries before Western
women were accorded such status.” But under Christian influence, the
Prophet’s broadmindedness did not carry over to the generations that
followed him:

The Quran prescribes some degree of segregation and veiling for the
Prophet’s wives, but there is nothing in the Quran that requires the 
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veiling of all women or their seclusion in a separate part of the house.
These customs were adopted some three or four generations after the
Prophet’s death. Muslims at that time were copying the Greek Christians
of Byzantium, who had long veiled and segregated their women in this
manner; they also appropriated some of their Christian misogyny.5

Maybe it really is true that Islamic misogyny is simply a foreign,
Christian influence. On the other hand, perhaps—as in other areas—
what was innovative and humane at the beginning of Islam is now anti-
quated and confining, because Muslims lack a mechanism for bringing
what they consider to be the words of Almighty God into line with mod-
ern circumstances. Certainly some Muslims have taken to misogyny with
gusto, as evidenced by the dreadful tale of the fifteen girls who died in a
fire at their school in Saudi Arabia in March . With no men in the
school, the girls had taken off their Islamic garb for lessons. The Saudi
religious police, the muttawa, would not allow them to leave the build-
ing because they were not veiled. Death for the girls was preferable to
the risk of subjecting the men in the vicinity to impure thoughts.6

But this is an extreme case. To discover the facts of the matter, we
may begin by looking at what the Qur’an says.

Muslims confronted by Westerners on the issue of women’s rights
often point to several verses that seem to establish the equality of men
and women before Allah. One of them: “Men, have fear of your Lord,
who created you from a single soul. From that soul He created its mate,
and through them He bestrewed the earth with countless men and
women” (Sura :). Another: “I will deny no man or woman among you
the reward of their labours. You are the offspring of one another” (Sura
:).

Nevertheless, there is still a hierarchy: “Women shall with justice
have rights similar to those exercised against them, although men have
a status above women” (Sura :). This superiority is divinely ordained:
“Men have authority over women because God has made the one supe-
rior to the other, and because they spend their wealth to maintain them”
(Sura :). Thus, husbands are advised: “Women are your fields; go,
then, into your fields whence you please” (Sura :).

Aside from this directive, one could argue that so far we have found
nothing stronger than a biblical verse that makes priests and ministers
cringe all over the West, St. Paul’s “Wives, be submissive to your husbands,
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as to the Lord” (Ephesians :). Certainly the idea that men are superior
to women has been promoted at various times on the strength of this verse,
although such a reading is counterbalanced by the concurrent responsi-
bility of the man to love his wife with sacrificial love, “as Christ loved his
Church and gave himself up for her” (Ephesians :).

But even if the Apostle did mean that men are superior to women
in some respect, it is not in the same measure as we find in the Qur’an,
for instance in its instructions about legal testimony: “Call in two male
witnesses from among you, but if two men cannot be found, then one
man and two women whom you judge fit to act as witnesses; so that if
either of them commit an error, the other will remember” (Sura :).
That is, one female witness is worth half as much as a man.

The Qur’an teaches that “Good women are obedient. They guard
their unseen parts because God has guarded them. As for those from
whom you fear disobedience, admonish them and send them to beds
apart and beat them” (Sura :).

There is, quite understandably, some disagreement among Mus-
lims about the proper meaning of this verse. Some are uncomfortable
with the idea that Allah is telling husbands to beat their wives. In his
popular translation of the Qur’an, cAbdullah Yusuf cAli adds a crucial
gloss, rendering the command as “spank them (lightly).”7 Another group
of translators, who liberally mix their parenthetical commentaries into
the original text of the Qur’an, go even farther, removing any sense of
physical punishment from this portion of Sura :: “As for those women
(on whose part) you apprehend disobedience and bad behavior, you may
admonish them (first lovingly) and (then) refuse to share their beds with
them and (as a last resort) punish them (mildly).”8 On the opposite end
of the spectrum is Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall’s rendering: “As
for those from whom ye fear rebellion, admonish them and banish them
to beds apart, and scourge them.”9

Alas, almost all translators of the Qur’an side with Pickthall in ren-
dering the Arabic with at least some notion of physical punishment, and
not just the vague “punish them.”

What the Hadiths Say

The Sunnah may be a source of the translators’ ambivalence. Some hadiths,
although they do not appear in Bukhari’s collection or in other sources
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that are generally considered the most sound, recount that the Prophet
actually forbade wife beating. In the Sunan abu-Dawud, another of the
six Sahih Sittah or reliable collections, one hadith reads: “Narrated
Mu’awiyah ibn Haydah: I said: Apostle of Allah, how should we approach
our wives and how should we leave them? He replied: Approach your
tilth [field] when or how you will, give her (your wife) food when you
take food, clothe when you clothe yourself, do not revile her face, and
do not beat her.”10 However, unlike the hadiths that have won general
acceptance among Muslims, this one is not repeated in other collections;
its attestation is considered weak.

Moreover, also found in Sunan abu-Dawud is evidence that the
Prophet may have had a change of heart on this matter:

Iyas ibn Abdullah ibn Abu Dhubab reported the Apostle of Allah as say-
ing: Do not beat Allah’s handmaidens, but when Umar came to the Apos-
tle of Allah and said: Women have become emboldened towards their
husbands, he (the Prophet) gave permission to beat them. Then many
women came round the family of the Apostle of Allah complaining against
their husbands. So the Apostle of Allah said: Many women have gone
round Muhammad’s family complaining against their husbands. They
are not the best among you.11

Complaining husbands get permission to beat their wives. Complain-
ing wives just get criticized for complaining.

Likewise, the same collection of hadiths has this: “Narrated Umar
ibn al-Khattab: The Prophet said: A man will not be asked as to why he
beat his wife.”12 Will he not be asked, that is, on Judgment Day? Or in
Islamic society? Or both? The hadith doesn’t say.

Ultimately, the very existence of Sura : puts these anti-wife-
beating hadiths in doubt. It’s unlikely in the extreme that Muhammad
himself would have contradicted what he himself had presented to Mus-
lims as the word of Allah, without pronouncing the verse abrogated (as
he did with some others).13

Nor is wife beating simply of historical interest in Islam, any more
than is any other part of the Qur’an. Reliance of the Traveller contains
the same instructions as Sura : about how to deal with a disobedient
wife: “If she commits rebelliousness, he keeps from sleeping . . . with her
without words, and may hit her, but not in a way that injures her, mean-
ing he may not . . . break bones, wound her, or cause blood to flow.”14
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Such directives are not a thing of the past. In  the retired Turk-
ish Muslim cleric Kemal Guran sparked a controversy in that secularized
Muslim nation with a passage in his booklet The Muslim’s Handbook.
According to the BBC, “the booklet, published by the Pious Founda-
tion, which is part of the government’s Religious Affairs Directorate, says
men can beat their wives as long as they do not strike the face and only
beat them moderately.” Guran also “suggests that men are naturally supe-
rior to women.” The plain words of the Qur’an support both points, but
apparently some defenders of the Prophet missed Sura :. The BBC
article continues: “Sema Piskinsut, who chairs the parliamentary human
rights commission, said the booklet was full of inaccuracies, and it mis-
interprets the words of prophet Mohammed and Islam.”15

Maybe Piskinsut is referring not to the Qur’an, but to present-day
Islam. Perhaps the charge that Guran “misinterprets the words of prophet
Mohammed and Islam” really means that the aged imam is trying to
revive a practice that civilized Muslims long ago relegated to the ash-
heap of history.

Maybe, but in allowing for wife beating, Guran is by no means
alone among Muslims. In the same year that he published The Muslim’s
Handbook, another book giving the same advice caused a similar hulla-
baloo in Spain’s revivified Muslim community. The Spanish imam
Mohamed Kamal Mostafa’s book Women in Islam “recommends verbal
correction followed by a period of sexual abstinence as the best punish-
ment for a wife, but does not rule out a beating as long as it is kept within
strict guidelines.” It further specifies that the husband “should never hit
his wife in a state of extreme or blind anger.”

He should never hit sensitive parts of the body such as the face, head,
breasts or stomach. He should only hit the hands or feet using a rod that
is thin and light so that it does not leave scars or bruises on the body. The
husband’s aim . . . should be to cause psychological suffering and not to
humiliate or physically abuse his wife.16

For writing this, Mohamed Kamal Mostafa is facing a lawsuit
from an association of Spanish women’s groups. But what has he done?
He has simply restated Sura :—“send them to beds apart and beat
them.” Thus, the women’s groups do not really have a quarrel with the
imam, but with the Qur’an. Perhaps the Spanish women should sue
the Prophet!
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Even a relatively moderate Muslim scholar and apologist, Dr. Jamal
Badawi, acknowledges that husbands have the right to beat their wives.
Quoting Sura :, Dr. Badawi is clearly embarrassed by this preroga-
tive and tries to explain it away: “Such a measure is more accurately
described as a gentle tap on the body, but NEVER ON THE FACE,
making it more of a symbolic measure then a punitive one” (emphasis
in the original).17 Likewise, the editors of Sahih Bukhari gloss Sura :

in a minimalist fashion, recalling the wording of cAbdullah Yusuf cAli:
“Beat them (lightly[,] your wives, if it is useful) [i.e., without causing
them severe pain.]” (brackets in the original).18

The concern of these Muslim authorities to limit the force of the
husband’s beatings is commendable. It’s another case of their sentiments
being better than their religious convictions: the true God has placed
greater compassion in their hearts than Muhammad placed in the Qur’an.
But when kind-hearted Muslims like Badawi try to pass off the sanction
for wife beating as a “gentle tap,” they miss the point. These beatings are
not made acceptable because they don’t break bones or leave scars. Even
if they inflict no physical pain at all, they’re indicative of a relationship
between a superior and a subordinate, not a holy union of equals.

Even more important, a gentle tap is a subjective thing. In the pri-
vacy of his home (and in the heat of the moment), one man’s tap is
another man’s brutal beating. Also, once the book of Allah sanctions wife
beating, it has created an understanding of marriage that, for all its super-
ficial resemblance to the Western model, is in fact worlds away from the
union in which the couple’s “mutual love becomes an image of the absolute
and unfailing love with which God loves man.”19

Domestic Servitude

How far away the House of Islam is from this atmosphere of mutual love
is clear from many Muslim sources. A hadith has the Prophet saying, “If
a man invites his wife to sleep with him and she refuses to come to him,
then the angels send their curses on her till morning.”20 The Prophet does
not say anything about why the woman might have refused. Reliance of
the Traveller echoes Muhammad. This orthodox Shafi’i source lays down
that: “The husband is only obliged to support his wife when she gives
herself to him or offers to, meaning she allows him full enjoyment of her
person and does not refuse him sex at any time of the night or day.”21
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Another aspect of the traditional role of Muslim women is revealed
in Amir Taheri’s account of the Ayatollah Khomeini’s first meeting with
his wife-to-be. Taheri vividly describes the scene: “She could see her
suitor, but all Ruhollah could see was a tiny creature covered in black.
She did not speak, as a girl whose voice was heard by strangers would be
doomed.”22 Alas, the Ayatollah’s courtship is not the stuff of great romance;
it sounds more like the hiring of a domestic servant. (To his credit, how-
ever, Khomeini married only this one time, and by all accounts showed
his wife tender and unflagging love.)

Women may be grateful just to be domestic servants, however, for
it could be much worse. Numerous hadiths even have Muhammad
informing a group of women that their sex will populate hell: “Once
Allah’s Apostle went out to the Musalla (to offer the prayer) of cId-al-
Adha or Al-Fitr prayer. Then he passed by the women and said, ‘O
women! Give alms, as I have seen that the majority of the dwellers of
Hell-fire were you (women).’” When the women asked why, he explained,
“You curse frequently and are ungrateful to your husbands. I have not
seen anyone more deficient in intelligence and religion than you. A cau-
tious sensible man could be led astray by some of you.” To support his
assessment of female deficiency, he alluded to the Qur’an: “Is not the
evidence of two women equal to the witness of one man? [cf. Sura :,
above] . . . This is the deficiency in her intelligence. Isn’t it true that a
woman can neither pray nor fast during her menses? . . . This is the defi-
ciency in her religion.”23

The idea that hell will be filled with more women than men appears
frequently in the hadiths. To take just one additional example: “The
Prophet said, ‘I stood at the gate of Paradise and saw that the majority
of the people who entered it were the poor, while the wealthy were stopped
at the gate (for the accounts). But the companions of the Fire were ordered
to be taken to the Fire. Then I stood at the gate of the Fire and saw that
the majority of those who entered it were women.’”24

In light of these traditions, it’s clear why Muslim men have so often
fit the stereotype of misogynists who treat women with suspicion, dis-
dain and derision. When they deal with women, they are dealing with
a group believed to suffer from severe moral and intellectual shortcom-
ings, not to mention all sorts of physical impurities in a religion obsessed
with ritual cleanliness. Women are, moreover, in extra jeopardy of wind-
ing up in hell.
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But to get there, they had better have permission: Muslim women
whose husbands observe Islamic law to the letter must have their hus-
bands’ authorization even to venture outside their homes. The Prophet
Muhammad said that if a wife leaves the house without her husband’s
consent, “the angels curse her until she returns or repents.”25

Polygamy

The Muslim man is free to consort with virtually as many women as he
chooses, for Islam also sanctions polygamy. “If you fear that you cannot
treat orphans (orphan girls) with fairness, then you may marry other
women who seem good to you: two, three, or four of them” (Sura :).
This verse has traditionally been understood as permitting a man to have
four wives, although divorce and concubinage in Islam allow him a prac-
tically unlimited number of women.

Muslims hasten to show critical Westerners the rest of the passage:
“But if you fear that you cannot maintain equality among them, marry
one only.” In fairness, I should point out that the verse continues: “or
any slave-girls you may own” (Sura :). Another verse warns men, “Try
as you may, you cannot treat all your wives impartially” (Sura :).
Muslims who advocate monogamy put these passages together: the Qur’an
acknowledges that a man will not be able to treat all his wives impar-
tially, and it tells him that if he cannot do so, he must marry only one
wife. Therefore, they say, the Qur’an actually forbids polygamy.

Others who don’t go so far point out that the Qur’an restricts a
man to four wives (by the assessment of the great majority of scholars)
and thus puts a humane restraint upon the practice. Before Muhammad
received the Qur’an, they say, men in Arabia sometimes had hundreds
of wives. Islam introduced a healthy moderation and thereby raised the
status of women.

Muslims claim that polygamy is not condemned in the Bible, so
Westerners therefore cannot charge that the custom is inherently immoral.
They point to population imbalances and other social factors to argue
that in many cases polygamy is a more compassionate alternative than
monogamy. Men and women are different, they say: a woman naturally
desires only one man, but a man desires many women; so Islam is more
realistic than Christianity because it takes this into account. Badawi
concludes,
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What the Quranic decrees amount to, taken together, is a discourage-
ment of polygamy unless necessity for it exists. It is also evident that the
general rule in Islam is monogamy and not polygamy. However, permis-
sion to practice limited polygamy is only consistent with Islam’s realistic
view of the nature of man and women and of the various social needs,
problems, and cultural variations.26

The Muslim scholar Seyyed Hossein Nasr rails over “the prejudice
of Christianity” against polygamy, a prejudice that has invaded some
overly modernized segments of the House of Islam. “Some,” he says,
“have even gone so far as to call it immoral and prefer prostitution to a
social pattern which minimizes all promiscuous relations to the extent
possible.”27 But it is inaccurate, at best, to suggest that polygamy’s crit-
ics prefer prostitution or promiscuity, and to claim that polygamy min-
imizes these within Islam.

Nasr begins from the notion, almost universally accepted these
days, of human nature as a steam boiler: when the pressure mounts, let
off some steam. If you’re filled with anger, punch a wall or at least a pil-
low. If you’re filled with sexual desire, let it out somehow, for holding it
in will injure you. So Islam is more realistic and humane than Christian-
ity because it provides for this letting off of sexual steam in a safe and
secure way—polygamy—as opposed to one that’s fraught with physical
dangers and harm to the women involved—prostitution.

In fact, this steam-boiler picture of the soul is a relatively modern
idea, popularized by secular psychology. Sages through the centuries,
Christian and non-Christian, took the opposite view, the one well summed
up by James, the brother of the Lord and first bishop of Jerusalem: “Resist
the devil and he will flee from you” (James :). Accordingly, in the
Catholic tradition, St. Thomas Aquinas taught that habits are eradicated
not by being fed, but by being starved.

Not until modern times was this wisdom rejected on a large scale
anywhere. If it is false, then we would expect to see Nasr’s statement
borne out in Muslim countries where polygamy is common: there should
be no prostitution or promiscuity there. Yet recently Muslim Bangladesh
was forced to legalize prostitution, causing “hundreds of sex workers” to
dance in the streets of the capital, Dhaka.28 Where did these hundreds
of prostitutes come from in a Muslim land? Isn’t it likely that their coun-
terparts can be found elsewhere in the Muslim world (despite legal
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restrictions) and that Islam’s “realistic” approach to sex doesn’t render
these prostitutes bereft of clients, but all the more popular?

Even if a Muslim man has only one wife (which is the most com-
mon arrangement in most Islamic societies), his Qur’an-based permis-
sion to take another wife without her consent (as well as to beat her)
makes Islamic marriage a fundamentally different institution from mar-
riage in the West. Whether or not they use it, Muslim men have divine
permission to commit acts that in a Western context would be consid-
ered infidelity.

In Philip Mansel’s elegantly written history of Constantinople after
the Muslim conquest, he offers a moving case in point involving the
daughter of the sultan of the Ottoman Empire:

Yet even these most powerful and privileged of Ottoman might be tor-
tured by jealousy. Adile Sultan, daughter of the great nineteenth-century
reformer Mahmud II, married an army officer, Mehmed Ali Pasha. They
were in love. One day at the fashionable meeting-place in the Golden
Horn called the Sweet Waters of Europe, she attracted his attention. Since
she was thickly veiled, he did not know who she was. He dropped a scented
handkerchief at her feet. That night the Pasha found the handkerchief on
the pillow beside his sleeping wife.

One day, according to Mansel, Adile Sultan traveled to a mosque far
from her home. Taking advantage of the celebrated Oriental hospitality,
she stopped for a rest at a mansion along the way. While enjoying cof-
fee and sherbet set out for her, she was astonished to find that her host-
ess, too, was the wife of Mehmed Ali Pasha! She said nothing, however,
and returned home—where, Mansel says, “thereafter she lived in seclu-
sion, writing poems of increasing sadness. When she died in , she
was buried beside her husband. They never referred to his infidelity.”29

This is the story of just one woman, but it doesn’t take much knowl-
edge of human nature to recognize that it’s a story that is still being
repeated the world over. The Qur’an commands a man not to take more
than one wife unless he can treat all of them equally, but Muslims have
generally understood this to mean equal economic support. An equal
distribution of affection wouldn’t be possible—even the Prophet favored
Aisha over all his other wives. Bukhari reports that one follower of the
Prophet was bold enough to ask him, “Who is the most beloved person
to you?” Muhammad answered: “Aisha.”30
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What might his other wives have thought?
Inequality of affection can make a polygamous marriage a prison

of sorrow. The Prophet’s harem wasn’t immune. Aisha is forthright about
tensions among Muhammad’s wives; she is one of the main sources for
our knowledge of the celebrated incident, recounted in the last chapter,
of Muhammad’s dalliance with Mary the Copt on the day reserved for
Hafsa. She also reports that “Zainab was competing with me (in her
beauty and the Prophet’s love).”31

So pervasive—naturally—was jealousy in the Prophet’s polygamous
household that Aisha admits to having been jealous of a dead woman:
Khadija, the Prophet’s first wife and the only one who had him exclu-
sively to herself.

Narrated Aishah: I did not feel jealous of any of the wives of the Prophet
as much as I did of Khadija (although) she died before he married me;
for often I heard him mentioning her; and Allah had told him to give her
the good tidings that she would have a palace of Qasab (i.e., pipes of pre-
cious stones and pearls in Paradise), and whenever he slaughtered a sheep,
he would send to her women-friends a good share of it.32

Whenever women in the House of Islam have dared to speak about
polygamy, the story is the same. Halide Elib, a proto-feminist in the wan-
ing days of the Ottoman Empire, said flatly that polygamy “was a curse,
a poison which our unhappy household could not get out of its sys-
tem. . . . The constant tension in our home made every simple ceremony
seem like physical pain, and the consequences hardly ever left me. The
rooms of the wives were opposite each other and my father visited them
in turn.”33

A twenty-first-century American Muslim wife was no less aware of
the devastating effects of polygamy. April Ray El-Hage, wife of convicted
al-Qaeda terrorist Wadih El-Hage, successfully resisted her husband’s
attempts to take a second wife. She couldn’t, of course, deny that he had
a right to marry again; to do so would have been, by her own account,
“un-Islamic.” But here again, her heart was greater than her religion.
With her God-given sense that polygamy was wrong, she fought back
the only way she could: “I made his life hell. . . . I was becoming a real
b——.” It took six months for Wadih El-Hage to relent, but April Ray
ultimately won: her husband broke off his engagement to a second
woman.34
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A women’s advocate in Egypt, Abu Qomsan, shares April Ray’s out-
look. She indignantly describes a contemporary Egyptian TV show, Hag
Mitwalli’s Family, that idealizes polygamy: “They make polygamy look
very nice, very romantic, very rich like a dream. It is the worst show I
have ever seen in my life. It is the worst show Egyptian television has
ever made. They destroy all life values. . . . It makes me very angry.”35

Polygamy encourages seeing women as commodities, which has
always been a prevailing view in Islam. This concept reached its apoth-
eosis in the fabled Topkapi palace of the Ottoman sultans, particularly
in its harem. Akbar S. Ahmed describes it this way: “It was in the harem
that the all-powerful sultan spent most of his life. Every inhabitant of
the  small, dark rooms was his to command. It is not difficult to imag-
ine the unlimited sensual pleasures available to the sultan (the number
of concubines often exceeded a thousand); and only to him.” Ahmed
goes on to describe the palace’s lavish and eclectic furnishings, accented
by Qur’anic verses on the walls. “But the Quranic verses underline the
fact that in spite of so many quotations from the Quran this was not
Islam.”36

Why not? What in Islam forbade the sultans from keeping such a
palace and treating women so?

Apologists like Seyyed Hossein Nasr complain that it isn’t fair to
attack Islam for its polygamy, “as if polygamy has been practiced with
Islam alone.”37 Certainly not; but Islam offers a woman no protection
against it. Muslims point to the great Old Testament figures, like David
and Solomon, who were polygamous. But neither Jews nor Christians
practice polygamy today. They understand their scriptures as teaching a
higher morality, including an idea of marriage as a unique and divine
bond that cannot be broken.

Divorce

The classic Christian idea of marriage rules out not only polygamy, but
divorce as well. Jesus reminds the Pharisees,

Have you not read that He who made them from the beginning made
them male and female, and said, “For this reason a man shall leave his
father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become
one?” So they are no longer two but one. What therefore God has joined
together, let no man put asunder. (Matthew :–)
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It is true that the West’s present-day record on this issue is dismal.
In fact, Muslims criticize Westerners of hypocrisy on the matter of
polygamy, given that a substantial percentage of Western men nowadays
practice serial polygamy through easy divorce and remarriage. Still, Islam
cannot take the moral high ground here, either. A Muslim man may
divorce a wife if she displeases him in any way (even by protesting a
polygamous arrangement). It is almost unheard-of for a Muslim woman
to divorce her husband, although it does seem to happen under certain
specific circumstances. To achieve the divorce, all a man has to do is pro-
nounce to his wife the famous triple declaration: “You are divorced, you
are divorced, you are divorced.”38 That doesn’t mean, however, that a
Muslim woman can be divorced and put out of her home in a matter of
minutes. The Qur’an, in a sura entitled “Divorce,” prescribes a waiting
period to make sure that the wife is not pregnant: “Prophet (and you
believers), if you divorce your wives, divorce them at the end of their
waiting period. Compute their waiting period and have fear of God, your
Lord. You shall not expel them from their houses, nor shall they go away,
unless they have committed a proven vile deed” (Sura :).

An American Muslim woman, Naasira bint Ellison, explains how
it works in practice:

Firstly, many options are taken and tried before coming to the decision
of the divorce. If the man and woman decide that they can no longer live
together successfully as a husband and wife, the husband (in most cases,
not always) pronounces the divorce by saying “I divorce you.” At this
point the waiting period begins. The waiting period lasts for three men-
strual cycles to assure the woman is not pregnant. This period allows the
couple time to think about what they are doing and if this is what they
really want to do. There are no lawyers involved to antagonize an already
delicate situation.

This, she says, is “the most humane and most just system of divorce that
exists.”39 Muslims point proudly to Sura :, which forms a founda-
tion stone of this system: “If a woman fear ill-treatment or desertion on
the part of her husband, it shall be no offense for them to seek a mutual
agreement, for agreement is best.”

Aisha’s explanation of this verse reveals what kind of “agreement”
is meant: “It concerns the woman whose husband does not want to keep
her with him any longer, but wants to divorce her and marry some other
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lady, so she says to him: ‘Keep me and do not divorce me, and then marry
another woman, and you may neither spend on me, nor sleep with me.’”40

Thus the “mutual agreement” is rather like one between a beggar and a
king. The woman agrees to give up her conjugal rights and to receive
nothing from her husband, even basic support, as long as she is spared
the shame of divorce. Meanwhile, the husband has his wife’s blessing to
marry another woman.

A Muslim husband need not show just cause for divorcing his wife.
One man in Abu Dhabi considered divorcing his wives simply in order
to be able to have more children: “Forty-year-old Salem Jemaa Mabruk
has  children, and aims to have . He said in an interview in the
daily newspaper Al-Ittihad that he might have to divorce some of his four
present wives and seek more energetic ones.”41

True, there are plenty of married men in the West who divorce in
order to get a more “energetic” wife. Both Islamic divorce law and cur-
rent Western laws are quite different from the saying of Jesus that shaped
Christendom’s understanding of divorce: “For your hardness of heart
Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was
not so” (Matthew :). This is one of Jesus’ “hard sayings.” In light of
the breakdown of the family in the West, Muslim claims to take a more
realistic view of human nature by allowing for divorce and legislating its
parameters could conceivably find real purchase within the former bounds
of Christendom. In fact, despite Jesus’ words, almost all Christian com-
munions now allow for divorce and remarriage in one form or another.
Only the Catholic Church still considers remarriage after divorce to be
a grave sin; in Catholicism the granting of annulments is often known
as “divorce by another name,” but in fact annulments are granted only
under quite specific conditions. Pope John Paul II reaffirmed this early
in , saying, “Marriage is indissoluble. . . . [Divorce] . . . has devastat-
ing consequences that spread in society like the plague.”42

One observer of Islam remarks that in Egypt, “a great many men”
have taken advantage of Islam’s divorce laws and “have married twenty
or thirty women in no more than ten years. By the same token, women
of no great age have married more than a dozen men, one after the other.
It is observable today . . . that some men are in the habit of changing
their wife once a month.”43

Muslim divorce laws can force a woman into virtual prostitution.
The Sharia stipulates that after a man has divorced the same woman three
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times, he cannot marry her again until she has married and been divorced
by another man.44 This kind of repeated marriage and divorce is made
common in Islam by the way divorce is granted. Consequently, in some
places, notably the Iranian holy city of Qom, there are men who make
a living as “one-night husbands”: they marry thrice-divorced women,
consummate the marriage, and divorce them the next day, so the women
can now lawfully go back to their families.45

UNICEF recently profiled a woman who is a double victim, both
of child marriage and of easy divorce:

Zeinab is  years old. She was married at the age of , and at  gave
birth to a girl. However, the trauma of the early delivery was too much
for her young, fragile body, whose whole left side became paralyzed. As
a result, her husband sent her back to her family. He eventually aban-
doned her completely and re-married. She and her daughter, now , are
now living with an aunt and earn some money selling potatoes. But Zeinab
cannot afford to send the girl to school.46

UNICEF never mentions that Zeinab is a Muslim, although she bears
the name of one of the Prophet’s wives. In any case, however, she would
find no relief from her plight in Islam, which condones child marriage
and unilateral male-initiated divorce; nothing in Islamic law and practice
prevents Zeinab’s story from being repeated all over the Muslim world.

Female Circumcision

The barbarity of female circumcision is practiced within the House of
Islam as well as by some Third World non-Muslims. In line with Muham-
mad’s suspicion of women, its stated object is the reduction of female
sexual response, so as to restrain a woman’s wanton nature. But in fact,
the Islamic justification for this custom seems to be weak. It is scarcely
found at all in such bastions of Islam as Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Syria, Jor-
dan, Palestine, Turkey, Iran or North Africa.47 It is observed, however,
among Muslims in Egypt, Ethiopia and the rest of East Africa, and else-
where, and is justified in religious terms. According to Badawi, those
who practice it are on shaky Islamic ground: “there is no single text of
the Qur’an and Hadeeth which requires female circumcision.”48

Well, almost none. One hadith comes from about as eminent a
source as one can find in Islam: one of Sunni Islam’s “Four Great Imams,”
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the foremost collector of hadiths, Ahmad ibn Hanbal (from whom the
Hanbali school of Islamic jurisprudence takes its name). This great imam,
who was renowned for traveling all over the Muslim world in search of
authentic hadiths, quotes Muhammad as saying, “Circumcision is a law
for men and a preservation of honour for women.”49 However, despite
the respect that ibn Hanbal enjoys among Muslims, there is little men-
tion of this statement of Muhammad elsewhere. Sunan abu-Dawud
reports a single hadith relating to the practice, and even this one is gen-
erally considered “weak,” or of doubtful attestation, by most Muslim
scholars: “A woman used to perform circumcision in Medina. The Prophet
said to her: Do not cut severely as that is better for a woman and more
desirable for a husband.”50 Note that he doesn’t forbid it, but he does
apparently restrict it, ruling out the more barbaric forms that are, nev-
ertheless, still carried out today.

Some important Muslim divines encourage the custom. Accord-
ing to Reliance of the Traveller, circumcision is required for both men and
women.51 Sheikh Muhammad Sayyed Tantawi, the grand imam of Egypt’s
Al-Azhar University (and thus, according to the BBC, “the highest spir-
itual authority for nearly a billion Sunni Muslims”) called circumcision
“a laudable practice that did honor to women.”52 Female circumcision
is, moreover, deeply ingrained in the societies where it is applied. As one
Egyptian said simply, “It is the custom. God wills it.”53

A Different Understanding of Rape

Numerous reports from the Middle East suggest that the Western under-
standing of the concept of rape barely exists in the Muslim world. Or
more precisely, they know what it is, but under Islamic rules of evidence,
it almost never happens. In recent years, Muslims have often charged
that non-Muslim soldiers in Bosnia, Kashmir and elsewhere were guilty
of raping Muslim women. But inside the House of Islam, the picture is
cloudier, not so much because male passions are better controlled but
because the Sharia makes the crime of rape virtually impossible to prove.

The testimony of the victim herself is inadmissible. Reliance of the
Traveller dictates that “if testimony concerns fornication or sodomy, then
it requires four male witnesses.” It appends to this the commentary of
the Muslim legal scholar Sheikh cUmar Barakat, who specifies what these
witnesses need to have seen. They must testify, he says, “in the case of
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fornication, that they have seen the offender insert the head of the penis
into her vagina.”54

Once again, this isn’t some long-forgotten medieval law. It remains
in force wherever the Sharia rules. Says Time magazine, “For a woman
to prove rape in Pakistan, for example, four adult males of ‘impeccable’
character must witness the penetration, in accordance with Shari’a.”55

V. S. Naipaul reports that in that Islamic Republic, “a pir or holy man
in a provincial town had been charged with raping the thirteen-year-old
daughter of one of his followers. The case against him couldn’t get far in
the sessions court because the new Islamic law under which he was tried
required four eyewitnesses to the act.”56

This law is based on a celebrated incident in Muhammad’s life,
when his beloved Aisha was suspected of adultery. A revelation from
Allah cleared her name, and henceforth required four witnesses to prove
sexual sin. Allah asked of Aisha’s accusers, “Why did they not produce
four witnesses? If they could not produce any witnesses, then they were
surely lying in the sight of God” (Sura :).57

This law acquitted Aisha, but for other women it has proved a
source of immense suffering. It is on the books in Malaysia, where Sis-
ters in Islam, a Muslim feminist group, is trying to get a clear definition
of rape written into Malaysian law. Right now, because of the rules of
evidence and other factors, rape is difficult to distinguish from adultery
and fornication (zina). Sisters in Islam points out, reasonably enough,
that

in the real world, rape is unlikely to occur in the open, such that four
pious males can observe the act of penetration. If they actually did wit-
ness such an act, and have not sought to prevent it, then technically they
are abettors to the crime. In reality, unless the rapist confesses to the crime,
women can never prove rape at all if rape is placed under syariah [Sharia]
jurisdiction as traditionally interpreted.

Some officials are in agreement: in a spring  press release, Sisters in
Islam notes with gratitude that they share “the concern expressed by the
Deputy Prime Minister that the absence of a definition on rape in syariah
law has led to victims of rape being charged for zina (illicit sex).”58

That is a genuine concern. A Muslim woman who is raped is
often afraid to file a complaint with police, for in the absence of four
corroborating male witnesses, her testimony can be taken as admission
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of adultery or fornication (zina)—a crime that could cost her her life.
Thus, a seventeen-year-old incest victim was charged under the Sharia
as a willing participant in the crime. Sisters in Islam points out that the
Sharia legal officials who came to this determination fail to understand
“the dynamics of power relationship” that prevailed between father and
daughter in this case.59

In a celebrated case in Nigeria, a Sharia court sentenced a woman
named Sufiyatu Huseini to be stoned to death for adultery. She faced a
grim fate:

The method of execution? Sanyinna says the stones themselves will be the
size of fists. The logistics, however, are up to the local judge. The villagers
may tie Sufiyatu to a tree and stone her straight on, or they may dig a pit
deep enough so that she cannot climb out, drop her in, and then rain stones
down on her from above. Regardless, the execution is liable to be drawn
out: The Sharia forbids the stone-throwers to aim for the head.60

Huseini, however, said that Yakubu Abubakar, a neighbor, raped
her. Alas, Abubakar claimed not to have met her (a claim that wasn’t far-
fetched, considering the fact that in strict Muslim society women are
largely confined to their homes) and that someone else had fathered the
child she claimed was his daughter.

“Yakubu was exonerated,” said Huseini after the trial. “I felt like dying
that day because of the injustice.” Huseini also claims that she had wit-
nesses to attest to the fact that Abubakar was acquainted with her and
admitted to be the father of the child. Says Huseini, “I don’t know why
they were not listened to.”61

They were not listened to because they didn’t witness the actual act of
rape. That is the only testimony that would have saved Sufiyatu Huseini
under Islamic law, although ultimately an international outcry resulted
in the overturning of her death sentence. Before that, however, the attor-
ney general of the state where Huseini was tried, Aliyu Abubakar Sanyinna,
was asked whether he thought the punishment was too harsh. He was
dismissive: “It is the law of Allah. By executing anybody that is convicted
under Islamic law, we are just complying with the laws of Allah, so we
don’t have anything to worry about.”62

Yet human decency and compassion were not entirely absent from
the case. Before the death sentence was overturned, the story took a
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strange twist: Anthony Olubunmi Okogie, the Roman Catholic arch-
bishop of Lagos, offered himself to Muslim authorities to be executed in
Sufiyatu Huseini’s place.63 Okogie’s offer, incidentally, also illustrates how
Muslims read their scriptures differently from Jews and Christians. Yes,
the Old Testament prescribes stoning for adultery, but Jews today do not
stone adulterers. For Christians, the New Testament imperative to mercy
is paramount. How many people have been stoned to death for adultery
in the predominantly Catholic states of South America recently?

Meanwhile, as a result of the misclassification of rape, there are
women in prisons all over the Muslim world who are actually rape vic-
tims. In the absence of male witnesses, their complaints were taken as
admissions of guilt. Some estimate that as much as 75 percent of the
women who now populate Pakistani prisons are there through such
circumstances.64

When it comes to rape, blaming the victim is all too common in
the Islamic world. The Chicago Tribune reported,

On May , , Kifaya Husayn, a -year-old Jordanian girl, was lashed
to a chair by her -year-old brother. He gave her a drink of water and
told her to recite an Islamic prayer. Then he slashed her throat. Immedi-
ately afterward, he ran out into the street, waving the bloody knife and
crying, “I have killed my sister to cleanse my honor.” Kifaya’s crime? She
was raped by another brother, a -year-old man. Her judge and jury?
Her own uncles, who convinced her eldest brother that Kifaya was too
much of a disgrace to the family honor to be allowed to live.65

Her brother didn’t get off scot-free. He received a fifteen-year prison sen-
tence, later reduced to seven years.

“Honor killing” is, in fact, well rooted in the Islamic world. It is
by no means unheard-of for a woman to be killed by her own family in
order to “prosecute adultery.” The absence of clarity about rape puts its
victims at risk of being doubly victimized, while their killers go unpun-
ished. “Just last year,” it was reported in , “the male head of a promi-
nent Pakistani family murdered his daughter in a lawyer’s office, only to
be acquitted.”66

By one reading of Islamic law, she had been given justice.
There is a sign of hope, however: in the spring of , two Saudi

Arabian men were convicted of abducting and raping a woman at gun-
point. The Arab News story doesn’t say whether the classic Islamic
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standards of proof were required in this case, but from the circumstances
it seems unlikely that they were. The men, however, tasted the severity
of Islamic justice anyway: they were summarily beheaded.67



93

F I V E

Is Islam Compatible with
Liberal Democracy?

“     amongst our citizens,” said
President George W. Bush in the Islamic Center of Washington, D.C.,
just six days after terrorist attacks destroyed the World Trade Center and
a portion of the Pentagon.

Muslims make an incredibly valuable contribution to our country. Mus-
lims are doctors, lawyers, law professors, members of the military, entre-
preneurs, shopkeepers, moms and dads. . . . This is a great country. It’s a
great country because we share the same values of respect and dignity and
human worth. And it is my honor to be meeting with leaders who feel
just the same way I do. They’re outraged, they’re sad. They love America
just as much as I do.1

No doubt this is true. A Muslim businessman I know—a kind and
thoughtful man—proudly (or prudently) sported an “I love the USA”
sweatshirt in the weeks following September . There is no indication
that he received any flak for this at the mosque on Friday.

But consider a thought experiment: what would happen if these
Muslim citizens became a majority in the United States? Although such
a possibility is several generations from having the chance to become an
actuality, this is more than just idle speculation: Islamic advocates say
that theirs is the fastest-growing religion in the world, and it is expand-
ing very quickly in the United States as well. Muslim populations are
growing rapidly in Western Europe, and practicing Muslims will shortly
outnumber practicing Anglicans in Great Britain, the home of
Anglicanism.

Americans who have thought about Muslim demographics are not
alarmed. After all, even if the Islamic population continues to increase at
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a rapid clip, it isn’t likely to alter the flow of public discourse. Moreover,
the idea of the separation of church and state is well established in the
United States. Christians who have attempted to influence political debate
in recent decades have learned through hard experience that they must
avoid all appearance of trying to “legislate morality.” A secular American
republic with a Muslim majority would continue as before, no?

It might. There have been notable attempts to establish democracy
in an Islamic context. The great opponent of the Wahhabis, the Egypt-
ian modernist Muhammad Abduh (–), tried to recast traditional
Islamic categories to reflect those of the modern West:

Arguing that Islam was not incompatible with the basics of Western
thought, Abdu[h] interpreted the Islamic concept of shura (consultation)
as parliamentary democracy, ijma (consensus) as public opinion, and
maslah (choosing that ruling or interpretation of the Sharia from which
greatest good will ensue) as utilitarianism.2

But this doesn’t mean that Abduh would have applauded Thomas Jef-
ferson’s “wall of separation between church and state.”3 His vision of par-
liamentary democracy was thoroughly Islamic. His influential disciple
Muhammad Rashid Rida (–) emphasized that “the affairs of the
Islamic state must be conducted within the framework of a constitution
that is inspired by the Quran, the Hadith and the experiences of the
Rightly Guided Caliphs [the leaders of the Muslim community right
after the time of Muhammad].”4

The Tunisian Muslim journalist and theorist Mohamed Elhachmi
Hamdi concurs: “The heart of the matter is that no Islamic state can be
legitimate in the eyes of its subjects without obeying the main teachings
of the shari’a.”5

V. S. Naipaul explains, “No religion is more worldly than Islam.
In spite of its political incapacity, no religion keeps men’s eyes more fixed
on the way the world is run.”6 He cites a typical article from the Tehran
Times, published in the early days of Khomeini’s revolution: “Politics is
combined with religion in Islam.” The writer of the article recommends
that Iran and Pakistan join together in a political partnership “with ref-
ormation and adaptation to present needs in full conformity with the
holy Koran and Sunnah.” He concludes that “Iran and Pakistan with a
clarity of purpose and sincere cooperation can establish the truth that
Islam is a complete way of life.”7
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Mohamed Elhachmi Hamdi insists that “Islam should be the main
frame of reference for the constitution and laws of predominantly Mus-
lim countries.”8 According to journalist Dinesh D’Souza, the influential
Muslim radical Sayyid Qutb (–) argued that in an ideal polity,
“it is God and not man who rules. God is the source of all authority,
including legitimate political authority. Virtue, not freedom, is the high-
est value. Therefore God’s laws, not man’s, should govern the society.”9

Likewise the Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran rejected rule “based on the
approval of laws in accordance with the opinion of the majority.”10 Only
Allah can make laws. In practice, of course, that makes for an autocracy
under the Sharia, or pressure for such a political arrangement, wherever
Muslims form a majority.

Not only is the Sharia sufficient in itself for the governing of soci-
ety; it extends to “the totality of religious, political, social, domestic and
private life.”11 It governs personal conduct as well as the ordering of soci-
ety. Islam has always prided itself on rejecting the distinction between
that which is rendered unto Caesar and that which is rendered unto God.
Muhammad, after all, was a political leader as well as a religious one. All
aspects of life in an Islamic state are subject to religious authority. Every-
thing is rendered unto Allah.

An Empire from the Beginning

Muslims count the beginning of the Islamic era not from Muhammad’s
birth or even from the time of his first revelation. Instead, they date it
from the Hegira, when Muhammad left Mecca for Medina to become
for the first time, if only on a small scale at that point, head of state and
commander of armed forces at once.

Muslims never shared the experience of early Christians, of being
a persecuted minority within a hostile regime. (Some would say they
tasted this during the period of Western colonialism, but even then they
remained the majority in their societies, and the colonial governments
generally dared not overtly confront Islam.) State power and religious
power were fused in Islam from its inception, centering on the caliph as
the leader chosen by Allah for his people. Even though the caliphate is
no more since the fall of the Ottoman Empire in  (although fanati-
cal Muslims, including Osama bin Laden, call for its restoration), the
Islamic world has always been marked by the centralization of theocracy.
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The Ayatollah Khomeini remarked, “What is the good of us [i.e.,
the mullahs] asking for the hand of a thief to be severed or an adulter-
ess to be stoned to death when all we can do is recommend such pun-
ishments, having no power to implement them?”12 This is why Islam
resists democracy. The Qur’an presents the clear and absolute law of
Allah (which the mullahs uphold). Why should Muslims be governed
instead by fallible human judgment? A state ruled by Islamic law must
therefore leave little room for representative government; God’s Will is
not to be established by voting or public opinion.

V. S. Naipaul found these sentiments echoed all over the Islamic
world. “In Islam,” a prominent Pakistani Muslim told him, “there is no
separation. It’s a complete way of life.”13 The noted radical Egyptian
Sheikh Muhammad al-Ghazali (–) even ruled in a fatwa that
Muslims who advocated the separation of religion from politics were
unbelievers, and pointed out that “there is no punishment in Islam for
those Muslims who kill these apostates.”14

The Sharia is not designed to coexist with alternative systems of
governance, including one in which consensus is achieved through the
ballot box. Disputed questions are matters for the ulama, not for voters.
According to Muslim scholar Abdul Qader Abdul Aziz, the Sharia is per-
fect in itself, and needs no augmentation by puny human legal theorists:

The perfection of the Shari’ah means that it is not in need for any of the
previous abrogated religions [that is, Judaism and Christianity] or any
human experiences—like the man made laws or any other philosophy.
Therefore, any one who claims that the Muslims are in need of any such
canons is considered to be a Kafer, or a disbeliever, for he belied Allah’s
saying: “This day I have completed your religion for you.” [Holy Quran,
:] and His saying, . . . Your Lord is never forgetful.” [Holy Quran, :].
Equal in Kufr, or disbelief, is the one who claims that the Muslims are in
need for the systems of Democracy, Communism or any other ideology,
without which the Muslim lived and applied the rules of Allah in mat-
ters that faced them for fourteen centuries.15

To conclude our thought experiment, this means that the values
at the heart of American law and society would change with a Muslim
majority. In Europe, increasing Muslim populations may herald a sub-
stantial change in those societies. Sharia advocate Mohamed Elhachmi
Hamdi notes that “even in the United States and Europe, there are
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supreme values that are embodied in the constitutions and the laws of
those lands,” but the Muslim world has its own set of values. Islam “has
been playing this role [i.e. giver of values and laws] for the last ,

years, mostly for the good of Muslims, and there is no need to replace it
with a set of Western values.”16 He is, of course, arguing against replac-
ing Islamic values with Western ones in the Islamic world; but as Mus-
lim populations expand in Europe, the call for Islamic values will be
carried westward with them.

Autocracy Even Without the Sharia

The House of Islam today is still in disarray from the period of Western
colonialism, and its governments range from Sharia-based Islamic republics
to more or less secular regimes based on Western models. But the rule is
autocracy.

Searching for Islamic democracies, Middle East scholar Bernard
Lewis uses political scientist Samuel P. Huntington’s criteria for what
makes a democratic state:

[Y]ou can call a country a democracy when it has made two consecutive,
peaceful changes of government via free elections. By specifying two elec-
tions, Huntington rules out regimes that follow the procedure that one
acute observer has called “one man, one vote, once.” So I take democracy
to mean a polity where the government can be changed by elections as
opposed to one where elections are changed by the government. . . .

[By this criterion] predominantly Muslim regions show very few func-
tioning democracies. Indeed, of the  OIC [Organization of the Islamic
Conference] states, only Turkey can pass Huntington’s test of democracy,
and it is in many ways a troubled democracy. Among the others, one can
find democratic movements and in some cases even promising democratic
developments, but one cannot really say that they are democracies even
to the extent that the Turkish Republic is a democracy at the present
time.17

Lewis continues: “Predominantly Muslim societies (Turkey, as we
saw earlier, being the great exception) are ruled by a wide variety of author-
itarian, autocratic, despotic, tyrannical, and totalitarian regimes.” These
he classifies into five major types:

• Traditional autocracies, “like Saudi Arabia and the Gulf
sheikhdoms, where established dynastic regimes rest on the traditional
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props of usage, custom, and history.” These are the states, aside from
those in the fourth category below, that most explicitly base their legit-
imacy and law on the Qur’an and Muslim tradition. They are also, as
we saw in chapter three, among the most repressive governments in the
world—excepting only Marxist/Leninist dinosaurs like North Korea,
Cuba and China.

• “Modernizing autocracies. These are regimes—one thinks of Jor-
dan, Egypt, and Morocco in particular—that have their roots in tradi-
tional autocracy but are taking significant steps toward modernization
and democratization. None really fits the description of liberal democ-
racy as given above, but none is anything like a total autocracy, either.”
These states are caught on the fault line between the Western world and
Islam, having bought into Western notions of how to constitute a soci-
ety, and paying the price for it. All of these states currently suffer from
increasing violence by radical Muslim groups that want to make them
over into full-fledged Islamic states.

• “Fascist-style dictatorships,” found today in Syria and Iraq. Rad-
ical Muslims of bin Laden’s ilk hold Syria’s Bashar Assad (and his late
father) and Iraq’s Saddam Hussein in contempt for their un-Islamic ways.
According to journalist Dilip Hiro, Muslim radicals have been “murder-
ously hostile” to the Assad regime in Syria.18 This is chiefly because the
present Syrian and Iraqi regimes are an odd hangover from the occupa-
tion of Muslim lands by European colonizers in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. At that time many Muslims adopted Western styles
of dress and Western ways of thinking (while others reacted in the oppo-
site fashion, by returning to the pure religion of the Qur’an and Sun-
nah). Saddam Hussein with his rumpled uniform and cult of personality
is a sartorial and ideological stepchild of mid-twentieth-century Europe’s
uniformed strongmen: Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini.

• “Radical Islamic regimes. There are two of these so far, Iran and
Sudan. . . . Egypt has a potent radical Islamic movement, but the Egypt-
ian political class also has a remarkable knack for maintaining itself in
power. Moreover,” Lewis concludes, writing before the Taliban and Osama
bin Laden had burst into the world’s awareness, “the threat to the sover-
eign state posed by pan-Islamic radicalism has been greatly exaggerated.”19

• The Muslim former Soviet republics of central Asia, which Lewis
characterizes as being in a period of transition. These republics are a way
station from Soviet autocracy to Islamic autocracy (or perhaps secularism),
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and all display to varying degrees the tensions of Islamic states the world
over: the tug-of-war between secularism and the Sharia.

In Azerbaijan, for example, Shi’ite Muslims from neighboring Iran
have fomented discord against the secular government; in May  the
nation’s Islamic Party leader was arrested in espionage charges. Kyrgyz-
stan is another secular state. It has taken stern measures against militant
Muslim groups (which it refers to collectively as “Wahhabis”), but it also
shows indications of adopting the political aspects of Islam: for exam-
ple, the government frowns on conversions from Islam to Christianity.

Fifty-three states, one struggling democracy. The judgment of one
experienced observer of the Arab world, is devastating.

Arabs have been organizing their society for half a century or so of inde-
pendence, and have made a wretched job of it. A whole range of one-man
rulers, whether hereditary monarchs or presidents, have proved unable or
unwilling to devise political regimes that allow their people to have any
say in their destinies. . . .

Perhaps Islam and representative democracy are two beautiful but
incompatible ideals. Arab states have not built the institutions that are
indispensable for dealing with contemporary problems. In Islam, state
authority and religious authority have always gone together. Nobody so
far has been able to devise some way of separating them and thus laying
the foundations of a civil society.20





101

S I X

Can Islam Be Secularized
and Made Compatible with

the Western Pluralistic
Framework?

     , Islam will be secularized.
Can this happen? In a certain way this question recalls Mark Twain’s

celebrated remark when he was asked if he believed in infant baptism.
“Of course I believe in infant baptism!” Twain replied. “I’ve seen it with
my own eyes.”

Of course Islam can be secularized. You can see it with your own
eyes. There are millions of secularized Muslims in the world today. The
Egyptian reformer, secular nationalist and political theorist Muhammad
Abduh, whose influence is still felt in the House of Islam, was anxious
to reconcile Islam with the modern world. He went so far as to assert
that polygamy and easy divorce (as well as slavery) were not fundamen-
tal elements of Islam, and could be discarded.1 He revived the ancient
Mu’tazilite respect for human reason, and even asserted that women’s
rights and religious freedom were core Islamic ideas.

Although during his lifetime his influence was felt mostly among
academics, many Muslims have followed Muhammad Abduh’s lead. As
Bill Clinton put it,

A quarter of the world’s population is Muslim—from Africa to Middle
East to Asia and to the United States, where Islam is one of our fastest-
growing faiths. There are over , mosques and Islamic centers in the
United States, and the number is rapidly increasing. The six million Amer-
icans who worship there will tell you there is no inherent clash between
Islam and America.2

In Clinton’s view there is no inherent clash because he believes in the
lure of secularism, and in its power to draw Muslims (and Christians and
Jews, and everyone else) away from their religion.
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That lure is real. When American journalist Charles Glass was kid-
napped and held hostage in Beirut by the Hezbollah in , he experi-
enced firsthand how pervasive American pop culture has become, even
among those who have dedicated themselves to destroying America as
the Great Satan: “The guards were all young,” Glass relates. “They liked
Michael Jackson and Madonna. One of them was disappointed when I
told him Madonna was American, but he said he liked her anyway.”3 In
this the terrorists reflect the ambivalence so well expressed by the twelfth-
century Persian poet Mujir:

In one hand the Qur’an, in the other a wineglass,
sometimes keeping the rules, sometimes breaking them.
Here we are in this world, unripe and raw,
not outright heathens, not quite Muslims.4

Dinesh D’Souza reports that “in the Middle East, American dolls have
become so popular that an official of the Arab League frets that Barbie—
with her miniskirts and career aspirations—is not a suitable role model
for Muslim children.”5

V. S. Naipaul noted the same ambivalence, remarking that attrac-
tion to the West in Islamic societies was “more than a need for educa-
tion and skills. But the attraction wasn’t admitted; and in that attraction,
too humiliating for an old and proud people to admit, there lay distur-
bance.”6 This ambivalence is found even among the most ferocious pro-
ponents of terrorism:

Jamia’at Ulama-e-Islam is one of the most extreme Islamic movements in
Pakistan, and its leader—a ferocious old man with a white beard—is cur-
rently summoning the faithful onto the streets to overthrow the govern-
ment of President Musharraf and launch a holy war. But two of his sons
are studying in the United States. He says that they will be better able to
understand their enemy. This humbug reveals the inner ambiguity com-
mon to his kind. He knows, and we know, that he is supplying them with
a brighter future, as any father would.7

Secularization brings other concepts with it. The idea of human rights,
born in Christianity, has now become virtually universal. Muhammad
Abduh and other Islamic modernists such as Jamal al-Afghani and Muham-
mad Iqbal have helped such Western ideas find a welcome in the Islamic
world. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, the populace that overthrew the
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hated shah for growing too Western and un-Islamic is showing signs of
growing restive after twenty-plus years of Islamic orthodoxy and absolutism.
When the Taliban withdrew from Kabul, Afghanis joyfully played music
for the first time in years.8 Just as in the nineteenth century the arrival of
Western ideas led to the emancipation of the dhimmis, so now the House
of Islam is home to all sorts of Western notions, including feminism and
secularism.

Some even go so far as to call for the adoption of secularism as the
only way out of increasingly intractable interreligious squabbles. Shi’ite
minorities, for example, after suffering under the Wahhabis in Saudi Ara-
bia and other Sunnis in Iraq, Pakistan and elsewhere, might find secu-
larism welcome—or at least so goes the argument.

The Western Model

In What Went Wrong: Approaches to the Modern History of the Middle
East, Bernard Lewis proposes that Muslim states follow the Western sec-
ularist model in order to solve some of these difficulties. He invites Mus-
lims to learn from Christian experience:

Secularism in the Christian world was an attempt to resolve the long and
destructive struggles of church and state. Separation, adopted in the Amer-
ican and French Revolutions and elsewhere after that, was designed to
prevent two things: the use of religion by the state to reinforce and extend
its authority; and the use of the state power by the clergy to impose their
doctrines and rules on others. This is a problem long seen as purely Chris-
tian, not relevant to Muslims or for that matter to Jews, for whom a sim-
ilar problem has arisen in Israel. Looking at the contemporary Middle
East, both Muslim and Jewish, one must ask whether this is still true—
or whether Muslims and Jews may perhaps have caught a Christian dis-
ease and might therefore consider a Christian remedy.9

This advice is not acceptable to Mohamed Elhachmi Hamdi. “There
is nothing new about this ‘remedy,’ which is one that the West has tried
before to impose on Islamic countries, albeit without major success,”
Hamdi writes. For him and other Muslims of like mind, the Sharia is
not negotiable. “A secular government might coerce obedience, but Mus-
lims will not abandon their belief that state affairs should be supervised
by the just teachings of the holy law.”10
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Indeed, the assumption that Western cultural hegemony means the
battle has already been won and Muslims can be secularized is prema-
ture. As Naipaul observed in Pakistan, “Every Friday every man, what-
ever his condition, heard from the mullahs that the laws of men were
not to be obeyed if they went against the teachings of the Koran.”11 A
Christian preacher might say similar words on any given Sunday from
any pulpit in America, but they wouldn’t mean exactly the same thing;
for as we have seen time and time again, the Bible and the Qur’an are
fundamentally different. Islam rejects the idea of a separation of church
and state—a notion harmonious with Jesus’ own words about rendering
to Caesar that which is Caesar’s and to God that which is God’s. Any-
one, therefore, who thinks that Muslims can become another species of
Methodist or Presbyterian—the Middle Eastern analogue of civic-minded
Americans, committed to democracy and tolerance—will be disappointed.
The open-minded and tolerant Islam of Abduh and his followers repeat-
edly founders upon the plain words of the Qur’an, which every Muslim
is continuously exhorted to read and love.

Working from the words of the sacred book, many Muslims reject
the notion that all human beings have rights—a cardinal principal of the
secular state. As we saw earlier, Iran’s delegate to the United Nations,
Sa’id Raja’i-Khorassani, declared in  that “the very concept of human
rights was ‘a Judeo-Christian invention’ and inadmissible in Islam.”12

Even so, it is one thing to call the concept inadmissible and another
to expel it from the House of Islam. Today there are Muslim organiza-
tions dedicated to promoting secular Islam. The Institute for the Secu-
larization of Islamic Society (ISIS) declares boldly that “Islamic society
has been held back by an unwillingness to subject its beliefs, laws and
practices to critical examination, by a lack of respect for the rights of the
individual, and by an unwillingness to tolerate alternative viewpoints or
to engage in constructive dialogue.” Consequently, the institute hopes
to “promote the ideas of rationalism, secularism, democracy and human
rights within Islamic society.” The ISIS stands for the whole panoply of
Western rights that are generally held in disfavor in the House of Islam:
“freedom of expression, freedom of thought and belief, freedom of intel-
lectual and scientific inquiry” and, most ominously of all for the mul-
lahs, “freedom of conscience and religion—including the freedom to
change one’s religion or belief—and freedom from religion: the freedom
not to believe in any deity.”13
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As reasonable as all this may sound to Westerners, however, it is
unlikely that such a program will find much support among Muslims.
Because it would entail the abandonment or restriction of full enforce-
ment of the Sharia, for many Muslims secularism is tantamount to apos-
tasy. By standing for these ideas—ideas that are taken for granted
everywhere in the West—the members of the ISIS risk death. Apostasy
is a capital crime under the Sharia, and when these men stand for the
“freedom to change one’s religion or belief,” they are placing themselves
outside the law of Islam.

They risk suffering the fate of Rashad Khalifa, an early victim of
Islamic terror on American soil. According to Middle East expert Daniel
Pipes,

Khalifa, an Egyptian biochemist living in Tucson, Arizona, analyzed the
Koran by computer and concluded from some other complex numerol-
ogy that the final two verses of the ninth chapter do not belong in the
holy book. This insight eventually prompted him to declare himself a
prophet, a very serious offense in Islam (which holds Muhammad to be
the last of the prophets). Some months later, on January , , unknown
assailants—presumably orthodox Muslims angered by his teachings—
stabbed Khalifa to death. While the case remains unsolved, it sent a clear
and chilling message: Even in the United States, deviancy leads to death.14

Pipes relates this in his review of Ibn Warraq’s Why I Am Not a
Muslim (). The ISIS website contains numerous reviews of this book
and trumpets Ibn Warraq as a prime example of the secular Muslim. No
doubt he is, and not just for his skeptical writings about Islam and the
Prophet Muhammad; he is also an exemplary secular Muslim because
his true identity is a secret. Secular Muslims, after all, risk death from
hardliners who consider them to have fallen away from the faith. “Ibn
Warraq” is a pseudonym that protects the author from those who are
ready to carry out the Prophet’s death sentence on apostates.

Ibn Warraq’s pseudonymous status is emblematic of the difficult
challenge facing those who would call for the secularization of Islam,
whether from within or from without. As soon as they mention looking
at the Qur’an as a historical document, or mitigating the binding force
of the Sharia, another vocal party is ready to denounce them as apostates
and enemies of Islam. How, then, can the House of Islam ever imple-
ment Bernard Lewis’s benign and well-reasoned prescription for secular-
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ism, when a not inconsiderable party of Muslims will fight this prospect
to the death as a nationwide apostasy?

The Example of Turkey

Consider the case of Turkey. In the aftermath of World War I, Mustafa
Kemal, who called himself Ataturk, or Father of the Turks, established
the first secular government in a Muslim society—leading the sheikh
who famously visited Osama bin Laden on video in  to refer to “infi-
dels like the Turks.”15 Ataturk declared that “the civilized world is far
ahead of us. We have no choice but to catch up. It is time to stop non-
sense, such as ‘should we or should we not wear hats?’ We shall adopt
hats along with all other works of Western civilization. Uncivilized peo-
ple are doomed to be trodden under the feet of civilized people.”16 Hats
were more than just a symbol: because of their brims, they interfered
with the prostrations that were and are an essential element of Muslim
prayer. By outlawing turbans and mandating hats, Ataturk was striking
at the very heart of Turkish Islamic society.

Within a relatively brief period the great Islamic empire that had
been the seat of the caliphate and the lodestar of the Muslim world became
a Western-style modern state. The unity of the polity was based on racial,
not religious grounds (resulting in the murder and exile of millions of
Armenians and a substantial number of Greeks, who fared better even
as dhimmis than they did under the nationalistic and secular Turkish gov-
ernment). According to Islamic scholar Caesar Farah, Ataturk accom-
plished this transformation by rapidly “abolishing the caliphate, placing
restrictions on the observances of the faith, introducing secular marriage
procedures, and neglecting Islamic places of devotion and worship.” He
“pursued a deliberate policy of downplaying religion in the life of the
state when under the Ottoman, the last Islamic empire, it was central.”17

This is exactly the dream of moderate, Western-influenced and
Western-friendly Muslims and their non-Muslim patrons. Ataturk labored
to erect a truly Jeffersonian wall of separation between church and state.
If the notion of a modernized, secularized Islam has any viability, it should
show in Turkey, its principal research-and-development project.

But there was resistance to Ataturk’s program in Turkey virtually
from the beginning. Scholar Paul Dumont notes that “the expeditious
secularization imposed on the country by Mustafa Kemal and his
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entourage created a shock wave through the country which has not yet
died out.”18 The chief opposition to Kemalism, as secular rule in Turkey
came to be known, was fundamentally religious. Rank-and-file Turks,
according to Ataturk’s biographer Andrew Mango, believed that “misery
was the fruit of impiety, prosperity the reward of obedience to the law
of Islam.”19

In this reaction to Ataturk’s reforms, Turks were repeating an assess-
ment of Turkish affairs that was common long before turbans were abol-
ished. After the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in , observes
historian Philip Mansel,

Islam itself presented one potential challenge to the Ottoman capital.
Islam is a religion with revolutionary implications. Rulers are considered
legitimate only if they enforce the sheriat [this is the Turkish form of the
word sharia], the holy law of Islam based on the teachings of the Koran.
The sheriat was considered above, rather than a product of, the state. . . .
Conflict between dynastic power and Islam emerged throughout the his-
tory of the city.20

Instances of this conflict fill Ottoman history. In the early seventeenth
century, “extremist” preachers began, in the name of pure Islam, to inveigh
against the secular elements of Westernized Istanbul. Mansel continues:
“They denounced not only coffee, tobacco, silk and dancing, but also such
dervish practices as pilgrimages to tombs.” (The tombs of Sufi saints are
popular objects of veneration in the Muslim world, especially among Shi’ites
but also to varying degrees throughout Islam. This veneration is well estab-
lished in Islamic practice, but has always been subject to attack from purists,
who contend that even to pray in front of the tomb of a saint is to associ-
ate partners with Allah and compromise Islamic monotheism.) These preach-
ers and their followers “were so threatening that for most of  the
Oecumenical Patriarch took refuge in the French embassy.”21

This movement ultimately threatened the sultan, who put an end
to it. But the sultan’s grand vizier had learned its chief lesson: on his
deathbed he advised the sultan to rule with “an appearance of religion
and justice.”22

Over two hundred years later, the spiritual children of these preach-
ers vied with Ataturk’s secularists for control of the tottering empire.
When the absolute rule of the sultan became a kind of constitutional
monarchy in , Muslim leaders were furious.
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A preacher called “Blind Ali” denounced the constitution in the mosque
of Fatih. On  October  he led a large Ramadan crowd to Yildiz to
see the Sultan, who appeared at a window. Blind Ali told him: “We want
a shepherd! A flock cannot exist without a shepherd!” The fundamental-
ists demanded the rule of sheriat, the prohibition of taverns, theatres and
photography, and an end to Muslim women’s freedom to walk around
the town.23. . . A fundamentalist newspaper, Volkan, was started in Novem-
ber with the programme “to spread the light of divine unity in the capi-
tal of the Caliphate.” . . . On  April  the Society of Muhammad was
established and held meetings in Aya Sofya [the conquered Hagia Sophia
cathedral] hostile to the [reformist] Committee: “Forward! If we fall as
martyrs, do not retreat!”

At that time, Muslim leaders were divided over the fundamentalist agenda,
much as they are today. Mansel concludes: “Many sufis and imams sup-
ported it; senior ulama remained loyal to the constitution.”24 But as
always, those who were against the new republican arrangements justi-
fied their actions on the basis of the fundamental tenets of Islam.

Religious uprisings have been a feature of the Turkish secular state
virtually since its inception, and those desiring to restore Islam to cen-
trality in public life have made steady gains. By the s, says Farah, the
secular authorities “found it prudent henceforth to play up to Islamic
loyalties and allow the ulama and other religious leaders a freer hand.”25

This prudence, however, wasn’t enough to satisfy the proponents
of a restored Islamic regime. The Turkish politician Necmettin Erbakan
led pro-Islamic forces against the Kemalist regime for three decades. He
was forthrightly anti-Kemalist: “only Islam, he argued, could shield the
country from succumbing to unhealthy Western values.”26 He even served
as prime minister of the Kemalist state for a brief and tumultuous period
(June  to June ), during which he did what he could within
Turkey’s existing structures to restore Islam. Fierce opposition limited
his effectiveness, but he was able to do enough that the American secre-
tary of state, Madeline Albright, expressed her displeasure with the “drift
of Turkey away from secularism.”27

The army (which is the bastion of Kemalist secularism in Turkey)
ultimately forced Erbakan from power, but the struggle for Turkey’s soul
continues. The former mayor of Istanbul, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, is one
of the most prominent of a new generation of antisecularists. Meanwhile,
Turkey is home to a number of Islamic “brotherhoods.” The Nurcus,



CAN ISLAM BE  SECULARIZED AND MADE COMPATIBLE  . . .  ? 109

followers of the Islamic theorist Said Nursi (–), claim about five
million followers (many of them Turkish emigrants in European coun-
tries) and continue to fight against Kemalism on Islamic grounds, along
with other Muslim groups including the Suleymancis, the Nur commu-
nity and the Fethullah Gulen group. The late Cemalettin Kaplan (“The
Black Voice”) even founded an “Anatolian Islam Federal Republic” with
himself as caliph; the current caliph is his son Metin Muftuoglu, although
not all members of this group have accepted his rule.28 Some of these
groups have received funding from Iran and other militant Islamic
sources.29

Turkey’s experience reinforces a primary lesson of Islamic history:
there will always be some Muslims who will not rest until all traces of
secularism and other Western influences are eradicated from their soci-
eties. This is not because of resentment of the West’s power or wealth,
but because of an abiding interest in guarding and maintaining the purity
of the House of Islam.

Secularization Defied

It was the same story in Iran. The attempts by several shahs to follow
Ataturk’s lead and modernize Iran along Western lines were ultimately
torpedoed by Khomeini’s Islamic Revolution of , which restored tra-
ditional Islam’s strict dress code and swept away “music and most other
‘satanic arts’” as well as alcoholic beverages.30 Westerners were mystified
by the spectacle of women wearing traditional Muslim garb, demonstrat-
ing against the shah who had tried to give them greater rights. But those
who searched for economic or political causes for this revolution, or who
were puzzled by the apparent popularity of the dour, scowling Ayatol-
lah Khomeini, failed to recognize that “in the Muslim world, Islam is
the only key to the hearts and minds of the people.”31 When Khomeini
spoke to the Iranian people, he didn’t talk about economics. His mes-
sage was that it was time to restore the purity of Islam.

The tension between Islam and secularism didn’t start with Shah
Muhammad Reza Pahlavi and Khomeini. “In ,” says Amir Taheri,
supporters of a constitution for Persia (Iran’s ancient name) took “as a
model the French Revolution’s charter of human rights. Had they suc-
ceeded in imposing that model, as the mashru’eh mullahs [supporters of
a traditional Islamic theocracy] feared, the road would have been paved
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for the secularization of the Iranian state.”32 One of these anticonstitu-
tionalist mullahs was arrested, tried and sentenced to death by the gov-
ernment that was newly in place. Just before he was hanged, he managed
one last sermon: “Either this system must go or Islam will perish.”33

Long after his death, the mullah’s cry would drive the shah from
his Peacock Throne.

This pattern is repeated throughout the Islamic world. Every gov-
ernment that goes too far in implementing Western principles encoun-
ters religious resistance. This was the case with Iraq’s relatively secular
Saddam Hussein, who received a tremendous boost to his legitimacy
from the Persian Gulf War:

The ulama [Islamic religious leadership] had resisted a declining status
and continued to insist on their moral obligation to ensure that govern-
ment actions meet Islamic requirements. . . . And on the eve of the launch-
ing of the war, the secular banner of Iraq was embroidered with the Islamic
battle cry “God is Great” in order to rally more Islamic sentiment. Being
an observing Muslim, like most of his Sunni followers, Saddam’s demon-
stration of loyalty to the faith was accelerated by the war. Since the end
of the war, Islam’s role in society and politics has received greater empha-
sis, and that is in a state once conceived as secular, socialist, democratic,
and pan-Arab nationalist in character.34

Pakistan also, in Farah’s words, has struggled since its independ-
ence “to reconcile modern Western style institutions with the Shari’ah
of Islam.”35 It was founded as a secular state, but Islamic activists resis-
ted its secular character from the beginning. In , eight years after
independence, it was proclaimed an Islamic Republic. Amid a great deal
of ongoing unrest, Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto promised in 

to implement the Sharia. Shortly thereafter, President Muhammad Zia-
ul-Haq, who had taken power in a bloody coup, declared that the Sharia
was above Pakistan’s civil law. Unrest has continued, and the small Chris-
tian community in Pakistan has suffered considerably under the Sharia.
The Christian Ayub Masih, sentenced to death on a questionable charge
of blasphemy, would never even have been arrested under the nation’s
original “Westernized” law.

The same situation prevails in Sudan, where the Sharia was adopted
in , setting the stage for the persecution and enslavement of the
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nation’s Christians, which continues to this day. In Algeria, proponents
of the Sharia won a ballot-box victory in  by calling for “a renewal
based on Islam to combat the festering problems of unemployment, lack
of economic well-being, and social inequalities stemming from vestiges
of colonial rule.”36 They were prevented from taking power at that time,
but they have by no means given up their vision of a land made great
again by the purity of Islam.

Desire to restore the purity, and thus the glory, of the umma is also
the impetus behind the rise of Osama bin Laden and other Muslim ter-
rorists today. Setbacks in the Islamic world commonly result in the diag-
nosis that the defeat resulted from insufficient religious fidelity. In ,
the Egyptian Islamic radical Sayyid Qutb surveyed the House of Islam
and wrote passionately, “We only have to look in order to see that our
social situation is as bad as it can be.” Yet “we continually cast aside all
our own spiritual heritage, all our intellectual endowment, and all the
solutions which might well be revealed by a glance at these things; we
cast aside our own fundamental principles and doctrines, and we bring
in those of democracy, or socialism, or communism.”37

In other words, the key to success is more Islam. This has always
been the reaction in times of crisis. According to Bernard Lewis, as far
back as the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Ottoman officials looked
at the weaknesses in their society and government and came to the con-
clusion that “the basic fault . . . was falling away from the good old ways,
Islamic and Ottoman; the basic remedy was a return to them.”38

V. S. Naipaul discovered this kind of diagnosis to be very much
alive in modern Pakistan, where “failure led back again and again to the
assertion of the faith.”39 He quotes an article in the Pakistan Times by A.
H. Kardar, “the former cricket captain of Pakistan, and an Oxford man.”
Says Kardar of modern Pakistan: “Clearly, the choice is between mate-
rialism and its inseparable nationally divisive political manifestoes, and
the Word of God.”40 Dinesh D’Souza reconstructs this way of thinking:
“The Koran promises that if Muslims are faithful to Allah, they will enjoy
prosperity in this life and paradise in the next life.” When the House of
Islam is not prospering, it is solely because “Muslims are not following
the true teaching of Allah!”41 A new severity invariably follows.

If Islamic orthodoxy were differently constituted, it wouldn’t be
so vulnerable to exploitation by fanatics and demagogues who invoke 
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religious principles as the basis of their legitimacy—but that’s precisely
the problem. And it’s a problem that calls for careful examination by
everyone who believes that the House of Islam can easily be secularized
and fit into place as another ingredient in a global multicultural society.
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S E V E N

Can Science and Culture
Flourish under Islam?

        religious revival not only
marks a great deal of Islamic history, but also colors the Muslim approach
to science and culture.

Islamic cultural achievements are legendary. While Europe tram-
pled the glories of pagan Greece and Rome and degenerated into the sav-
agery of the Dark Ages, Islam was becoming a beacon to the world. “For
while [the caliphs] al-Rashid and al-Mamun were delving into Greek
and Persian philosophy,” says the historian Philip K. Hitti, “their con-
temporaries in the West, Charlemagne and his lords, were reportedly
dabbling in the art of writing their names.”1

Islam burst forth from Arabia in the seventh century with awesome
energy, as a great and terrible force that swept all before it and quickly
established its superiority. “Only a hundred years after the death of
Muhammad,” Hitti observes, “his followers were the masters of an empire
greater than that of Rome at its zenith, an empire extending from the
Bay of Biscay to the Indus and the confines of China and from the Aral
Sea to the lower cataracts of the Nile.”2 By the time of the great Caliph
Harun al-Rashid (–), the Islamic imperial capital of Baghdad “had
grown from nothingness to a world center of prodigious wealth and inter-
national significance, standing alone as the rival of Byzantium.”3

Not only did the Muslims of the seventh through the twelfth cen-
turies build a great empire; they also fashioned a grand civilization that
led the world in technology, science, literature, philosophy and more.
Hitti concludes: “No people in the early Middle Ages contributed to
human progress as much as did the Arabs.”4
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Medieval Islamic Achievements

In astronomy, Muslims refined the astrolabe, allowing for tremendous
breakthroughs in our knowledge of the heavens. Abu Raihan al-Biruni
(–) developed precise methods for determining the positions of
the sun and even completed groundbreaking work on longitude and lat-
itude, long before the rest of the world caught on. Hitti also notes that
one will find “under the roll of Islam’s most distinguished astronomers
the celebrated name of Umar al-Khayyam [–]—the author of
the even more celebrated Rubaiyat.”5

In architecture, Muslims built some of the grandest structures the
world has ever seen, including the Taj Mahal and the Blue Mosque. Hitti
describes Jerusalem’s Dome of the Rock as “an architectural monument
of such noble beauty that it has scarcely been surpassed anywhere.”6 He
calls the eighth-century Umayyad Mosque in Damascus a “jewel of archi-
tecture which still attracts lovers of beauty.”7

Nor were Islamic architectural achievements restricted to these
grand edifices, as the English traveler Robert Byron confirmed in his
charming  book The Road to Oxiana. Traveling from Beirut through
Jerusalem, Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan, he uncovers (between adventures)
unknown marvels of Islamic art and architecture hidden away in remote
mosques. In Isfahan in Iran, for instance, he tours the Mosque of Sheikh
Lutfullah, where the interior “pageant of colour and pattern,” he says,
“must astonish the European . . . because he can previously have had no
idea that abstract pattern was capable of so profound a splendour.”8 Even
the poor black-and-white accompanying photo in the current edition of
his book discloses a structure that is indeed breathtaking. In Yezd he
enters the Friday Mosque and finds “fourteenth-century mosaics in per-
fect condition.”9 Afghanistan’s Shrine of Khoja Abu Nasr Parsa in Balkh
(Bactria) possesses “an unearthly beauty.”10 And Byron finds compara-
ble gems virtually everywhere he goes.

In medicine, Caliph al-Rashid’s Islamic empire saw the establish-
ment of the umma’s first hospital. His son Abdullah al-Mamun (–)
broke new ground in establishing professional standards for physicians
and pharmacists, which later caliphs continued to require. “Following a
case of malpractice,” according to Hitti, “a distinguished physician was
ordered by the caliph in  to examine all practicing physicians and
grant certificates only to those who satisfied the requirements. Over eight
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hundred and sixty such men in Baghdad passed the test and the capital
rid itself of quacks.”11

Abu Bakr ar-Razi (–), known in the West as Rhazes, wrote
an encyclopedia of medical information and a book of alchemy that, ren-
dered into Latin, became principal bases for the understanding of med-
icine and chemistry in medieval Europe. Another Muslim famous for
his philosophical work, Ibn Sina or Avicenna (–), authored a
medical textbook that was preeminent with European doctors from the
twelfth to the seventeenth centuries.12 Still another philosopher/physi-
cian, Ibn Rushd, known as Averroës (–), contributed a notable
medical text as well.

In mathematics, the ninth-century theorist Muhammad ibn Musa
al-Khwarzimi (–) “composed the oldest work on arithmetic and
the oldest work on algebra, which was translated into Latin and used
until the sixteenth century as the principal mathematics textbook of
European universities and served to introduce into Europe the science
of algebra, and with it the name.”13 The word algebra comes from the
title of his mathematical treatise Al-Jabr wa-al-Muqabilah, and algorithm
is derived from his name.

In literature, The Thousand and One Nights has had untold influ-
ence on later writing of all kinds: history, fiction, fantasy, memoir. And
that (along with the Rubaiyat of Umar al-Khayyam, immortalized by
Edward FitzGerald’s English translation) is just the work that’s best known
in the West. A wealth of fine Persian and Arabic poetry stands with the
greatest literary achievements of any culture of any period. It would be
impossible to list all the classics of Islamic literature, but I would be
remiss if I didn’t mention at least the twelfth-century Sufi Farid ud-Din
Attar’s The Conference of the Birds, a splendid and wise allegory of the
mystical journey. The eminent Sufi poet Jalaluddin Rumi (–)
has likewise inspired mystics for centuries, and is enjoying a new vogue
today among New Agers.

Virtually from the beginning of Islam, the poetic tradition was
strong, especially in mystically minded Persia. There was the sensual Per-
sian poet Abu Nuwas (–); the poet/chronicler Abu Tammam Habib
ibn Aus (–); the magnificent panegyrist al-Mutanabbi (–),
whose poetry was so highly regarded that he came to be known by this
surname, which means “one who pretends to be a prophet”;14 the epic
poet Abolqasem Ferdowsi (–), who attracted attention in the
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English-speaking world in the nineteenth century through translations
by the English poet Matthew Arnold; the lyric poet Hafiz (–);
the heterodox Turkish Sufi Nesimi (d. );15 and a host of others who
are worth reading even in the driest scholarly translation.

In addition to the poets, there were prose writers. The prolific
scholar Abu cUthman cAmr ibn Bahr al-Jahiz (–), whom Bernard
Lewis calls “the greatest master of the essay and indeed of Arabic prose,”
wrote more than two hundred books over the course of his long life,
encompassing a multitude of subjects including politics (The Institution
of the Caliphate), zoology (the seven-volume Book of Animals ), cuisine
(Arab Food), and practical living (Sobriety and Mirth; The Art of Keeping
One’s Mouth Shut ).16 Muhammad Abu Ja’far al-Tabari (–) com-
pleted a universal history as well as a respected commentary on the Qur’an.
Another historian, al-Baladhuri (d. ), contributed a key early history
of the Arabs.

Somewhat later, Ibn Khaldun (–) was centuries ahead of
his time in his studies of sociology and economics. His Muqaddimah
stands as the earliest attempt at a systematic analysis of the study of his-
tory that “takes due cognizance of the physical facts of climate and geog-
raphy as well as of moral and spiritual forces.”17 To Bernard Lewis, he
was “the greatest historian of the Arabs and perhaps the greatest histor-
ical thinker of the Middle Ages.”18

In music, the Sufis of Egypt, Tunisia, Morocco, Iran and Turkey
created a rich and varied tradition. The ninth-century philosopher al-
Kindi even wrote treatises on musical theory, which “indicate that meas-
ured song, or mensural music, was known to the Moslems centuries
before it was introduced into Christian Europe.”19 Hitti notes that “the
refined and dazzling court of Harun al-Rashid patronized music and
singing, as it did science and art, to the extent of becoming the center
of a galaxy of musical stars.”20

Music As Treason

Oddly enough, however, orthodox Sunni Islam in its traditional form
bans musical instruments and frowns on music in general. These stric-
tures have always been widely ignored, but they are very much on the
books. Reliance of the Traveller, the Islamic legal manual that embodies
Sunni orthodoxy, quotes the Prophet:
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Allah Mighty and Majestic sent me as a guidance and mercy to believers
and commanded me to do away with musical instruments, flutes, strings,
crucifixes, and the affair of the pre-Islamic period of ignorance.

On the Day of Resurrection, Allah will pour molten lead into the ears of
whoever sits listening to a songstress.

Song makes hypocrisy grow in the heart as water does herbage.

“This Community will experience the swallowing up of some people by
the earth, metamorphosis of some into animals, and being rained upon
with stones.” Someone asked, “When will this be, O Messenger of Allah?”
and he said, “When songstresses and musical instruments appear and
wine is held to be lawful.”

There will be peoples of my Community who will hold fornication, silk,
wine, and musical instruments to be lawful.21

Muslim rigorists still try to enforce these strictures of the Prophet
whenever and wherever they attempt to reestablish the fullness and purity
of Islamic practice. The reformer Muhyi al Din Aurangzeb (–)
made a campaign against music a central element of his effort to purify
Islam in India.22 In our own day, young John Walker Lindh, as he learned
more about his new religion, ultimately realized that he had to stop lis-
tening to his beloved rap records. The Indonesian militant group Laskar
Jihad considers music “a distraction from God.”23 The Taliban was crit-
icized worldwide for actually enforcing the legal ban on music.

In the Malaysian state of Kelantan, reports Aid to the Church in
Need, “there was a new law forbidding songs, dances and even the sound
of church bells. Such activities, according to the government controlled
by Islamic fundamentalists, were contrary to religion. Singing and danc-
ing, especially in the evening, could lead to ‘immoral’ activities.”24 Iran’s
Ayatollah Khomeini remarked several years ago with his characteristi-
cally flamboyant vehemence:

Music corrupts the minds of our youth. There is no difference between
music and opium. Both create lethargy in different ways. If you want your
country to be independent, then ban music. Music is treason to our nation
and to our youth.25

Indeed, Khomeini’s vision of Islam was singularly joyless—by his
own account:
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Allah did not create man so that he could have fun. The aim of creation
was for mankind to be put to the test through hardship and prayer. An
Islamic regime must be serious in every field. There are no jokes in Islam.
There is no humor in Islam. There is no fun in Islam. There can be no
fun and joy in whatever is serious.26

Yet even Khomeini betrayed something of the umma’s longstand-
ing ambivalence toward song and sensual experience. While thundering
against music, he wrote some delicate little examples of Shi’ite poetry—
which with its mystical bent is firmly in the tradition of classical Persian
verse, and bears many similarities to the Sufi mystical tradition. It is
strange but true that this sonnet came from the pen of the irascible and
fantastic old man:

Oh, I desire a cup of wine from the Beloved’s own hands.
In whom can I confine this secret?
Where am I to take my grief?
I have yearned a lifetime to see the Beloved’s face;
I am a frenzied moth circling the flame,
A wild rue seed pod roasting in the fire.
See my stained cloak and this prayer-rug of hypocrisy;
Can I, one day, tear them to shreds at the tavern door?
If the Beloved allowed me one sip from the Jug of Love, intoxicated,
I would break loose from the bonds of my existence.
Old as I am, one signal of hope from those eyes would turn me young

again.
Graciously bestow me this favour, and I will transcend this earthly

abode.27

Openness to Other Cultures

Muslims built their great medieval civilization with an attitude of open-
ness to what they could learn from non-Muslims. Bernard Lewis has
remarked upon “the unique assimilative power of Arab culture, some-
times misrepresented as merely imitative.”28 Islam in its glory days never
hesitated to borrow from other cultures. Indeed, all great civilizations
have done this, taking up and improving upon what came before them.

The architectural design of mosques, with their imposing domes,
is the pride of Islam. While the calligraphy that decorates the walls is a
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Muslim invention (and, indeed, a uniquely beguiling art form), the shape
of mosques is derived from the structure of the Byzantine church, whose
dome is meant to represent the cosmos in miniature. According to his-
torian Bat Ye’or, the first of these magnificent mosques, the seventh-
century Dome of the Rock, was “of Byzantine conception and
execution.”29

The astrolabe, though perfected by Muslims, was developed long
before the Angel Gabriel commanded Muhammad to recite the words
of Allah. The Thousand and One Nights owes a debt to the Odyssey, just
as Avicenna, Averroës and the other Muslim philosophers built upon the
work of a Greek pagan.

The preservation of Aristotle’s thought during a time when the
Christian West largely neglected its pagan heritage was not an achieve-
ment of Muslims alone. The Arab-speaking world became acquainted
with Aristotle through the work of a fifth-century priest named Probus
of Antioch.30 During the ninth-century reign of Caliph al-Mamun, the
importance of learning from non-Muslims was so universally recognized
that translation became a virtual industry. Many of those who did the
translating were non-Muslims, including the Christian Hunayn ibn-
Ishaq (–), whom Hitti calls “the sheikh of the translators.”31 Accord-
ing to historian Elias B. Skaff, he “translated most of the works of Aristotle
and Galen into Syriac, which his son and nephew rendered into Arabic.
He is also said to have translated Hippocrates’ medical treatises and Plato’s
Republic.”32

Christians also contributed to the Muslim ascendancy in medicine
and other sciences in the early period, as Bat Ye’or shows:

The first known scientific work in Arabic was a treatise on medicine, writ-
ten in Greek by Ahrun, a Christian priest from Alexandria, and translated
from Syriac into Arabic in  by Masarjawayh, a Jewish doctor from
Basra (Iraq). . . . Ibn Bakhtishu (d. ca. ), a Nestorian physician sum-
moned to Baghdad by the caliph al-Mansur, established a hospital there,
where his son (d. ) became the leading practitioner. Yuhanna b. Mas-
awayh (–), a Jacobite physician, translator, and ophthalmologist,
wrote the first treatise on ophthalmology in Arabic.33

Muslims combined what they derived from non-Muslims with their
own labors to build something new, and something great. Seyyed Hos-
sein Nasr sums up the guiding principle of this achievement: “Coming
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at the end of the prophetic cycle, Islam has considered all the wisdom of
traditions before it as in a sense its own and has never been shy of bor-
rowing from them and transforming them into elements of its own
worldview.”34

The borrowings, of course, went both ways. Most famous to West-
erners among the achievements of the Islamic civilization of the Middle
Ages are the works of the eminent Muslim philosophers who had a
tremendous influence upon the Christian philosophers of medieval
Europe. Averroës, Avicenna and others blazed new intellectual trails dur-
ing a time when scarcely any significant Christian philosophy was being
done. For later Christian thinkers like St. Albert the Great and St. Thomas
Aquinas who made extensive use of Aristotle, the work of these Muslims
in explicating Aristotle’s writings was an essential reference point.

Philosophy

In Antiquity and the Middle Ages, philosophy was much more closely
tied to science and other disciplines than it is now. (Aristotle was a nat-
uralist; Avicenna and Averroës were physicians.) Thus, the waning of
Muslim philosophy provides a window on some of the reasons why
Islamic civilization itself went into decline.

From its origins, philosophy in Islam, just as in Christendom, strove
mightily—and with notable success—to reconcile faith and reason. Islamic
philosophy, according to Muslim apologists Mohamed Azad and Bibi
Amina, “recognized no theoretical limits other than those of human rea-
son itself; and it assumed that the truth found by unaided reason does
not disagree with the truth of Islam when both are properly understood.”
Hitti observes that “it is to the eternal glory of medieval Islam that it
succeeded for the first time in the history of human thought in harmo-
nizing and reconciling monotheism . . . with Greek philosophy.”35 Islamic
philosophers struggled to harmonize the Qur’an with the necessary truths
they were deriving by the light of reason. “To the Moslem thinkers,” says
Hitti, “Aristotle was truth, Plato was truth, the Koran was truth; but
truth must be one. Hence arose the necessity of harmonizing the three,
and to this task they addressed themselves.”36

Some philosophers, however, considered this effort misguided. Abu
Yusuf Yaqub ibn Ishaq al-Sabbah al-Kindi (–), a physician and
philosopher, suggested that “prophets and philosophers have different
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and independent ways to the highest truth available to man.”37 Philoso-
phers needn’t labor to reconcile the pure truths of philosophy with the
Qur’an, he thought. Another physician/philosopher, Rhazes, even went
so far as to say that only philosophy leads to the highest truth.38

Avicenna (Abu Ali al-Husain ibn Abdallah ibn Sina), whose influ-
ence spread into the West, was somewhat more circumspect. He distin-
guished between “the faculty of prophetic knowledge (the ‘sacred’
intellect)” and “revelation (imaginative representation meant to convince
the multitude and improve their earthly life).”39 But if revelation was
only “imaginative representation,” the door to skepticism lay open. This
was too much for more religiously inclined Muslims. Avicenna’s views,
according to the historian of philosophy Wilhelm Windelband, were
“regarded with jealous eyes by Mohammedan orthodoxy, and the scien-
tific movement experienced such violent persecutions in the tenth cen-
tury that it took refuge in the secret league of the ‘Pure Brothers.’ Avicenna
himself was also persecuted.”40

The growing rift between philosophy and orthodox Islam ulti-
mately developed into an open war, in which the philosophers were
greatly outnumbered. The orthodox party’s champion was a Sufi, Abu
Hamid al-Ghazali (–), whose classic work The Incoherence of the
Philosophers took brilliant aim at virtually the entire Islamic philosoph-
ical tradition—and scored a direct hit.

For al-Ghazali, most philosophy was simply a veil for heresy. Many
philosophers, he said, were teaching truths that they themselves had dis-
covered and that had no more attestation than their own word. They
were denigrating the holy Qur’an. They were guilty of “denial of revealed
laws and religious confessions” as well as “rejection of the details of reli-
gious and sectarian [teaching], believing them to be man-made laws and
embellished tricks.”41 Indeed, the teachings of these philosophers (chiefly
the outstanding Muslim thinkers al-Farabi and Avicenna) “challenge the
[very] principles of religion.”42

Al-Ghazali was no anti-intellectual, and his quarrel was not so much
with philosophy per se as with heresy. He employs quite sophisticated
philosophical arguments in The Incoherence of the Philosophers in order
to refute the philosophers’ pretensions. He takes issue particularly with
the idea that Allah’s revelation consisted of mere “imaginative represen-
tation,” i.e., parable rather than literal truth. Discussing the Qur’an’s
depictions of heaven and hell, he insists that “what has come down [in
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the law] describing paradise and the fire and the detailing of these states
has attained a degree [of explicit statement] that does not [render it] sub-
ject to metaphorical interpretation.” That is, the Qur’an is true to the
letter. Discussing the possibility of the resurrection of the body, he says
simply, “The religious law has declared [the resurrection]. It is [in itself ]
possible, and, hence, must be believed.”43

According to Tilman Nagel, a scholar of Islam, al-Ghazali “was
inspired by a notion that we frequently see in Islam’s intellectual history:
the notion that everything human beings can possibly know is already
contained in the Koran and the hadith; only naïve people can be made
to believe that there is knowledge beyond them.”44 And whatever con-
tradicts the Qur’an must give way.

With chilling fidelity to Islamic law, al-Ghazali poses a final ques-
tion at the end of The Incoherence of the Philosophers: “If someone says:
‘You have explained the doctrines of these [philosophers]’; do you then
say conclusively that they are infidels and that the killing of those who
uphold their beliefs is obligatory?” 45 He then answers this himself: “Pro-
nouncing them infidels is necessary in three questions”: their teachings
that the world existed eternally, that Allah does not know particular things
but only universals, and that there is no resurrection of the body. Al-
Ghazali doesn’t say that the philosophers should not be killed, because
Islamic law says they should be. Reliance of the Traveller declares, “When
a person who has reached puberty and is sane voluntarily apostatizes
from Islam, he deserves to be killed.”46

Al-Ghazali’s masterwork heralded the beginning of the decline of
Islamic philosophy, although the victory of the views he represented was
not immediate. To counter him there arose another great Muslim philoso-
pher whom the West knows as Averroës (Abul-Waleed Muhammad ibn
Rushd). This rationalist took al-Ghazali to task, most notably in his reply
to The Incoherence of the Philosophers, which he entitled Incoherence of
the Incoherence, where he insisted that those who pursue philosophy “need
not adjust its certain conclusions to what theologians claim to be the
correct interpretation of the divine law.”47

But the damage was done. Islamic philosophy became suspect to
a large party of those who considered themselves guardians of religious
orthodoxy. Indeed, even before al-Ghazali it was suspect. In his History
of Islamic Theology, Nagel says, “All attempts to incorporate the
philosophical tradition into a way of thinking that was based on Islam
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failed. Playing with philosophy could be an enjoyable pastime, but even
as early as the tenth century the general opinion among the educated
was that no faithful Muslim and faithful follower of the Sharia could
practice it seriously.”48

A rationalist school of Islamic philosophy would continue. The
Ash’arite sect followed the Mu’tazilites in trying to secure a place for
rationalism in the study of the Qur’an, but by the twelfth century, says
Nagel, “the few who practiced rationalist—that is to say, largely Ash’arite—
theology were considered troublemakers who dared criticize the Prophet’s
sunna.”49 As late as the seventeenth century, the Persians Muhammad
Baqir Mir Damad (d. ) and his disciple Mulla Sadra (Sadr al-Din
Muhammad al-Shirazi, –) did work of tremendous significance—
when they weren’t being rebuked by the ulama for, among other things,
daring to interpret the Qur’an allegorically.

Although Islamic philosophy lived on, it never regained the influ-
ence it had in the early centuries. And however deserving they may have
been, no Muslim philosopher after Averroës gained the worldwide atten-
tion that the early Islamic philosophers justly attracted.

Closing to the Outside World

Although al-Ghazali himself probably would have disapproved of such
a development, The Incoherence of the Philosophers helped reinforce an
anti-intellectual strain of thought that was present in Islam from the
beginning. This anti-intellectualism developed from core theological
propositions: The Qur’an is the perfect book. What other book do I
need? What other book is worth reading?

This kind of thinking is summed up by a story told of Caliph
cUmar, one of the Companions of the Prophet, when he conquered
Alexandria in the seventh century. In a notorious episode that may con-
tain as much legend as fact (Bernard Lewis holds that it didn’t happen),
he ordered that city’s famous library burned to the ground. “If what [the
books] say agrees with the Koran, they are superfluous,” explained the
caliph. “If what they say disagrees with the Koran, they are heretical.”50

cUmar may not have said it, but many other Muslims thought it.
As Lewis puts it, during the heyday of Islamic culture “in the Muslims’
own perception, Islam itself was indeed coterminous with civilization,
and beyond its borders there were only barbarians and infidels.”51 Such
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an attitude may have contributed to the decline of Islamic thought and
culture, which Hitti describes thus:

In no branch of pure or physical science was any appreciable advance
made after Abbasid days.52 The Moslems of today, if dependent on their
own books, would indeed have less than their distant ancestors in the
eleventh century. In medicine, philosophy, mathematics, botany and other
disciplines a certain point was reached—and the mind of Islam seemed
to stand still. . . . In fact the whole Arab world had by the beginning of
the thirteenth century lost the intellectual hegemony it had maintained
since the eighth.53

Osama bin Laden’s biographer Yossef Bodansky suggests that Islamic
anti-intellectualism was in part a defensive reaction to the House of Islam’s
unprecedented defeats in the First Crusade () and in Spain at around
the same time. Muslims had never known defeat on this scale, and their
theology gave them only one way to interpret it—as a religious failing:

The result of these setbacks was a backlash. Ruthless military command-
ers emerged to lead the armies of the believers to reclaim the lands of
Islam. Most famous were Saladin, the Kurd who defeated the Crusaders
in  to , and Abdul Mumin from Morocco, who defeated the Chris-
tian armies in Spain in  to  and again in . But as these and
other military leaders rose to power, the once glorious Islamic culture and
civilization crumbled. Having consolidated power by the strength of their
swords, the new conquerors-turned-rulers had to prove their uniqueness—
their “Islamness.” They revived religious extremism as the source of their
legitimacy while accusing their enlightened and sophisticated predeces-
sors of causing the Muslim world’s earlier defeats.54

Throughout Islamic history this temptation to uphold Islam against
enlightenment and sophistication has competed with the openness to
other cultures that first helped make Islamic civilization great. Jordan’s
late King Hussein summed up what happened when he said, “Islam was
very open as it spread throughout the world. It made major contribu-
tions. Then, in the tenth century or so, Islam changed course and went
into decline.”55 From around the time of the Crusades onward, the idea
that non-Muslims might know something that Muslims could benefit
from learning fell so far out of Islamic consciousness that in the eighteenth
century, when the Ottoman state employed Western experts in various
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fields, “for Muslims, in Turkey and later elsewhere, this brought a shock-
ing new idea—that one might learn from the previously despised infidel.”56

Civilizational Suicide

We saw in chapter one how the rationalist Mu’tazilite sect rose and fell
in medieval Islam. The demise both of philosophy and of Mu’tazilism
(and other rationalist movements such as the Ash’arites) was only part
of this larger trend. Bodansky outlines what the Iranian scholar Ferey-
doun Hoveyda calls the “anti-intellectual rage” that swept through Islam
during the Middle Ages. Clearly the impetus for such a reaction came
from the Qur’an and Islamic tradition, or it wouldn’t have been so strong
or long lasting.

“The Koran contains all the truth required in order to guide the believer
in this world and open for him the gates of Paradise,” argued the new reli-
gious elite—a principle still guiding today’s Islamists. By the time this
anti-intellectual movement was well established in the twelfth century,
the Muslim world had committed what Hoveyda calls “civilizational sui-
cide”: incited and excited by the lure of brute force, the community of
believers willingly agreed to abandon and deny its own cultural and sci-
entific achievements and commit itself to a process of self-destruction that
still unfolds.

That self-destruction is not metaphorical:

Aspiring to power, new generations of extremist and militant forces have
repeatedly demonstrated their supremacy by ordering the destruction of
cultural treasures of previous generations. For example, in  the ulama—
the religious leadership—in Cordova, Spain, publicly burned the books
of the main scientific-medical library, including a rare study of astron-
omy, because these books were a “horrible calamity” to Islam.57

In modern Iran this contempt for culture has taken the form of a
bizarre popular recasting of the nation’s pre-Islamic history. In the s,
Shah Reza Khan’s attempts to restore Persian national pride met only
bewilderment and anger. Amir Taheri explains:

Most Iranians had all but forgotten their pre-Islamic past. . . . Persepolis,
whose majestic ruins dominated the plain of Morghab near Shiraz, was
not recognizable to the average Iranian as the once glorious capital of the
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Achaemenean empire. It was called Takht-e-Jamshid (Jamshid’s Throne)
and believed to be a relic of a mythological past. The tomb of Cyrus the
Great at Pasargadae was believed to be the resting place of King Solomon’s
mother. Outside the small Zoroastrian community all ancient Persian
names had been replaced by Arab Islamic ones.”58

Rather than evoke pride, this past greatness inspired contempt, as the
creation of infidel predecessors.

After centuries of this kind of thinking, Islamic philosophy, once
a brilliant testimony to the dynamic force of the religion and a vital con-
tribution to world thought, is in the popular mind but a distant mem-
ory. Now it is the province of a few academics—and of types such as the
“two turbaned, sunburnt medicine men” whom V. S. Naipaul encoun-
tered in a bazaar in Iran. They offered him folk remedies with illustri-
ous pedigrees: they were developed, said the hawkers, by “Avicenna,
Galen, and ‘Hippocrat.’” Naipaul was amazed: Avicenna! “In this dusty
pavement medical stock,” he writes, “was a reminder of the Arab glory
of a thousand years before, when the Arab faith mingled with Persia,
India, and the remnant of the classical world it had overrun, and Mus-
lim civilization was the central civilization of the West.”59

It is indicative of the present state of affairs that after this episode,
in all his other travels through the House of Islam, Naipaul rarely encoun-
tered Avicenna again.

Is Allah’s Hand Chained?

There is a strange and telling passage in the Qur’an that is emblematic
of how Muslims came to view philosophy, with its reliance on human
reason instead of the great truths revealed to Muhammad—and, indeed,
all knowledge derived from unaided reason: “The Jews say: ‘God’s hand
is chained.’ May their own hands be chained! May they be cursed for
what they say! By no means. His hands are both outstretched: He bestows
as He will” (Sura :).

“God’s hand is chained”!
Scholars have wondered for fourteen centuries what Muhammad

might have heard Jews saying to make him think they believed that God
was bound by any laws. But that is how Muslims have regarded the Jewish
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and Christian concept of a rational, knowable universe, and the natural
philosophy built on that belief.

Jews and Christians believe that God created the universe to oper-
ate according to reliable, observable laws. While he can suspend those
laws, ordinarily he does not do so; he is not bound, but freely chooses
to uphold the laws that he created. This way of thinking provided a foun-
dation for the edifice of modern science: Christian mathematicians and
astronomers knew their investigations would lead to knowledge of truth,
because they believed that God had established the universe according
to laws that could be ascertained. St. Thomas Aquinas explained:

since the principles of certain sciences—of logic, geometry, and arith-
metic, for instance—are derived exclusively from the formal principals of
things, upon which their essence depends, it follows that God cannot
make the contraries of these principles; He cannot make the genus not
to be predicable of the species, nor lines drawn from a circle’s center to
its circumference not to be equal, nor the three angles of a rectilinear tri-
angle not to be equal to two right angles.60

This is simply saying that God has established a rational, orderly uni-
verse in which the law of noncontradiction prevails.

But to the Muslim who found all knowledge in the Qur’an and
suspected philosophers of infidelity, that was tantamount to saying, “God’s
hand is chained.” Allah, they argued, could not be thus restricted. He
was free to act as whimsically as he pleased. If one could not rely on the
universe to obey observable laws, and if reliable knowledge was found
only in the revelation, science could not flourish.

Stanley Jaki, a Catholic priest and a physicist, attributes contempo-
rary Muslim unrest to this turning away from reason and natural law. He
says, “What is occurring in the Muslim world today is a confrontation, not
between God and the devil, identified with capitalism or Communism, but
between a very specific God and science which is a very specific antagonist
of that god, the Allah of the Koran, in whom the will wholly dominates
the intellect.” Jaki explains that it was al-Ghazali, among others, who
“denounced natural laws, the very objective of science, as a blasphemous
constraint upon the free will of Allah.”61 He adds that “Muslim mystics
decried the notion of scientific law (as formulated by Aristotle) as blasphe-
mous and irrational, depriving as it does the Creator of his freedom.”62
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Relatively early in its history, then, much of the House of Islam
determined that Allah’s hand would not be chained. Philosophy and sci-
ence came to be widely seen as essentially worthless endeavors that only
confuse man and distract him from the Qur’an.

The decline of Islamic culture began when orthodox Muslims con-
solidated their victory over those who would learn from non-Muslims,
and those who would pursue knowledge by the light of reason. Hence-
forth, Muslim divines would teach that believers should heed only the
revealed law of Allah, and would strictly subordinate science and philos-
ophy to the lineaments of divine revelation as they saw it. The conse-
quences have been far-reaching. Jaki details just a few of them:

More than two hundred years after the construction of the famed Blue
Mosque, W. Eton, for many years a resident in Turkey and Russia, found
that Turkish architects still could not calculate the lateral pressures of
curves. Nor could they understand why the catenary curve, so useful in
building ships, could also be useful in drawing blueprints for cupolas.
The reign of Suleiman the Magnificent may be memorable for its wealth
of gorgeously illustrated manuscripts and princely paraphernalia, but for
no items worth mentioning from the viewpoint of science and technol-
ogy. At the Battle of Lepanto the Turkish navy lacked improvements long
in use on French and Italian vessels. Two hundred years later, Turkish
artillery was primitive by Western standards. Worse, while in Western
Europe the dangers of the use of lead had for some time been clearly real-
ized, lead was still a heavy ingredient in kitchenware used in Turkish
lands.63

Seeds of Resentment

In the face of increasing Western prosperity, the Muslim ambivalence
toward intellectual endeavor and the non-Muslim world threatens to
become explosive. The Palestinian scholars Hisham Sharabi and Mukhtar
Ani ask pointedly: “Why has Arab society failed to modernize? Why have
Arab countries failed to cope with some of the most basic social tasks?”
They call for sweeping social change, according to David Pryce-Jones,
but do not specify “what practical steps, what modalities, they have in
mind for implementing this drastic prescription.”64

What steps can they realistically suggest? If a significant party of
Muslims believe that science and modernity are somehow in their very
nature un-Islamic, any attempts at large-scale reform will run into a brick
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wall. For there will always be a vocal and militant group demanding that
the faith be implemented in its purity—whatever the cost.

Even so, Stanley Jaki remains optimistic: “Today the impossibility
of making ends meet without science forces the Muslim world to recon-
sider its notion of Allah. It is an agonizing process, which, in spite of the
bloodshed, may, in the long run, bring a more rational mentality to trou-
bled parts of the world.”65

Can Islam possibly “reconsider its notion of Allah”? It won’t be easy,
for that notion comes straight from the perfect Word of Allah, univer-
sally and eternally valid.

Yet at the same time, the technological superiority and cultural
hegemony of the West make it an object of envy: Islamic civilization is
supposed to be superior to that of unbelievers, but at this stage of human
history it clearly isn’t. As we have noted earlier, even radical Muslims
regard Western society with ambivalence.66 In Islam, says Naipaul,

The West, or the universal civilization it leads, is emotionally rejected. It
undermines; it threatens. But at the same time it is needed, for its machines,
goods, medicines, warplanes, the remittances from the emigrants, the hos-
pitals that might have a cure for calcium deficiency, the universities that
will provide master’s degrees in mass media. All the rejection of the West
is contained within the assumption that there will always exist out there
a living, creative civilization, oddly neutral, open to all to appeal to. Rejec-
tion, therefore, is not absolute rejection. It is also, for the community as
a whole, a way of ceasing to strive intellectually. It is to be parasitic; par-
asitism is one of the unacknowledged fruits of fundamentalism.67

But will the parasite kill the host?
From such resentment and envy arises Osama bin Laden, who may

not be able to build something like the World Trade Center, but he can
sure knock it down. If the West’s technological superiority can’t be
matched, it can at least be assaulted. Osama respected technology enough
to teach his followers how to wreak destruction on a grand scale, but not
enough to sponsor large-scale educational efforts in Islamic countries.
In a sense, then, the terrorist attacks of September  are a new round,
in a new and especially virulent form, of the struggle between strict Islamic
orthodoxy and human reason. The problem the West faces is that unless
and until Islamic orthodoxy is radically redefined (with the overwhelm-
ing agreement of the umma), it will not finally call off the struggle.
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E IG H T

The Crusades: 
Christian and Muslim

“ ,    , is going to take a while,” said
George W. Bush on September 16, 2001.

Crusade!
There he went again: exposing the same old imperialist West, still

bent on dominating Islam just as in the Middle Ages. When the Presi-
dent of the United States used the C-word, Osama bin Laden saw his
opening. In a fax sent the following week to the al-Jazeera news network
of Qatar, he denounced “the new Jewish and Christian crusader cam-
paign that is led by the Chief Crusader Bush under the banner of the
cross.”1

Absurd as this was, bin Laden was not alone in thinking thus. The
Taliban’s Mullah Muhammad Omar gleefully remarked, “President Bush
has told the truth that this is a crusade against Islam.”2 Other Muslims
were similarly affronted. Najeh Bkeirat, an official at Jerusalem’s Al-Aqsa
Mosque, huffed: “Bush is using an ancient savage slogan. His statement
reflects his limited cultural knowledge. Bush is making enemies, not only
among Islamic activists, but also among ordinary Muslims and Chris-
tians alike.”3 It seemed that everyone, not just Muslims, was offended.
The White House issued a hasty retraction and never again dared use
the word.

But the Crusades are ancient history, aren’t they? What bearing
could they possibly have on today’s political situation?

Pundits across the Western world hastened to explain that in the
House of Islam, memories are long. A grievance like the Crusades still
burns in the collective Muslim consciousness. No less a figure than for-
mer President Bill Clinton observed that Muslims seethe over the Cru-
sades even today:
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Indeed, in the first Crusade, when the Christian soldiers took Jerusalem,
they first burned a synagogue with  Jews in it, and proceeded to kill
every woman and child who was Muslim on the Temple mound [sic ].
The contemporaneous descriptions of the event describe soldiers walk-
ing on the Temple mound, a holy place to Christians, with blood run-
ning up to their knees. I can tell you that that story is still being told today
in the Middle East and we are still paying for it.4

East and West, Muslim and Christian, secular and religious—commen-
tators were united about the Crusades: they were an illegitimate land
grab, an imperialist war against the indigenous population of the Holy
Land, and an affront to the basic human right to religious freedom.

Almost no one stood up to defend the Crusades, and to be sure,
in some ways they can’t be defended. Bill Clinton’s lurid description of
the First Crusade has some truth to it. Undeniably there were abuses and
atrocities. And in fact, the West has questioned the Crusades—some-
thing probably not possible if the shoe were on the Islamic foot—almost
since they were launched. Virtually all Westerners have learned to apol-
ogize for the Crusades. Less noted is the fact that these campaigns have
an Islamic counterpart for which no one is apologizing and of which few
are even aware.

Over a hundred years ago, Mark Twain voiced common Western
assumptions in Tom Sawyer Abroad, when he had Tom explain to Huck
Finn that he wants to go to the Holy Land to liberate it from the Muslims.

“How,” Huck asks, “did we come to let them git holt of it?”
“We didn’t come to let them git hold of it,” Tom explains. “They always

had it.”
“Why, Tom, then it must belong to them, don’t it?”
“Why of course it does. Who said it didn’t?”5

But was Tom Sawyer right?

The Christian Middle East

Islam originated in Arabia in the seventh century. At that time Egypt,
Libya and all of North Africa were Christian and had been so for hun-
dreds of years. So were Palestine, Lebanon, Syria and Asia Minor. The
churches that St. Paul addressed in his letters collected in the New Tes-
tament are located in Asia Minor (now Turkey) as well as Greece. North
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of Greece, in a buffer zone between Eastern and Western Europe, were
lands that would become the Christian domains of the Slavs.

Antioch and Constantinople (Istanbul), in modern Turkey, and
Alexandria, in modern Egypt, were three of the most important Chris-
tian centers of the first millennium. The theological schools of Antioch
and Alexandria vied for influence in the Church at large, and Christian
teachings about the Person and natures of Jesus Christ were hammered
out between them at the great ecumenical councils of Ephesus () and
Chalcedon (). (Both Ephesus and Chalcedon are now in Turkey.) The
latter council was held at Chalcedon, right across the Bosporus from
Constantinople, for the convenience of the Eastern Roman Emperor,
whose seat was in Constantinople and who was deeply interested in the
proceedings.

Virtually all of the great early Fathers of the Church hailed from
these areas. St. John Chrysostom, whose liturgy is still celebrated by the
Orthodox and Byzantine Catholic Churches, was from Antioch. When
news of his eloquence and holiness spread far and wide, he was com-
pelled to become archbishop of Constantinople, the imperial city. St.
Athanasius, the main force behind the Nicene Creed, which virtually all
Christians—Catholic, Orthodox and Protestant—still profess, was arch-
bishop of Alexandria. St. Augustine, author of two of the foundation
stones of Western civilization, the Confessions and the City of God, was a
North African.

There were also St. Basil the Great, St. Mary of Egypt, St. Anthony
the Great, St. Cyril of Jerusalem—the list goes on and on. Western Chris-
tians, if they are aware of Eastern Christianity at all, tend to think of it
as an exotic outpost, but in the first five centuries of Christianity, the
East led the way in both the growth of the Church and her theological
development. Nor were those great saints minorities in a pagan world.
These were Christian lands.

Where Did the Christians Go?

Yes, say the textbooks, these were Christian centers, and great ones, too.
But then Muhammad and his Muslim armies arose out of the desert,
and these lands became Muslim. Some historians say that the inhabi-
tants of the lands conquered by the early Muslims were happy to be free
of their corrupt Byzantine rulers, and welcomed the invaders.



134 ISLAM UNVEILED

Nonetheless, it is undeniable that Muslims won these lands by con-
quest and, in obedience to the words of the Qur’an and the Prophet, put
to the sword the infidels therein who refused to submit to the new Islamic
regime. Those who escaped this fate lived in humiliating second-class
status. Conversion to Islam became the only way to have a decent life.
Not surprisingly, the Christian populations of these areas steadily
diminished.

How did it happen? One of the few historians who is telling this
story today is Bat Ye’or, an Egyptian who now resides in Europe. In her
eye-opening book The Decline of Eastern Christianity under Islam, she
recounts facts that both the West and the Muslim world would prefer to
sweep under the rug. For instance:

Sophronius [Bishop of Jerusalem], in his sermon on the Day of Epiphany
, bewailed the destruction of churches and monasteries, the sacked
towns, the fields laid waste, the villages burned down by the nomads who
were overrunning the country. In a letter the same year to Sergius, patri-
arch of Constantinople, he mentions the ravages wrought by the Arabs.
Thousands of people perished in , victims of the famine and plague
that resulted from these destructions.6

That’s how it happened in one place and time. But the story was
repeated, again and again, wherever Muslim armies were triumphant.

Here is a contemporary account of the Muslims’ arrival in Nikiou,
an Egyptian town, in the s:

Then the Muslims arrived in Nikiou. There was not one single soldier to
resist them. They seized the town and slaughtered everyone they met in
the street and in the churches—men, women and children, sparing nobody.
Then they went to other places, pillaged and killed all the inhabitants
they found. . . . But let us now say no more, for it is impossible to describe
the horrors the Muslims committed when they occupied the island of
Nikiou.

In addition to massacres, this process involved exile and enslavement, all
based on a broken treaty:

Amr oppressed Egypt. He sent its inhabitants to fight the inhabitants of
the Pentapolis [Tripolitania] and, after gaining a victory, he did not allow
them to stay there. He took considerable booty from this country and a
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large number of prisoners. . . . The Muslims returned to their country with
booty and captives. The patriarch Cyrus felt deep grief at the calamities
in Egypt, because Amr, who was of barbarian origin, showed no mercy
in his treatment of the Egyptians and did not fulfill the covenants which
had been agreed with him.

Once the Muslims were entrenched in power, they began to levy
the jizya, the tax on non-Muslims:

Amr’s position became stronger from day to day. He levied the tax that
had been stipulated. . . . But it is impossible to describe the lamentable
position of the inhabitants of this town, who came to the point of offer-
ing their children in exchange for the enormous sums that they had to
pay each month, finding no one to help them because God had aban-
doned them and had delivered the Christians into the hands of their ene-
mies.7

An eyewitness of the Muslim conquest of Armenia in  tells what
happened when they took the town of Dvin: “The enemy’s army rushed
in and butchered the inhabitants of the town by the sword. . . . After a
few days’ rest, the Ismaelites [Arabs] went back whence they had come,
dragging after them a host of captives, numbering thirty-five thousand.”8

On the island of Cos a few years later, the Muslim general Abu
al-A’war, according to another contemporary account, “laid waste and
pillaged all its riches, slaughtered the population and led the remnant
into captivity, and destroyed its citadel.”9

According to the Orthodox patriarch Michael the Syrian (–),
Muslims conquered Cilicia and Caesarea of Cappadocia in the year 

in this way:

They [the Taiyaye, or Muslim Arabs] moved into Cilicia and took pris-
oners . . . and when Mu’awiya arrived he ordered all the inhabitants to be
put to the sword; he placed guards so that no one escaped. After gather-
ing up all the wealth of the town, they set to torturing the leaders to make
them show them things [treasures] that had been hidden. The Taiyaye
led everyone into slavery—men and women, boys and girls—and they
committed much debauchery in that unfortunate town; they wickedly
committed immoralities inside churches.10
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Even Muslim chroniclers of the time make no secret that this kind
of activity went on. The Muslim historian Ibn al-Athir (–), in
his world history entitled The Complete History, includes this account of
eighth- and ninth-century Muslim incursions into Spain and France:

In  [ April ], Hisham, [Muslim] prince of Spain, sent a large army
commanded by Abd al-Malik b. Abd al-Wahid b. Mugith into enemy ter-
ritory, and which made forays as far as Narbonne and Jaranda [Gerona]. . . .
For several months he traversed this land in every direction, raping women,
killing warriors, destroying fortresses, burning and pillaging everything,
driving back the enemy who fled in disorder. He returned safe and sound,
dragging behind him God knows how much booty.

Were these escapades a source of shame for the Muslim chronicler?
Hardly. He concludes his account of them by noting proudly: “This is
one of the most famous expeditions of the Muslims of Spain.” (Simi-
larly, a thirteenth-century Persian Muslim wrote of Islamic victories with
“no idea of what is cruel and what is not cruel,” as Naipaul puts it.)11

Ibn al-Athir goes on to tell more:

In  [ December ], Abd ar-Rahman b. al-Hakam, sovereign of Spain,
sent an army against Alava; it camped near Hisn al-Gharat, which it
besieged; it seized the booty that was found there, killed the inhabitants
and withdrew, carrying off women and children as captives. . . . In  [

March ], Muhammad b. Abd ar-Rahman advanced with many troops
and a large military apparatus against the region of Pamplona. He reduced,
ruined and ravaged this territory, where he pillaged and sowed death.12

In Amorium in Asia Minor in , says Michael the Syrian, “there
were so many women’s convents and monasteries that over a thousand
virgins were led into captivity, not counting those that had been slaugh-
tered. They were given to the Moorish slaves, so as to assuage their lust.”13

In The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Edward Gibbon
recounts the Muslim drive into the heart of France, which was turned
back at Tours in . They pushed “above a thousand miles from the Rock
of Gibraltar to the banks of the Loire: the repetition of an equal space
would have carried the Saracens to the confines of Poland and the High-
lands of Scotland; the Rhine is not more impassible than the Nile or the
Euphrates and the Arabian fleet might have sailed without a naval com-
bat into the mouth of the Thames.” Had that happened, says Gibbon,
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“perhaps the interpretation of the Koran would now be taught in the
schools of Oxford and her pulpits might demonstrate to a circumcised
people the sanctity and truth of the revelation of Mahomet.”14

“The blood ran in rivers”

Centuries later, when Muslim armies resumed their expansion in Europe
after a period of relative decline—which included, most notably, the loss
of Sicily in , the capture of Jerusalem by the Crusaders in , and
the steady erosion of power in Spain—they maintained the same pattern
of behavior. On May , , the city of Constantinople, the jewel of
Christendom, finally fell to an overwhelming Muslim force after weeks
of resistance by a small band of valiant Greeks. According to Steven
Runciman, the preeminent historian of the Crusades, the Muslim sol-
diers “slew everyone that they met in the streets, men, women, and chil-
dren without discrimination. The blood ran in rivers down the steep
streets from the heights of Petra toward the Golden Horn. But soon the
lust for slaughter was assuaged. The soldiers realized that captives and
precious objects would bring them greater profit.”15 The options for
Christians after conquest had been spelled out by the pioneering sociol-
ogist Ibn Khaldun in the fourteenth century: “It is [for them to choose
between] conversion to Islam, payment of the poll tax, or death.”16 The
historian of jihad Paul Fregosi puts it succinctly: “It was a case of ‘your
money or your life’!”17

It is true that these sins of the Muslims do not excuse the sins that
Christians committed against them in return. One massacre doesn’t can-
cel out another. But clearly what we now call “human rights abuses” have
not come only from the Western side, and the recent defensiveness of
the West before the House of Islam and the world on this issue is hardly
justified by the facts.

It is also important to point out once again that the Crusaders who
pillaged Jerusalem were transgressing the bounds of their religion in all
sorts of ways. As for the Muslim armies who murdered, raped, pillaged
and enslaved—what Islamic principles were they violating? After all, they
were following the example of their Prophet:

It has been narrated on the authority of Ibn cUmar that the Jews of Banu
Nadir and Banu Quraizi fought against the Messenger of Allah, who
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expelled Banu Nadir, and allowed Quraiza to stay on, and granted favour
to them until they too fought against him. Then he killed their men, and
distributed their women, children and properties among the Muslims,
except that some of them had joined the Messenger of Allah who granted
them security. They embraced Islam. The Messenger of Allah turned out
all the Jews of Medina, Banu Qainuqa’ . . . and the Jews of Banu Haritha
and every other Jew who was in Medina.18

In light of the violence with which Muhammad spread Islam (including
forced conversions), there is a certain menace in his celebrated invita-
tion to the Byzantine emperor Heraclitus: “Embrace Islam and you will
be safe.”19 Heraclitus didn’t, and Byzantium wasn’t.

In fact, the portions of ancient Christendom that are now univer-
sally considered to be part of the House of Islam only became so in the
same way as the Arabian Jewish tribes became Muslim: by being bathed
in blood.

Christendom Responds

The jihad and the Crusade are often seen as synonymous. When Presi-
dent Bush called for his “crusade,” one Pakistani exclaimed, “He has used
the Christian word for jihad.”20

Well, not precisely.
Western Christendom, which emerged relatively unscathed from

the Islamic onslaught, was distracted by internecine squabbles and did
not rise to the defense of its beleaguered coreligionists until five centuries
after the first Muslim conquests, when Pope Urban II called the First
Crusade in the year . There followed centuries of intermittent con-
flict, through which the Muslims steadily rolled back the boundaries of
Christendom.

The circumstances of the First Crusade were these: Christian pil-
grims to the Holy Land were being molested by Muslims and prevented
from reaching the holy places. Some were killed. This was the impetus
that finally moved Western Christianity to try to recover just one small
portion of the Christian lands that had fallen to the Muslim sword over
the previous centuries. Bernard Lewis observes,

At the present time, the Crusades are often depicted as an early experi-
ment in expansionist imperialism—a prefigurement of the modern
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European empires. To the people of the time, both Muslim and Christ-
ian, they were no such thing. When the Crusaders arrived in Jerusalem,
barely four hundred years had passed since that city, along with the rest
of the Levant and North Africa, had been wrested by the armies of Islam
from their Christian rulers, and their Christian populations forcibly incor-
porated in a new Muslim empire. The Crusade was a delayed response to
the jihad, the holy war for Islam, and its purpose was to recover by war
what had been lost by war—to free the holy places of Christendom and
open them once again, without impediment, to Christian pilgrimage.21

The lands in dispute during each Crusade were the ancient lands
of Christendom, where Christians had flourished for centuries before
Muhammad’s armies called them idolaters and enslaved and killed them.
Whatever evils Christians committed during their course, the Crusades
were at base a defensive action, a belated attempt by Western Christians
to turn back the tide of Islam that had engulfed the Eastern Church.

And the effort was insufficient: all the Crusades essentially failed.
The most successful was the first, and all it accomplished was to estab-
lish a few tottering Latin domains in Palestine and the surrounding
regions. The Crusaders were far from home; their Muslim foes were not.
These Christian principalities didn’t last long.

By Christian lights, many Crusaders undeniably sinned. On the
Temple Mount, as Bill Clinton reminded the world, they transgressed
the strict boundaries of the Just War doctrine. But this doesn’t mean that
their cause itself was wrong. Insofar as the Crusades were fought to pro-
tect Christians in the Holy Land and to turn back the Muslims who had
conquered so much of Christendom, they represented a just cause.

There is no reason to accept the permanence or inevitability of
the incorporation of the Middle East and North Africa into the House
of Islam—just as Muslim armies did not accept that those territories
would be permanently Christian. Yet an assumption of historical neces-
sity is the basis on which Muslims scold Christians (and Westerners in
general) about the Crusades, which they call an incursion into Muslim
lands. If Westerners had no right to invade these putative Muslim places,
then Muslims had no right to conquer them to begin with. If they con-
tinue to insist that the Crusades were wrong, Muslims should also be
willing to withdraw from the Middle East and North Africa. But this
is to enter the realm of fantasy. Still, at the very least, Westerners should
know the record of how those areas became Muslim, and they should
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insist that jihad be judged according to the same moral standards as the
Crusades.

“When accusing the West of imperialism,” says historian Paul
Fregosi, “Muslims are obsessed with the Christian Crusades but have
forgotten their own, much grander Jihad.” Conventional wisdom locates
the beginning of Christian/Muslim hostility in the Crusades; according
to Amin Malouf in The Crusades through Arab Eyes, the sack of Jerusalem
in  was “the starting point of a millennial hostility between Islam
and the West.” But the reality is somewhat different. Fregosi remarks
that “the Jihad is more than four hundred years older than the Crusades.”
Comparing the Muslim occupation of Christian lands in Europe, the
Middle East and North Africa to European colonialism, he finds that
the latter was much briefer and less culturally pervasive. “Yet, strangely,
it is the Muslims . . . who are the most bitter about colonialism and the
humiliations to which they have been subjected; and it is the Europeans
who harbor the shame and the guilt. It should be the other way around.”22

The Long Muslim March

Right or wrong, the Crusades are a historical fact. Yet long after they had
become a distant memory in the West, the warriors of jihad continued
to press into the heart of Europe. After the fall of Acre in , no more
Crusades were mounted. Through the next four centuries, however, Mus-
lim armies solidified their hold on southeastern Europe and kept advanc-
ing whenever and wherever it was possible to do so.

Muslim incursions into Europe from the east were finally stopped
at the gates of Vienna, a defeat which heralded the beginning of the long
decline of the Ottoman Empire. The date of that event is one that no
doubt still stings in the mind of Osama bin Laden: September , .

It would be naïve to think that between  and , jihad some-
how became an antiquated or rejected concept. As the Muslim world
was outstripped technologically and ultimately even colonized by the
West, conditions became unfavorable, for a variety of reasons, to the
enlargement of the House of Islam. Muslim states were relatively pow-
erless, and the ensuing frustration and resentment contributed to the rise
of Islamic militancy. Analysts who ascribe Islamic fundamentalism in
our own day to various cultural and socioeconomic factors are thus par-
tially right.
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Nevertheless, the seeds of jihad are always present within Islam. As
we shall see in the pages ahead, the theology of jihad has never been dis-
carded or even modified. Indeed, this theology is written into the char-
ter of Islam, and is therefore, in the eyes of most Muslims, valid until
the end of the world.
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N I N E

Is Islam Tolerant 
of Non-Muslims?

       for its treatment of non-
Christians, Islam’s reputation in this regard is not so bleak. Bernard Lewis
acknowledges that the Muslim record of tolerance is poorer than that of
the modern, secular West, but he asserts that Muslim regimes histori-
cally have far surpassed their Christian counterparts on this score. “There
is nothing in Islamic history,” he says, “to compare with the Spanish
expulsion of Jews and Muslims, the Inquisition, the Auto da fe’s, the wars
of religion, not to speak of more recent crimes of commission and
acquiescence.”

Does this mean that Christians and Jews actually lived well in the
House of Islam? Not exactly: “There were occasional persecutions, but
they were rare, and usually of brief duration, related to local and specific
circumstances.” Nevertheless, Lewis concludes, “Within certain limits
and subject to certain restrictions, Islamic governments were willing to
tolerate the practice, though not the dissemination, of other revealed,
monotheistic religions.”1

One moving indication of this tolerance came at the fall of the
Ottoman Empire, when the new secular rulers of Turkey abolished the
caliphate. The last caliph, exiled to Switzerland, was made to wait all day
at Istanbul’s railroad station for the Orient Express that would take him
there. The Jewish station manager did his best to make the caliph, an
old and broken man, comfortable during the wait, explaining:

The Ottoman dynasty is the saviour of the Turkish Jews. When our ances-
tors were driven out of Spain, and looked for a country to take them in,
it was the Ottomans who agreed to give us shelter and saved us from
extinction. Through the generosity of their government, once again they
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received freedom of religion and language, protection for their women,
their possessions and their lives. Therefore our conscience obliges us to
serve you as much as we can in your darkest hour.2

Most modern Westerners would assume this is essentially the whole
story, and that the Muslim record is one of tolerance from beginning to
end. But the truth, as always, is more complicated.

The Roots of Muslim Tolerance

The limits and restrictions on the tolerance of non-Muslims that Lewis
mentions were well defined virtually from the beginning of Islam. Accord-
ing to the Muslim historians A. Zahoor and Z. Haq, in the year  the
Prophet Muhammad himself granted a charter of privileges to the Chris-
tian monks of St. Catherine’s Monastery on Mt. Sinai. It is not certain
whether Muhammad himself actually issued this document, but nonethe-
less it is revealing of several aspects of the Muslim attitude toward Chris-
tians during the time of the great Islamic conquests.

In this charter, the Prophet says of Christians, “Verily I, the ser-
vants, the helpers, and my followers defend them, because Christians are
my citizens; and by Allah! I hold out against anything that displeases
them. No compulsion is to be on them.”

This echoes the famous “tolerance verse” of the Qur’an: “There
shall be no compulsion in religion” (Sura :). Muslims and others use
this verse to compare Christianity’s record of forced conversions unfa-
vorably with that of Islam. Yet if some Christians in certain times and
places have thought that people should be converted by force, no branch
of Christianity has ever taught such an idea. In fact, on this matter the
principles of both religions are good, and the practice less so. At various
points in their history, both Christians and Muslims have failed to live
up to their stated ideals very well.

The Muslim record of granting tolerance and freedom of religion is
stained by many events and practices, including the devshirme, the seizure
of Christian children for slavery. These lads were given the choice of Islam
or death. According to a historian of the janissaries, the Ottoman crack
troops recruited from Christian families through the devshirme, “no child
might be recruited who was converted to Islam other than by his own free
will—if the choice between life and death may be called free will.”3
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The charter with the monks of St. Catherine’s also stipulates that

no one is to destroy a house of their religion, to damage it, or to carry
anything from it to the Muslims’ houses. Should anyone take any of these,
he would spoil God’s covenant and disobey His Prophet. Verily, they are
my allies and have my secure charter against all that they hate. . . . Their
churches are to be respected. They are neither to be prevented from repair-
ing them nor the sacredness of their covenants.

The pact even covers defense: “No one is to force them to travel or to
oblige them to fight. The Muslims are to fight for them.”

Drs. Zahoor and Haq assert that “This charter of privileges has
been honored and faithfully applied by Muslims throughout the 
centuries in all lands they ruled.”4

With the Christians of Najran, a Christian town in Yemen, Muham-
mad concluded a similar pact. This one (although the present text is not
likely to be fully reliable) includes more specifics. It forbids the removal
of any bishop, priest or monk, excuses the Christians from “tithes,” and
dictates that “no image or cross shall be destroyed.” It even declares that
the Christians of Najran “shall continue to enjoy everything great and
small as heretofore.” Again, Dr. Zahoor claims that “Muslims have faith-
fully applied the terms of this treaty to their non-Muslim citizens.”5

These agreements are tolerant indeed. If Zahoor and Haq are cor-
rect in saying that Muslims have always held to them scrupulously in
their relations with their Christian and Jewish minorities, then the House
of Islam truly deserves its reputation for tolerance. So let’s look at the
record.

Because the Muslim world expanded so quickly when its armies
overwhelmed the ancient Christian communities of the Middle East,
Islam had to face the problem of religious minorities early on. As with
most other aspects of Islam, it developed a specific and comprehensive
code of laws for the treatment of these minorities.

Reliance of the Traveller, the legal code from the Shafi’i school of
Islamic jurisprudence that broadly represents Islamic orthodoxy, sets
forth these laws in detail. They include the payment by the dhimmis, or
conquered non-Muslims—chiefly Jews and Christians—of the “non-
Muslim poll tax,” the jizya. This tax comes directly from the Qur’an,
which mandates that Muslims must “fight against such of those to whom
the Scriptures were given as believe neither in God nor the Last Day,
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who do not forbid what God and His Apostle have forbidden, and do
not embrace the true Faith, until they pay tribute [jizya] out of hand and
are utterly subdued” (Sura :; emphasis added). The code sets the
annual rate of the jizya at a minimum of one dinar, which the text explains
is equivalent to . grams of gold. “The maximum is whatever both
sides agree upon.” Why the dhimmis would agree to anything above the
minimum if they had a choice is left unexplained.

Reliance of the Traveller adds that the jizya “is collected with leniency
and politeness, and it is not levied on women, children, or the insane.”6

But just as one man’s tap is another man’s beating, so leniency and polite-
ness vary from culture to culture. For the collection of the jizya in prac-
tice often differed sharply from what the law books instructed. Michael
the Syrian reports that under Caliph Marwan II (–), leniency and
politeness evidently gave way to pressing economic concerns. A contem-
porary writer said that “Marwan’s main concern was to amass gold and
his yoke bore heavily on the people of the country. His troops inflicted
many evils on the men: blows, pillages, outrages on women in their hus-
bands’ presence.”7 This was not a singular case. One of Marwan’s suc-
cessors, al-Mansur (–), says Michael, “raised every kind of tax on
all the people in every place. He doubled every type of tribute on
Christians.”8

Bat Ye’or, the leading historian of the religious minorities under
Islam, paints a grim picture of the collection of the jizya in eighth-
century Egypt:

“They mercilessly struck honorable men and old hoary elders.” These
evils afflicted the whole Abbasid empire. In Lower Egypt, the Copts,
crushed and ruined by taxation and subjected to torture, rebelled ().
The Arab governor ordered their villages, vines, gardens, churches, and
the whole region to be burned down; those who escaped massacre were
deported.9

And Paul Fregosi expresses the Muslim perspective trenchantly:
“Christianity, whether as a religious entity to be protected within the
Ottoman empire or as a religious entity to be assailed outside the empire,
was always first and foremost a cow to be milked.”10

As for politeness, the jizya had to be paid in public, in a bizarre
and degrading ceremony that required the Muslim tax official to hit the
dhimmi on the head or the back of the neck. This ritualized violence
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symbolized, of course, the subjugation of the dhimmis. The twelfth-
century Qur’anic commentator Zamakhshari, in fact, directed that the
jizya should be collected “with belittlement and humiliation.”11

Is this merely ancient history? Hardly. According to Bat Ye’or, the
performance of this blow “survived unchanged till the dawn of the twen-
tieth century, being ritually performed in Arab-Muslim countries, such
as Yemen and Morocco, where the Koranic tax continued to be extorted
from the Jews.”12

Reliance of the Traveller also sets down that the jizya is not to be
collected from women and children. But once again, reality was differ-
ent: “The poll tax was extorted by torture,” says Bat Ye’or. “The tax
inspectors demanded gifts for themselves; widows and orphans were pil-
laged and despoiled.”

In theory, women, paupers, the sick, and the infirm were exempt from
the poll tax; nevertheless, Armenian, Syriac, and Jewish sources provide
abundant proof that the jizya was exacted from children, widows, orphans,
and even the dead. A considerable number of extant documents, pre-
served over the centuries, testify to the persistence and endurance of these
measures. In Aleppo in , French Consul Chevalier Laurent d’Arvieux
noted that ten-year-old Christian children paid the jizya. Here again, one
finds the disparity and contradiction between the ideal in the theory and
the reality of the facts.13

The alternative was slavery. The seventeenth-century European
traveler Jean-Baptiste Tavernier found that:

Armenians, too poor to pay their poll tax, were condemned to slavery
together with their wives and children. At Cyprus where [Tavernier] put
into port in , he learned that: “during the last three or four months,
over four hundred Christians had become Muhammadans because they
could not pay their kharaj, which is the tribute that the Grand Seigneur
levies on Christians in his states.” In Baghdad, in , the Christians
incurred such expenses “that, when they had to pay their debts or their
kharaj, they were forced to sell their children to the Turks to cover it.”
Historical sources on collective groups, official documents, individual
behavior which history has fortuitously preserved—all provide abundant
evidence that the dhimmis’ offspring were regarded as a reservoir of slaves
for economic or political purposes.14
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Many of these abuses of the jizya were clearly against Islamic law.
The laws of the jizya themselves, moreover, are still on the books, ready
to be enforced wherever and whenever the Sharia is implemented. That
fact should worry any non-Muslim in a country with a Muslim major-
ity; and those who wonder why Christians fight Muslims in Nigeria or
Lebanon and resist the implementation of the Sharia should take note.

Subject People

Steven Runciman says that Christians in the Ottoman Empire “were
never allowed to forget that they were a subject people.”15 Muslims seem
to have invented the idea of making despised minorities wear distinctive
clothing: the dhimmis were also to be “distinguished from Muslims in
dress, wearing a wide cloth belt (zunnar).”16 In practice, this led to a bliz-
zard of laws regulating clothing for Christians and Jews, and in some
places Christians even had to wear a sort of modified tonsure by shav-
ing the fronts of their heads.17 According to Philip Hitti,

The Caliph al-Mutawakkil in  and  decreed that Christians and
Jews should affix wooden images of devils to their houses, level their graves
even with the ground, wear outer garments of honey color, i.e. yellow,
put two honey-colored patches on the clothes of their slaves . . . and ride
only on mules and asses with wooden saddles marked by two pomegran-
ate-like balls on the cantle.18

Often the Muslim authorities buttressed these laws with others that
restricted or denied altogether the dhimmis’ access to public baths and
other public spaces. In some places, Christians and Jews could go to the
baths, but only if they wore small bells on their fingers and toes so that,
even when unclothed, they could be identified and duly shunned.19

Reliance of the Traveller also dictates that dhimmis “are not to be greeted
with [the standard Muslim greeting,] ‘as-Salamu calaykum’ [Peace be with
you]” and “must keep to the side of the street.”20 Other laws assigned
distasteful duties to the dhimmis, such as the removal of dead animals
and the cleaning of public toilets.

Many of these laws remained in effect until late in the nineteenth cen-
tury or even into the twentieth. They began to give way only when notions
of individual human rights filtered into the House of Islam from Western
colonizers and brought about a certain relaxation of the dhimmis’ plight.
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The effects of such laws were manifold. A dhimmi could never
blend into the crowd. He had to keep to the side of the street and could
not be greeted the way ordinary people were greeted; he was an inferior,
and unclean. These wretched fellows could become a target for Muslim
wrath anytime, anywhere. After all, the principle behind these laws was
that anyone who remained a Jew or a Christian in a Muslim milieu must
be deliberately perverse, with a heart so set against Allah as to refuse to
acknowledge the manifest truth and superiority of Islam. Such people
were natural targets for popular resentment, and the dhimmis often were
subject to random violence.

Disquietingly, this violence was more common wherever Muslims
became more fervent, for their scripture and laws reinforced hatred of
Christians and Jews. Michael the Syrian writes that the Syrian rabble-
rouser Nur al-Din tried to curry favor among the local Muslims by being
especially harsh toward Christians: “He did his utmost to harass the
Christians in every way in order to be considered by Muslims as an assid-
uous observer of their laws.”21 When Mongol armies entered Syria in
, “the sultan Qalawun reacted by forcing all the Christians at the
service of the state to convert to Islam”—no doubt to purify the polity
and perhaps stave off the threat.22

Reliance of the Traveller adds to the humiliation by stipulating that
dhimmis “may not build higher than or as high as Muslims’ buildings.”
They are “forbidden to openly display wine or pork . . . recite the Torah
or Evangel aloud, or make public display of their funerals and feastdays.”
A commentator referred to in the text adds that they may not “ring church
bells or display crosses.” They are, furthermore, “forbidden to build new
churches.”23

Not only were dhimmis forbidden to build new churches, but
because they were thought to be obstinately rejecting the truths of Islam,
their existing houses of worship were always under threat:

Churches and synagogues were rarely respected. Regarded as places of per-
version, they were often burned or demolished in the course of reprisals
against infidels found guilty of overstepping their rights. The exterior of
these buildings looked dilapidated and the extreme wretchedness of the
interiors was often the consequence of looting or was intended to discour-
age predatory attacks. This state of decay—also an obligatory social com-
ponent of the dhimmi servile status—is often mentioned in dhimmi
chronicles and described by European consuls and, later, by foreign travelers.24
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These churches and synagogues were dilapidated because Muslims widely
believed that, as one Islamic jurist reported, “the Prophet made this dec-
laration: ‘No churches are to be built in Muslim lands, and those that
have fallen into ruin shall not be repaired.’”25

This, of course, contradicts what the Prophet is supposed to have
told the monks of St. Catherine’s. It is unclear which tradition is authen-
tic; for that matter, they could both be inauthentic. Muslims on both
sides of this issue invoke the tradition they find most useful.

Life in Peril

The life of a dhimmi was cheap and tenuous. Jews and Christians lived
in constant fear of harassment and persecution, particularly when the
House of Islam suffered some setback that could be blamed by the aroused
rabble on the impure ones in their midst. Although dhimmi status was
supposed to confer the protection of the Muslim authorities, in practice
this was often ignored:

In , Muslims of Mosul [in Iraq] pillaged and killed all those who did
not convert to Islam. Several monks and community leaders and others
from the common people recanted. The Kurds then descended from the
mountains and attacked the Christians of the region, massacring many of
them; they pillaged the convent of Mar Matai, only withdrawing after
extorting a heavy ransom from the monks. In , brigands from Ayn Tab
and Birah in Syria infiltrated the region of Claudia (upper Euphrates) and
led a great part of the population—women and a multitude of youth—
into captivity. In , a horde of about six hundred brigands—Kurds, Turks
and Arab nomads—fell on Arbil, pillaging and massacring the dhimmis in
the surrounding villages. After devastating the whole Mardin region, they
left with a considerable booty in flocks and enslaved women and children.26

Because of the inflexible nature of Islamic law, even minor inci-
dents could be deadly. A typical case unfolded late in the s when,
according to the historian Philip Mansel, “a Greek boy was heard imi-
tating the muezzin’s call to prayer. Having thereby inadvertently made a
profession of Islam, he was asked by Turkish passers-by to live as a Mus-
lim. When he refused, he was put in prison, and finally executed—hailed
by the Greeks as another martyr.”27

Nor was he the only one. Runciman recounts that “as late as the
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s a Greek boy who had been adopted by Muslims and brought up
in their faith was hanged at Janina for reverting to the faith of his fathers.”28

Countless Christians and Jews were arrested over the centuries for insult-
ing Islam or the Prophet. In , the patriarch of Antioch, Stephen III,
was accused of denouncing Islam, and his tongue was cut out.29 Some
avoided this or a worse fate at the price of their faith. After the terrible
massacres of Armenians in  and , “a small number escaped death
by converting to Islam.”30

Since non-Muslims’ testimony weighed less than that of Muslims,
a trumped-up accusation could mean death. Says Runciman, “Any law-
suit involving a Christian and a Muslim was heard in a Muslim court,
according to Koranic law; and few Muslim judges were prepared to give
a judgment in favour of an unbeliever.”31 Ayub Masih, a Christian jailed
in Pakistan on a charge that he mentioned Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic
Verses, can testify that this situation hasn’t changed.

Preview of Genocide

Occasionally also, Muslim authorities found it politically expedient to
arouse the fury of the populace against the dhimmis, who were thought
to be bringing Allah’s disfavor upon the larger community. In a harbin-
ger of the Armenian genocide that would take place twenty years later,
the Ottoman sultan Abdul Hamid in  initiated a series of bloody
strikes against the restive Christian Armenians in eastern Anatolia. The
Armenians had made the mistake of imbibing Western notions of human
rights and beginning to question their dhimmi status.

According to Lord Kinross, historian of the Ottoman Empire,
Hamid “briefed agents, whom he sent to Armenia with specific instruc-
tions as to how they should act.” Their mission was to arouse “religious
fanaticism among the Moslem population,” which they accomplished
by telling them that “under the holy law the property of rebels might be
looted by believers, encouraging Moslems to enrich themselves in the
name of their faith at the expense of their Christian neighbors, and in
the event of resistance, to kill them.”32

The Armenians were offered, “at the point of a bayonet, the choice
between death and forcible conversion to Islam,” an Ottoman practice
that had been “previously renounced” in the mid-nineteenth century,
“under British pressure.”
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Each operation, between the bugle calls, followed a similar pattern. First
into a town there came the Turkish troops, for the purpose of massacre;
then came the Kurdish irregulars and tribesmen for the purpose of plun-
der. Finally came the holocaust, by fire and destruction, which spread,
with the pursuit of fugitives and mopping-up operations, throughout the
lands and villages of the surrounding province. The murderous winter of
 thus saw the decimation of much of the Armenian population and
the devastation of their property in some twenty distinct districts of east-
ern Turkey. Often the massacres were timed for a Friday, when the Moslems
were in their mosques and the myth was spread by the authorities that
the Armenians conspired to slaughter them at prayer. Instead they were
themselves slaughtered, when the Moslems emerged to forestall their
design. The total number of victims was somewhere between fifty and a
hundred thousand, allowing for those who died subsequently of wounds,
disease, exposure, and starvation.33

In the town of Urfa, home to a sizable Christian minority, the Arme-
nians (after enduring a siege that dragged on for two months) asked for
protection from the government. In response, the Turks slaughtered all
the men in the town. One group of Armenian youths was taken to a sheikh,
who “had them thrown down on their backs and held by their hands and
feet. Then, in the words of an observer, he recited verses of the Koran and
‘cut their throats after the Mecca rite of sacrificing sheep.’” A contingent
of troops (along with a mob of enflamed civilians) stormed the cathedral,
where a large crowd had gathered for sanctuary. Crying, “Call upon Christ
to prove Himself a greater prophet than Muhammad,” they murdered the
men and burned the women and children alive in the cathedral.

Eight thousand men, women and children were dead in Urfa by
the time the afternoon bugle call signaled that the troops’ work was done
for the day.34

The Devshirme

Another source of the fear in which dhimmis lived in the Ottoman Empire
was the notorious devshirme. Begun in the fourteenth century by Sultan
Orkhan and continued until late in the seventeenth century, this was the
seizure and enslavement of  percent of the Christian children in vari-
ous predominantly Christian areas of the empire. These boys were given
the choice of Islam or death and, after rigorous training, were enrolled



IS  ISLAM TOLERANT  OF  NON-MUSLIMS? 153

in the janissary corps, the emperor’s elite fighters. At first these unfortu-
nate boys were torn from their homes and families only at irregular inter-
vals—sometimes every seven years and sometimes every four—but after
a time the devshirme became an annual event.35 By the time it ended,
around , boys had been enslaved in this manner.36

The tragedy of this, strangely enough, is in the eye of the beholder.
Some families actually hoped that their sons would be chosen for the
janissaries, for this at least was a way out of the miserable life of the
dhimmi and a chance to advance in Ottoman society. Nevertheless, his-
torian Godfrey Goodwin paints an inescapably grim, if romanticized,
picture of how these young Christians were recruited:

Whatever ambitions families might or might not have, it was an unhappy
day when the troops trudged into the village, hungry and thirsty. The
priest was ready with his baptismal rolls and so were the boys with their
fathers; in theory mothers and sisters were left to weep at home. Then
each of the recruits had to be examined both physically and mentally. . . .
Once the selection process was completed, the roll was drawn up in dupli-
cate. . . . Now was the time for tears and some farewells must have been
poignant but the boys tramped the dusty roads side by side with friends
and all had the excitement of starting out on an adventure. They could
dream of promotion and fortune while the peasants returned to their
fields, doubtless to weep longer than their sons.37

Threats, uncertainty, enslavement, high taxes, humiliation, perse-
cution—all this ultimately had its desired effect: in not too long a period,
the once-vibrant Christian majorities in the lands of Muslim conquest
became despised and cowering minorities.

The Islamicization of One City

The transformation of Constantinople after its conquest in  is a case
in point. Prior to this, it had been the center of Eastern Christianity and
the second city of all Christendom, the chief rival to Rome in splendor
and authority. Its Hagia Sophia cathedral, built by Emperor Justinian in
the sixth century, was the grandest and most celebrated church in Chris-
tendom until the construction of St. Peter’s in the Vatican.

But the Muslim conquerors, much like the Taliban who blew up
Afghanistan’s towering Buddhist statues in , treated the city’s wealth
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of beauty as an unclean thing. According to Hoca Sa’deddin, the tutor
of the sixteenth-century sultans Murad III and Mehmed III, “churches
which were within the city were emptied of their vile idols and cleansed
from the filthy and idolatrous impurities and by the defacement of their
images and the erection of Islamic prayer niches and pulpits many monas-
teries and chapels became the envy of the gardens of Paradise.”38

Philip Mansel reveals the extent of this “cleansing”:

The repeated transformation of churches (in all forty-two) into mosques
asserted the supremacy of Islam. They led to the plastering-over of Chris-
tian mosaics and frescos, the expulsion of icons and the insertion of an
oval prayer niche facing south-east to Mecca to the right of the former
high altar facing south to Jerusalem. In the s the late Byzantine church
of St Saviour in Chora, with its incomparable mosaics of the life of Christ,
became the Kariye Cami [Mosque]. In Galata in  the cathedral of St
Michael was torn down and replaced by the han [a guest house or hotel]
of the Rustem Pasha. In  the seat of the Patriarch himself, the resplen-
dent church of the Pammacaristos, was taken, on the excuse that, when
Mehmed II had visited the Patriarch Gennadios, he had prayed there. It
was renamed Fethiye Cami, the Mosque of Victory, since the empire had
just conquered Azerbaijan.39

Mansel adds that the patriarch of Constantinople relocated to a small
church in the Phanar district of the city. His headquarters are still there
today. “Low, and without a visible dome, the mother church of Ortho-
dox Christianity is smaller than most English churches. . . . The contrast
with the glory of the sultans’ mosques in Constantinople and of the
Catholic counterpart, St Peter’s in Rome, is remarkable.”40

The de-Christianization of Istanbul has only accelerated in secu-
lar Turkey. The city had a population nearly  percent Christian as
recently as , just before the secularists took power, but is now .

percent Muslim.41 Islamic rule was better for Christians than the hege-
mony of Turkish nationalism. While Islam mandated coexistence (within
the limits we have seen) with the Christian population, Turkish nation-
alists evidently feel themselves bound by no such strictures as they endeavor
to perfect their Turkish state.
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Score Sheets

So, is Bernard Lewis right? Did Muslims treat Christians and Jews bet-
ter than Christians treated Muslims and Jews? It is difficult to compare
such things. Indeed, how can it be done? By a casualty count? An esti-
mate of lost earnings? A survey of the psychological damage inflicted on
the victims? By tallying up the killings, exiles, forced conversions, humil-
iations and the like? On those scores, both sides have a lot to answer for.
But this much is clear: the conventional wisdom that religious minori-
ties had a better quality of life in the House of Islam than in Christen-
dom is at least open to question.

Historian Paul Johnson identifies a disparity between theory on
the one hand and economic and social necessity on the other:

In theory . . . the status of the Jewish dhimmi under Moslem rule was
worse than under the Christians, since their right to practise their reli-
gion, and even their right to live, might be arbitrarily removed at any
time. In practice, however, the Arab warriors who conquered half the civ-
ilized world so rapidly in the seventh and eighth centuries had no wish
to exterminate literate and industrious Jewish communities who provided
them with reliable tax incomes and served them in innumerable ways.42

Both Christians in Christendom and Muslims in the House of
Islam at times saw unbelievers as having forfeited all human rights and
persisting in deliberate rejection of the truth—a willful obstinacy that
deserved punishment. Christian mistreatment of religious minorities was
based partly on crude theological reasoning—that Jews were killers of
Christ, and so on. But such ideas were subsequently rejected and stig-
matized among Christians. Today, in Christianity generally—Catholic,
Orthodox and Protestant—the idea of the universal dignity of all peo-
ple, unbelievers as well as believers, has taken firm root. Indeed, that idea
has been one of the Church’s great gifts to secular society, and one of the
singular discoveries of the West. In Islam, by contrast, the theory about
infidels has not changed, and it can always cause more pain for human
beings when given the opportunity.

By many accounts, Jews had it better in Muslim countries than in
Christian ones during the Middle Ages. Yet by the dawn of the modern
age, the great majority of Jews lived in the West, not within the confines
of Islam. One reason for this is that while Christian teachings about
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human rights ultimately eased the plight of religious minorities in the
West, the hardening of Muslim attitudes toward infidels created the oppo-
site situation in Islamic lands.

This hardening became evident in the House of Islam at the end
of the colonial period. In , when the French colonists left and Islam
became the state religion of Algeria, numerous churches were converted
to mosques. But this wasn’t simply a matter of the occupation of aban-
doned real estate. New laws forbade Christians to practice their religion
openly. Muslims showed that they meant business in , when the
Roman Catholic episcopal vicar of Algiers, Monsignor Gaston Jaquier,
was murdered—“probably,” according to Aid to the Church in Need,
“for no other reason than that he had gone out openly wearing his pec-
toral cross.”43

Likewise in Tunisia, “in the early s, half of the inhabitants of
Tunis were Catholics, but with the declaration of independence some
, Tunisian Catholics were expelled. Today there are no more than
a tenth of this number and most of the churches are closed or not in
use.”44

What is the situation today? In Islamic states, non-Muslims are still
despised, hemmed in by discriminatory laws, and in peril of their lives.

V. S. Naipaul was told by an Iranian Baha’i he met on an airplane
during his travels through the world of Islam, “These Muslims are a
strange people. They have an old mentality. Very old mentality. They are
very bad to minorities.”45 In his account of the Iranian revolution, Amir
Taheri tells about how a young Ayatollah Khomeini tried unsuccessfully
to begin a persecution of the Baha’is. Taheri says matter-of-factly, “The
Baha’is are considered a heretical sect by the mullahs, and could thus be
automatically punished by death.”46

At the same time, Muslims may sometimes call upon the princi-
ple of toleration when it’s expedient. Naipaul encountered a man who,
while in London, won the right for his daughter to wear Muslim dress
to school instead of the school uniform. Naipaul relates, “The law pro-
vided for freedom of religion, he said. He meant the law of England, the
other man’s law.”47 In other words, Western values can be used when
convenient, if not honored in practice.

Today, Christians are enslaved in Sudan and harassed (by means
of the Sharia) in Pakistan. That’s just the tip of the iceberg; there are hun-
dreds of similar cases all over the Muslim world. It is worthwhile to
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recount at least some of them, for these stories have been widely ignored
in the mainstream Western media.

The Fate of Infidels Today

Perhaps worst off are converts from Islam to Christianity, for virtually
all Muslim legal authorities agree that anyone who renounces Islam
deserves to die. The Prophet himself decrees death for “the one who turns
renegade from Islam (apostate) and leaves the group of Muslims.”48

All the major collections of hadiths agree that the Prophet said
something like this, and it has been a cornerstone of Islamic law from
the beginning. Says Reliance of the Traveller: “when a person who has
reached puberty and is sane voluntarily apostatizes from Islam, he deserves
to be killed.” Although the right to kill an apostate is reserved in Mus-
lim law to the leader of the community and other Muslims can be pun-
ished for taking this duty upon themselves, a Muslim who kills an apostate
need pay no indemnity and perform no expiatory acts (as he must in
other kinds of murder cases under classic Islamic law).49

Some Muslims still manage to become Christians. One of these is
the Sudanese Al-Faki Kuku Hassan, whom news reports describe as “a
former Muslim sheikh who converted to Christianity in .” Hassan
was arrested for apostasy in March  and held, despite international
protests, until his declining health (he suffered a stroke in spring )
led to his release on May , .50

Muhammad Sallam, an Egyptian convert to Christianity, was
arrested in  and tortured; he was arrested again in  and spirited
away to an unknown destination. Two other converts to Christianity,
Dr. Abdul-Rahman Muhammad Abdul-Ghaffar and Abdul Hamid
Beshan Abd El Mohzen, were held in solitary confinement for extended
periods in the late s. A female convert from Islam, Sherin Saleh, was
married shortly after her conversion, only to have her marriage annulled
by the government under the Islamic law forbidding a Muslim woman
to marry a Christian man.51

In Kuwait, Hussein Ali Qambar converted from Islam to Chris-
tianity, and then was “denounced in secret, for apostasy, by his wife and
radical Islamic family, after he had received baptism in .” An Islamic
court condemned him to die, although he seems later to have returned
to Islam, thus nullifying the death sentence. However, Professor Anh
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Nga Longva of the University of Bergen, Norway, visited Kuwait in 

and found passions running high over the Qambar case:

I found a surprisingly strong consensus across the liberal/islamist divide.
Practically everyone agreed that Qambar’s conversion was a serious crime
and as is the case with all crimes, it had to be punished. They also agreed
that depriving him of all his civil rights was an adequate punishment. The
only topic which gave rise to some disagreement and a subdued sense of
unease within some circles was the question of the death penalty.

Intriguingly, Longva reports that those who were indignant over Qam-
bar’s conversion invoked the same Qur’anic verse he would have used to
argue that Qambar was within his rights to become a Christian: “Those
who opposed [the death penalty for Qambar] based their position on
the Qur’anic verse (:) that says ‘no compulsion is there in religion.’
But more often than not, the same verse was quoted in front of me to
show that precisely because Islam is such a tolerant religion, there are no
possible excuses for apostasy.” Longva quotes the disquieting summa-
tion of a Kuwaiti jurist: “We always remind those who want to convert
to Islam that they enter through a door but that there is no way out.”52

In Morocco, authorities jailed Christian converts as well as a Sal-
vadoran Baptist musician, Gilberto Orellana, who was accused of con-
verting a Muslim to Christianity.53

Even in relatively tolerant Jordan, where freedom of religion is guar-
anteed by the constitution, “Muslims who convert to other religions suf-
fer discrimination both socially and on the part of the authorities, since
the government does not fully recognise the legality of such conversions
and considers the converts to be still Muslims, subject to the Sharia,
according to which they are apostates and could have their property con-
fiscated and many of their rights denied them.”54 Christians who are not
converts from Islam don’t have it much easier.

Saudi Arabia, the holy land of Islam, has been especially harsh on
religious minorities. Even foreigners must submit to draconian religious
laws:

In , when the Muslims requested the intervention of a special French
unit into the Kaaba, against a group of Islamic fundamentalists who were
opposed to the government, the soldiers of the intervention force of the
French national police (GIGN—Groupe d’intervention de la Gendarmerie
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nationale) were obliged to undergo a rapid ceremony of conversion to
Islam. Even the Red Cross was obliged, during the course of the Gulf war,
to drive around without the symbol of the Cross and not to display its
banner.55

Adds former U.S. Foreign Service officer Tim Hunter, who served in
Saudi Arabia from  to , “On occasion they beat, even tortured,
Americans in Jeddah for as little as possessing a photograph with a Star
of David in the background or singing Christmas carols. . . . The Mut-
tawa [Saudi religious police] chained, beat and cast clergy into medieval-
style dungeons.”56

Amnesty International reports that an Indian named George Joseph,
who was working in Saudi Arabia, “was reportedly arrested outside his
home in May [] as he returned from a Catholic service with a reli-
gious cassette tape.”57 Christians are, after all, “forbidden to reside in the
Hijaz, meaning the area and towns around Mecca, Medina, and Yamama,
for more than three days,” says Reliance of the Traveller.58 This prohibi-
tion goes all the way back to the second caliph, cUmar (–), one
of the Companions of the Prophet.59 It is often interpreted as pertain-
ing to the whole of Saudi Arabia. So the Saudi authorities were on firm
legal ground when they held Joseph incommunicado, beat him, and ulti-
mately deported him.

Maybe Joseph got off easy. The Saudis still hold at least eight for-
eign nationals, ignoring all inquiries from their governments about their
status. All were employees in good standing at Saudi companies, but they
committed the crime of holding Christian worship services in private
homes. Their fate remains unclear.60

In Egypt, Coptic Christians, who officially make up  percent of
the population but who claim a substantially larger percentage, live in
constant peril from Muslim militants. The ordeal of Suhir Shihata Gouda
exemplifies the experience of Egyptian Christians.

Suhir . . . was kidnapped on February th [] by a group of Muslims
who forced her to marry a Muslim man, Saed Sadek Mahmoud. After
Suhir failed to return home from school, her distraught father rushed to
Abu-Tisht police station to report the incident, but instead of assisting
him, a police officer began assaulting Suhir’s father, Shihata Gouda Abdul-
Noor, beating and cursing him. Three days later, Suhir’s father and brother
returned to the police station to ask for help and they were subjected to
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the same abuse, as a result of which the father had to be admitted to hos-
pital for treatment.

Suhir herself managed to escape, but was recaptured “and beaten for run-
ning away and is currently under heavy guard.” Her Muslim “husband”
accompanied a mob to her father’s house. There the mob threatened to
kill all the Christian men in Suhir’s home village and carry off all the women
if her family took legal action.61 (In Pakistan, a fourteen-year-old girl named
Gloria Bibi suffered much the same fate: she was kidnapped in  “by
a young Muslim who forced her to convert to Islam before marrying her.”)62

Bishop Wissa of Egypt’s Coptic Orthodox Church painted a grim
picture in an interview with the Protestant organization Prayer for the
Persecuted Church in May :

One man in his s was in the field working when he was approached by
armed Muslims. He was asked to renounce Christianity and to verbally
say the two statements of faith that would convert him to Islam. When
he refused and did the sign of the cross, he was shot in the head and killed.

Another young man had a tattoo on his arm of St. George and the Vir-
gin Mary. They also asked him to renounce his faith. When he refused,
they cut off his arm that had the Christian tattoos and chopped it up.
They finished him off with their daggers and then burned his body.

A -year-old boy, who is a deacon at the church, was going to look for
his sister in the fields. He too was asked to renounce his faith, and when
he refused, he was shot. After they killed him, they asked the young girl
to lay next to her brother and they killed her right there.

The Egyptian government, caught between the Sharia and the laws of a sec-
ular republic (Egypt is currently, after all, an “Arab Republic,” not an “Islamic
Republic”), could not entirely ignore these acts of murder. They compen-
sated each of the families of these victims with eight hundred dollars.

The father of another victim, however, got nothing. His son was on
his way to school when Muslim militants stopped the school bus on which
he was riding and ordered the Christians to separate from the Muslims.
They demanded that the boy renounce his faith. When he refused, says
Bishop Wissa, “they killed him with an axe, and then they drove over his
body with their car.” Authorities called the death a vehicular accident and
denied the father compensation—just as they did previously when Mus-
lim militants destroyed his shop.63
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Muslim militants in Algeria have targeted that country’s small group
of Catholics for years. In  they killed a priest, a nun and four mis-
sionaries; in , two nuns; in , a bishop and fourteen monks. Many
of those who were murdered were trying to establish friendly relations
with the Muslim community. Bishop Pierre Claverie of Oran, killed in
, “had dedicated his life to promoting dialogue between Islam and
Christianity; he was known as the ‘Bishop of the Muslims’ and had stud-
ied Islam in depth—indeed to such an extent that . . . the Muslims them-
selves would consult him on the subject.”64

Compass Direct, a global Protestant news service, reported in early
 that in Malawi, two local Christians “have been stoned, threatened
with machetes and warned by local Muslim leaders that they will be sent
back to their original villages as corpses if they continue to hold meet-
ings in their houses.”65

According to Aid to the Church in Need, in Bangladesh “on April
, , a crowd—instigated by the Islamists—ransacked and partly
burnt down the Catholic girls’ college of St Francis Xavier, the churches
of Santa Croce and St Thomas in the capital, and the Baptist church in
Sadarghat. Some priests, nuns and even ordinary workers have been
threatened with death.” The occasion for this violence seems to have
been a dispute over land:

The reason for the conflict was a plot of land belonging to the Church
which the adjacent mosque wanted for itself. Seven thousand people,
incited via a loud-hailer with claims that the mosque had been invaded
by Christians and Jews, broke into the St Francis Xavier College, burn-
ing books, smashing crucifixes and statues of Our Lady, breaking down
doors, windows and ransacking the dormitories.66

In a notorious incident in Peshawar, Pakistan, Muslim gunmen
killed fifteen Christians at Sunday worship on October , . Since
then other Christians have been attacked and killed in Peshawar; five
people were killed and forty wounded in another church attack on March
, . The entire Pakistani Christian community was terrorized by
an al-Qaeda threat to kill “two Christians in retaliation for every Mus-
lim killed in the U.S. military strikes in Afghanistan.”67

Pakistani schoolteacher Cadherine Shaheen was harassed on the
job, “pressured to convert to Islam.” Finally she was told that she would
have to convert to Islam or leave the school. Soon she was accused of
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blasphemy. All the area mosques posted copies of a poster bearing her
name and picture. “You have to understand,” says Shaheen. “This was a
death sentence for me. It’s considered an honor for one of the Muslim
men to kill a blasphemer. Just before me, the Muslims murdered a school
principal accused of blasphemy. I was next.”

Shaheen went underground, whereupon Pakistani police arrested
her father and brothers. Her father, age , was traumatized and soon
died. Cadherine made her way to the United States. “It’s horrible for
Christians in Pakistan,” she says. “The Muslims take our land, rob our
homes, try to force us to accept Islam. Young girls are kidnapped and
raped. Then they’re told that if they want a husband who will accept
them after that defilement, they must become Muslim.”68 Egyptian girls
report being subjected to similar harassment.69

Even in the relatively secular Iraq of Saddam Hussein, where Deputy
Prime Minister Tariq Aziz is a Chaldean Catholic Christian, the small
Christian community faces random violence from the Muslim majority.
In  and , Kurds killed over thirty Christians in northern Iraq.
Christians are routinely pressured to marry Muslims.70

Muslim militants despise Libya’s Muammar Qaddafi as much as
they do Saddam Hussein. Qaddafi has imposed a heretical form of Islam
upon Libya, rejecting the Sunnah and hadith. But that doesn’t mean he’s
any more tolerant toward Christians: “The majority of the Christian
churches were closed following the revolution of , despite the fact
that the words of the Constitution guarantee the liberty of religion. After
expelling the Italian and Maltese Catholics, Qaddafi turned the cathe-
dral in the capital into a mosque.”71

Since the Turkish occupation of northern Cyprus in , churches
have been despoiled of icons, which have flooded the market in Greece.
The Turks have taken over many churches for secular uses, and even tried
to convert the fourth-century monastery of San Makar into a hotel. Chris-
tian Cypriots are forbidden to come near the building, much less to enter
it.72

Secular Turkey is little better: Muslim militants seem determined
to drive all Christians out of the country. In Tur-Abdin in southwest
Turkey in , there were , Christians; today there are just over
,. There is also terrorism: “on December , , a bomb exploded
in the headquarters of the Ecumenical Patriarch, injuring a deacon and
damaging the church.”73
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In Nigeria, over two thousand people have been killed in Muslim-
Christian riots in the city of Jos. All over Nigeria, Muslim militants con-
tinue to try to impose the Sharia over the whole country, despite its sizable
Christian population. A report warned that in Jos, “the conflict could
recur, since Muslim militants are still bent on attacking Christians.”74

In Indonesia, the violent repression of Christians in East Timor is
by no means the only case of oppression of non-Muslims. Compass Direct
reports that a militant Muslim group, Laskar Jihad, and its allies are wag-
ing war on Christians on a large scale. In Java in , Muslims destroyed
thirteen churches. Aid to the Church in Need reported an incident
emblematic of the differences between Islam and Christianity: “Eight
Sisters of the Little Child Jesus, on arriving in Cileduk, a suburb of Java,
were attacked by stone-throwing Muslims; they responded by building
a care centre for children, an old people’s home and a school.”75

Thirteen more churches were torched in Djakarta in  by mobs
shouting, “We are Muslim gentlemen and they are Christian pigs” and,
paraphrasing the Qur’an, “Kill all the pagans!” One Muslim shouted at
an army offer who was trying to protect some Christians to “stand aside
and allow Islamic justice to take its course.”76

Have the people who commit such acts “hijacked” Islam? As we
have seen, it would be hard to make a case that they are bad Muslims.
They are simply obeying the Qur’anic injunctions to “slay the unbeliev-
ers wherever you find them” (Sura :), for “Muhammad is God’s Apos-
tle. Those who follow him are ruthless to the unbelievers but merciful
to one another” (Sura :).

There will be many more such stories, for Islam supports and per-
petuates hatred of Christians. Some traditions even suggest that Chris-
tians are the worst of all unbelievers—as does one hadith about the
lawfulness of marrying unbelieving women:

Narrated Nafi’: Whenever Ibn cUmar was asked about marrying a Chris-
tian lady or a Jewess, he would say: “Allah has made it unlawful for the
believers to marry Al-Mushrikat (ladies who ascribe partners in worship
to Allah), and I do not know of a greater thing, as regards to ascribing
partners in worship, etc., to Allah, than that a lady should say that Jesus
is her Lord although he is just a slave from the slaves of Allah.”77

In fact, the worse off the House of Islam is, the more threatened
are its Christian minorities. When things are going wrong, Muslims tend
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to blame the infidels among them for calling down the wrath of Allah.
So they purify the land and court Allah’s favor by killing them. That may
be why Christians in Pakistan and elsewhere have been having a harder
time of it lately, when passions are enflamed throughout the House of
Islam. That is also why Christians and Jews will always be in danger of
persecution in Islamic lands. Until Muslims in general come to view the
Qur’an and the hadiths the way Christians and Jews regard some por-
tions of the Old Testament, as limited in their modern application by
their historical context, it is unlikely that this situation will change.
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T E N

Does the West Really Have
Nothing to Fear from Islam?

   ,    in human affairs: death,
taxes, and jihad. If the West faces any long-term threat from Islam, it
stems from the latter, much-abused concept.

Muslim commentators complain that nothing (except, possibly,
the status of women) is more misunderstood and misrepresented in the
West than the concept of jihad. The Council on American-Islamic Rela-
tions (CAIR) went so far as to claim that it “does not mean ‘holy war.’”1

Journalist Ahmed Rashid blames the misunderstanding on those univer-
sal whipping boys, the Crusaders: “In Western thought, heavily influ-
enced by the medieval Christian Crusaders—with their own ideas about
‘holy war’—jihad has always been portrayed as an Islamic war against
unbelievers.” He insists that “militancy is not the essence of jihad.”

What is, then? “The greater jihad as explained by The Prophet
Muhammad,” says Rashid, “is first inward-seeking: it involves the effort
of each Muslim to become a better human being, to struggle to improve
him- or herself.”2 This much is undisputable.

Muhammad Sa’id al-Buti, a theology professor at Damascus Uni-
versity, insists that “the essence and core of Jihad . . . [has] nothing to do
with fighting.” He supports this assertion with a pair of hadiths: “Allah’s
Messenger himself confirms and clarifies this fact by his hadith (saying)
‘A most excellent Jihad is when one speaks a word of truth in the pres-
ence of a tyrannical ruler.’ He also says, ‘A most excellent kind of Jihad
is to carry on against your own self and whim for the sake of the Lord.’”3

If that’s what CAIR means in saying that jihad doesn’t denote “holy
war,” they are absolutely right. This spiritual and ascetical struggle is
indeed commonly known in Islam by the term Rashid uses for it: the
greater jihad.
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But even as they grouse about purposeful Western misunderstand-
ings, Rashid and al-Buti acknowledge that there is also a lesser jihad.
This is where the AK-’s come in.

Lesser jihad cannot be separated from the waging of war. Even
Rashid and al-Buti grant this. Jihad can, says Rashid, “become the means
to mobilize . . . political and social struggle.”4 How? By leafleting or hold-
ing seminars? Perhaps, but al-Buti is more explicit. He notes the exam-
ple of the Prophet and his Companions in “waging armed struggle against
those who wanted to resist the Islamic da’wah [proclamation of the Islamic
message] which followed the norm of communication and dialogue.”5

Even CAIR acknowledges that jihad includes “the struggle to improve
the quality of life in society, struggle in the battlefield for self-defense . . . or
fighting against tyranny or oppression” (emphasis added).6

In noting that the battlefield jihad must be waged only in self-
defense, CAIR is following Muhammad Abduh and others who tried to
bring Islam into line with modern sensibilities. In his commentary on
the Qur’an, cAbdullah Yusuf cAli states that “war is permissible in self-
defence, and under well-defined limits.”7 Unfortunately, however, not
all currents of Islam have flowed in this direction.

“I have been ordered to fight”

According to classic Islamic theology, Muslims can legitimately wage war
against those who resist the proclamation of Islam. In his book Jihad in
Islam: How to Understand and Practice It, al-Buti (whose theories have
ignited some controversy in the Muslim world) considers at great length
the question of whether this armed struggle can be undertaken “to avert
belligerency” or “to put an end to infidelity.”8 In other words, is jihad
purely defensive, or can it be offensive? (Al-Buti, however, carefully defines
“to avert belligerency” in a way that allows for a preemptive strike against
a perceived imminent attack.)

Al-Buti bases his discussion of this question on the Qur’an and
these hadiths from Bukhari and Muslim, which have justified Islamic
belligerency for centuries:

Narrated Ibn cUmar: Allah’s Messenger said: “I have been ordered (by
Allah) to fight against the people until they testify that La ilaha illallah,
wa anna Muhammad-ar-Rasul-Allah (none has the right to be worshipped
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but Allah and that Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah), and perform
As-Salat [Iqamat-as-Salat (prayers)] and give Zakat so if they perform all
that, then they save their lives and property from me except for Islamic
laws, and then their reckoning (accounts) will be (done by) Allah.”9

It is reported on the authority of Abu Huraira that he heard the Messen-
ger of Allah say: I have been commanded to fight against people, till they
testify to the fact that there is no god but Allah, and believe in me (that)
I am the messenger (from the Lord) and in all that I have brought. And
when they do it, their blood and riches are guaranteed protection on my
behalf except where it is justified by law, and their affairs rest with Allah.10

After a thorough discussion of these hadiths and other elements of
Muslim tradition, al-Buti concludes that Muslim forces should not attack
unbelievers. They should fight when attacked, or when an attack seems
imminent, but that’s all. In this conclusion he sides with three of the four
major Sunni schools of Islamic jurisprudence, the Hanafi, Maliki and
Hanbali; by his account, all agree that military jihad should only be
undertaken to ward off an attack or potential attack.

But of course, that is precisely what Osama bin Laden says that the
September  attacks were doing. His justifications for his actions have
always been theological. In his World Islamic Front statement of Febru-
ary , , he laid out a litany of American offenses and then declared:

All these crimes and sins committed by the Americans are a clear decla-
ration of war on Allah, his messenger, and Muslims. And ulama have
throughout Islamic history unanimously agreed that the jihad is an indi-
vidual duty if the enemy destroys the Muslim countries. This was revealed
by Imam Bin-Qadamah in “Al-Mughni,” Imam al-Kisa’i in “Al-Bada’i,”
al-Qurtubi in his interpretation, and the shaykh of al-Islam in his books,
where he said: “As for the fighting to repulse [an enemy], it is aimed at
defending sanctity and religion, and it is a duty as agreed [by the ulama].
Nothing is more sacred than belief except repulsing an enemy who is
attacking religion and life.”11

Certainly other imams have disputed his interpretation, although
most Muslims who avowed that the September  attacks were illegal
according to Islam focused on the killing of the innocents—which, as
we have seen, bin Laden also has disputed. But the point here isn’t that
bin Laden is right and others are wrong; it’s that his interpretation is
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firmly rooted in Islamic law. Other bin Ladens can and will use the same
laws to make more trouble. The problem, in other words, is that the the-
ory of jihad allows for the unchecked growth of militant groups in Islam—
growth which outmanned and outgunned Islamic moderates are powerless
to stop, because to do so would be to turn against Islam itself.

What’s more, the other major Sunni school, the Shafi’i, and the
smaller Zahiri school favor offensive jihad. The Shafi’is and Zahiris,
according to al-Buti, “proclaimed that the fundamental cause of Jihad is
to terminate Paganism.”12 This would mean that jihad must continue as
long as there are unbelievers, at least according to the Shafi’is. Making
war on unbelievers is one of the responsibilities of the Muslim umma.
The Shafi’i manual Reliance of the Traveller stipulates that jihad is “a com-
munal obligation” to “war against non-Muslims.”

The caliph makes war upon Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians (N: pro-
vided he has first invited them to enter Islam in faith and practice, and if
they will not, then invited them to enter the social order of Islam by pay-
ing the non-Muslim poll tax (jizya)—which is the significance of their
paying it, not the money itself—while remaining in their ancestral reli-
gions (O: and the war continues) until they become Muslim or else pay
the non-Muslim poll tax. . . . The caliph fights all other peoples until they
become Muslim.13 [“N” and “O” denote references to commentaries by
Sheikh Nuh cAli Salman and Sheikh cUmar Barakat, respectively. These
parenthetical comments are included within the main text of Reliance of
the Traveller, as they appear here.]

Since the fall of the Ottoman Empire there has been no caliph, but
this doesn’t mean that no Muslim will dare to declare jihad. Bin Laden
has taken it upon himself to declare jihad on his own. (Other Muslim
clerics have, however, denied his right to do this.)

The Shafi’is, in any case, are no fringe group, nor are they newly
minted. The Shafi’i juridical rite has been around for more than a mil-
lennium: it was founded upon the teachings of the Imam al-Shafi’i, who
flourished in the ninth century, and is particularly strong today in Egypt,
Syria, India and Indonesia. It was once widespread in Arabia, only to be
displaced by the even more militant Wahhabis.

Moreover, the niceties of theory and theological debate aside, there
is little doubt that on matters of jihad the Shafi’is find substantial agree-
ment from, for example, the Wahhabis (who profess the Hanbali school
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of jurisprudence) and many others. Even if they disagree on the textbook
occasions for jihad, enough Muslims believe that they have ample cause
nowadays to “combat belligerency” that Americans should prepare them-
selves for a long, hard war.

Those who claim that jihad is primarily a struggle against sin, or
that it only resorts to arms in a defensive mode, are correct, then—but
only partially. Likewise, those who think that militant Islam is a Wah-
habi creation fail to recognize that even some of the Islamic groups that
the Wahhabis condemn as heretics allow for Wahhabi-like militancy
among their adherents.

Three Territories

Traditional Islamic thought divides the world into three spheres: dar-al-
Islam, dar-al-Sulh and dar-al-harb—that is, the House of Islam, the House
of Truce and the House of War.

The House of Islam, of course, is the territory where Islamic law
holds sway. Dependent upon it is the House of Truce, the area where
non-Muslims live in covenant with Muslim rulers; this area, then, is the
abode of the dhimmis. (Dr. Mustafa Ceric, a high-ranking Bosnian Mus-
lim cleric, defines dar-al-Sulh as more of an intermediary area, where
“the situation is such that Islam or the shariah cannot be implemented
fully, but the government should endeavour to put it into practice as
much as possible.”)14

About the House of War there is no disagreement. “Non-Muslims,”
explains Bat Ye’or, “are harbis, inhabitants of the dar-al-harb, the lands of
war, so called because they are destined to come under Islamic jurisdiction,
either by war (harb) or by the conversion of their inhabitants.” The jihad
that aims to increase the size of the dar-al-Islam at the expense of the dar-
al-harb is not a conventional war that begins at a certain point and ends at
another. Jihad is a “permanent war” that “excludes the idea of peace but
authorizes temporary truces related to the political situation (muhadana).”15

This is a point that few, if any, Western commentators have remarked
upon. A jihad such as that declared against the United States by bin
Laden is not the sort of war that ends with the victory of one side and
the defeat of the other, heralded by the signing of a peace treaty and the
other trappings of the conclusion of modern warfare. Instead, it’s just an
episode in the ongoing Muslim struggle against the unbelieving world.
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Karen Armstrong acknowledges that “Muslim jurists . . . taught
that, because there was only one God, the whole world should be united
in one polity and it was the duty of all Muslims to engage in a contin-
ued struggle to make the world accept the divine principles and create a
just society.” The House of War “should be made to surrender to God’s
rule. Until this had been achieved, Islam must engage in a perpetual war-
like effort.” But, she says, “this martial theology was laid aside in prac-
tice and became a dead letter once it was clear that the Islamic empire
had reached the limits of its expansion about a hundred years after
Muhammad’s death.”16

The problem is that however much of a dead letter it became in
practice during times of weakness in the House of Islam, no one laid it
aside in principle. No one seems to have told the warriors of jihad who
besieged Europe through the seventeenth century that the Islamic empire
had already reached the limits of its expansion centuries before. No one
seems to have told the modern-day warriors and apostles of Islam from
Bosnia to the Philippines that jihad is a dead letter, and that Islam isn’t
doing any more expanding. Historian Paul Fregosi observes that from
the time of Muhammad, “the purpose of Jihad became, and basically still
is, to expand and extend Islam until the whole world is under Muslim
rule.”17

Jihad will no more end with Osama bin Laden than it began with
him. As the Encyclopedia of Islam put it in , “Islam must be com-
pletely made over before the doctrine of jihad can be eliminated.”18 If
anything about the future is certain, it is that whatever the ultimate out-
come of the war on terrorism may be, there will be more jihads as long
as there are people who take the Qur’an as the word of Allah and the
Sunnah as second only to the Qur’an as a reliable guide to behavior.

Demographic Jihad

On the other hand, if demographic trends continue, jihad may not be
necessary. The Islamicization of the West will happen, but in a slower,
less dramatic way.

The population in the Muslim world is skyrocketing, while in the
lands that once were Christendom it is aging and diminishing. Accord-
ing to the CIA, in the twenty-first century “the population of the region
that served as the locus for most th Century history—Europe and
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Russia—will shrink dramatically in relative terms; almost all population
growth will occur in developing nations that until now have occupied
places on the fringes of the global economy.” Moreover, “of the . bil-
lion people that the world population will gain by ”—less than
twenty years from now—“most will be added to states in Asia and Africa.”
Those growing fastest will be Muslim nations, including some of those
that are currently the most militant. “Many developing nations will expe-
rience substantial youth bulges: the largest proportional youth popula-
tions will be located in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and
Iraq.”19 In Europe, meanwhile, the population bulge is among the aged.

In , Catholic, Orthodox and Protestant Christians comprised
 percent of the global population and Muslims  percent. But one
estimate predicts that if present trends continue, by  Muslims will
substantially outnumber Christians, comprising  percent of the world’s
people, with Christians constituting  percent.20

Demographic predictions are always risky. But these predictions
aren’t pulled out of thin air: populations are already exploding in the
Muslim world, just as they are already declining in the West. A recent
news item from Saudi Arabia is emblematic of current trends: the -
year-old Hussein Rashid al-Sowaikat al-Baqami died on May , ,
leaving behind “the last of his nine wives,  sons and  grandchil-
dren.”21 A story from the Gaza Strip is similar: “The Gaza Strip’s oldest
resident, Haj Abdullah Kadurah, died last week at the age of . For the
last  years he had served as a muezzin [caller to prayer] of the Tufeh
neighborhood mosque, located next to his home. Kadurah is survived
by more than  children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and
great-great-grandchildren.”22

Granted, not every Muslim lives twelve decades and leaves behind
hundreds of descendants, but these two men are emblematic of larger
demographic trends. By contrast, imagine a Westerner, born at the same
time as Haj Abdullah Kadurah, who had a now-typical two-child fam-
ily, as did all of his descendants. In five generations he would have a total
of  descendants, compared with Kadurah’s .

Where will all these people go?
To Europe, where the population decline has made jobs plentiful

and immigrants more welcome than ever. They have already gone there
in great numbers. In France, Islam is the second-largest religion in the
country: there are now about four million Muslims in France, or about
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 percent of the nation’s total population. The Muslim population in
Germany is approaching  percent. There are also about a million Mus-
lims in Italy and half a million in the formerly Muslim land of Spain.

All these populations are increasing rapidly, as exemplified by the
growth of Islam in the Netherlands. According to the U.S. State Depart-
ment’s International Religious Freedom Report,

Only  Muslims lived in the country in . After  the number of
Muslims began to rise due to the arrival of migrant workers, primarily
from Morocco and Turkey. Family unification increased their numbers
to , Moroccans and , Turks by . Additional Muslims
came from the former Dutch colony of Suriname. In the past decade,
Muslim numbers further increased due to the large numbers of asylum
seekers from countries such as Iran, Iraq, Somalia, and Bosnia. By 

about , persons, or . percent of the population, were Muslim—
the majority Sunni.23

As these numbers continue to expand among Europe’s aging, sec-
ularized populations, Europe will be, in the words of the CIA, “less will-
ing to face up to global hotspots”24—and presumably even less willing
when to do so will entail making war against the homelands of large seg-
ments of its population.

Of course, while Muslim enclaves in European cities have already
aroused concern, a great many of these immigrants will experience the attrac-
tion not only of secularism, but of liberal democracy. The great majority of
them, once removed from the heightened emotions and fanaticism of the
contemporary House of Islam, will become productive citizens, hardly dis-
tinguishable from their neighbors. Human nature is the same the world over.
Even so, fanaticism and rage dominate so much of contemporary Islamic
discourse that it would be naïve to assume that all of the Muslims stream-
ing into Europe are likely to assimilate peacefully into Western culture.

The ideology of multiculturalism, in fact, dictates that they not
assimilate, but rather cling proudly to their Islamic beliefs and traditions.
The multiculturalist imperative also coincides neatly with the traditional
Muslim view of non-Islamic cultures. Philip Hitti explains that Muslims
“call the era before the appearance of Muhammad the Jahiliyah period,
a term usually rendered as ‘time of ignorance’ or ‘barbarism.’”25

V. S. Naipaul encountered this attitude in his travels through the
House of Islam. For many Muslims, he observes, “The time before Islam
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is a time of blackness: that is part of Muslim theology. History has to
serve theology.” Naipaul explains how at least some Pakistani Muslims,
far from valuing the nation’s renowned archaeological site at Mohenjo-
Daro, see it as a teaching opportunity for Islam:

A featured letter in Dawn offered its own ideas for the site. Verses from
the Koran, the writer said, should be engraved and set up in Mohenjo-
Daro in “appropriate places”: “Say (unto them, O Mohammed): Travel
in the land and see the nature of the sequel for the guilty. . . . Say (O
Mohammed, to the disbelievers): Travel in the land and see the nature of
the consequence for those who were before you. Most of them were idol-
aters.”26

Likewise in Iran: “In  .., just five years after the death of the Prophet,
the Arabs began to overrun Persia, and all Persia’s great past, the past
before Islam, was declared a time of blackness.”27 We have also seen the
fruit of this assumption in our own time in Cyprus, where Muslims
attempted to use the fourth-century monastery of San Makar as a hotel;
in Libya, where Muammar Qaddafi turned Tripoli’s Catholic cathedral
into a mosque; and in Afghanistan, where the Taliban dynamited the
Buddhas of Bamiyan.

Are All Religions Created Equal?

It is not true that all religions are basically identical, or that all are essen-
tially peaceful. It would be too pessimistic to say that there are no peace-
ful strains of Islam, but it would be imprudent to ignore the fact that
deeply imbedded in the central documents of the religion is an all-
encompassing vision of a theocratic state that is fundamentally different
from and opposed to the post-Enlightenment Christian values of the
West.

Even in Pakistan, where Christians have suffered so terribly, they
are unafraid to tell the whole truth about Islam. The website of the Pak-
istan Christian Post featured an article entitled “Lesson for Christian
Women on Marriage to Any Muslim Man.” It cautions Christian girls
considering marriage to Muslims that “there is an old saying ‘Love is
blind but marriage is an eye opener.’ This could never be truer than with
regard to the young western woman marrying into Islam. So take warn-
ing!”28 The author then explores Islamic law regarding marriage and the
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status of women: women are inferior, unclean, subject to corporal pun-
ishment and polygamy, and so on.29

But it seems to be easier to say things like that in Muslim Pakistan,
where Christians live under the constant threat of arrest and assault, than
in the West. In Western Europe and North America, the fact that Islam
at its core contains elements that are not peaceful or benign has become
the truth that dares not speak its name.

Instead, the news media indulges in puerile and outrageously inac-
curate comparisons like this one by ABC reporter Jami Floyd: “Since
September , the word ‘terrorist’ has come to mean someone who is rad-
ical, Islamic and foreign. But many believe we have as much to fear from
a home-grown group of anti-abortion crusaders.”30 On June , , the
New York Times ran an op-ed piece alleging that Americans are “distracted
by our own stereotypes, searching for Muslim terrorists in the Philip-
pine jungle . . . and forgetting that there are blond, blue-eyed mad bombers
as well.” The next day the paper reported that Christian missionary Mar-
tin Burnham had been killed in the Philippine jungle as Philippine sol-
diers attempted to free him from the Islamic terrorist group Abu Sayyaf.31

The Society of Professional Journalists, meanwhile warned Amer-
ica’s newspeople not to refer to the September  terrorists without also
referring to “white supremacists, radical antiabortionists, and other groups
with a history of such activity.”32 Similarly, we hear that the Democra-
tic Party plots to “steal the war issue from the Republicans by scapegoat-
ing the ‘religious right,’ presenting conservative Christians as the moral
equivalent of the Taliban.”33

Such statements and intentions betray an appalling ignorance both
of Islam and of our own culture and heritage. Beyond that is outright
cultural self-hatred, as manifested by Karen Armstrong in her tendency
to blame Christianity for all the misdeeds of Islam, and by Bill Clinton
when he blamed the Crusades and American slavery for the September
 terrorist attacks.34 The most disgraceful example of this self-hatred
comes from English journalist Robert Fisk, who was beaten by a mob of
refugees in Afghanistan soon after the beginning of the war on terror-
ism. “If I were the Afghan refugees,” wrote Fisk, “I would have done just
the same to Robert Fisk. Or any other Westerner I could find.”35

The culture of tolerance threatens to render the West incapable of
drawing reasonable distinctions. The general reluctance to criticize any
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non-Christian religion and the almost universal public ignorance about
Islam make for a lethal mix.

These days it’s considered in bad taste to point out that the Qur’an
and the Bible do not teach identical moral precepts, or that the Muham-
mad of Islam and the Jesus of Christianity are not interchangeable. Actor
Gabriel Byrne expressed a commonplace for many, if not most, modern
Westerners when he said that he wanted his children to learn “moral pre-
cepts, knowing right from wrong. If they get that from the Koran or the
Bible or the Kaballah I don’t care.”36

Were Byrne’s children really taught the Qur’an, they would likely
become quite different people from what they would be as Bible read-
ers. Gabriel Byrne and millions of others in the West either don’t know
it or won’t admit it, but Christianity, the spiritual foundation of secular
Western society, and Islam shape different kinds of personalities.

Human nature is multifaceted. Every individual is subject to an
uncountable number of influences during his lifetime. It is usually impos-
sible to isolate with any certainty the real causes that moved anyone to
make a particular choice. The terrible imperfection of people who have
followed the Jesus of the New Testament is a clear indication that good
ideals do not translate smoothly and easily into good actions. Nonethe-
less, flawed ideals are certainly less likely to do so. That’s why it matters
what one believes, and why the differences in belief systems are so
important.

Consider the difference we saw in chapter four between how Mus-
lims and Christians have reacted to the case of Sufiyatu Huseini, the
Nigerian woman sentenced to death for adultery under the Sharia,
although she says she was raped. Bello Sanyinnawal, the presiding judge
in the case, was intent on carrying out the letter of the law in his con-
cern for the purity of the Muslim community. But at least one Christ-
ian had a different response: if expiation had to be made, Anthony
Olubunmi Okogie, the Catholic archbishop of Lagos, was ready to make
it, offering his own life in exchange for that of Sufiyatu Huseini.

Indeed, the Palestinian Muslim Eyad Sarraj noted the same contrast:

Christianity’s message of nonviolence is very important, and it is not there
in Islam, and I believe it is not there in Judaism. I would honestly say that
if I could choose a religion, I would choose Christianity and its ideal of
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universal acceptance, love, and forgiveness. It is all so beautiful. It is just
so unfortunate that the history of Christianity has nothing to do with
these ideas.37

Perhaps Sarraj would enjoy meeting Archbishop Okogie.
We have seen that elements of Islam fiercely resist secularism, as

well as relativism and indifferentism. Some Muslims are suspicious of
non-Muslim cultures and will not assimilate into them, just as they begin
to overwhelm them numerically. If anything is certain in the future, it
is that these elements will cause more conflicts, and that the West should
be prepared for them.

Sheikh cAbd al-Hamid al-Ansari, dean of the Faculty of Sharia at
Qatar University, recently called upon the West to reappraise Islam:

The West must reexamine the foundations of its view towards us and the
ideas it has formulated about us since the period of Orientalism [i.e. Ori-
entalist research] which were based on the [perceptions] of the Middle
Ages—according to which Islam is a religion of violence spread by the
sword, and the Muslims are wreaking vengeance on modern civilization
and do not respect human rights, do not guarantee minority rights, do
not believe in the values of democracy and tolerance, and do not behave
properly towards women. Similarly, the West needs to refrain from gen-
eralizing about Islam and Muslims because of the behavior of a small
minority among them.38

It is one thing, however, to ask for a change in the Western per-
ception of Islam, and quite another to provide evidence to make such a
change possible. I would love to take Sheikh al-Ansari at his word and
see Islam as entirely benign and enlightened, but it isn’t really me that
he has to convince; it is his fellow Muslims. Yet the children of Osama
and his ilk are not likely to be easily swayed.

Whether or not Islam ever becomes dominant in Western Europe
or elsewhere in the former lands of Christendom, the wars will not end.
Militant Islam will not go away with the death of bin Laden, or Arafat,
or Saddam Hussein, or anyone else. It will clash increasingly with the
weary secular powers that it blames for all the ills of the umma. No one
can predict the features of the world that will emerge from these con-
flicts, except that it will be new, and that it will be difficult—unless there
is some wondrous intervention from the Merciful One.
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