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PS 121 Lecture 4
The Resurgence of Islam
“Their plan is to turn Egypt into an Islamic emirate, which would be the seed of an Islamic caliphate, which would first encompass the Muslim world, and later the world in its entirety. Of course, in 2012, this sounds like sheer fantasy, but all the major enterprises in history began as an idea. Some of ideas died while still in the cradle, while others developed. Therefore, we should not underestimate this idea, which is harbored by the Muslim Brotherhood leaders in Egypt.”

Egyptian-America sociologist Saad Ibrahim on the Muslim Brotherhood, August 2012


The abiding nature of scripture rests not so much in its truth claims as it does in its malleability, its ability to be molded and shaped into whatever form a worshiper requires. The same Bible that commands Jews to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18) also exhorts them to “kill every man and woman, child and infant, ox and sheep, camel and donkey,” who worship any other God (1 Sam. 15:3). The same Jesus Christ who told his disciples to “turn the other cheek” (Matthew 5:39) also told them that he had “not come to bring peace but the sword” (Matthew 10:34), and that “he who does not have a sword should sell his cloak and buy one” (Luke 22:36). The same Quran that warns believers “if you kill one person it is as though you have killed all of humanity” (5:32) also commands them to “slay the idolaters wherever you find them” (9:5).





Reza Aslan (UC Riverside)


…Let’s be honest. Islam has a problem today. The places that have trouble accommodating themselves to the modern world are disproportionately Muslim.


In 2013, of the top 10 groups that perpetrated terrorist attacks, seven were Muslim. Of the top 10 countries where terrorist attacks took place, seven were Muslim-majority. The Pew Research Center rates countries on the level of restrictions that governments impose on the free exercise of religion. Of the 24 most restrictive countries, 19 are Muslim-majority. Of the 21 countries that have laws against apostasy, all have Muslim majorities. 


There is a cancer of extremism within Islam today. A small minority of Muslims celebrates violence and intolerance and harbors deeply reactionary attitudes toward women and minorities. While some confront these extremists, not enough do so, and the protests are not loud enough. How many mass rallies have been held against the Islamic State (also known as ISIS) in the Arab world today?


The caveat, “Islam today,” is important. The central problem with [Bill]Maher’s and [Sam] Harris’s analyses are that they take a reality — extremism in Islam — and describe it in ways that suggest it is inherent in Islam. [Bill] Maher says Islam is “the only religion that acts like the Mafia, that will [expletive] kill you if you say the wrong thing, draw the wrong picture or write the wrong book.” He’s right about the viciousness but wrong to link it to “Islam” — instead of “some Muslims.” 







Fareed Zakaria

Key Terms
Islam literally means “submission” or “surrender” (to God). Believers are Muslims (from the Arabic Muslimin), Moslems, Mohammedans, Mahometans.
Qur’an = revelation or “recitation” said to have been dictated by the Angel Gabriel, edited and promulgated some 59 years after the death of the prophet Muhammed (believed to be 632 AD)
Hadith  (plural ahadith)= traditions purporting to report the sayings and activities of the Prophet; treated as a second source of revelation but culled from many accounts by various Islamic scholars who offer different renderings

Sunna = “the custom and practice of the Prophet, his Companions, and his immediate successors, as preserved by the historic memory of the community as a whole.” (Lewis).

From which is derived Sunni or Sunnite, the largest Muslim sect, considered by its followers to be Orthodox. 

Shii or Shiite = literally from “faction”—short for Shiat-Ali, the party of Ali, considered the rightful successor of the Prophet 

Dar al-Islam = the abode or land of Islam

Dar al-Harb = the abode of war
 Dar al-Kufr = the abode of impiety

Dar al-Suhl = the abode of the treaty: where Muslims live as a peaceful minority or where there is a treaty between Muslim rulers and non-Muslim rulers

The “five pillars” of Islam: 

1. Prayer

2. The profession of faith (Shehadah)
3. Fasting 

4. Alms giving (zakat) 

5. Pilgrimage to Mecca, or the Hajj.

The Kaa’ba –shrine in Mecca enclosing a holy rock

Imam = defender of the faith nominated by previous imam and elected by religious authorities. Supreme leader for Shiites

Jahiliyya = age of ignorance (pre-Islam)

Other Sects: Ismailis (pacifists), Ibadites (Oman), Wahhabi (Saudi Arabia)

Shari’a = (literally path to the watering place) laws of conduct for Muslims. 

Ulema (ulama) = authoritative juridical scholars who interpret the Shari’a. Singular: alim
Fiqh = jurisprudence or the application of Islamic law
Takfir = a pronunciation that someone has been excommunicated
Tawhid = the central belief, that there is only one God 
Umma = community (of believers; possible from um, mother; Hebrew cognate imah). 
Caliph (Khilafa or caliphate) = successor and deputy; later God’s deputy

Purdah (veil, modesty; seclusion, in Persian and Urdu), 
Hijab, Niqab, Chador, Abaya, Burqa (forms of veiling) 

(NOTE: Veiling is not mandated in the Qur’an. It was a practice adopted first among non-Muslim peoples and copied by Muslims, at first only the upper class. Once it was adopted, two vague Qur’anic verses were cited to support the custom.)  

Circumcision: Male circumcision is practiced by Muslims; some (notably in Egypt and Sudan) also practice female circumcision, though it is controversial as a matter of Islamic law.


Dietary restriction: Alcoholic beverages are forbidden. Muslims may not eat pork and must fast during the day for the month of Ramadan. Foods must be halal—that is, slaughtered or cultivated in accordance with dietary laws (comparable to kashrut).

Religious “slogans”: Allahu akbar! = God (Allah) is (very) great! "la ilaha illa allah, muhammad rasoulu allah," (“There is no God but God; Muhammad is the Messenger of God”)
“In the name of God the Merciful and the Compassionate” (salutation often used, especially in Iran, in writing and speaking)

Dhimma –status of non-Muslim inhabitants or dhimmi (plural)

Haram—Muslim term for sacred, forbidden, as in Haram as-Sharif (or Haram al-Sharif), or Most Noble Mount in Jerusalem. Opposite: Halal 

Mahdi = a messianic figure, especially for Shiites but others as well

Mufti = a specialist in Islamic law

Fatwa= religious edict issue by a mufti (example: a fatwa was issued in Iran calling for the killing of the British novelist Salman Rushdie for his novel Satanic Verses considered blasphemous.
Jihad = struggle, usually by war (“Holy War for God”). Hence mujahid or mujahiddin (fighters in a holy war). 

Shaheed = martyr


A saying attributed to the prophet is that the best thing a Muslim can earn is “an arrow on the path of God.” When in battle, however, Muslims are enjoined to treat prisoners well, to spare women and children, and not to loot or mutilate.

Ijma’ (consensus of community or of the ulama, or recognized religious authorities), versus ijtihad (independent thinking, re-interpretation to suit changing conditions). Some claim that the “door of ijtihad” has been closed since the tenth century.)

Shura = consultation (required in decision-making. Interpreted either to mean that rulers should consult with the people or—by reformers—to support democracy.

Moses=Musa; Jacob=Ya’qub; Solomon=Suleiman; John the Baptist=Yahya, Jesus=Isa

1. Islam Today

2. Islam and Modern Controversy

3. Origins 

4. The Qur’an and Modern Scholarship

5. Mohammad as Prophet, Politician, and General

6. The Spread of Islam – and with it, Contention

7. Islam, Judaism, and Christianity

8. Wahhabism (Saudi Arabia)
9. Attitudes Toward Authority

10. Islam and the Status of Women

11. Al-Banna, Qutb, and “Islamism”
12. Khomeini’s Islamic Republic of Iran: Velayat e-faqih = rule of the jurisprudent 
13. Jihadism: Al Qaeda, ISIS, et al.
14. Islam and Democracy: the Big Question for the Future


We examine Islam because it plays an especially important role in the region -- more so than other religions play elsewhere. It is certainly not the only factor accounting for government and politics in the Middle East. But there is a great deal of evidence testifying to the relevance of Islam to politics and government in the Middle East, including the rise of movements like the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, its offshoot, Hamas in the Palestinian territories, the ascent to power of an Islamist party (the AKP) in Turkey, the creation of an Islamic Republic of Iran, the rise of the Taliban in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and of al Qaeda, ISIS, etc., the electoral success of the Ennada Party in Tunisia, and the role of the Wahhabist sect in Saudi Arabia. Plainly, Islamic belief has become a major influence in the region and beyond it.

1. Islam Today

Muslims are also known as Moslems, Musulmen or Mohammadans. The faith has grown in adherents and spread over 1400 years. Muslims are now estimated to number 1.62 billion, out of about 7 billion people in the world, a number second only to that of Christians. There are about six Muslims for every ten Christians. Muslims outnumber Hindus by 400 million. 
Although the religion originated in the Arabian Peninsula, it has spread around the world and has adherents of many other ethnicities. The largest Muslim state is Indonesia, which is non-Arab. The four countries with the largest Muslim population are Indonesia, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and India. India, even though it is primarily composed of Hindus, has over 160 million Muslims. There are also many Muslims in states of the former Soviet Union—Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kirghizstan and Azerbaijan--and in sub-Saharan Africa. Muslims exist in strength in a total of 75 countries stretching on a thick band across the globe for 11,000 miles all the way east to China. In forty of these they are the dominant group.
Only about 250 million of the 1.62 billion —roughly twenty percent – are Arabs, but the Middle East is the heartland of the faith. Worshippers bow toward Mecca in Saudi Arabia when they pray. The two holiest cities for Muslims are Mecca and Medina. Jerusalem is considered the third holiest because the Dome of the Rock and al Aqsa Mosque are located there. (In Arabic Jerusalem is called al Kuds (The Holy).) For Shiites Najaf and Karbala in Iraq are sacred places.   

Islam includes some seventy different sects, the most numerous being the Sunnites and the Shiites. The starting point of the distinction between these two sects was a strong disagreement over the succession to Mohammed. The Sunnites accept the succession of caliphs chosen from his followers. The Shiites believe that religious leadership belongs to Muhammad’s descendants and to them alone. They use the term imam to describe the religious leader descended from the prophet. The term imam for Shiites means a truly outstanding leader, a manifestation of the divine will, free of sin, infallible, more than a pope, a superhuman figure .And unlike Sunnites, they believe that imams have the authority to interpret and adapt religious doctrine (ijtihad); Sunnites either believe that “the gates of ijtihad” are now closed or that only a body of respected scholars (the ulama) has any such authority. Various groups of Shiites believe there were either 5 or 7 or 12 such imams. The “twelvers” believe that the twelfth imam did not actually die but went into hiding (occultation) and will return as a kind of savior, a “mahdi.” Until he returns, scholars are obligated to collect and interpret the teachings of the eleven imams who preceded him.  The Shiites are the most numerous of the dissident sects; the most numerous Shiites are the twelvers, who now rule Iran. 

Some 80-85 percent of all Muslims are Sunnites. There are distinct groups of Sunnites, like the Wahhabis in Saudi Arabia, who espouse a strict version of the faith. About 10-13 percent are Shiites. The rest belong to other sects. The Shiites are dominant in Iran and Iraq (60%) and are the largest single religious community in Lebanon (possibly 40-45%) , a country divided between Christians and Muslims. The growth of the Shiites accounts for the importance of Hezbollah, the Shiite military-political faction in that country. 

There are breakaway groups from the Shiites. One is the Ismailis who take their name from Ismael, the man they believe should have become the seventh imam. They are now a very peaceful sect concentrated in India—whose leader is the Aga Khan. They are sometimes compared to Quakers, Amish and other pacifistic Christian sects who also had more militant forebears.

A second Shiite offshoot is the group known as the Druze. They are a breakaway group of the Seveners or Ismailis. They have lived for centuries in the mountainous regions of Lebanon, Syria, and Israel. They don’t try to convert anyone and keep to themselves.

A third Shiite offshoot are the Zaydis of Yemen, They venerate the brother of the fifth Imam whose name was Zayd. 

Another Islamic sect is the Ibadites, who are dominant in Oman and remote areas of Tunisia and Algeria. They were originally very rejectionist but have now become accommodationist, seeking to bridge the divide between Shiites and Sunnites. 
Another Shiite offshoot are the Alawites in Syria and elsewhere who are sometimes considered Muslim heretics but think of themselves as the most faithful of the prophet’s followers. The Alavis of Turkey are a separate but comparable sect. 
2. Islam and Modern Controversy

“Show me just what Muhammad brought that was new and there you will find things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached.”

A fourteenth century Byzantine leader quoted by Pope Benedict XVI.
Not long ago a French philosopher wrote a newspaper article attacking Islam as a religion that sanctions and fosters violence. He noted that Muhammad is reported by Islamic sources to have personally ordered military raids on caravans to sustain his followers and to have ordered the beheading of the entire 600 to 800(Jewish) male population of the Quraish tribe when they refused to convert. Like the church leader cited by Pope Benedict, this philosopher said that Islam had been spread by the sword. He compared Islam unfavorably, on the score of its advocacy of violence, with Judaism and Christianity and added that Muslims in Europe are trying to intimidate others from following their own very different values and life styles. 
The newspaper in which this article appeared was removed from newsstands in Egypt and Tunisia and the author and his family have been forced to go into hiding because of death threats. 

The death threats (along with other actual attacks) have shown that the philosopher is right about one thing: a good many modern Muslims do not believe in free speech and free thought when it comes to criticizing their religion and they are prepared to act violently against those they perceive to be insulting the faith or its founder.  In 2004, when Danish cartoons appeared that were considered insulting by Muslims, there were riots against Danes and other Westerners everywhere. Some 78% of British Muslims told pollsters that the cartoonist should be prosecuted. Before that, a death sentence for blasphemy was pronounced on the British novelist Salman Rushdie by the government of Iran, and an Egyptian novelist awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature was attacked and seriously wounded.  More recently, a Dutch film maker, Theo van Gogh, was murdered after producing a film critical of Islam. In Iran, Christians (some of them converts) have been arrested and accused of slandering Islam and trying to convert Muslims– crimes punishable by death. 
To be objective, however, it should be noted that Islam is not the only religion that has sanctioned violence against enemies of the faith. Both Judaism and organized Christianity had done so in the past – Judaism in the Biblical injunctions to wipe out various tribal enemies and to stone to death anyone who abandoned the faith; early Christianity in countless campaigns to stamp out heresy (including the notorious Spanish Inquisition) and fight against infidels (as in the Crusades). The Jewish prophet Elijah is reported to have killed the priests of the idol Baal with his own hands. While the Christian Church was still a persecuted minority, it called for toleration, but once it acquired influence, the message changed. The first Christian emperor, Constantine, promulgated a law calling for the burning of any Jew who threw stones at a Christian convert, and made it a punishable crime for a Christian to convert to Judaism. The Arian and Donatist movements were condemned as heresies, their churches burned, and all who concealed their writings threatened with death. Saint Augustine said it was merciful to punish heretics, even by death, if this could save them or others from the eternal suffering that waited the unconverted.  St. Thomas Aquinas, the foremost Catholic theologian, said that heretics should not be tolerated, and approved of the edict by a church authority requiring Jews to wear distinctive clothing. In 1208, Pope Innocent III established the Inquisition. A year later the Albigensian heretics were massacred. The Spanish Inquisition alone condemned thousands to death and thousands more to lesser punishments. Until relatively recently, many countries in which Christians have been in the majority have outlawed and punished blasphemy. 
The big difference between Islam and the other Abrahamic religions, as the French philosopher pointed out, is that adherents of the two other religions subsequently repented and condemned such activities and now preach tolerance, whereas many Muslims continue to believe that dissenters and infidels should not be tolerated and can be dealt with violently. 
But whether intolerance and violence are as unambiguously central to Islam as the French philosopher claims is open to question; most contemporary Muslims contend that on the contrary Islam too is a religion of peace and morality and that other monotheistic faiths are to be respected, according to the Qur’an, in which it is said that the righteous of all faiths will find salvation on the day of judgment. 
“There are some among them who are righteous men…” “Whoever believes in God and the Last Day and does what is right—shall have nothing to fear or to regret.” 
“Let there be no compulsion in religion. Truth stands forth from falsehood.” 
The problem is that there are also ample materials for Muslims like bin Laden who preach jihad and refer to Jews and Christians as “apes” and “pigs” and infidels without arousing protests from other Muslims. Here are some examples often cited by critics of Islam:
*Mohammed told his followers in his farewell address: “I was ordered to fight all men until they say ‘There is no god but Allah.'” 
      *In its charter, the Palestinian group Hamas cites a saying attributed to him in a hadith (tradition) calling for the destruction of Jews:
“The Last Hour would not come unless the Muslims will fight against the Jews and the Muslims would kill them until the Jews would hide themselves behind a stone or a tree and a stone or a tree would say: `Muslim, or the servant of Allah, there is a Jew behind me; come and kill him’; but the tree Gharkad would not say, for it is the tree of the Jews.” (Sahih Muslim, Book 40, Number 6985).
*The Qur’an contains many ambiguous passages and some would say contradictions. On the one hand Muslims are to respect other religions; on the other, they are to struggle against unbelievers. 
But the Qur’an also calls attention to the shortcomings and errors of both religions. It portrays itself as a revelation superior to both of them, as the completion and fulfillment of God’s partial prophecies to the earlier prophets, Moses and Jesus. It counsels Muslims to keep themselves separate from the others:

 “Believers, take neither Jews nor Christians for your friends.” 
*Some teachings call for hostility: 
“Slay the idolators wherever you find them. Arrest them, besiege them, and lie in ambush everywhere for them.”

 But that is preceded by the line: 
“Proclaim a woeful punishment to the unbelievers, except for those idolators who have honored their treaties with you. With these keep faith…” 
In practice, Muslims have not always kept such a strict separation from non-believers. In Arab Spain and the Ottoman Empire, Jews and Christians experienced considerable toleration. In that “Golden Age” Islam was triumphant and as a result Muslims did not feel threatened by either Christianity or Judaism. That attitude changed as the Islamic world came under serious attack and experienced internal schism and stagnation.
As a result, a distinction came to be introduced between the Islamic and non-Islamic worlds. One is called Dar al-Islam (the Abode of Islam), the other Dar al-harb (the Abode of War, meaning all territories not controlled by Muslims). Between the two there must be a perpetual state of war until the world accepts the rule of Islam. As there is only one God in heaven there can be only one sovereign and one law on earth. The Muslim state must tolerate and protect the unbelievers under its rule, provided that they are not polytheists and follow one of the permitted religions. It may not, however, recognize the permanent existence of another polity outside Islam. In time all mankind must accept Islam or submit to Muslim rule. Meanwhile it is the duty of all Muslims to struggle until this is accomplished. The state of war may be suspended by truces, lasting no more than ten years, and can be repudiated at any time with due notice, but cannot be ended by a peace.

The word for this duty of struggle is jihad. Literally jihad means effort or striving, and it can be understood as an internal struggle to live up to the rules, but it is commonly understood as an injunction to engage in holy war against non-Muslims. This is considered as collective obligation of the community. The person who engages in this struggle is called a mujahid. Hence the Afghan fighters are called Mujahiddin. When you meet those who are infidels, the Qur’an enjoins, strike their necks until they are overwhelmed. A saying attributed to the prophet is that the best thing a Muslim can earn is an arrow on the path of God. Muslims are enjoined to treat prisoners well, to spare women and children, and not to loot or mutilate. These injunctions are often ignored.  

The injunction to jihad emerged in the earlier years and came to be suspended as the Muslim world and the non-Muslim world entered a period of coexistence. The religious teachers ruled that truces could be renewed as often as necessary, and thus became a legally regulated state of peace. 

Much obviously depends upon which tenets of the religion and which statements are considered binding.
3. Origins 
 Islam is often categorized as an “Abrahamic” faith—one of the three faiths that claim an origin in Abraham of Ur (an ancient city in Mesopotamia) and his descendants. The religion was founded by the prophet Muhammed who lived in the late 6th and early 7th centuries at first in the town of Mecca in the Arabian peninsula. Mecca is now a city with a green belt, but it has very little fresh water or arable land. Islam did not originate as a religion of farming people. Many of those who lived then in the desert were nomads, subsisting by herding animals, like the Bedouin. Muhammed was not a nomad, however, and Islam did not originate as a religion of bedouins. He grew up in a commercial center for trade carried out by caravans going to and from Egypt, Syria, and Yemen. As a boy, Muhammed would accompany his uncle on the caravan route. 

Mecca is also the place where a shrine is located called the Kaa’ba. This shrine houses a black stone thought to be a meteorite. Muslims believe it was brought to earth by the archangel Gabriel and delivered to Abraham and his son Ishmael. Abraham is said to have been the first Muslim. All Arabs are said to be the descendants of his son Ishmael. Ishmael is thought to have encased the stone in the Kaa’ba.  Every year, thousands of pilgrims walk around it as part of the Haj, the obligatory pilgrimage to Mecca all Muslims are supposed to perform once in their lives.
  When Muhammed was born, reportedly in 571—he would die in 632—monotheistic beliefs associated with Abraham and brought into the region by Jews and Christians had begun to exert an influence, but most people in the region worshipped the idols of tribal cults. This religious parochialism produced rivalry and sometimes violent tribal hatreds. Muhammed was born into a tribe known as the Quraish, many of whom were very lawless—notorious for theft and murder and for bragging about their criminal behavior. Personal insults often led to feuds and wars. Female infanticide was an established custom. Men accumulated wives, who were kept apart in harems if the husband was wealthy enough to maintain one; on the death of the man, his eldest son received the wives except for his own mother. 
Very little is known about his life, except for what is recounted in the Qur’an. From what is reported to have happened afterward, we learn that he was repelled by the way of life he saw around him, that he set about reforming it, and that he was well regarded for his personal qualities. As a boy, he was called “the trustworthy.” At the age of 25 he married a woman 15 years older, had children with her, and eventually had a total of 11 wives, the last a Jewish woman who had been taken captive in war. Muhammed respected his wives and gave them the option of leaving him or accepting his privations. When the other wives teased the Jewish wife for her origin, reducing her to tears, Muhammed said to her, “If they say this again, tell them, ‘My father is the Prophet Aaron, my uncle is the Prophet Moses, and my husband is, as you know, the Prophet Muhammed. What more could anyone boast of?’”

As this story suggests, the prophet became known as a conciliator. Another story concerns the Kaa’aba, the building in Mecca that Muslims today circle in veneration. When Muhammed was growing up, it is said, the temple that had been devoted to one God had been defiled by the introduction of idols. Its roof was gone, and a snake had taken possession of the walls. The Quraish were frightened by the snake, but one day an eagle descended from heaven and snatched the snake in its claws, flying away with it. The Kaa’aba was then rebuilt and Muhammed, because he was so respected, was asked to be the first to enter it. He was to decide which clan would have the honor of restoring the shrine. Instead he laid a cloak on the ground, set the black stone on it, and had a representative of each clan take a corner of the cloak. Together they all carried it into the refurbished temple and placed it on the wall where it belonged.
 This story is cited to symbolize Muhammed’s role in unifying people of all clans and tribes. (Indeed, Islam has always functioned as an overarching unifier for people otherwise sharply divided into families, clans, tribes, and lately nation-states.) He was deeply opposed to idol worship but was no fanatic in dealing with idolators. He advocated peace and the avoidance of conflict. As he sought reconciliation, even with his enemies, he recited a verse which became a credo of traditional Islam:

“Say, unbelievers, I do not worship what you worship, nor do you worship what I worship. I shall never worship what you worship, nor will you ever worship what I worship. You have your religion, and I have mine.” 

The same attitude is embodied in the greeting which Muslims use: “As-salaamu Alaikum” (Peace be unto you).
Muhammed’s thinking and behavior were altogether transformed by the revelations he claimed to have in the year 610 when he was 40. Like many Arabs of the time, he is thought to have been illiterate, so the instruction came to him orally. This discourse, said to have been imparted by the angel Gabriel--Jibril in Arabic--is called The Recitation, or Qur’an. 
Unlike the Bible, it is not an historical account. It is something like the Jewish and Christian Psalms, a kind of extended lyrical poem said to have been issued by God and intended to set believers on the right path. The essence of the message is that there is only one God who is all-powerful and compassionate and merciful, and to whose will all mankind must submit.  Muhammed said that he received the first revelation in a cave and that the angel said to him on leaving, “O, Muhammed, you are God’s messenger, and I am Gabriel.” He was frightened but the revelations continued for two years. Then he began to share them, at first only with his wife and friends, who were sworn to secrecy.  He was proclaimed the messenger of God because he sought to convey what he learned to others. 
Islam literally means “submission” “or surrender” – to God. Millions of its followers accept its teachings and say, “Allahu Akbar, God is great,” and “There is no God but God.”  Another book, called the Hadith, was composed later and consists of accounts of the prophet’s sayings and activities and is taken as a guide to behavior second only to the Qur’an. 
4. The Qur’an and Modern Scholarship

Only in recent times has the Qur’an become a subject for critical scholarship, as Jewish and Christian scriptures have been for a much longer period. In 1977, John Wansbrough of the School of Oriental and African Studies in London noted that subjecting the Qur’an to "analysis by the instruments and techniques of biblical criticism is virtually unknown." Wansbrough contended that the text of the Qur’an appeared to be a composite of different voices or texts compiled over dozens if not hundreds of years. Most scholars agree that there is no clear evidence of the text in the form we now have it it until 691 — 59 years after Muhammed's death — when the Dome of the Rock mosque in Jerusalem was built, carrying several Qur’anic inscriptions.

These inscriptions differ from the versions that have been handed down through the centuries, suggesting, scholars say, that the text may have still been evolving in the last decade of the seventh century. Moreover, much of what we know about the life and sayings of the Prophet is based on texts from between 130 and 300 years after Muhammed's death. 
Much of the Qur’an refers to material in the Jewish scriptures, and some passages seem to have been plagiarized (i.e., borrowed without attribution) from the Talmud, the Jewish commentary on the Bible compiled in the second century AD.  For example, the Qur’an says that when anyone murders one person it is as if he murders all humanity. This observation appeared earlier in the Talmud. Other passages reflect Persian Zoroastrian imagery about the forces of good and evil.
Two other scholars from the same school, Patricia Crone and Michael Cook, suggested a radically new approach in their book Hagarism: The Making of the Islamic World. Since there are no Arabic chronicles from the first century of Islam, they looked at several non-Muslim, seventh-century accounts suggesting Muhammed was perceived not as the founder of a new religion but as a preacher in the Old Testament tradition, hailing the coming of a Messiah. Many of the early documents refer to the followers of Muhammed as "hagarenes," and the "tribe of Ishmael," i.e., as descendants of Hagar, the servant girl with whom the Jewish patriarch Abraham fathered his son Ishmael. In its earliest form, Crone and Cook contend, the followers of Muhammed may have seen themselves as retaking their place in the Holy Land alongside their Jewish cousins. (And many Jews appear to have welcomed the Arabs as liberators when they entered Jerusalem in 638.) The idea that Jewish messianism animated the early followers of the Prophet is not widely accepted, but "Hagarism" is credited with opening up an interesting line of analysis. 
Crone and Cooke also contend that Islam is a very derivative faith which was passed off as a great novelty. The Qur’an is replete with established monotheistic thinking, filled with stories and references to Abraham, Isaac, Joseph and Jesus, and yet the official history insists that Muhammed, an illiterate camel merchant, received the revelation in Mecca, a remote, sparsely populated part of Arabia, far from the centers of monotheistic thought, in an environment of idol-worshiping Arab Bedouins. Unless one accepts the claim that it was transmitted by the angel Gabriel, Crone says, historians must somehow explain how all these monotheistic stories and ideas found their way into the Qur’an. "There are only two possibilities," Crone said. "Either there had to be substantial numbers of Jews and Christians in Mecca or the Qur’an had to have been composed somewhere else." 

Indeed, many scholars agree that Islam must be placed back into the wider historical context of the religions of the Middle East rather than seen as the spontaneous product of the pristine Arabian Desert. There is a growing consensus that Islam emerged out of the wider monotheistic speculations of the Middle East. 

 A more radical view has been offered by “Christoph Luxenberg” -- the pseudonym of a scholar of ancient Semitic languages in Germany (who uses the pseudonym because he fears for his life). He argues that the text has been misread and mistranslated for centuries. His work, based on the earliest copies of the document, maintains that parts of Islam's holy book are derived from pre-existing Christian Aramaic texts that were misinterpreted by later Islamic scholars who prepared the editions commonly read today. Luxenberg explains that these copies are written without the vowels and diacritical dots that modern Arabic uses to make it clear what letter is intended. In the eighth and ninth centuries, more than a century after the death of Muhammed, Islamic commentators added diacritical marks to clear up the ambiguities of the text, giving precise meanings to passages based on what they considered to be their proper context. 
Luxenberg's radical theory is that many of the text's difficulties can be clarified when the language in which it is recorded is seen as closely related to Aramaic, the language group of Jews and Christians at the time. For example, the famous passage about the 72 virgins who will await the martyr in paradise is based on the translation of the word hur as virgin, whereas the word is literally an adjective in the feminine plural meaning "white." Islamic tradition maintains that the term hur stands for "houri," or virgin, but Luxenberg insists that this is a forced misreading of the text. In both ancient Aramaic and in at least one respected dictionary of early Arabic, hur means "white grape." Luxenberg has traced the passages dealing with paradise to a Christian text called Hymns of Paradise by a fourth-century author. Luxenberg says the word paradise was derived from the Aramaic word for garden and all the descriptions of paradise described it as a garden of flowing waters and abundant fruits, including white grapes, a prized delicacy in the ancient Middle East. In this context, “white grapes,” mentioned often as hur, Mr. Luxenberg says, makes more sense than a reward of sexual favors. So the “virgins” who are supposedly awaiting Islamic martyrs as their reward in paradise are in reality "white grapes" of crystal clarity!  

Luxenberg had trouble finding a publisher willing to put out his study, “The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran,” although it is considered a major new work by other leading scholars. The reluctance is not surprising. Salman Rushdie's "Satanic Verses" was condemned by a fatwa or religious ruling in Iran because it appeared to mock Muhammed. He was sentenced to death in absentia as an apostate. The late Egyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz, the first ever Egyptian Nobel Laureate (for Literature) was stabbed and seriously injured because one of his books was thought to be irreligious. And when the Arab scholar Suliman Bashear argued that Islam developed as a religion gradually rather than emerging fully formed from the mouth of the Prophet, he was injured after being thrown from a second-story window by his students at the University of Nablus in the West Bank. Even many broad-minded liberal Muslims become emotionally upset when the historical veracity and authenticity of the Qur’an is questioned. A couple of years ago, when a British school teacher in Sudan invited her class to choose a name for a teddy bear and they picked Mohammed, she was arrested and condemned to be whipped, until, after worldwide protests, she was pardoned and expelled from the country.
The reverberations from such episodes have affected non-Muslim scholars in Western countries. "Between fear and political correctness, it's not possible to say anything other than sugary nonsense about Islam," a reporter was told by one scholar at an American university who asked not to be named, referring to the threatened violence as well as the widespread reluctance on United States college campuses to criticize other cultures. 
While scriptural interpretation may seem like a remote and innocuous activity, close textual study of Jewish and Christian scripture (like the exposure of the false “Donation of Constantine” in the Renaissance) played no small role in loosening the Church's domination on the intellectual and cultural life of Europe, and paving the way for unfettered secular thought. "The Muslims have the benefit of hindsight of the European experience, and they know very well that once you start questioning the Holy Scriptures, you don't know where it will stop," the scholar explained. 

But many Muslims find the tone and claims of revisionism offensive. "I think the broader implications of some of the revisionist scholarship is to say that the Qur’an is not an authentic book, that it was fabricated 150 years later," says Ebrahim Moosa, a professor of religious studies at Duke University, as well as a Muslim cleric whose liberal theological leanings earned him the animosity of fundamentalists in South Africa, which he left after his house was firebombed. 
These disputes are similar to those that have come to swirl about the authorship of the Jewish Bible and about the origins of Christianity. For centuries, Christian apologists have emphasized the novelty of Christianity. More recently, especially with the discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls, there has been a growing recognition of its Judaic origins. But as controversial as Biblical scholarship remains, it does not now evoke the violent reactions critical Qur’anic studies have produced among Muslims.
5. Mohammed as Prophet, Politician, and General

Muhammed began to have a powerful effect in turning people in Mecca from pagan animism to monotheism. His teachings were accepted by some town dwellers but rejected by most of his own tribe and others. They believed in their idols and were afraid that if they gave them up they would be courting the wrath of these gods. They also made a good income from the pilgrimages to the Kaa’aba and therefore brought more idols to the shrine to attract more pilgrims. They were afraid that Muhammed’s preaching against the idols might lower their take from the tourist trade. Some of his followers decided to leave, to go to Ethiopia, a Christian land in which they were granted sanctuary because the ruler was convinced that they sincerely respected Jesus and Mary. The Quraish were not happy about these effects so they redoubled their persecution of Muhammed and his followers. 

Rather than confront his opponents initially, Muhammed fled north to a farming village north of Mecca then known as Yathrib, where some of his relatives lived and where there was also a Jewish community, receptive to his monotheism. He was asked to become the governor of the town. The reason they welcomed him seems to have been that the town was in deep crisis because of feuds and immorality. Many of his followers came there and he converted the others. It therefore acquired a new name: al-Madinat an-Nabi, the city of the prophet, or as it is now known, Medina or Madina. This flight is called the hijra or hegira. Medina also means enlightenment. Until then, Arabs were said to live in the age of ignorance, or jahilliya. 
That set an important precedent. Muhammed became a political administrator, a preacher, and a military leader. In the mosque, both prayer and decision-making took place. A formal treaty was drawn up uniting the various tribes. Muhammed was not trying to be a Platonic philosopher king but he was setting out to win adherents for the creed and to reform social life in accordance with the creed. He was not about to compromise with evil, in the form of idol worship or immorality. He set out to show that acceptance of Islam would bring peace by encouraging people to negotiate to settle their differences and give up their feuds. Some Muslims contend that the treaty Muhammed drew up was the world’s first written constitution. Certainly, the first form of Islam shows a close connection between the religious and the political, unlike Christianity, which was born in the separation and antagonism between them (“Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s).

Because Muhammad’s followers considered themselves refugees from Mecca, they believed they had the right to raid the caravans from Mecca. And Muhammad approved of these activities. Once he had established a base in Medina, he set out to conquer Mecca. The Quraish sent an army of 3,000 against only 700 commanded by Muhammad. This time Muhammad himself fired arrows. He is said to have been struck down by a sword but suffered no injury because he wore chain mail. At first the Muslim line wavered, believing Muhammed had fallen in battle, but when he rose up, he led his followers to safety. The Quraish thought they had won, but Muhammad’s survival was taken to be a great victory by his followers. 
A third battle came in 627, this time resulting in the expulsion of Jewish tribes and the execution of the men of another Jewish tribe. They had been offered mercy if they accepted Islam, but were killed when they refused. After this battle, Muhammad undertook to negotiate a truce between Mecca and Medina. The result was the Treaty of Hudabiyyah. It envisioned a ten-year peace, but remained in force only until 629, when it was violated by the townspeople of Mecca. Now, once and for all, Muhammad set out to put an end to the resistance he was encountering. He raised an army, marched on the city and the city capitulated in 630. He spared his enemies and removed the idols from the shrine.  
A decade after his first revelation Muhammad’s first wife died and he had another mystical experience known as the Night Journey -- presumably a flight from the Kaa’ba in which he saw himself astride a winged animal called Buraq, guided by the Angel Gabriel and conveyed to the “farthest mosque.” There he was reportedly introduced to the great Prophets of the past, including Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. From a rock at the site, he saw himself rising to heaven. Along the way, Moses counseled him to fix the number of daily prayers at five.
According to later interpretation, the farthest mosque was “Al Aqsa” in Jerusalem, though this mosque was not yet in existence at the time Muhammad lived. As the teachings of Muhammad were adopted, the Temple Mount in Jerusalem became a sacred shrine for Muslims and it became the site of  both Al Aqsa and the Dome of the Rock, housing the rock from which Muhammad is believed to have ascended to heaven. That account of course now figures in the conflict between Jews and Arabs for control of Jerusalem, which is referred to in Arabic as al Kuds, the holy. It was never an actual religious or political center for Arabs, but it became a sacred site because of the tale of the Night Journey.
6. The Spread of Islam—and With It Contention
Muhammad died only two years later, in 632, at the age of 63. Leadership passed to his life-long associate, Abu Bakr. Mohammed left no son, so his successor was chosen according to the tribal custom. The successor was chosen from the tribe of the prophet so he would be acceptable to the tribe. The man they chose, Abu Bakr, the father of the prophet’s favorite among his nine wives, was called a caliph, literally the successor. The three rulers who came after him were also companions of the prophet. These four are known collectively as “the rightly guided caliphs.” 
Before Abu Bakr died two years later, he chose a successor, Omar, who was duly accepted, though he first took care to gain the approval of the leaders of the community. Omar led the Muslims to a series of victorious battles in which they seized present day Iraq, part of Iran, and Egypt. This was done through the waging of what was called jihad—struggle to defend or expand dar al Islam (the world of Islam).  Fundamentalists now see jihad as the sixth pillar of the faith.  
In the process, a serious split developed between Sunnites and Shiites. The split arose from problems over the succession following the death of the prophet. 

Before Omar, the second caliph, died, he nominated an “electoral college” to pick his successor. They offered the post to a man named Ali, a cousin of the prophet who had been disappointed earlier. But they insisted he had to follow precedent if he took the post. He refused, so they picked someone else. And that caused quite a ruckus. It gave rise to a schism among Muslims between the main body of believers and the sect known as the Shiites. Shia means party. That sect called itself Shiat Ali, the party of Ali. They insisted that he was the rightful successor, and that all the other caliphs who came later were illegitimate. For other reasons as well, tensions developed, especially between the Arab conquerors and their subjects. The caliph was murdered and Ali put in his place. The partisans of the old caliph demanded revenge. The assassins said they had committed murder because the caliph had not ruled according to the Qur’an. And that became a rationale for assassination from then on. (When Anwar Sadat was president of Egypt he too was assassinated by fanatic Muslims who claimed that he was an apostate.)  

The ensuing decades saw a serious challenge from within. A sect emerged known as the Khawarij or rebels. They were a violent and purist faction which did not accept the teaching of toleration. They believed in jihad. They called the caliph an unbeliever. They divided the world between dar al Islam and dar al Harb—the realm of Islam and the realm of war. 
Caliph Ali suppressed the revolt but they continued to cause trouble and eventually he was assassinated by one of them. 
His successor moved the capital from Medina to Damascus but many in Iraq remained loyal to Ali. They came to be known as Shiat Ali, the party of Ali. They believe that the succession rightfully belonged to Ali and his descendants. 
Twenty years later in 680 Ali’s son Hussein—the grandson of Muhammed—became their leader. He was slain with 70 of his adherents at Karbala in Iraq, and ever since then Shiites have considered Karbala a holy city and have commemorated his death by flagellating themselves. This event, occurring on the tenth day of the first month in the Muslim calendar, became the occasion for an annual ceremony of mourning and commemoration, in which the martyrdom of Hussein is remembered, complete with self-flagellation. After this schism, Islam became fractured by sectarian movements.
From then on, the followers of Ali insisted that only someone who was a direct descendant of the prophet could become a caliph. The Sunnites disagreed and they became the largest Muslim sect. The Sunnites came to be ruled by dynasties, and dynasty was accepted so long as the ruler adhered to the religion. 

The Shiites have formed the largest of the non-Sunni sects, though there have been a bewildering number of Shiite offshoots. The followers of Shiism divide into three variations. The smallest, a moderate group called Zaidis or Fivers, predominates in North Yemen. They revere the fifth Imam (or Shiite leader) but do not claim infallibility for their imam and are therefore more readily tolerated by Sunnite dynasties. The Ismailis or Seveners see the imam Ismail as the figure to revere most, and are today guided by the Aga Khan. The Twelvers believe that the infant son of the eleventh imam went into hiding (“occultation”) and will someday reappear as the Mahdi to institute the realm of perfect peace and justice. Until then, trained theologians called Mujtahids are to render interpretations in his place. This is the version which dominates in Iran and Iraq.  
Historically, some Shiites have accepted dynastic rule while others have opposed it on principle, favoring instead a system of rule in which religious leaders are also political leaders, as in earliest Islam. Only in modern times, thanks to the Ayatollah Khomeini, has Shiism come to be identified with theocracy—or the belief that clerics should rule. It is important to note that this doctrine is not accepted by all Shiites. That helps explain why in Iraq, religious leaders like the Ayatollah al-Sistani have agreed that government may be in the hands of secular politicians.
Inspired by Muhammed, the Muslims of Arabia carried the faith far and wide. Islamicized Arabs soon spread it to Jerusalem and Damascus. The rule of Muhammed was followed by that of a dynastic family, the Umayyads based in Damascus and lasting for about a century. In the middle of the eighth century, they were overthrown by the Abbasids and the center of the empire shifted to Baghdad in Iraq. For the next several centuries the Abbasids exercised only very loose control. Independent rulers emerged in the provinces. During the eleventh century the Turks emerged as an important faction. In 1258 the Abbasids were overthrown by eastern invaders, the Mongols, pagan enemies who eventually succumbed to Islam. Two main centers emerged—in Egypt the Mamluk sultanate, in Persia, the Islamicized Mongols, among whom was the great conqueror known as Tamurlane. After that, the Ottoman Empire became the dominant force under the sultan. 

These successive ruling dynasties continued to advance the banners of Islam, spreading over the entire southern coast of the Mediterranean and invading Spain in 711. From there they pushed northward but in 732 were defeated by a French king. For the next thousand years Christians felt under siege from Muslims and Muslims felt a great sense of triumph because of the spread of their faith in Africa and into southern and eastern Europe as well as Asia. 
To the southwest it spread to Egypt and throughout North Africa and then across to Spain and southern Italy. To the east it spread to Persia, India, and what are now Indonesia, the Philippines, and Malaysia, all the way to the borders of China. Between the 11th and 13th centuries Christians mounted crusades in to liberate the Holy Land from the Muslims but they were ultimately defeated.  In 1453 Constantinople, until then the center of eastern Christian Roman empire, or Byzantium, fell to the Ottomans who renamed it Istanbul and then expanded westward all the way to Vienna until they were halted. 

Was Islam spread peacefully or by the sword? By both. In commenting on a PBS documentary that makes Islam seem devoted to the idea of peaceful conversion, the scholar Martin Kramer says this in criticism:

We are told that in seventh-century Arabia, the usual treatment meted out to conquered enemies was grim: men were slain, women and children were sold into slavery. But in Mecca, Muhammed refused to exact bloody revenge. He did violence only against the idols in the Kaa‘ba. "Within the very founding of the religion," intones Michael Sells of Haverford College, "one finds episodes of great generosity, often extraordinary acts of kindness and mercy." . . . .

This is true as far as it goes, but there were also episodes of ordinary retribution and revenge. "The Messenger of God ordered that every adult male of Banu Qurayza be killed," relates Ibn Hisham, "and then he divided the property, wives, and children of Banu Qurayza among the Muslims." (The Banu Qurayza was a Jewish tribe that surrendered to the Muslims; the men, between 600 and 900, were beheaded.) The notion retailed in this film, that Muhammed put a complete end to vengeance, cannot be squared with the historical record preserved by Muslims themselves. Of course, it would be absurd to judge Muhammed’s warfare by the Geneva Convention, but it is no less absurd to suggest that Muslims conducted their early battles within its limits. They didn’t.

Their early politics get the same laundering. The film emphasizes the unity and solidarity of the early Muslim community as the prime explanation for its lightning conquests. But there is no mention of the fact that three of the first four caliphs were assassinated. More important, we are not told that a Muslim army massacred the grandson of the Prophet, Husayn, and his entire retinue on a baked plain in Iraq, creating a permanent fissure in Islam. Gardner would not even have had to provide costumes and actors for a reenactment of Husayn’s martyrdom: in Iran, Shi‘ites reenact it on their own, in passion plays held every year. Mock-ups of severed heads are the main props.
As Kramer suggests, there is no question that the expansion of Islam entailed a great deal of violence, some of it between Muslims and some battles against unbelievers often followed by bloody punishments. (I emphasize that this link to violence is not unique to Islam, as indicated at the outset.) 

As the variety of sects suggests, there are many variations of belief and practice among Muslims. Islam is a very decentralized religion. There are various schools of legal interpretation and there is an ongoing debate about whether Muslims have the right to interpret or reinterpret the doctrine or whether accepted interpretations must not be changed. All Muslims agree on certain matters—notably the five pillars of the faith. And they agree that the shari’a or law must be respected. Most agree that the law should be interpreted by the ulama.


Muslims also came to believe as Christians do in the resurrection of the dead on the Day of Judgment. But Shiites venerate the tombs of their ancestors whereas Sunnites consider this a pagan practice. And when the Sunnites have a chance to do so they are apt to destroy Shiite tombs, as they did when Wahhabis invaded the Shiite holy city of Karbala in Iraq.


Islam contains ethical injunctions similar to those of Judaism and Christianity, but it imposes obligations similar to the strictest forms of Judaism and Christianity. Alcoholic drinks and games of chance are banned (even though backgammon is the commonest pastime of the region, and wealthy Gulf Arabs are among the keenest patrons of Western casinos), and secular pictures and movies are forbidden for some though not all. When Saddam’s regime was overthrown in Iraq, devout Shiites went after the liquor stores Saddam had allowed. Islam bans representational art in religious places (and often elsewhere as well), lest artists try to depict the image of God.  


Islam is considered a very egalitarian religion in the sense that all believers are equal among themselves. There is no hierarchy such as that among some Christians separating priests and laity. Muslims worship together on the floor of the mosque or if necessary practically anywhere else.

Muhammad called upon his followers to be wary of becoming too attached to material goods. He also urged them to overcome their tribal attachments and think of themselves as belonging to one community, the Islamic umma. Islam became a unifying agent in an otherwise entrenched tribal society, and for that reason it has created some confusion as to whether Muslims all belong to one nation or to different nations. There is today an organization of Islamic states and on some issues but not all they coordinate their policies. They do not share oil wealth, for example, and they are divided into different sects and ethnic groups. One reason they are so keen on supporting the rights of Palestinians is that it’s the one cause about which they can all readily agree.


Islamic justice incorporated the standard of the lex talionis (“an eye for an eye”). The exception is that in the case of an unintentional killing the aggrieved family must accept blood money. The Qur’an lays down certain punishments, such as the amputation of the hand of a thief. (“As for the man or woman who is guilty of theft, cut off their hands to punish them for their crimes.” Qur’an 5:39/) A woman convicted of adultery on the testimony of four witnesses is to be abandoned. The punishment by stoning is not mentioned in the Qur’an; it was added later. Men are to be limited to four wives, and they are to take more than one only if they can support all their wives.  

    Drawing on the Qur’an and the Hadiths, Muslim authorities developed a body of law called the shari’a, which regulates social life. At the outset Islam was both a faith and a polity. Muhammed was at once spiritual leader and civil authority and commander in chief. There was no separation of “church and state,” and although such a separation did develop in practice soon after the death of Mohammed, many fundamentalists insist that there can be no such separation for Muslims. That explains why there is a theocracy in Iran, why there was one in Afghanistan, and why many Muslims insist that civil law must be based on religious law or shari’a.  Shari’a has always been very influential on private life, allowing polygamy, promoting patriarchy, piety, and moral standards. Shari’a courts hear cases of infraction and operate under strict rules of procedure. A qadi (judge) presides. There are no lawyers, juries, or appeal courts. (In cases of adultery, four male witnesses who have seen the act in flagrante delicto are required to convict, making accusations very hard to prove.) Punishments for infractions are severe, including cutting off the hands of thieves and stoning for adultery. 
But apart from family law, secular systems of justice developed in parallel with shari’a courts. Most large-scale commerce, penal jurisdiction, taxation, and political questions have been regulated by secular authorities. The shari’a bans the taking of interest; Muslim societies have found ways around it by distinguishing between usury and reasonable reward for lending. By the strictest standards, shari’a requires rule by a caliph; most Muslim societies came to be ruled by secular authorities. Many Muslims have had to accept being ruled by non-Muslims, as in India, and many obey civil laws not founded on Islamic law. But “Islamists” believe that the faith should regulate all aspects of life, political as well as economic and family. They insist that secular rulers are apostates and must be removed from power and that the shari’a must be the sole legal code, literally followed. 
In Britain, where are now 2.4 million Muslims, 85 shari’a courts are in operation. The British justice secretary has said that shari’a courts will always be subject to British law because there is no room for parallel legal systems. In practice, then, Islamic courts are allowed to settle family and marital arguments and economic disputes, provided the parties agree to accept the rulings. That would not preclude resort to British courts.

7. Islam, Judaism, and Christianity

There are many similarities between Islam and both Judaism and Christianity and there are also differences. Islam is a religion that incorporates elements of Judaism and Christianity (although theologians dispute whether it is properly understood as no different in character from these other two monotheistic “revealed religions”). Because of its acceptance of Judaism and Christianity as earlier dispensations, Islam has absorbed such venerated figures of both other religions as Abraham, or Ibrahim, Moses or Musa, Jacob or Ya’qub, Solomon or Suleiman, John the Baptist (Yahya) and Jesus or ‘Isa. 
Adherents of all three religions worship the one creator God who is, by definition, the same God. They all believe that the existence of God as well as God’s moral law have been made known to human beings through revelation. 

They believe that the revelation is contained in sacred scriptures dictated by God. Jews and Christians believe that the Bible was written by the finger of God, a metaphor for the inspiration of the human beings who wrote down the text. Muslims believe that the angel Gabriel communicated God’s message to the prophet Muhammad. The basic Muslim creed is that God is one and Muhammad is his prophet. Muslims accept Moses and Jesus as previous prophets but they believe that the fullest, most comprehensive prophecy was revealed to Muhammed.

Like Muslims, Jews and Christians also believe that adherents must submit themselves to the divine will by observing God’s commandments. Christians and Muslims, though not all observant Jews, believe in heaven and hell. 
The Qur’an incorporates elements of the Jewish Bible, including God’s award of the land of Canaan to the children of Israel—something modern Muslims seem to forget. (“Bear in mind the words of Moses to his people. . . Enter, my people, the holy land which God has assigned for you. Do not turn back and thus lose all.” Qur’an 5:19). 
All three religions have an egalitarian message and all three have accommodated this message to worldly realities. All recognize no superiority by birth or descent among believers. St. Paul said “there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female for you are all one in Jesus Christ” (Galatians). But all three religions gave this equality to males and believers and free people, but none made women fully equal to men. Judaism allows for distinctions between three religious orders, the priests, the Levites and the commoners, and allowed for slavery. Christianity tolerated slavery as an addition to the natural law, made by sinful men, and it did not call on slaves or other social inferiors to rebel. Instead it promised them that the meek shall inherit the earth or that in heaven the righteous would be rewarded. Islam also allowed for slavery, except that in Islam a slave was no longer a chattel, or property, as in the ancient world, but a person with a recognized legal and moral status. All three were heavily patriarchal, accepting the superiority of men to women, though in Islam women were allowed property rights not recognized in the West until modern times. So all three had egalitarian messages that have been ambivalent and changing over time. 
All three are religions originating with Semitic peoples. By this we mean in the first place peoples who spoke the three Semitic languages of Arabic, Aramaic, and Hebrew. Much more controversially the term also sometimes means people linked by a common regional ancestry.

Another difference is that Islam has no clergy in the Christian sense. There is no pope, no bishops, no hierarchy; nor are there councils to determine an approved creed and condemn deviations as heterodox. The ulema are men of religious learning, not priests who dispense grace, perform sacraments, or are assigned a parish. And just about anybody can claim to be a religious authority and issue fatwas calling for jihad or for someone to be executed as an infidel.

Finally, there is much more emphasis on the community in Islam than there is in Christianity. In Christianity the emphasis is on the individual believer. For the Muslim, unity is paramount. Judaism is somewhere in the middle. There is a very communitarian motif in the belief in klal Israel, or of the Jews as a people. Even the concept of spirit in Judaism is of the people rather than the individual. But in modern times, given the variation in Judaic congregations and belief systems, there is far more room for a sense of individuality.

When I say there are exaggerations and caricatures in this relationship, consider one that we might not easily recognize. During the Iran-Iraq war, the Iranian regime gave young people plastic keys that would presumably open the gates of paradise if they martyred themselves in war. This struck us as appalling and even cynical. But Christian countries made very similar promises. Christian theologians not only developed the idea of the just war but also the idea of the holy war.  The Protestant Reformers railed against the selling of indulgences. Christians who fought in holy wars against the infidel were promised passports to heaven and eternal life. The German troops who went into battle in World War I carried flags with the legend, Gott mit uns (God With Us). They believed that they were fighting God’s cause. For their part the allied powers thought they were fighting to save Christian civilization from the barbarian Hun. The idea that only Muslims believe in Holy War or Jihad is clearly wrong. In the Jewish Bible, the people of Israel were often exhorted to exterminate enemies who stood in the way of their occupying the land of Israel because God had promised them this land. Not long ago, the rabbi who is the spiritual leader of the Sephardic Jews who vote for the Shas party, which has over ten percent of the seats in the Knesset, called upon God to wipe out Arabs even as his Muslim counterpart in Gaza was calling for a jihad against Jews and Americans. The difference is that nowadays Christians and Jews are a lot more nuanced in justifying war, whereas Muslims who hand out plastic keys are less so, and that Jewish and Christian fundamentalists are much less likely to engage in acts of suicidal terrorism.

The differences are nevertheless important, especially with respect to politics and government. Christians believe that Jesus was the son of God and the messiah prophesied earlier. Jews believe the messiah is still to come. Muslims do not believe that Muhammed was a messiah or that he was himself divine. He is thought of as the last of the prophets, and the final one, the seal of prophecy. From their point of view, the Jewish religion, as expressed in the Torah, is a partial revelation—all that God thought his followers could absorb at first. Jesus received a later, fuller revelation, but not yet the final whole truth. This final truth was only revealed by God when he found a people ready to receive it. It was sent through Muhammed, his chosen messenger, and is contained in the Qur’an. Like the Christian New Testament, which was written well after the death of Jesus and offers the varying account of several gospels, the Qur’an records the struggles and triumph of the prophet from his birth to his death and is thought by non-Muslims to have been written down well after his death.

In general, the three religions have more in common with each other than all three have with the other two great world religions, Buddhism and Hinduism. Christianity is clearly an outgrowth or offshoot of Judaism. Islam is an amalgam of both, arising after the other two. So in an important sense these three religions share a universe of discourse even as their theologians and practitioners emphasize differences and even as they celebrate different feast days and fasts and have different customs, rituals, and holy places. Islam allows for polygamy as did Jewish law originally. Until only a few years ago, Sephardic Jews were allowed to have more than one wife. Islam even allowed concubinage. In Iran “temporary marriage” is allowed (for anywhere from an hour to longer)/ Christianity ruled out both polygamy and concubines and made celibacy a rule for the clergy. Islam does not have passion plays, or liturgical music, or paintings. Images of god are considered idolatrous. All the religious creativity goes into abstract, geometrical design, into the architecture of the mosque and the calligraphy in which the sacred text is displayed on the walls and ceilings of the mosque and homes. Unlike Christianity and Judaism, Islam bans alcoholic beverages, which explains why coffee houses are so popular in the Middle East. Both Islam and Judaism ban the eating of pigs, which may be one reason Islam did not convert more inhabitants of China and other countries in which pork was an important part of the diet. 
The fact that all three religions share so much might seem to make it easier for them to understand and appreciate each other. Exactly the opposite has been the case. All three emphasized their differences in the most exaggerated forms. Jews saw themselves as having entered a covenant with God and having been chosen exclusively to receive the Ten Commandments and bear “the yoke of the Law.” Christians were so anxious to show that their religion was superior to Judaism that they caricatured and even reviled it as little different from paganism. Jews who refused to accept the divinity of Christ were condemned as enemies of God. Their forbears were accused of having called upon Pilate to crucify Jesus. Subsequent generations were attacked, forcibly converted, or condemned to live as pariahs in ghettos. Self-critical Christians have lately recognized that earlier generations were intoxicated with a sense of “triumphalism” which led them to fail to appreciate their roots in Judaism and to behave toward Jews with the very opposite of Christian charity.

To Christians Islam was a much more formidable enemy than Judaism because it was a proselytizing rival, which was said to give those it conquered the offer of “convert or die!” After the fall of Constantinople, the citadel of eastern Christendom, Islam seemed poised to sweep across Europe and replace Christianity. Islamic armies conquered Spain until they were expelled, and twice laid siege to Vienna, where Islamic penetration was halted. In defensive reaction, Christians often painted Islam as an altogether different and heretical version of monotheism. They were described as infidels who had taken possession of holy Jerusalem and defiled it, from whom the Holy Grail had to be rescued by the Crusades. A great crisis for Muslims arose in the eleventh century when Christian crusaders captured Jerusalem. That made Jerusalem an important city for Muslims. Its recapture was regarded as proof of God’s favor, and today Osama bin Laden and his ilk think they are fighting against modern Crusaders in the form of Christians and Jews. And the control of the Temple Mount and the other holy sites in Jerusalem is very much on their mind.
Now Muslims feel threatened by the Christian and secular west -- those Osama bin Laden called the new Crusaders -- and Iranian mullahs denounce America as the Great Satan and the West as the home of immorality threatening to corrupt Muslims. From earliest times, Muslims have believed that while the beliefs of Jews and Christians deserved to be respected, since they were “people of the Book,” Islam was the ultimate form of divine revelation. In 691-692, when the Ummayads were in control of Jerusalem, the city sacred to Jews and Christians but never before to Muslims, the caliph Abd-al-Malik decided to erect a shrine on the holiest site of Judaism, the Temple Mount. Jerusalem is never mentioned in the Qur’an. Nor does it figure in early Muslim writings. When it is mentioned at all it is by the name Aelia Capitolina, which the Romans gave it in order to desacralize it, or to obliterate its religious significance for Jews and Christians. As a location, the caliph chose a rock said in rabbinic tradition to be where Abraham was prepared to sacrifice his son Isaac out of loyalty to God and where the ark containing the Hebrew scriptures, the Torah, had rested. That is where he built the Dome of the Rock. 
In style and scale it was obviously intended to outdo the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, which had been erected over the place where Christ was supposedly buried. It was as if to say, “Our temple replaces the temples and churches of the earlier dispensations.” And to make clear that it was a rejection of the errors of Christians, the caliph had inscribed on the wall, “Praise to be God who begets no son,” repudiating an essential tenet of Christian faith. And to both Jews and Christians it addresses a warning: “God’s religion is Islam…Let whoever believes in the sons of God beware, for God is swift in reckoning.”  Because of the Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem acquired a new name among Arabs—Beit al Maqdis—the same phrase the Jews used when they spoke of Bet ha Mikdash—the house of prayer, for Solomon’s temple.
Muslims also acquired a sense of hostility toward Jews. At first Muhammad thought he might convert the Jews because they were monotheists. He ordered that his followers pray in the direction of Jerusalem and adopt the Jewish practices of male circumcision and abstention from eating pork. But when he met with resistance from them, the Qur’an records a shift toward distrust and dislike of Jews, and certain ahadith call upon Muslims to destroy them.    
Another difference between Islam and Christianity is that Islam requires more than adherence to a set of beliefs and rituals. It lays down practices as well and is even more a way of life. In this sense it resembles Orthodox Judaism more than Christianity. Both Judaism and Islam require prayer several times a day. Muslims are to say their first prayer earlier in the morning. Orthodox Jewish men, when they first arise, must put on phylacteries and say their first prayers of the day. Jews bow toward Jerusalem, Arabs toward Mecca. Both also ordain a host of other specific practices. Jews must eat only kosher foods, Muslims those that are halal. Neither religion allows for the eating of pork since pigs are thought to be unclean. 

Does that mean that the differences between Islam and the other two Abrahamic religions are absolute and perpetual? By no means. It is quite wrong to exaggerate these differences. Christianity started by sloughing off all the Judaic rituals. Jesus said, “I have not come to abolish the law but to fulfill it,” but his disciples criticized the Jews for all being Pharisees, that is, for practicing the letter of the law but not its spirit. Christianity was to be a purer religion because it sought to reform people in their inwardness not their outward observations. Pretty soon, however, Christianity too imposed required practices and observances, so much so that antinomianism (the rejection of law) was condemned as a heresy. The later Protestant revolt was aimed at the notion that the performance of these works was enough to assure salvation. The Protestants reiterated the original Christian doctrine—sola fides—i.e., faith alone. So to some extent this difference became blurred. 

At first Muslims bowed in the direction of Jerusalem as Jews do, but that was changed to the direction of Mecca when the Jews resisted Muhammed’s efforts to convert them to the new faith. 
Jews observe the seventh day as the Sabbath, because on that day God rested after creating the world. Muslims observe Friday as their Sabbath as Christians observe Sunday-- the Jews having taking Saturday first! The Qur’an calls upon Muslims to respect Jews and Christians as “people of the book.” It is much less tolerant toward infidels—people who worship idols. The Qur’an calls upon Muslims to offer infidels a chance to convert but to attack them if they do not.
In practice, however, the attitude of Muslims toward unbelievers has been ambivalent and varied. When Jews and Muslims were expelled from Christian countries, notably from Spain in the late fifteenth century, the Jews were given refuge in Muslim lands like Morocco and Turkey. Until relatively recently there were thriving Jewish communities all over the Arab world and in Iran. But because Muhammed battled against a Jewish community, Jews are sometimes referred to in religious texts and sermons as “donkeys” and “sons of monkeys,” language drawn from the invective used at the time. Christians and Jews were to be tolerated as “people of the Book” but in practice were treated as “second-class citizens.” For Christianity as well as Islam, toleration is a very recent phenomenon. In the very early period, followers of other monotheistic religions were given a choice by Muslims of death, conversion, or submission. To submit meant to accept Muslim supremacy and pay a special tax. The term used for them was dhimmi, or protected people, denoting a subordinate who is tolerated. 
The dhimmi must ride a donkey, not a horse. He must sit on it sidesaddle like a woman. He must carry no weapons, leaving him at the mercy of anyone who would attack him. He cannot defend himself against petty but painful attacks such as stone throwing, done mainly by children. The women of dhimmis were forbidden to wear veils because wearing a veil was considered a sign of virtue. If a dhimmi is found to insult Islam, he can be put to death. 

Dhimmis not only had to pay a special tax for their protection, but it was to be taken from them with belittlement and humiliation. The payer of the tax had to come in person, walking, not riding. He had to stand while the tax receiver sat. The collector is to seize him by the scruff of the neck, shake him, and say, Pay the jizya! And when he pays he is to be slapped on the nape of the neck. Some authorities say the dhimmi should appear with bent head and bowed back. But other commentators say the dhimmis should not be beaten or made to stand in the sun nor should hateful things be done to their bodies. You can imprison them until they pay but that’s all. 
In Saudi Arabia, non-Muslims are not allowed to erect any house of worship or to wear religious symbols or carry around a Christian Bible or approach the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. Some Muslim preachers call upon their followers not only to be wary of “infidels” but to hate them. So although Muslims are supposed to be tolerant toward other monotheists, they sometimes are and sometimes aren’t. 

The first Jewish community defeated by the Muslims was allowed to cultivate its lands but had to pay half the produce to the conquerors. Relations with Jewish communities were usually more contentious than with Christians. As a result, a passage from the Qu’ran says: “You will surely find the most hostile to the believers are the Jews and the idolators, while those who have the greatest affection for them are called Christians.” 
  There are all sorts of regulations designed to enforce inferiority: a Jew must never overtake a Muslim on a public street. He is forbidden to talk loudly to a Muslim. A Jewish creditor of a Muslim must claim his debt in a quavering and respectful manner. If a Muslim insults a Jew, the latter must drop his head and remain silent.
The yellow badge Jews were forced to wear by the Nazis was first introduced by a caliph in Baghdad in the ninth century, and it was from there that it spread into western lands in medieval times.  A Muslim could own a dhimmi as a slave, but not the reverse. The evidence of a dhimmi could not be admitted into a Muslim court. In Morocco and sometimes in Iran Jews were confined to ghettos, though not elsewhere. And in contrast to Christian lands, they were permitted to engage in various professions. The attitude among Muslims to Jews and Christians was less hatred than contempt. Jews were referred to as apes, Christians as pigs. 
So from the outset there is an implication in Islam that it is up to human beings to accept and implement God’s will and not just wait for God’s justice to be fulfilled by either a Messiah or a second coming. Muslims are therefore said by some authorities to have a duty and a right to impose God’s truth upon unbelievers. In war they were to offer the enemy a choice: convert or die. We shouldn’t exaggerate the significance of this difference. Christianity, like Islam, is also an evangelistic religion. It aims to convert the heathen or the unbeliever. It has also inspired militants to spread the gospels, sometimes by forcible conversion. Under Islam, both Christians and Jews have in the past been tolerated—allowed to practice their religion within limits and provided they paid a special tax for the protection they enjoy. So it’s too simple to say that because Islam differs theologically by asserting that revelation is complete and redemption is therefore entirely up to human beings, in practice this always means that Muslims regard themselves as agents of God and everyone else as either willing to be converted or enemies of God to be annihilated. 

Another difference is that Islam is not just a religion which requires adherence to a set of beliefs. It is a religion that lays down practices as well. In this sense it resembles Orthodox Judaism more than Christianity. Both Judaism and Islam require prayer several times a day. Muslims are to say their first prayer earlier in the morning. Jews, when they first arise, must put on phylacteries and say their first prayers of the day. Jews bow toward Jerusalem, Arabs toward Mecca. This is incumbent on all. Both also ordain a host of other specific practices. 
Islam is somewhat similar to Judaism in one important respect. In Judaism, the believer takes guidance both from the scriptures and from halacha or unwritten law. In Islam, the believer takes guidance both from the Qur’an and from collections of ahadith—traditions purporting to preserve the decisions, actions, and utterances of the prophet. These are considered a second source of revelation. But the ahadith include all sorts of items, some inconsistent with each other and varying in authenticity. For several generations it was orally transmitted. Some have an obviously polemical character designed to vindicate one faction or another. Judaism and Islam are both religions of law rather than faith. Judaism requires a host of ritual observances and recitation of prayers several times a day. Islam requires observance of the shari’a and prayers five times a day. (The word shari’a comes from a word meaning path to the watering place, a striking image for a region so arid.) In both religions, the law imposes strict rules and rituals, and the more one observes these rules, the more his chances improve of achieving salvation. By contrast, Christianity at first advertised itself as freeing people from the yoke of the law, as for example, when it renounced circumcision, and argued that faith alone brings salvation. You see this today in exaggerated form when all sorts of born-again reprobates confess that they have been hell-raisers but say that they are saved because they have accepted the Lord, who forgives all their sins.

To be a Muslim is not just to accept certain beliefs but to behave in accordance with prescribed norms and customs. Muslims who deviate from these customs, who separate themselves from the community, or disobey authority, are condemned as apostates.  So that whereas beliefs are stigmatized as heresies in Christianity, it is rather deviations from practice and disloyalty that are stigmatized as heterodox in Islam.
Later on relations changed, and there was considerable cooperation between Jews and Muslims. Jews were allowed to practice medicine and to engage in matters involving money. Muslims were often prohibited from being involved with money. When Jews were expelled from other countries, the Ottomans welcomed them. In the nineteenth century they were persecuted. The British vice consul in Mosul, now in Iraq, reported this in 1909:

The attitude of the Moslems toward the Christians and Jews, to whom they are in a majority of ten to one, is that of a master towards slaves whom he treats with a certain lordly tolerance so long as they keep their place. Any sign of pretension to equality is promptly repressed. It is often noticed in the street that almost any Christian submissively makes way even for a Moslem child. Only a few days ago the writer saw two respectable-looking, middle-aged Jews walking in a garden. A small Moslem boy, who could not have been more than eight years old, passed by, and, as he did so, picked up a large stone and threw it at them—and then another—with the utmost nonchalance, just as a small boy elsewhere might aim at a dog or bird. The Jews stopped and avoided the aim, which was a good one, but made no further protest.

But Bernard Lewis remarks that compared with the Jews of Iran, the Jews of the Ottoman Empire were living in paradise. Lord Curzon, in his great work on Persia in 1892, said,

Throughout the Mussulman countries of the East these unhappy people have been subject to the persecution which custom has taught themselves, as well as the world, to regard as their normal lot. Usually compelled to live apart in a Ghetto, or separate quarter of the towns, they have from time immemorial suffered from disabilities of occupation, dress, and habits, which have marked them out as social pariahs from their fellow creatures.

Expulsions, outbreaks, and massacres became common. In 1840 in Damascus the blood libel first made its appearance. This was the accusation that Jews required the blood of a non-Jew to make Passover matzos (unleavened bread) or for other ritual purposes. 

8. Wahhabism

Wahhabism is the doctrine that prevails in Saudi Arabia today and has been spread, thanks to Saudi funding, all over the Muslim world through the mosques and madrassas that these funds have supported. The founder was Muhammed Ibn Abd al-Wahhab. He was born in 1703. Wahhabism is a doctrine that dates from his time. He lived in a village in the central region of Arabia that is large, extremely dry, and was uninhabited except for Bedouin grazing their animals. It was poor, without walled buildings or gardens, an isolated area far from Mecca and Medina. But because it became the center of the Wahhabi movement, it became a very important place. That place is now Riyadh, the capital of Saudi Arabia. 
It is reported that Wahhab traveled and saw much of the outside world. What he saw dismayed him. This proved to be the typical experience of Islamic fundamentalists, repeated later by Sayyid Qutb, who also left his simple village in Egypt and traveled to America and was appalled. Wahhab returned home with a bodyguard of African slaves and between 1737 and 1740 publicly announced that he had had a call to religion and that all Muslims must follow him in abandoning their corrupt ways and returning to what he considered the original version of the faith. He also commanded them to rebel against the Ottoman caliphate. This came at a time when the Ottomans had been in charge for 200 years but had suffered defeats at the hands of Christian Europeans. It was also a time of spiritual turmoil, when Arabs believed that the end of the world was at hand and followed charismatic preachers who told them that to be saved they must rebel against the false leaders of their religion and government. 
So Wahhabism was a mixture of Islamic Puritanism, hostility to established religious authorities, and resentment of Ottoman rule. Its teachings emphasized three points: ritual is superior to intention. No reverence of the dead is permitted. There can be no intercession between man and God. Anyone relying on others to pray for him or honoring an individual as a kind of saint is to be condemned for idolatry. Wahhab also believed that God had a human form. All of these ideas had been anathema to Muslims all along. So Ibn Wahhab broke with the faith as it had been understood. He condemned as unbelievers those who did not observe the prescribed five daily prayer times. He changed the manner of prayer. He changed a number of the traditional prayers. He condemned the practice of visiting the Prophet’s tomb during the Hajj; he hated the celebration of the prophet’s birthday. He insisted that mosques be free of all decoration, even including the name of the prophet. He demanded that Muslims not shave or trim their beards.  
But perhaps the most severe aspect of Wahhabism was that the Prophet’s belief in mercy and compassion had to be removed from the doctrine. Wahhab denounced his many opponents as idolators and apostates, and even denounced those in the past regarded as pious Muslims. He made no secret of his view that Muslims had become corrupt and that if they did not follow him they should all be killed, their wives and daughters violated, and their possessions confiscated.  Shias, mystical Sufis, and others he judged unorthodox were to be exterminated and all other faiths humiliated and destroyed. He ordered that the graves of Muslim “saints” be dug up or turned into latrines. He burned many books. Above all he despised music which he viewed as an incitement to forgetfulness of God. Many Sufis, by contrast, used music to heighten religious consciousness. Music had been a great adornment of Muslim Spain and the Atlas mountains and there were Turkish bands and Bosnian romantic songs. The Uzbeks are devoted to the lute. There are famous Egyptian singers.

In effect, Wahhab was following in the footsteps of the Khawarij, the first Muslim fanatics, who also combined an insistence on purity with violence toward those they considered corrupt and apostates. 

The Ottoman authorities did not take kindly to Wahhab’s rebellion. A fatwa (religious edict) was issued for his arrest. He went into hiding in a district ruled by another rebel, who happened to belonged to a family known as al Saud. That was the beginning of an alliance. The Saud clan supported itself in the customary way of the region through banditry. That put them on the outs with the Ottoman authorities but made them natural allies of the British who were taking effective control at the time of the more valuable parts of the Arabian peninsula—the coastal emirates.

In 1747, Wahhab and the leader of the al Saud family established a crude government based on an agreement to share power. Wahhab would be the religious authority, al Saud the political. They contracted marriage between the families to solidify then alliance and also agreed that power should be inherited by their descendants. Wahhab did so in order to make himself the replacement of the Ottoman caliph as the religious authority for the entire umma. The al Saud shrewdly realized that Wahhabism would give legitimacy to their quest for power. The result was the merger of an extremist religion with an all powerful monarchy. Faith and statecraft were combined as a family business. 
The business might not have succeeded without the help of the British and the discovery of oil. But with the control of the vast oil wealth of what became Saudi Arabia, it became a stable and lasting regime. At first the Saud family extended its control by conquering other local clans. By 1788 they controlled most of the peninsula. Then they branched out by attacking Syria, Iraq and Medina. 
During these campaigns they committed mass murder of Shiites and others. The Wahhabis are particularly hostile to the Shiites. They teach that Shiism was invented by an imaginary Jewish convert, that Shia theologians are liars, that their legal traditions are false, and that they are not really Muslims at all. In 1801, the Wahhabis fell on the Shi’a holy city of Karbala and slaughtered thousands, wrecking the tomb of Husayn, the prophet’s grandson. In 1802 they conquered Mecca and set about destroying its treasures and covering the Kaa’ba with a rough black fabric. 

Wahhab even called for jihad against Muslims. In one notorious case, his forces slaughtered every man, woman, and child in a Muslim town that tried to surrender to them.   

In 1811, the Ottomans sent an army to deal with him, under the command of a major figure, Muhammed Ali Pasha, the governor of Egypt, who had been born in Albania. He succeeded in liberating Mecca and Medina from Wahhabi control. By 1818 he had taken the Wahhabi capital of Dariyah. In the process the first Saudi state was destroyed and a reaction arose against Wahhabism everywhere in the Muslim world. Some 80 anti-Wahhabi books were published. But the Wahhabis would not die out. With the help of the British, who wanted help against the Turks, they bided their time. Finally in 1901 a new Saudi dynasty arose under the leadership of Ibn Saud and it succeeded after a campaign that cost an estimated half million lives. In 1924, after the Ottoman Empire had been defeated in World War I, the Wahhabis reconquered Mecca, expelled the Hashemites, and the next year took the port of Jeddah and Medina. Since then the Saudi ruler is known as the keeper of the two holy places. 

The result is the present kingdom, an alliance which rests on a monopoly of wealth, backed by extreme repression, censorship, rigid control of education, and incitement to hatred and genocide of other groups. Wahhabi doctrine calls for the people to read on the Qur’an and Wahhabi texts and refrain from comprising literary works. The king created the League for the Encouragement of Virtue and Prevention of Vice which established Public Morals committees known as Mutawiyin or volunteers. They patrol the malls and streets and make sure there is no mixing of the sexes and that women dress with prescribed modesty.  

9. Attitudes Toward Authority

The differences between Christianity and Islam are especially pronounced when it comes to the implications of religion for politics. The Islamic rulers who succeeded the prophet were thought to be the agents of the community, which was the embodiment of God’s purpose on earth. The rulers were the heirs of the prophet and the custodians of the message. They had the God-given duty of maintaining and applying the Holy Law and extending the area over which it prevailed. And no limits were set. Between the Muslim state and its infidel neighbors there was a perpetual and obligatory state of war which would only end with the inevitable triumph of the true faith over unbelief and the entry of the whole world into the house of Islam. In the meantime, only the Islamic world had true enlightenment and truth and everyone else was sunk in error and corruption.

A difference particularly important for its political implications is that Jesus founded a religion but one that was persecuted; he himself was martyred. Christianity begins with a sense that the secular power –the Roman Empire-- is the enemy of faith and the community of the faithful. Saint Augustine warns Christians that they must choose between two loves—the love of God or the love of man; between loyalty to the city of God or to the city of man. The first city, he reminds his readers, was founded by the murderer, Cain. God had brought Rome down, he said, to show the consequence of pride in the works of man, and to bring the people to God through the church. Islam is very different in this respect. Its prophet and his followers did not see government as an enemy. On the contrary, they were at once religious leaders and political rulers.  Muhammed founded a religion that was also at the same time a polity and a successful one at that. 

Bernard Lewis puts this especially well:

Moses was not permitted to enter the promised land, and died while his people went forward. Jesus was crucified, and Christianity remained a persecuted minority religion for centuries, until a Roman emperor, Constantine, embraced the faith and empowered those who upheld it. Muhammed conquered his promised land, and during his lifetime achieved victory and power in this world, exercising political as well as prophetic authority. As the Apostle of God, he brought and taught a religious revelation. But at the same time, as the head of the Muslim Umma. He promulgated laws, dispensed justice, collected taxes, conducted diplomacy, made war, and made peace. The Umma, which had begun as a community, had become a state. It would soon become an empire. 
From the beginning there was in Christianity a tension between church and state that was absent in Islam. Not only that but early Christianity had disdain for the earthly city. Jesus told his followers to render unto Caesar what was Caesar’s and unto God what was God’s—in other words to come to terms with secular authority as far as they could without violating their religious principles. Grace does not abolish nature but perfects it. This is the origin of the Western distinction between church and state, or spiritual and temporal. After several centuries Christianity became the religion of the Roman Empire, but even then, and afterward, there were clashes between pope and emperor, church and state, between the two swords, temporal and spiritual, regnum and sacerdotum. The so-called investiture controversy arose over the question of whether the church invested the king or the king invested the pope. There was one Respublica Christiana, but two systems of authority. Christians were said to owe allegiance to the church in matters of faith and morals and to the state in other respects. As Christianity split into several different versions, eastern and western, Catholic and Reformed, Christians felt all the more acutely the need to maintain that separation between church and state, lest their differences lead to civil and international wars, expulsions, and forced conversions. We see this most dramatically in our own Constitution. The founders were especially anxious to avoid the kind of wars of religion which had driven the Puritans from England and embroiled Protestants and Catholics in the old world. The answer was to erect what Jefferson called a wall of separation between church and state.  

In classical Islam, there is no such wall of separation. In Medina, where he gathered his followers after his flight from Mecca, Muhammed was the head of what was called the umma, or people, the community of converts and adherents. He governed, dispensed justice, collected taxes, and made peace and war. Medina was a state and became the nucleus of an empire. Its law was said to be God’s law, the shari’a as set down in the Qu’ran. Religious truth and political power were inextricably linked. Religious truth sanctified political power. Political power confirmed and gave effect to religious truth. Muhammed’s early successors, the caliphs, were also at once religious and secular authorities. When the Mongols came, they destroyed the caliphate altogether. The office of the caliph became purely symbolic and powerless. Even so, in Islamic societies the political ruler is supposed to enforce the shari’a. Every Arab state requires that religious law be “the basis” of state law, and so of course does Iran. Turkey is the big exception among Muslim states on this score. When Ataturk established modern Turkey, he wanted it to be a secular, not a religious state. 

A saying by an Arab writer of the thirteenth century captures the unity of religion and society in a way bound to appeal to nomadic peoples:

Islam, the government, and the people, are like the tent, the pole, the ropes, and the pegs. The tent is Islam, the pole is the government, the ropes and the pegs are the people. None will do without the others.

The fact that the state is based on Islamic law has important implications. It means there is a built-in bias against legislatures that make law, rather than simply interpret or apply the law that is given. Some scholars argue that for just this reason Islam and democracy are fundamentally incompatible because democracy means people making laws for themselves in legislative bodies councils, parliaments, and congresses—which are central to all ideas of self-government. This is especially the case for Shiites. Sunni clerics are thought to be guides and teachers. Shiite clerics are thought of as being the only ones with the authority to interpret God’s law to the faithful. So Sunnites can accept the idea that rulers should not themselves be clergymen, but should merely heed the advice of the religious authorities. In the Sunnite countries, the association of religious law with state law renders clerics an arm of the state, though they sometimes chafe at this connection and prefer to be independent. 

Shiites think that the religiously educated should be the rulers because otherwise God’s law would not necessarily be rightly interpreted or enforced. Because they believed that the imam was invisible, no living person could claim both spiritual and political authority, the twelvers were politically quiescent. But that attitude changed when Khomeini succeeded in leading the opposition to the shah and went on after the revolution to create the Islamic republic of Iran under clerical control.  

This is how the argument of the Ayatollah Khomeini goes:

Government can only be legitimate when it accepts the rule of God. The rule of God means the implementation of the shari’a. All laws contrary to it must be dropped because only the law of God will stay valid and immutable in the face of changing times. Western civilization and foreigners have in this respect (he says) “stolen the reason and intelligence from misguided Muslims.” The form of government does not in itself matter so long as the law of Islam is enforced. If the government is a monarchy, the king should be appointed by the mojtaheds. They would choose a just monarch who does not violate God’s laws. He expects the government to “follow religious rules and regulations and ban publications which are against the law and religion and hang those who write such nonsense in the presence of religious believers.” The “mischief-makers who are corrupters of the earth should be uprooted so that others would avoid betraying religious sanctity.”  

As a result, in Shiite Iran, the rule of the shah was overthrown and government became a theocracy. This means literally the rule of God. God is believed to be the ruler through his law and clerics, as the authoritative interpreters of the law, are the rulers, in the sense that they are the ultimate guardians of the state, those with the power to veto whatever elected officials may decide. 

Another important implication of Islamic teachings, which holds for all adherents, is that Islam counsels acceptance of authority. Protestants invented a right of resistance against a monarch who would deny them a right to worship God as they believed proper, but when they did so they could found this right on the traditional separation of church and state. Because there is no recognized separation in Islam, there is no right of resistance. It is assumed that the ruler will be obliged to follow Islamic law. Islam allows religious authorities to reject secular rulers if they disobey the injunctions of the religion, but generally speaking the Muslim attitude toward authority is one of acceptance. The Qur’an admonishes respect for authority in very clear terms: “O ye who believe! Obey Allah, and obey the messenger, and those of you who are in authority.” The oft-quoted maxim among Arabs is “Better sixty years of tyranny than one hour of anarchy.”  “Revolt is prohibited even if the ruler is unjust.” So wrote a Sufi scholar. So, just as it calls for submission to God, Islam in effect calls for submission to political authority. A saying attributed to the prophet held that the believer should obey his ruler, even if he sees anything in him he disapproves of, because when you meet God, if you say that you obeyed the caliph who was wrong, you will be absolved and he will be held responsible.  He who throws off his obedience will have no defense on the day of judgment. Do not revile the Sultan for he is God’s shadow on earth. You must abstain from sedition—fitna or internal strife. 

We have to bear in mind that at the time Islam was in its founding period, democracy was a very pejorative term everywhere, including the West. Many Muslim thinkers were well aware that Greek philosophers like Plato were very critical of democracy, regarding it as a low and degraded regime in which the masses, governed by their appetites, replaced the rule of their betters and produced despotism or tyranny—the tyrant being necessary to stop the lawlessness of democracy. 

In the West democracy became acceptable after many stages of transition away from authoritarian government. These stages included the development of the concept of the state as an impersonal entity, of the common law and the constitution as a restraint on the power of rulers, exercised by an independent judiciary, of the nation as a collectivity grounded on a common culture, ethnicity and or language, on the legitimacy of a loyal opposition, on the development of political parties and an independent press, on the campaign for recognition of universal human rights. Only when all these forces came together did democracy emerge as an alternative to the right of conquest and the right of the powerful to rule the powerless. The idea that rulers rule by divine right and subjects must obey them as a matter of religious duty fades away or is repudiated. Instead the prevailing idea becomes the democratic idea that all people are born with equal rights, notably the right of self-government, and therefore that no political system is legitimate unless it rests on the consent of the governed, exercised by representatives chosen in free, fair, and frequent elections.

Islam does not explicitly call for any of this. At most it calls for consultation, for shura, but the ruler is not obliged to respect the will of those he consults, any more than kings in the western tradition were obliged to heed the advice of the knights and clergy they assembled in their courts. It was only when these courts became parliaments, when their members were elected, when they used the power of the purse, when they forced the kings to accept limitations on their power, that the basis was laid for democracy.
It is important to bear in mind that until comparatively recently, Christian teachings were supportive of authoritarian rule. After the very early period, when Christians expected the sinful world to be succeeded by the kingdom of God, authorities called for acceptance of earthly sovereigns. Aquinas and Dante, for example, believed that monarchy, like the authority of the papacy, was an expression of Great Chain of Being according to which God ruled heaven and his subordinates ruled the earth.

 Asef Bayat, a contemporary scholar who argues that Islam can be made compatible with democracy, points out that “early Christian sects promoted loyalty to authoritarian rulers, so long as they were not atheists and did not harm the believers.” He goes on to note that “obedience was at the heart of Christian political thought, based on the belief that higher powers were ordained of God. ‘Those who sit in the office of magistrate sit in the place of God, and their judgment is as if God judged from heaven.’ Even today, he adds, some Christians see democracy as the cause of all the world’s problems because it rules by the will of sinful humans, not God, and allows for abortion, opposition to the death penalty, and homosexuality. 
But Christianity changed radically under the impact of the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the emergence of the nation-state. While these developments were occurring in the West, especially during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, they were not happening in most Muslim societies. 
Islam does not contain the notion of the state as a specific territorial identity. The notion of the umma or community transcends territorial boundaries. Dar al-Islam, the abode of Islam, is anywhere Muslims do exercise or have exercised dominion. Everywhere else is dar al-Harb. That is the Islamic theory of international relations in a nutshell. It is not like the Roman Empire where everything is ruled from the center. You can have lots of independent or quasi-independent entities. What unites them is religious belief and practice. In the early days, all power was concentrated in the caliph. The notion of popular sovereignty runs against the idea that the caliph is the deputy of the prophet directly appointed by God and responsible only to God. He need not be obeyed if he calls upon believers to violate the shari’a, but so long as he adheres to religious law he must be obeyed. 
The idea that he could be deposed in an election is altogether foreign to traditional Islam, as is the notion that civil law should be made by human beings, or that there should be a separation of religious and civil law to allow for freedom of conscience, including the freedom not to adhere to any religion. On the contrary, the idea that developed in the Islamic and Arab countries was that it was a religious duty to obey the ruler because he maintained the religion, defended the territory in which it had been established, and enlarged its bounds. And when there were rebellions, by disgruntled or ambitious military leaders who sought to usurp existing authority, there was only turmoil and danger to the community. So the religious leaders always condemned rebellion and praised obedience, no matter how the ruler came by his power or how he exercised it. As the great divine Ghazali put it in the 12th century, “The tyranny of a sultan for a hundred years causes less damage than one year’s tyranny exerted by the subjects against each other.”  

 The result was that a great gulf opened between rulers and ruled. The rulers did whatever was necessary to enhance their wealth and their control. The ruled sought to keep a low profile so as not to suffer the wrath of the ruler. They did not try to set up representative bodies to engage in a dialogue with the ruler—as happened in the West. They were not allowed to develop institutions of local self-government, because these might be a threat to the ruler. It is sometimes said that the Ottoman Janissaries were a step toward democracy. These were Ottoman slave-soldiers who were originally the fiercest military supports of the sultan. In the nineteenth century they became rebellious and unruly and sometimes deposed one sultan in favor of another. But they were not acting on behalf of the populace, but only as a praetorian guard, much like military juntas today. The biggest change in the Arab world due to Western influence in the nineteenth century was the recognition by rulers that they needed bureaucracies. The great example was Egypt under Mehmet Ali. He was an Ottoman officer sent to retake Egypt after the Napoleonic conquest. When he did, he established himself as the ruler of the southern domains of the empire and hired European advisers to set up his government and his army. He took over all of Egyptian agriculture to support his ambitions and started a program of industrialization. But the saying was that he was so anxious to control everything that he was jealous of the fleas that fed on the blood of the fellahin.

But what complicates the story is that in the nineteenth century the Middle East was colonized by Europeans. That produced a politicized version of Islam that demanded unity to confront European, especially British imperialism. Writers like Sayyid Jamal al-Din (1839-1897), Muhammed Abduh (1849-1905) and Rashid Ruida (1865-1935) called upon Muslims to overthrow foreign domination, providing the basis in interpretations of the Qur’an and Hadiths for the formation of Muslim political movements and parties. Some of these writers called for something like an Islamic Reformation, an effort to modernize the traditional religious doctrine so that it could take full advantage of modern science and industry so as to beat the West at its own game. But others reacted by condemning western influences and insisting on a return to the fundamental principles and practices of Islam. These became the sources of Islamic fundamentalism. 
10. Islam and the Status of Women
As to the attitude of Islam and Muslims toward women:

The most common and most often discussed Islamic rule with respect to women is that of veiling. It varies from simply wearing a headscarf, or hijab, or a veil over the face or part of the face to the chador which covers the hair and upper body all the way to the Saudi abaya (allowing a slit for the eyes) to the burqah in Afghanistan which covers everything, allowing a mesh cover for the face. 

Wearing cover has become a hot legal issue in France, Belgium, and Germany, where the courts and legislatures have had to decide whether to allow Muslim women to wear the veil. French President Sarkozy has called for a ban on the veil, on the ground that it denies equal rights for women. The burqa is now banned in France. The French constitution calls for “laicité,” or in other words a secular definition of equal rights. In Turkey, women are not admitted to college if they wear the veil, because the republican regime considered the symbol a challenge to the secular principles of the republic; but the currently in charge Islamic party aims to promote greater respect for Islamic practices in public life. 

The practice of veiling is justified by Islamic authorities (and by many Muslim women) on grounds that it preserves a woman’s modesty, prevents her from inciting men to immoral thoughts and behavior, and helps to protect her from being assaulted or from being thought fair game for would-be lotharios and seducers when she is married. The term often used for the sequestration of women is purdah, a Persian and Urdu word meaning veil or curtain. Some Muslim women say they like being veiled for various reasons. It is a way for them to affirm a religious commitment. It expresses a modesty that they believe works to enhance respect for women, especially in contrast to the tendency in the west for women to flaunt their attractions, which they believe cheapens women in the eyes of men. And they contend that by veiling themselves for other men but not for their husbands, they reward their husbands for supporting and caring for them and the children.

It’s worth remembering that for many centuries, under the impact of Christianity, Western women also believed that it was essential for their modesty to wear clothing that covered the entire body, down to and including the ankles, which were once considered especially seductive. It took a long time for the miniskirt to become acceptable, and for bathing costumes to come down to the size of the bikini or the thong.  And of course some traditionalist nuns still wear the veil and shun makeup and hair styling.

When it first originated, Islam elevated the status of women from what it had been previously among Arabs. The practice of female infanticide was banned. Women were recognized to have a right to own property. 

But the emancipation of women did not go very far because in other respects Islam legitimated long-standing patriarchal practices. Women were expected to be silent and acquiescent. They were said to have a different role in life than men, one that confined them to the home and meant that they did not need the same schooling and could not play the same role in the practice of the religion, in business or war or any of the other activities that were reserved for men. 

Polygamy was sanctioned but not polyandry. A man could have as many as four wives if he could maintain them, a practice that has led to very large families, like that of the Saudi royal family. Osama bin Laden was one of 56 children born to just one father who had a number of wives. 

A Muslim man can divorce a wife simply by telling her three times, “I divorce thee.” It is called the talaq. All he has to do is say talaq, talaq, talaq and she’s his ex. A wife cannot get a divorce that easily. In Britain, for example, divorce for a woman comes after a process (called khul’a) in which she must obtain the permission of either her husband or an imam (scholar) who oversees the process. She must make a solid case for separation, such as abuse by her husband, and her claim must often be corroborated. She must attend a series of meetings at the Shari’a Council to exhaust all possibilities of reconciliation. The husband is given several chances to respond to his wife’s assertions before a final decision is decreed by the scholars who compose the court. If the husband continues to oppose a divorce, imams may grant one, but they are free not to. 
The Qur’an says explicitly that a man can admonish a wife who gets out of line and if that doesn’t work, he has the right to beat her. (“Men have authority over women because God has made the superior to the other . . . . Good women are obedient. . . .As for those from whom you fear disobedience, admonish them, forsake them in beds apart, and beat them.” 4:34.) Modern authorities say that beatings should be done so as not to inflict great injury.

In Egypt, female circumcision is widely practiced. An estimated 97 percent of Egyptian girls are circumcised—though the Egyptian ambassador to the US told me personally that he thinks this number is much too high. It is historically a pre-Islamic African rather than an Arab practice, unknown in other Muslim countries except Sudan. Many Islamic scholars consider a limited form of circumcision desirable to control a woman’s sexual desires. Once it is done, an intense orgasm is almost impossible to achieve. Islamists believe that if a woman’s sexual desires are controlled, the rate of extramarital affairs will be lowered and the sanctity of the family preserved. Married men may who be inclined to seduce women will find fewer willing partners. Because Egyptian law is supposed to be based on Muslim law, the courts have had to apply that law to the practice. After a CNN TV program showed a ten year old girl being circumcised, the government banned the practice in public hospitals but a coalition of Islamic authorities appealed to the courts and the Grand Sheikh of Al Azhar issued a fatwa (religious ruling) calling on the government to execute anyone who opposed the practice. The Sheikh who wrote the opinion for Al Azhar said circumcision was as natural for women as shaving her armpit hair or clipping the fingernails. The court disagreed, saying it was not authorized by the Qur’an or the shari’a and the ruling was accepted without much protest because everyone knew the government had no intention of enforcing. The practice continues, especially because the Health Ministries provided doctors with a convenient loophole by saying that circumcision is permitted in the case of medical necessity, and virtually all Islamist doctors consider it necessary if the women are to remain healthy. 

The writer Geneive Abdo interviewed one of them. “‘Don’t you think it is unjust to deprive women of having intense orgasms by clipping the clitoris?’” I asked, shuffling in my seat after uttering words I knew were a bit extreme for his taste.” ‘No. This is why there is so much immorality in the West,’ he replied in a matter of fact tone. ‘At a young age, girls begin having sex. When they are older they tempt men because they can’t control their desires.’


 
Both men and women who commit adultery can be subjected to very harsh penalties, including death by stoning, but it’s hard to prove against a man because it requires four witnesses, whereas a woman who has child out of wedlock carries the undeniable evidence of her crime in her women, as happened recently in northern Nigeria where a woman was sentenced to death for adultery under the harsh penalties of the shari’a known as huddud while the man she accused of being the father simply denied it and was not charged. The sentence has been vacated on appeal on a technicality. As one critic explains,

…It is even today virtually impossible to prove rape in lands that follow the dictates of the sharia. Unscrupulous men can commit rape with immunity: as long as they deny the charge and there are no witnesses, they get off scot-free, because the victim’s account is inadmissible. Even worse, if a woman accuses a man of rape, she may end up incriminating herself. If the required male witnesses can’t be found, the victim’s charge of rape becomes an admission of adultery. That accounts for the grim fact that as many as 75 percent of the women in prison in Pakistan are, in fact, behind bars for the crime of being a victim of rape. (Spencer, The Truth About Muhammad, 68)
Here is an account of the situation in Pakistan:
In Pakistan, Rape Victims Are considered 'Criminals.' 

One woman recently convicted there will be lucky if she only has to serve a sentence of ten or fifteen years, if the sentence of death by stoning is mitigated. As many as 80 percent of the women in Pakistani prisons are there for committing adultery—most of whom were raped. A case against a rapist is considered a waste of the court's time. Under the laws of zina, four male witnesses, all Muslims and all citizens of upright character, must testify to having seen a rape take place. The testimony of women or non-Muslims is not admissible. The victim's accusation also carries little weight; the only significant testimony she can give is an admission of guilt. "The proof is totally impossible," said Ms. Naz. "If a woman brings a charge of rape, she puts herself in grave danger." If, on the other hand, the woman does not report the rape and becomes pregnant out of wedlock, her silence can be taken as proof of guilt. It is not only women but also young girls who are at risk, Aurat says. If girls report a rape, they face the same prospects of punishment as women. A man can deflect an accusation of rape by claiming that this victim, of any age, consented. If the victim has reached puberty, she is considered to be an adult and is then subject to prosecution for zina. As a result, the Aurat report says, girls as young as 12 or 13 have been convicted of having forbidden sexual relations and have been punished with imprisonment and a public whipping. With no safe recourse, rights workers say, rape victims often flee to the protection of influential families, which may take them in as servants.

Women are also victims of what are killed honor killings. A girl who is raped can be murdered by her father or brothers for bringing disgrace upon the family. This is not in the religious law but it is common behavior. In Saddam’s Iraq, honor killing was legitimized by a decision in 1990 exempting from punishment men deemed guilty of an honor crime. In Jordan, the authorities have taken to imprisoning women vulnerable to such attacks for their own safety. There is something of a feminist movement in Muslim countries. One might called it a veiled threat facing the male establishment. It is making some small progress but against powerful resistance. In Iran women are rebellious by showing wisps of hair beneath the veil, and they go to beauty parlors for when they can display themselves at home. In Egypt the malls have Victoria’s Secret outlets for the same purpose. But in both countries there are special police with whips who go around to make sure women are dressing properly. In Egypt in 2000 a law was passed making it possible for women to sue for consensual divorce provided the woman agrees to get back only half the dowry her family paid.

When the secularist Ba’ath took power in Iraq it pledged to improve the condition of women, and they got increased educational and employment opportunities. Female students at secondary school rose from 20 percent in 1971 to 31 percent in 1982. By 1977 they were 17.6 percent of the working population, more than four times what they had been. By 1982 they were 27 percent of doctors, 51 percent of dentists, 65 percent of pharmacists. They received maternity leave and other benefits. But changes in the family law stopped short of abolishing polygamy or giving women equal rights to initiate divorce. The regime hoped that by giving more opportunity to women, they would weaken the patriarchal structure of society so as to develop greater loyalty to the Leader, the State, and the Party. 

What actually happened was that many women found themselves saddled with responsibilities to work and at the same time fulfill all the old domestic functions. They continued to live in nuclear families so they were unable to reinforce their growing economic independence by joining women’s groups to achieve solidarity through sisterhood. And they were expected to exhibit unquestioning loyalty to the state. Women primary school teachers were required to report on the parents of the children in their charge. In one case, after two sons of one woman had been executed because teachers reported they were disloyal, when the teachers made consolation calls on her, they were fired.

And there were other decrees restricting men’s and women’s rights. Men married to women of Iranian origin were made eligible for government grants if they divorced their wives or the wives were deported. Wives and children of deserters were ordered arrested and detained. Iraqi women were forbidden from marrying non-Iraqis. 

During the war with Iran, the regime took drastic measures to encourage fertility. Men were given financial incentives to marry war widows. This gave a boost to polygamy. For marrying a woman with a middle school certificate a man could get 200 dinars, for a university graduate 500. Compulsory fertility drugs were given to women. Contraception was made illegal, as was abortion. Every family should have five children, the president announced. Women in their forties and fifties were pressured to have children, despite the danger to their health. 

Meanwhile, the regime’s police and security forces regularly used rape to crush the spirit of political prisoners and to recruit women into spy networks (by photographing the rape and threatening to reveal it)

The upshot of these practices is, as the UN report puts it, that there is considerable gender inequality in the Arab Middle East. While major strides have been made to reduce female illiteracy, more than half remain illiterate. One result is that region’s maternal mortality rate—the rate of women who die in childbirth-- is double that of Latin America and four times that of East Asia. Women have very low participation in government and the work force and they are disproportionately poor. Society as a whole suffers because half of the people are not allowed to contribute to it outside the home and other than for reproduction. 

11. Al-Banna, Qutb, and “Islamism” 

A key figure in the development of modern “Islamism” was Hassan al-Banna who founded the Society of Muslim Brothers in Egypt. He had been born in a village about 90 miles from Cairo. His father was a part-time teacher of theology and an Islamic judge. He was sent to a religious school and became active in semi-secret Islamic societies. In 1928 he was a primary school teacher in the city of Ismailia. He was known to everyone in the neighborhood as Sheikh Hassan because of his reputation for religious knowledge. Egypt was the center of Islamic thinking and the idea of an Islamic Renaissance was in the air. Sheikh Hassan had concluded that what was needed was a militant and political Islam that would do for Egypt and the rest of the Arab world what the Saud family was doing in the Arabian peninsula, conquering back land that controlled by foreigners and expelling western influence. Six men came to his door one night and begged him to tell them what to do. They were disgusted with colonialism. More than a third of the city’s workers were employed by the Suez Canal Company, which provided ninety percent of the entire country’s foreign earnings. They felt they had become slaves of their Western masters. The Western way of life pervaded the city—including bars, billiard halls, brothels and a night club where liquor was served. Many Muslim women had cast off their veils and were even allowing their legs to be seen beneath short skirts. Islam was being cast into the background. Islam was considered decadent and dying. People were being won over by dreams of a a “good life” in this world, regardless of what it would mean for them in the next life. The Wafd Party was attracting the middle class because it openly advocated Westernization, coupled with nationalism. Expel the foreigners, said the Wafd, and create a modern Egyptian nation more or less on the Turkish model, though without military control. 
The visitors said to al-Banna: our blood is boiling with rage. We don’t know how to serve the faith and the umma. You know. Tell us what to do. He was very moved and agreed. He said in effect, let’s start from the beginning. We are all brothers in the service of Islam, so we’ll call ourselves the Muslim Brotherhood. The emblem he chose for the movement was a Qur’an with two crossed scimitars, and underneath, the words “Be Ready.”  
The Egyptian monarchy did not feel threatened by the Brotherhood and saw it as a useful counterweight to the Wafd. Even the Suez Canal Company tried to coopt it by giving it a gift of land.  Al-Banna took whatever he could get from all sides, but became ever more militant. In 1938 he was named head of the movement and called for the imposition of Islam by force if necessary, even if it meant waging war against the heathen. By then it boasted a membership of half a million, with many more sympathizers. When World War II broke out the Brotherhood expressed admiration for the Axis, saying Mussolini’s real name was Mussa Nili, or Moses of the Nile, and that Hitler was really a Muslim. They prayed for an Axis victory. After the allies won and it seemed as though the British would never leave, they launched terror attacks. Movies, hotels, and restaurants were dynamited or set on fire. Women wearing improper dress were attacked with knives. Two prime ministers were assassinated, as were numerous lesser officials. The Brotherhood trained terrorists from other countries. It was banned in 1948. Many of the leaders were arrested and Al-Banna was executed without trial in 1949. The Brotherhood continued to destabilize the regime, until it was overthrown by the “Free Officers” in 1952. Nasser tried at first to coopt the Brotherhood, promising he would build a great Islamic state. But when he made a deal with Britain over the Canal the Brotherhood tried to assassinate him and he cracked down on them, murdering scores of them and in the process strengthening the secret police. Nasser then proclaimed himself a socialist, not a champion of Islam. 

The new leader of the movement was Sayyid Qutb, who denounced the regime of Nasser as part of the era of ignorance—jahiliyya-- and called for its overthrow in favor of a Muslim state. From prison he issued paper after paper propounding his views and his works were read in secret cells. He became the idol of his followers, and they resumed their campaign of terror and assassination. He called on all believers to carry out their own personal jihad, not necessarily through one central organization. That made it much harder for the regime to crack down on the group. But Nasser ordered a second wave of repression in 1965. Hundreds died and were hanged including Qutb. He was quickly named a shahid or martyr. Afterward, between 1971 and 1986 both Sadat and Mubarak tried to coopt the Brotherhood and both failed.  
In popular usage, we speak of Islamic fundamentalists as those who are most fanatical about it and who are ready to impose it by force or resist by force those they consider to be enemies or even to have insulted their religion. But most scholars are uncomfortable with the use of the word fundamentalist. The reason is that is was invented to apply to Protestants who believe that the Bible is the literal word of God and who believe that the injunctions of Christianity should be applied in secular life—prayer in the schools, prohibition of abortion, denial of rights to practice homosexuality, etc. The same term has been applied to Jews and Christians who resist change in their religious creeds and who share some of the Protestant fundamentalist animus toward secular humanism. But Islamic radicals are different so the label may not fit as well. 
In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a strong movement developed among Protestant theologians to get away from reliance on the literal word of the Bible.  The Bible, they said, had, to be “demythologized,” or in other words understood symbolically, not literally.  What was important in other words, was that in the savior, God had become man, not whether he did so through a virgin birth.  This movement has a great deal of influence. Protestant Fundamentalists say that this is heresy. Tamper with the literal truth of the Bible and you will soon embrace secular humanism, liberalism, free love, MTV, gay marriage, and all the other works of the devil.  Rallying to the evangelical banner, they call upon the faithful--the Moral Majority, the Christian Coalition--to fight back, usually by sending money to some televangelist's box office. 
 But this is not the only form that fundamentalism can take. A recent scholarly project on various fundamentalisms run by Professor Martin Marty of the University of Chicago has concluded that it comes in many forms and in virtually all religions. There are not many Roman Catholic fundamentalists because the Catholic Church is itself hostile to change, but this tendency can be discerned among Catholics who reject the liberalization of doctrine and liturgy in the Second Vatican Council. It can be discerned among Anglicans in the United Kingdom who object to the ordination of women. Prominent Britons have rushed to baptismal founts to convert back to the Church of Rome in protest. Fundamentalism can also be found among Jews. Ultra-orthodox Jews are just as concerned as other fundamentalists about departures from tradition, or what they call Torah Judaism. They have an impolite habit of referring to Reform Jews, let alone Reconstructionists, as apicorsim (or heretics).  They resemble Islamic fundamentalists in many ways, including their insistence that women dress modestly and be kept separate from men. They resemble Christian fundamentalists in being just as opposed to the teaching of evolution--as became evident recently in Jerusalem when they objected to posters advertising the movie Jurassic Park.  Fundamentalist Jews disagree amongst themselves about which of them is really the true believer. Satmar hassidim accuse Lubavitcher hassidim of being hypocrites and unbelievers, and cut their beards with scissors because they are so angry and disgusted with them.   

All fundamentalists have two things in common. (1) They are reacting to the behavior of others that they perceive to be threatening; (2) their reaction takes the form of clinging more fiercely than ever to what they consider sacred and original truth. Unless they resist, they say, the enemy will overwhelm them. The enemy is variously depicted as Satan, the devil, the West, pluralism, relativism, skepticism, immorality, modernity, (movies and TV), universities, women's lib, secular governments, or simply whoever happens to live next door.  

When they say they are for the fundamentals, they usually have in mind some text that contains immutable truths. For Islamic fundamentalists it is not just the Qur’an that contains these truths but the shari'a. Beyond this, it is tricky to generalize about fundamentalism.  Some but not all fundamentalists seek to gain political power. The Christian fundamentalists are starting with the school boards in Vista and rural Oregon, but their hope is to capture the Republican Party and with it gain power and make this country again the Christian-- i.e., Protestant--country it once was. Never mind Jefferson and Madison and the separation of church and state. In Israel, the Gush Emunim--or the Movement of the Faithful--starts with the beliefs of harav Kook that the land of Israel is a religious and not merely a secular concept and goes on from this to be the most militant advocates of Israeli retention of the West Bank and Gaza.  But many fundamentalists simply turn aside from the world as irredeemably corrupt.  Some, like the Haredim in Israel, think of politics as idol worship and therefore consider the state of Israel as an idolatrous usurper of the role that properly belongs to the Messiah.  

The word generally preferred by many Middle East scholars is the more ambiguous term “Islamist,” which covers all those who take their religion seriously and which emphasizes that Islam is a very diversified faith. But we certainly need to draw some distinction between those Muslims who have a very peaceful and tolerant view of what their religion ordains and those who don’t. 

What then is the difference between Islam in general and Islamists/fundamentalists?  

What makes Islamic fundamentalism more worrisome than other forms is that the tendency to resort to violence is not just a response to grievances but an outgrowth of Islamic belief.  Islamic fundamentalism differs from other forms of fundamentalism because Islam itself differs from Christianity and Judaism. 

The attacks and threats being mounted against non-Muslims by these intolerant Islamists are being nurtured on Islamic schools and mosques throughout the Middle East.  The doctrine that is being spread is at once religious and political. Militant Islamists regard the West and Israel as modern Crusaders, invaders of the House of Islam. They feel threatened by the West and western influence. They are determined to eradicate Israel because they see it as an encroachment on the abode of Islam. The attack on the World Trade Center was aimed at punishing the United States for intervening in the Middle East by expelling Iraq from Kuwait and supporting Mubarak in Egypt, not only because of US support for Israel. The alleged perpetrators are accused of also plotting to assassinate Mubarak at the UN. Nor is this is one cell simply an isolated phenomenon. The organizer of Sadat's assassination, Shawki Al-Islambuli, is today headquartered in Peshawar, Pakistan, along the border with Afghanistan.  Along with another prominent Islamic Jihad leader, he organizes Egyptians who took part in the Mujaheddin campaign in Afghanistan to commit acts of terror in Egypt and has established training camps in the Sudan, financed it is thought by Iran.  The terrorist cells may operate independently with only loose support and coordination. But there can be no doubt that the Islamic Republic of Iran sees itself as the center of Islamic resistance to the West.  Radicals among both Shiites and Sunnites are trying to combine forces.  In April 1991 in Khartoum, the capital of Sudan, Islamic politicians and intellectuals from 55 countries met to establish a common strategy for creating Muslim states. The host was Hassan al-Turabi, the spiritual chief and mastermind of Sudan's Islamic military government.  His counterparts include Muhammed Husayn Fadlallah in Lebanon and Rashid Ghannushi in Tunisia, Islamic preachers whose stock in trade is rhetorical denunciation of the west and the secularists in their midst.  Whatever their other differences, they are united in holding the same targets of opposition, and Israel of course is at the bull's eye of all of them.  

These preachers are not voices crying in the wilderness because they have a message that inspires and attracts the young, especially among the poor who are so numerous in Islamic countries. One specialist observed that "fundamentalism is no fad, but the preference of a generation... And the explosion of the young population in the Arab world has given this generation as immense electoral advantage." 46 percent of the West Bank population is under 14; 48 per cent in Gaza. This demographic distribution is typical of most of the Middle East and of the Third World more generally. To the extent that Islam appeals to young people born into poverty and despair, it will be a rising force in the region.


Consider Hamas, the main Islamist organization among Palestinian Arabs. As we have seen, it was begun as an offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt, established by Hassan al-Banna in Ismailia in Egypt in 1928. It had a seven-point platform: 1. Interpret the Qur’an in the spirit of the age. The unity of the Islamic nations. 3. Raising standards of living, 4. realizing social justice and security; 5. struggling against illiteracy and poverty; 6.  emancipate Islamic lands from foreign domination. 7. Promote universal peace and fraternity according to the precepts of Islam. When the Free Officers, rebelled there was a brief honeymoon. But Nasser would not accept the preeminent role the Muslim Brotherhood wanted. They tried to assassinate him and he cracked down on them hard.  In 1956 the Brotherhood tried a coup and this time the crackdown was so fierce they had to go underground. Thousands were arrested and many executed. One of those arrested was Ahmed Yassin, who went on to found Hamas in the Gaza strip and was assassinated in 2004 by the Israelis. One of those executed was Sayed Qutb, whose writings continue to inspire adherents of the movement. Whereas Afghani and al-Banna preached a reformed Islam, he preached a revival of fundamentalism. He said any regime which denies the sovereignty of God in favor of the sovereignty of men is inherently heretical and must be fought by jihad. The believers must separate themselves from the heretical state and undergo a mind of internal exile. So the Muslim Brotherhood came to believe that jihad applied to Arab governments like that of Nasser and Sadat. They also saw the West as an enemy, as does Osama bin Laden and Sheik Abdel Rahman, who was tried on suspicion of involvement in the assassination of Sadat, freedom and somehow allowed into the U.S., where he was arrested for inspiring the bombing of the World Trade Center in New York.

What the fundamentalists believe is that Islam, through the shari’a, must control everything, from personal behavior to education to civil law and the economy. By no means all fundamentalist efforts are devoted to violence. They provide social and health services that the state does not provide all over the Arab world. They provide valuable mediation services to settle quarrels that might otherwise lead to tribal bloodletting. Given the weakness of civil law, this is a valuable contribution to social stability. They build and maintain mosques. Where they are allowed to, they form political parties and contest for power. They have taken over the student union of the university in Gaza and have made major inroads in the west bank Arab universities. One of the suicide bombers who blew himself up in Israel was a student at Bir Zeit who was majoring in engineering and suddenly surprised his parents by becoming a fundamentalist. This political edge to Islamic fundamentalism spills over into violence, either when they are thwarted politically or when they object to the secularization of other parties. The mosques are extremely convenient places to organize political movements and terrorist cells. In the Gaza strip, Israel encouraged the formation of mosques, thinking they would draw Palestinian allegiance away from the PLO, little appreciating that they would be even less willing to compromise than the PLO. 


As Islam has returned to the center of Arab thinking and that of the Shiites in Iran, it has made the West uneasy. There was fear that Iran’s revolution would spread. It certainly spread to Hizbollah in Lebanon, resulting in suicide bombings against American peace keepers and against Israel. Many people did not appreciate that the Shiite character of Islam’s theocracy would not necessarily influence the Sunnites. The only Arab country since then to come under fundamentalist control has been Sudan. But Afghanistan, under the Taliban, has become a major training ground for Islamicists committed to jihad. In Algeria, they have come close to taking power. In Turkey they have been forced out of power. In Pakistan and Kashmir they are also very active. They have taken hostages in the Philippines.

Hamas is very explicit in basing itself on religion. “Allah is its goal, the prophet is the model, the Qu’ran is its constitution, Jihad is its path, and death for the sake of Allah is its most coveted desire.”  

Hamas flatly rejects any notion of compromise with Israel. From the start there was a difference between the objectives of the PLO and that of Hamas. The PLO charter called for the establishment of a secular democratic state in all of Palestine. Hamas calls for an Islamic state. The only thing they agreed on was that there was no room for a Jewish state. While they both believed in armed struggle, there was no need for confrontation. But Hamas was bitterly critical of the PLO when the PLO decided to ease up on armed struggle in favor of diplomacy. It accused the PLO oif selling out the children of the stones—the intifada of the late 1980s. And when the PLO agreed in 1993 to recognize Israel in exchange for a commitment by Israel to implement UN Security Council  Resolution 242 calling for the return of occupied Arab territories, Hamas denounced the deal. Hamas, its charter says, strives to raise the banner of Allah over every inch of Palestine.” Fighting an enemy that threatens a Muslim land is said to be a sacred duty of every Muslim, man, woman, and even slave. Any compromise solution is an act against Islam.   Hamas has insisted all along that armed struggle is not a tactic but a strategy—the strategy of permanent jihad aimed at forcing Israel to recognize that it will always be confronted with force until it surrenders. As one of its leaflets says, “Let any hand be cut off that signs away a grain of sand in Palestine in favor of the enemies of God who have seized it.” When they refer to resistance against occupiers, they are not talking about the settlers in the West Bank or Gaza but all Israelis. Palestine is an Islamic endowment pure and simple.  


Hamas decided to be flexible, so as not to spill Palestinian blood. There is an old Islamic tradition of trying to avoid civil strife or fitna—often honored in the breach in view of the many civil wars among Muslims. It would go along with the PLO in order to get whatever part of Palestine could be gotten, but it would not give up its ultimate goal of regaining the whole of the territory. But now that fighting has resumed it is in its element. While the PA was still negotiating with Israel, it took some steps to suppress Hamas. But now it is not even trying to prevent them from engaging in suicide bombings. 
12. Jihadism


Among Islamists, the belief has grown that the Islamic duty of jihad (literally struggle), traditionally understood to mean the obligation to fight in defense of the faith, now applies to the struggle against “corrupt” rulers, heretics, and the entire secular and non-Islamic world. They also believe that jihad warrants the violation of the rules to limit war long professed by Islamic authorities (such as the obligation not to kill captives and not to attack non-combatants. Even the Islamic prohibition of suicide is said not to apply to acts of “martyrdom,” i.e., suicidal acts of terror.


The Karl Marx of Islamism was Sayed Qutb. Speaking of the jihad he wrote, commenting on one surah in the Qur’an:


Those who risk their lives and go out to fight, and who are prepared to lay down their lives for the cause of God are honorable people, pure of heart and blessed of soul. But the great surprise is that those among them who are killed in the struggle must not be considered or described as dead….To all intents and purposes, those people may very well appear lifeless, but life and death are not judged by superficial physical means alone…the death of those who are killed for the cause of God gives more impetus to the cause, which continue to thrive on their blood. …there is no real sense of loss in their death, for they continue to live.


 There is now a jihad magazine published by Al Qaeda. Its first issue carried this exhortation:

"My Jihad-fighting brother, don't you want Paradise? Don't you want to protect yourself from Hell?… Kill the polytheist, kill the one whose blood is like the blood of a dog, kill the one whom Allah ordered you to kill and whom the Prophet of Allah [Muhammad] incited you against. Have you not seen him, whose blood is like the blood of a dog, cursing your religion and taking your sister captive? Have you not seen him, whose blood is like the blood of a dog, occupying the lands of the Muslims, controlling the land of the two holy places, and leading colonialism in Mecca and Al-Madina? The one whose blood is like the blood of a dog that ignored all the nations of the world and chose the Muslims, to make them weep and make the world laugh at them. The one whose blood is like the blood of a dog has introduced his treacherous agents to [rule] over the loyal faithful clerics… 

     And consider this observation:

Those who follow the rules of the Qur’an are aware that we have to kill…War is a blessing for the world and for every nation. It is Allah Himself who commands men to wage war and to kill. The Qur’an commands: ‘Wage war until all corruption and all disobedience [of divine law] are wiped out!’’

The wars that our Prophet…waged against the infidels were divine gifts to humanity. Once we have won the war [against Iraq] we shall turn to other wars. For that would not be enough. We have to wage war until all corruption, all disobedience of Islamic laws cease [throughout the world]. The Qur’an commands: ‘War, war unto victory!’ A religion without war is a crippled religion…It is war that purifies the earth….To kill the infidels is one of the noblest missions Allah has reserved for mankind.” 

This was said by the Ayatollah Khomeini, on the birthday of the Prophet Muhammed. 
And consider this:  “We are not fighting so that the enemy recognizes us and offers us something. We are fighting to wipe out the enemy.” This was said by Hussein Mussavi, leader of the Lebanese Shiite Hezbollah.

As far as the Palestinians are concerned, it is unclear whether the mainstream elements are willing to settle for a two-state solution. By insisting on the right of some 3.7 million Palestinians to return to what is now Israel, they are in effect insisting on a two-Arab state solution. The PA’s television channels broadcast constant celebrations of martyrdom. Hamas and Islamic Jihad are not willing to settle for a two-state solution that would see Israel and Palestine living side by side. They are driven by an Islamist belief that the whole of Palestine is part of the Muslim umma, and therefore that it may not be shared with non-Muslims, unless they want to live as unequal subordinates under Muslim rule. 
ISIS – originally al Qaeda in Iraq, now a force in  Syria as well – has broken with al Qaeda only because it insists on creating a caliphate immediately. Otherwise the jihadist goals and methods are the same. 

13. Islam and Democracy. 

In principle Islam does not allow for a separation of religion and government. The function of government is to enable the individual to live as a good Muslim. In practice, separation has long been accepted, so long as the rulers claim to adhere to the religion and allow shari’a to regulate at least family law. Traditionalists are content if the law of the state recognizes Shari’a as the basis or a basis of secular law. Islamists insist on restoring the caliphate—unifying religion and state—or in the case of Shiite Iran, enabling mullahs to act as guardians of the state.
Muslims tend to be more fixated on their sacred writings and early history, and to take them as guideposts than most modern adherents of other religions. 
What makes a government legitimate in the eyes of believers is its adherence to Islamic law. Conversely, those who stray from the true path are considered apostates and therefore should be rejected.
 Muslims are enraptured by the word, especially the spoken word, rather than by images; they are therefore peculiarly susceptible to rhetoric in general, and especially to intoxicating political rhetoric put in religious terms.
 For some Muslims, Islam requires theocracy—as in Iran and Sudan for a time.
 But Islam is not necessarily supportive of dictatorship or despotism. The subject has the duty to obey but only if the ruler is legitimate and respects and enforces the Holy Law.
 In principle Islam can be said to be opposed to democracy insofar as democracy means that people, not God, can make law, and that citizens can choose for themselves which if any religion they choose to adopt and which way of life they wish to pursue. It allows for consultation (shura) and some interpreters contend that this, along with its egalitarianism, makes Islam compatible with the democratic ideal.
Most Muslims believe women should be subordinate to men—by varying degrees. Men are allowed up to four wives. They can divorce easily. Talaq means a man can divorce a wife simply by saying “I divorce you” three times. In Saudi Arabia, women are not allowed to drive. In many though not all Islamic countries, they do not have the right to vote or serve in legislatures. In Pakistan, a woman who has been raped must be stoned to death for adultery while the rapist can be punished only on the testimony of four male believers.  Some changes are being made in various Muslim countries that are designed to strengthen the rights of women. 
 Other religions are considered wrong or transcended and potential threats to believers.
 Jihad—“struggle”-- results from the perpetual conflict between Islam and the rest of the world.
 Islamists take these views to an extreme, so as to require strict adherence to Shari’a and justify terrorism against apostates and infidels. Most Muslims accept the traditional practice of the religion, which is less extreme, and some champion a reform which would break with all intolerance and rigid adherence to custom.
 Most Muslims accept the interpretive authority of the ulama. But Islamists often make their own interpretations. Among them now are “jihadis” who sanction the use of terrorism, including suicide bombing, against enemies and to spread the hold of their version of Islam.
Does all this mean that so long as Islam is a dominant force, there is no way the regimes in the Middle East can become democratic? Not necessarily. There is another side of the religion, which suggests a striking recognition that rulers can hardly always be counted on to perform God’s work. “The nearer a man is to government, the further he is from God.” That might be the creed of an American religious conservative, and it opens the door to greater flexibility if and when Muslims decide to imitate Christian practice. But the biggest agent of change in the region has been the influence of the West, and this has had both positive and negative effects—positive in encouraging imitation, negative in arousing opposition from traditionalists. We will see more about this when we examine the regimes and the prospects for further democratization.

In 1861, the Bey of Tunis, under British and French pressure, granted his subjects a constitution. He stopped well short of allowing for popular representation but he agreed to share power with a class of administrators. This was of course a sham constitutionalism, because the officials were all appointed by the monarch. Together they exploited the people. 
Egypt followed suit. In 1868, the ruler there, Ismail, announced that Egypt would become like a European country, and that meant having a parliament. Seventy-five representatives were duly elected by the headman or village notables throughout the country. The headmen were of course appointed by the ruler. Ismail ordained that there should be two parties, one supporting the government, the other opposing, but none of the representatives wanted to take the risk of being one of the opponents so the ruler himself appointed the members of the opposition. They were putty in his hands. And when there was a military rebellion against him, they were powerless to do anything about it. So this was a sham parliament, a kind of Potemkin village democracy designed to impress the tourists. 
In 1876, the Ottoman Empire, faced with a dire military threat from Russia and its Slavic allies in the Balkans, was also reorganized to give the subjects some say. The hope was that this would strengthen the country’s ability to resist. A new sultan was named who said he would rule “by the favor of the Almighty and the will of my subjects.” He proved to be a mental case and was replaced by a brother who said he would abide by the constitution. But he resisted calls for transferring power to a prime minister presiding over a cabinet that would have collective responsibility. Instead a senate and chamber of deputies were created. The senate was to be appointed by the Sultan while the lower house was to be elected by provincial and local councils—made up of people indirectly elected and hand picked by the authorities. The powers of the parliament were very limited. It could meet only when summoned by the Sultan and he could dismiss it at his pleasure. It could not initiate legislation or modify existing laws. It could vote only on bills submitted by the Sultan. 
The Arab Spring of 2011 has not yet run its course. Those who champion it want democracy – accountable government that protects human rights, including religious liberty and equality for women. In the long run that goal is no more incompatible with Islam than it was with Christianity, different as they are from, each other in attitudes toward government and law. 

