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PROLOGUE


It has taken nearly twenty years to research and write this book. The Iraq War and its terrible aftermath was the trigger. Until then, I regarded the British state as virtuous.


I loved and was thankful for the monarchy, Parliament, the army, the rule of law, the NHS, the Foreign Office, the BBC and everything that the United Kingdom stood for. I considered liberal capitalism the best system of economics the world has had. I was a conventional Conservative. I wrote for Conservative newspapers.


I was brought up in the British establishment. My father was a career army officer. Lt-Col Tom Oborne, my grandfather, was awarded a DSO for building bridges after D-Day. Recently I went to the National Archives at Kew and obtained a copy of his citation. I read how he would make perilous journeys into the centre of rivers ‘under accurate German small-arms fire’. I examined the citation carefully because he had never talked about his DSO when alive. If pressed, he said it was given not to him at all but the men under his command. It hangs above my desk as I write. My mother’s father served in the British navy during both world wars.


Her grandfather in turn fought at Omdurman, in the Boer War and then for three years on the Western Front where he commanded the Cameron Highlanders and acquired a bar to his DSO. Winston Churchill, according to family tradition, was his fag at Harrow. My great uncle, aged just nineteen years old, was killed in the First World War. My mother, who was brought up in the same house in Devon where he spent his childhood, says she used to see this young man with his gentle, innocent, kindly face on the landing when she was growing up in the 1930s.


You had to look quite hard to find a male member of my family who had not served at some point in the armed forces. I was taught that all these brave men fought for tolerance and decency, and stood up for the underdog against fascism and bullying.


This was the atmosphere I breathed while I grew up, and I eventually took some of it with me into a career in British journalism. In 2001, when the planes flew into the Twin Towers, I was political correspondent on The Spectator, the political magazine of the former ruling class.


Boris Johnson was the editor, and we would spend much of our time describing doomed attempts by the Tory party to cope with the calamities and humiliations inflicted by Tony Blair’s New Labour. Johnson would say: ‘The Spectator is not a political magazine: we are a journal of manners.’ New Labour ran Britain, but not The Spectator.


This idyll could not last. The turning point was Iraq, and my realisation that the British state was party to a lie about the existence of weapons of mass destruction in order to justify an illegal war. This led me to re-examine everything that I believed.


Then came the Hutton Report into the death of the government scientist David Kelly. I read this document and realised that this too was a deception. I had not grasped that judges could be bent. I reeled, bent down and placed my head in my hands. I had liked the look of Lord Hutton, with his clipped speech and grey, sober suits. He made a fool of British justice. I had followed the Hutton Inquiry closely, and knew the evidence as well as he did.


I went mentally into opposition to the British state. I wrote a book, The Rise of Political Lying, which explored the collapse of integrity which had permitted the Iraq War. I read deeply and started to understand that truth as I had been brought up to understand it – based on empirical evidence which could be independently tested – no longer existed. It had turned into an instrument of power, a weapon to be used and manipulated for political advantage. This was years before the term ‘fake news’ had become current with the emergence of the alt-right and Donald Trump, so that was more of an original insight then than it is now.


Then I turned to a more ambitious enterprise. It had become plain that Tony Blair and the war party couldn’t have got away with telling their lies if the state – the judiciary, the civil service, the Foreign Office, the intelligence services – had not been party to the deceit. So I wrote a larger book, The Triumph of the Political Class, which explored how traditional British institutions had abandoned their integrity in order to become part of a broader political project.


It also hit me hard in the course of writing these books that I had been wrong to share the conventional assumption that the British media told the truth and by doing so held government to account. I concluded that many British journalists were actually instruments of power and part of a client media class that worked alongside and formed part of the governing elite.


My experience was the mirror image of the journey made by many of my former adversaries on the left. Iraq didn’t shock them because they had always believed that the British state was rotten. Lying didn’t shock them because they always assumed that the British state lied. A venal press couldn’t shock them because they’d always assumed the media was biased. War crimes couldn’t shock them because they always believed that the British state was illegal. They had never considered, as I had, that the British state could be fair-minded and decent. They opposed almost all the things I as a young man had as a whole supported: the Cold War, the nuclear deterrent, British foreign policy, spending on arms, the alliance with the United States, the first Gulf War in 1991.


Then there occurred the historic split on the left between those who saw Iraq as a just war and those who saw it as an act of aggression. A significant group abandoned their former comrades and became advocates for the American alliance, Tony Blair, the CIA and George W. Bush’s ‘war on terror’. They joined the establishment just as I was leaving it. Some time in 2003, they and I passed one another, like ships in the night.


How I came to write this book


I started to investigate attacks on Muslims, just as a traditional reporter sets out to expose a miscarriage of justice or unsolved murder. I opened a file on the anti-Muslim stories which worked their way almost every day into the pages of British newspapers, including the ones I worked for, many from political and security sources. The first case I examined concerned an alleged plot by suicide bombers to attack Old Trafford football stadium, home of Manchester United. The story was a national sensation, dominating ITN and Sky News for two days. The front page of the Sun splashed ‘MAN U SUICIDE BOMB PLOT’ with a two-page spread inside.1 This inflammatory press reporting was given ample assistance by the Manchester police, while politicians cheerfully joined in.


I went to Manchester and tracked down one of the suspects, a Kurd. He was a refugee from Saddam Hussein’s Iraq who had always supported Manchester United: perhaps it was his most meaningful emotional connection with Britain. The Sun reported that the suspects had planned to sit at different parts of the ground in order to inflict maximum damage with their bombs. In fact, they’d bought the tickets off touts, which is why their tickets were for seats in different parts of the stadium. This information had not been made public, and could only have come from the Manchester police. The Kurdish refugee was never charged. But he had suffered so badly from having his name linked to a terrorist plot that he asked to remain anonymous.2


The Manchester police, having promoted this false story, refused to launch an investigation into the press leaks. This kind of deceitful private collaboration between police (or security services) and media in the manufacture of fabricated stories about Muslims has become endemic in British public culture. In Part Four of this book, entitled ‘The Enemy Within’, I will set out more examples of this false reporting, promoted with immense vigour by award-winning columnists and reporters from Britain’s most respectable newspapers. I will name names, while providing proof of an abuse of media power so systemic and ruthless that it cannot be regarded as traditional news and is more accurately described as a sustained, calculated assault on a minority.


This ugly discourse differs from other bigotries. It’s not just a phenomenon of the tabloid press. It is also sanctioned and permissible in highbrow circles. In 2006 Martin Amis, one of the UK’s most acclaimed novelists, gave an interview in The Times. ‘There is a definite urge – don’t you have it?’ remarked Amis, ‘to say, “the Muslim community will have to suffer until it gets its house in order”.’ He went on to describe this suffering: ‘Not letting them travel. Deportation – further down the road. Curtailing of freedoms. Strip-searching people who look like they’re from the Middle East or from Pakistan… Discriminatory stuff, until it hurts the whole community and they start getting tough with their children.’3


Amis was using the language of fascism. His books continued to sell, and his work is celebrated.I


In the weeks after Amis’s outburst, his fellow author Ian McEwan came to his defence. ‘A dear friend had been called a racist,’ he said. ‘As soon as a writer expresses an opinion against Islamism, immediately someone on the left leaps to his feet and claims that because the majority of Muslims are dark-skinned, he who criticises it is racist.’ This was, according to McEwan, logically absurd and morally unacceptable. ‘Martin is not a racist. And I myself despise Islamism, because it wants to create a society that I detest, based on religious belief, on a text, on lack of freedom for women, intolerance towards homosexuality and so on – we know it well.’


Likewise, the celebrated journalist Christopher Hitchens spoke out in support of Amis. Writing in the Guardian, Hitchens said: ‘It is much worse than pointless, in the face of genuine worry about the spread of real bigotry and awful violence, to try to pin the accusation of prejudice on those who are honestly attempting to ventilate the question, and to clarify it.’4


It is important to understand that in the view of many mainstream British politicians, newspaper editors and writers, hostility to Islam is justified. ‘Islamophobia?’ says the Sunday Times columnist Rod Liddle. ‘Count me in.’5 Liddle (like many writers on The Spectator, the Daily Telegraph and the Murdoch press) denies the existence of Islamophobia, saying that it ‘seems to me an entirely rational response to an illiberal, vindictive and frankly fascistic creed’. This is a position which validates, not refutes, the existence of Islamophobia.6


The history of the post-war United Kingdom is in part the story of enlightenment: the steady eradication of irrational fears and resentments. Some of the prejudice against foreigners, gays, Jews, Irish and Black people had softened, though much remains. One resentment is stronger than ever. Prejudice against Islam – often given the cumbrous portmanteau name Islamophobia – is arguably the UK’s last remaining socially respectable form of bigotry. This means there is very little social, political or cultural protection for Muslims: as far as the British political, media and literary establishment is concerned, the normal rules of engagement don’t apply. I started to understand that a special form of discourse has emerged to define, ostracise and isolate Muslims, and set myself the task of exploring how it works.


Every year, as part of my duties as a political correspondent, I would attend the Conservative Party Conference. I noted that Muslim organisations were treated especially badly. They found it nearly impossible to find speakers for their events, which were often cancelled at the last moment, and the authorities treated them with barely concealed hostility.


Out of support for the underdog, I started to accept Muslim invitations to speak or chair their panels. At one, a Muslim businessman made a particularly strong presentation. He argued that Muslims were naturally conservative: hard-working and family-minded people who want to stand on their own feet. He made much of the paradox that very few Muslims vote Conservative, explaining this was a legacy of Conservative hostility towards immigration in the post-war era. He argued that this hostility was now history, meaning that Muslims were now a promising Tory target group.


The Conservative Party chairman Grant Shapps had promised that a Tory MP would speak at the event. As so often, none turned up. The organisers felt insulted. I agreed with them.


Later that evening the Daily Telegraph held its annual conference party. This was always an enormous event, and the prime minister, Chancellor of the Exchequer, and the bulk of the Cabinet invariably attended. I was there in my then role as the paper’s chief political commentator. I spotted Grant Shapps and strolled across the room to ask him why he had broken his promise.


The Conservative chairman blamed administrative oversight and confusion. I replied that other organisations the Conservatives valued never suffered in this way. I cited the Conservative Friends of Israel event the same evening, which had been attended by plenty of Cabinet ministers and scores of MPs. After all, the Muslim organisation had only asked for one solitary MP.


Mr Shapps changed tack. He claimed that there was a security issue. I replied that his insinuation that the Muslims at the meeting posed a threat to life and limb was ridiculous. In any case, since the Muslim event took place inside the secure zone, everybody present had been obliged to undergo security checks in advance, in addition to being screened and frisked. The Conservative chairman had no answer.


I made further enquiries, only to learn that all mainstream political organisations, including Labour, behaved in the same way. One example was the Global Peace and Unity Conference, billed as the largest Muslim get-together in Europe, which was to be held the following weekend. The organisers had invited a number of MPs, party spokesmen and ministers. They had all refused. I rang up the GPU and told them I was available to speak if needed.


The conference was held in East London. When I got off the train at Stratford, agitators were harassing visitors. They turned out to be followers of Anjem Choudary, a Muslim preacher since convicted of encouraging support for the terror group Islamic State. His supporters were distributing pamphlets. I picked one up. It warned that the conference was haram – an Arabic word which means forbidden. The protesters were annoyed by a number of issues, including the fact that men and women were mingling together inside. The pamphlet stated that women were being ‘paraded in front of others as objects of desire and where they show off their beauty as opposed to being people who are honoured and whose integrity is protected’.7


The pamphlet also objected to the presence of politicians: ‘The first pillar of belief is to reject anything worshipped, obeyed or followed other than Allah. This includes members of the British Parliament or indeed anyone taking the role of legislator in contradiction to sovereignty and supremacy belonging solely to Allah.’


The pamphlet’s authors were wrong about this. When I got inside, not a single MP was present. They had all been told by their party machines not to attend. However, the pamphleteer reserved his greatest contempt for fellow Muslims, who were declared to be apostates from Islam, since the conference was a den of un-Islamic iniquity. Yet women and men were dressed decently. Children were running around. Families were on a day out. I met the Imam of Copenhagen, a British army officer who later tried to get on the Conservative Party candidates list, several Haredi Jews,II pro-Palestinian activists and a former Anglican Bishop of Jerusalem.


I had a long conversation with the leader of the Parliament of the World’s Religions, who spoke urgently of the plight of the Rohingya Muslims, urging me to travel to Myanmar to report on their plight. This was several years before the majority of the Rohingya were driven over the border to neighbouring Bangladesh, with many thousands being shot, burned alive or raped.


I found the event’s organiser, a businessman called Mohammed Ali Harrath, almost prostrate with despair because of the boycott. Later, I made a point of getting to know Harrath (he turned out to be one of the bravest men I have met) and I will tell the harrowing story of how he escaped from prison in Tunisia and made his way to Britain when I deal with Western foreign policy and Islam.


His Global Peace and Unity Conference existed in a political and social vacuum. Its denizens were despised by the British political establishment. But they were also hated by the terror groups al-Qaeda and Islamic State. They were simultaneously within the law and outside the bounds of respectable discourse. None of the people there were criminals, let alone terrorists.


They were the enemy within, to be monitored and harassed. When my turn came to speak, I told the audience that I found that the way they were being treated was contrary to the British tradition of fairness and decency. And here they were, a collection of (mainly) British citizens who were not welcome in British society, even though they had done nothing illegal. Why weren’t they welcome? Who had they offended? What laws had they broken? Who indeed made the unacknowledged, unspoken rules that turned them into pariahs?


This book is in part the story of my attempt to answer this question. I travelled round Britain listening to community leaders, imams, scholars, students and politicians. I spoke at Islamic meetings. I have talked at length to the (often basically brave, kindly and decent) people who dislike British Muslims to try and understand why they feel that way. I have gained some understanding of what it is like to be Muslim in Britain, making me wonder whether Britain really is the decent, open and tolerant country that most of us think we live in.


Of course I can understand why it feels that way for many people. That’s how it still feels to me too, as a white, middle-class Briton. My freedoms are not under threat. Muslims, however, are subject to arbitrary arrest. Their bank accounts get frozen, for no apparent reason. They get libelled and insulted at will in the national press and broadcasting media, and slandered, spat at or physically attacked in the streets. Cancel culture is a relatively new phrase in public discourse, but prominent British Muslims, as I show in this book, have lived with it for years.


All this is greeted with national indifference. Very few people care about the predicament of British Muslims. Many resent them or feel afraid. I found it hard to get articles highlighting the problem published. Embarking on this work caused me to question many ideas and concepts that are today taken for granted. Words and phrases (Islamism, extremist, moderate, non-violent extremism, British values, radical, radicalisation, terrorism) form part of a pseudo-scientific discourse that relies heavily on abstract concepts and technical terms which are often used to stigmatise Muslims.


An innocent-sounding term – ‘fundamental British values’ – has been constructed as an officially sanctioned attack phrase against those Muslims who deviate from approved conduct and language.


Later in the book, I will set out in detail how think tanks and politicians have deliberately constructed or moulded these words in order to categorise and control British Islam. Since I will use these terms throughout the book, I provide definitions below, along with short notes on their use and abuse.


Islamism


Many Western writers argue that Islamists (supporters of Islamism) are hell-bent on the destruction of the West and indeed any institution or nation state which refuses to impose Islamic law.8 The Conservative political thinker Roger Scruton wrote that Islamism was a term ‘recently introduced in order to distinguish Islam, as a religious creed and devout practice, from Islamism, which is the belligerent attempt to impose Islamic government and Islamic law on people regardless of whether they consent to it’.9


In Western discourse, the term has come to be attached to violent groups such as al-Qaeda and Islamic State. In 2013, the Council of American-Islamic Relations took issue with this definition of Islamism. It complained that the Associated Press news agency’s definition of an ‘Islamist’ – a ‘supporter of government in accord with the laws of Islam [and] who view the Quran as a political model’ – had become shorthand for ‘Muslims we don’t like’.


AP altered its style guide, telling reporters:




Do not use as a synonym for Islamic fighters, militants, extremists or radicals, who may or may not be Islamists. Where possible, be specific and use the name of militant affiliations: al-Qaida-linked, Hezbollah, Taliban, etc. Those who view the Quran as a political model encompass a wide range of Muslims, from mainstream politicians to militants known as jihadi.10





The International Crisis Group usefully divides Islamist groups into three categories. The first is political Islamist groups, the most famous of which is the Muslim Brotherhood, founded in Egypt in 1928 with the dramatic announcement that ‘The Quran is our constitution’. It is certainly the case that the Muslim Brotherhood promises to use Sharia (Islamic law) and challenge Western cultural influences.11 Yet it works within national political systems, renounces violence and claims to discern no contradiction between democracy and Islamism.


Secondly, there are revivalist groups, interested not in political power but spiritual and moral regeneration. A notable example is the Tablighi Jamaat movement, which began in India but now works across continents.


The final category embraces groups that employ armed struggle to fight regimes in the Muslim world which they deem un-Islamic, as well as non-Muslim occupiers and the West. Outside the territories they control, they are no more than fringe movements.12 Though they claim inspiration from the Quran, their doctrine about the killing of innocent civilians is not supported in Islamic scripture according to the overwhelming majority of Muslim scholars.13 A great deal of mainstream discourse in Britain and the West elides violent Islamist groups like Islamic State with mainstream Islamist groups, treating all as a common threat.


Radical


Over lunch ten years ago, I asked the then rising Conservative star Jeremy Hunt, later Foreign Secretary, to describe his political philosophy. Hunt replied: ‘I am a radical.’ Mainstream politicians, whether from the right or left, tend to define themselves as ‘radical’. When applied to Muslims, the word means subversive, dangerous, opposed both to society and to the state. A radical Muslim attracts the unwelcome attention of the authorities and may be locked up.


The term ‘radicalisation’ describes the journey from the approved state of being a ‘moderate’ to becoming a radical extremist, or an Islamist Muslim. A Muslim can only be rescued from this predicament if she or he agrees to undergo a process of ‘deradicalisation’.


Note the important difference between Western radicalism and Muslim radicalism. Politicians view Western radicalism as a sign of modernity and a willingness to take on the supposedly backward institutions of the twenty-first-century state. Not so Muslim radicalism. Official doctrine holds that radicalised Muslims have repudiated modernity itself. The authorities consider that signs of radicalisation include conservative social attitudes, exemplary devotion and refusal to adopt the sartorial conventions of Western civilisation. This is sometimes called the ‘conveyor belt’ theory: the more Islamic an individual becomes, the more likely he or she is to commit an act of violence. According to this thesis, Islamist extremism (often used as if synonymous with Islamism) inexorably propels individuals towards terrorist violence.14


Extremism


In 1912, Viscount Helmsley, destined to die on the Western Front a few years later, became the first MP to use the term in Parliament when he warned against female ‘extremists’ who wanted to vote. Once women won the vote, politicians employed the term to describe supporters of independence for India. Today, opponents of universal suffrage or Indian independence would be regarded as extremist. These and other examples illustrate the problem of the term extremist.


In the 1970s, the British left was routinely accused of extremism, leading the Labour leader Michael Foot to reply that ‘most of the great reforms in history have been carried through by people who originally were extremists’.15 Senator Barry Goldwater, the Republican candidate for the presidency in 1964 and seen by many as godfather of modern American conservatism, agreed with Foot and told his party’s nominating convention in 1964 that ‘extremism in the defence of liberty is no vice’16


This proposition was defended by Malcolm X at an Oxford Union debate. He said: ‘As long as a white man does it, it’s all right, a black man is supposed to have no feeling. But when a black man strikes back, he’s an extremist, he’s supposed to sit passively and have no feelings, be non-violent and love his enemy no matter what kind of attack, verbal or otherwise, he’s supposed to take it.’17


From 2001 onwards, the term extremism has come to be associated in particular with Islamism, leading to a series of recent attempts to define ‘extremism’ by statute. It proved impossible to do this. This is not surprising. Extremist is a modern term for heretic, and should be used with caution.


Non-violent extremism


Before the term came into use under David Cameron’s premiership, the phrase ‘non-violent’ was only used to describe forms of peaceful political action or civil disobedience.18 Non-violence was not seen as dangerous or sinister, indeed rather the reverse: as another method of laudable democratic political engagement.


Non-violent extremism was based on the same core assumption as the theory of radicalisation explored in the section above: namely, that there is within Islam a pool of ideas which, while not in themselves violent, are nevertheless dangerous because they are conducive to terrorism.


The first use of the term on the floor of the House of Commons came from Theresa May as Home Secretary, when she announced her new Prevent strategy in June 2011. May said that Prevent would be aimed at stopping al-Qaeda, but crucially added that the strategy ‘must also recognise and tackle the insidious impact of non-violent extremism, which can create an atmosphere conducive to terrorism and can popularise views that terrorists exploit’.19


This was the first explicit parliamentary articulation of non-violent extremism. Though not recognised as such at the time, it was a significant moment in political history because it implied massive new powers for the state to police not just criminal activity but also opinion.


Traditionally, British citizens have been allowed to think and conduct themselves as they wanted, so long as they stayed within the law. Thanks to the concept of non-violent extremism, this is no longer the case. Citizens may be harassed, put on secret lists or barred from public life without having committed an offence. I will consider the practical aspects of this new situation in Part Four.


British values


One definition of non-violent extremism is opposition to ‘British values’. The presence of one can therefore be taken as the absence of the other, and vice versa. The British government describes British values as ‘democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty and mutual respect and tolerance of those with different faiths and beliefs’.20 At first sight, there appears little to object to here.


But what makes these values British? These are liberal values shared across much of the world. Britain is a well-established country which has evolved a set of institutions and ideas over centuries. Many of these do not adhere to official British values. Public schools of the sort attended by two of the last three British prime ministers are single sex. The monarchy is hereditary. Legislators in the House of Lords are appointed.


There is also a chronological problem. Britain only became a full democracy in 1928 when women over the age of twenty-one were given the vote. Likewise, religious tolerance and respect is a very recent phenomenon in Britain. Does this mean that before this we had no values, or that the values we did have were not British?


No one is more self-deprecating about national identity than the British. Some liberal democracies, such as France and the United States, celebrate their nationhood through specific values. But Britain has no equivalent to liberté, égalité, fraternité. As the Conservative writer Janet Daley has noted, the British have ‘arguably the most un-solemn, unselfconscious, unobtrusive sense of national identity of any people in the known world. Indeed, it is precisely this ironic diffidence which could be regarded as the essence of the British national character.’21 I will show in this book how ministers have promoted this most un-British of notions as an attack phrase to isolate and attack Muslims.


These terms can be used in various combinations as in ‘Islamist extremist,’ ‘extreme Islamist’, ‘Islamist terrorist’, etc. Sometimes they are treated as if they were synonymous (i.e. Islamist and extremist). On other occasions, the terms are used as opposites. Thus moderation is opposed to extremism, radical to moderate. I will show how they have been designed to separate ‘good’ Muslims from ‘bad’ Muslims. The effect is to encourage prejudice against all Muslims, along with the belief that Islam itself is an enemy of British and Western society.


Whenever the terms are encountered, they should be treated with suspicion. They will all recur from time to time in this book, and I ask readers to bear in mind these misleadingly simple words and phrases as they read, and to remember they do not always mean what you think.




	
I. Significantly, and to his credit, Amis has since retracted his remarks. In his words: ‘It was a rash remark made at a terrible time. Ten years on from September 2001, we have still not got a usable word for what we mean. People think you are talking about Islam but you are not. “Islamism” is hopeless because it has got too many letters in common with Islam. I suggest we call it al-Qaeda. What I said was that there was an urge. No one can tell me that there was not. By the next day, I had changed my mind because that is collective punishment, but people were saying that. More than 95 per cent of Muslims are horrified by this ridiculous, nihilistic wing and should not be connected verbally or otherwise with these extremists.’ ‘Martin Amis: “I wish my sister had converted to Islam” ’, Guardian, 16 March 2010.


	
II. I believe from the Neturei Karta group of anti-Zionist Jews.













INTRODUCTION


The term ‘Judaeo-Christian tradition’ has played an important role in the construction of the most successful political narrative of our time: that Western civilisation (and, above all, the Judaeo-Christian religion it represents) is under mortal danger from forces which threaten to destroy everything we stand for, and must therefore be defended at all costs.


The very concept of the ‘Judaeo-Christian’ tradition may at first appear to be a statement of the obvious: Europe has been Christian for roughly fifteen centuries, and Christianity emerged out of Judaism. The Christian and Jewish traditions therefore share a magnificent literary, moral and religious inheritance. The stories which we learn in our childhood – about Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Abraham and Isaac, Moses and Joshua – are Jewish stories. The same applies to the moral teachings embodied in the Ten Commandments and the words of the Old Testament prophets.


It is no coincidence that this term emerged from theological circles in the 1930s. It was employed by writers horrified by the rise of fascism and with it anti-Semitism. One of the first to adopt it was George Orwell in a review of a biography of the French novelist Stendhal, written in the final weeks before the outbreak of the Second World War.I


He and other users of the neologism would have been aware that the Christian church had, for many centuries, played a poisonous role in fostering anti-Semitism. In the 1930s, certain prominent churchmen across Europe were anti-Semitic, and flirted with emerging fascist movements. Meanwhile in the United States, American fascists inspired by Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini set themselves up in organisations like the Christian Front, Christian American Crusade, and the Christian Aryan Syndicate.1


In reaction to this, American politicians and intellectuals rejected the foundation legend of the United States as a Christian project and instead started to talk about a Judaeo-Christian nation. So did churchmen. In 1941, the influential Protestant Digest described itself not as a Christian publication, but for the first time as a periodical ‘serving the democratic ideal which is implicit in the Judaeo-Christian tradition’. Priests and rabbis toured the country (and US military units), emphasising that Jews and Christians had more in common than previously acknowledged.


After the war, American public figures naturally used the term ‘Judaeo-Christian’ instead of simply ‘Christian’. As the threat of fascism faded into a memory, atheistic communism was deployed instead to fill the role of political enemy number one. Mark Silk, professor of religion in public life at Trinity College Hartford,2 notes in his study of the term that ‘having proved itself against the Nazis, the Judaeo-Christian tradition now did duty among the watchfires of the Cold War’. In 1953, Eisenhower became the first US president to use the term. ‘Our form of government,’ he said, ‘has no sense unless it is founded in a deeply felt religious faith… With us of course it is the Judaeo-Christian concept.’


After the end of the Cold War, the term was once again redeployed. With Soviet Communism no longer the mortal enemy of the West, the Anglo-American historian Bernard Lewis wrote a paragraph which defined much of the following three decades:




We are facing a mood and a movement far transcending the level of issues and policies and the governments that pursue them. This is no less than a clash of civilisations – the perhaps irrational but surely historic reaction of an ancient rival against our Judaeo-Christian heritage, our secular present, and the worldwide expansion of both.3





He was talking, of course, about Islam.


Three years later, the revered political scientist Samuel P. Huntington took up the theme. ‘Nation states,’ said Huntington, ‘will remain the most powerful actors in world affairs, but the principal conflicts of global politics will occur between nations and groups of different civilisations. The clash of civilisations will dominate global politics. The fault lines between civilisations will be the battle lines of the future.’4


The most urgent and influential element of Huntington’s theory concerned Islam. Huntington argued that with the end of the Cold War between the USSR and the West, it would be replaced by a new struggle between two irreconcilable enemies: Islam and the West. Huntington asserted that identity, rather than ideology, lay at the heart of contemporary politics. ‘What are you?’ he asked. ‘And as we know, from Bosnia to the Caucasus to the Sudan, the wrong answer to that question can mean a bullet in the head.’


He added that ‘Islam has bloody borders’. Writing in the wake of the Iranian Revolution and the displays of anti-American rage on the streets of Tehran (by no means surprising given longstanding US support to the Shah of Iran’s bloody repression), he left readers with the impression that 1.5 billion Muslims all thought the same way – and had little to think about except animosity towards the West.


Within a few years, the obscene horror of 9/11 seemed to prove him right. This view – that Islam and the West (defined in terms of the Judaeo-Christian tradition) are embroiled in a mortal battle for survival which only one side can win – took hold. It shapes public thinking to this day. It has shaped policy across Europe and the US, and defined the popular understanding of Islam. President Macron’s attacks on French Muslim citizens carry echoes of the Huntington thesis. It has become one of the primary assumptions driving official discourse in the UK today.


Unfortunately, the term ‘Judaeo-Christian tradition’ has increasingly been appropriated by the far right. In recent years, Donald Trump’s former chief strategist Steve Bannon has set up an ‘Academy for the Judaeo-Christian West’ in a former Carthusian abbey in Italy.5 Nigel Farage urged Europeans to be more courageous in standing up for what he called ‘our Judaeo-Christian culture’, alleging that a ‘fifth column’ was operating, one ‘that is utterly opposed to our values’.6 In Hungary, the right-wing President Orbán claims to embody what he calls the ‘Judaeo-Christian heritage’, something of an irony as he is frequently accused of toying with anti-Semitism.7 But this dark irony should alarm us: eighty years ago, liberal intellectuals and politicians worried that the term ‘Christian civilisation’ was coming to be used in an ominously exclusive way because it excluded Judaism. And yet today the term Judaeo-Christian is being used to exclude Islam, the second most followed religion in Europe beside Christianity.


And this at a moment when the forces of supremacist nationalism which manifested themselves in anti-Jewish Nazi Germany are emerging in France, Hungary, Greece, India, China, the US – and also in the UK. Anti-Semitism has not gone away. Jews are still a target.8 But Islamophobia is the most virulent phenomenon of recent decades, fuelled by migration which has brought millions of Muslims to Europe. It is becoming more powerful every year, and moved with ease from the far-right fringes to the political mainstream.


Across the globe murderous hostility to Islam has been driven by a powerful, elemental narrative that Muslims are dirty, foreign, terroristic, anti-social and an existential threat. This has resulted in two genocides of Muslims in the last twenty-five years, the first in Bosnia in 1995 and the second in Myanmar in 2017. The Communist regime in mainland China has carried out extreme repression of the Muslim Uyghur people in Xinjiang province, with more than a million people being ‘re-educated’ in concentration camps. In February 2020, an anti-Muslim pogrom swept through parts of New Delhi, the capital of India.


In the United Kingdom, it is becoming an open question whether Islam, our second most followed religion, will evolve into a welcome addition to our national identity, or be seen as a malign force only serving to corrupt our national ideals. The dominant view expressed by ministers, think tanks and in the press is that Islam is indeed a bad thing. Critics of Islam, who exist at senior levels in both major political parties, in general concur that the British state has become too accommodating to Muslims. Some even allege that certain Muslims are conspiring to take over parts of the state. This discourse may well win votes, but is dangerous and wrong. One of the purposes of this book is to dismantle these lies and falsehoods told about Muslims and Islam, and to open the way to a clearer and more truthful mutual understanding within the British tradition of religious toleration.


I will show that the United Kingdom is currently replaying an unpleasant debate about religious and national identity that has emerged time and again in history. Many of the moral panics today being mobilised against Islam duplicate or echo the torrent of murderous hatred that was directed against Muslims during the Middle Ages – and even more so Jews, who had the misfortune to live in England in much larger numbers until they were expelled by Edward I in 1290.


This in turn means going far back in time to show the ancient origins of the divide between Islam and the West. The book is divided into four parts, the first of which focuses on the history of Islam and the United States. This must be the starting point because, for the last twenty-five years, the US has been the primary source of global Islamophobia, and to understand why we must track this back to its source. I begin in colonial times, tracing the immense influence of the Holy Bible on so many early settlers, particularly the notion that they represent a second chosen people of Israel, in covenant with God, fulfilling his mission.


Their treatment of Native Americans as savages, outside God’s covenant, anticipates much present-day American thinking about Muslims. I examine the first major foreign war fought by the US – against the Muslim ‘Barbary pirate’ states of North Africa. Again, this war uncannily anticipated the ‘war on terror’ and created stereotypes of American heroes securing the triumph of Christianity and civilisation over Muslim savagery that would endure for centuries.


I shall trace the way that this ancient notion of Muslim barbarism was developed and embellished by recent intellectuals, particularly the ‘clash of civilisations’ theorists Lewis and Huntington, and how their ideas were advanced by the media, and by bloggers and conspiracy theorists, as well as well-paid opportunists posing as academics or professional ‘good Muslims’. The anti-Muslim diatribes of American politicians and intellectuals may therefore be understood as part of a continuum dating back to the earliest days of colonial settlement. I will show that hostility to Islam has also become an American business, promoted by special interests competing for both government and private money. Finally, I show how tens of millions of Evangelical supporters, obsessed by theories about the apocalypse and the end times, have driven US policies towards the Muslim world.




	
I. Orwell wrote: ‘Admittedly it is a queer kind of magnanimity that the characters show, but that is just where Stendhal’s genius comes in. For what one is obliged to feel is not merely that the Duchess of Sanseverina is superior to the ordinary ‘good’ woman, but that she herself is a good woman, in spite of a few trifles like murder, incest, etc. She and Fabrice and even Mosca are incapable of acting meanly, a thing that carries no weight in the Judaeo-Christian scheme of morals. Like several other novelists of the first rank, Stendhal has discovered a new kind of sensitiveness. He is deeply sentimental and completely adult, and it is perhaps this unlikely combination that is the basis of his peculiar flavour.’ George Orwell, review of F. C. Green, Stendhal, New English Weekly, 27 July 1939.













PART ONE The United States and Islam





‘As long as a white man does it, it’s all right, a Black man is supposed to have no feeling. But when a Black man strikes back, he’s an extremist, he’s supposed to sit passively and have no feelings, be non-violent and love his enemy no matter what kind of attack, verbal or otherwise, he’s supposed to take it.’


MALCOLM X, speaking at an Oxford Union debate on 3 December 1964, eleven weeks before his assassination













1 THE AMERICAN RELATIONSHIP WITH ISLAM



The American relationship with Islam has always been determined by imagination rather than reality.


There have been Muslims on the North American continent since Columbus – perhaps even before. Many arrived as African slaves, and their character, beliefs and culture were almost totally unknown to the white majority who shaped early American society.1 Removed from their homelands and living a marginal existence, many adapted to a Christian-dominated environment before and after emancipation by outright conversion to orthodox Protestant Christianity or by inventing new forms of religious practice in which Islam played a minor and private part.


During the first century of the United States, very few white Americans would ever have encountered a Muslim at all, let alone on equal terms. This meant that Americans were free to view Islam through travellers’ tales which had a great vogue in early American life. These generally presented Islamic societies in distant lands as cruel, despotic and backward, tempered by the romantic mystery of the Orient and barely suppressed eroticism.


Although some of the Founding Fathers, notably Thomas Jefferson, treated Islam seriously and respectfully, negative stereotypes were established early in American history and were powerfully reinforced by the two so-called Barbary Wars of 1801–05 and 1815. These wars are often ignored in histories of the United States (for example, Paul Johnson does not mention them at all in over 800 pages of his 1997 book A History of the American People), but they were hugely important, both politically and culturally.


They were the first wars fought by the US on overseas soil, in this case North Africa, nominally against the fading Ottoman Empire but actually against the independent rulers of Tripoli, Tunis and Algiers, whose fleets preyed freely against American merchant ships, kidnapped sailors and traders, and extorted heavy ransoms and tributes (what would now be called protection money). The Barbary pirates, as they were called, made early Americans as frightened of militant Islam as those of today became after 9/11. As with all foreign wars fought by the US, the Barbary Wars were preceded by a barrage of propaganda and fake news, mostly featuring enslaved Americans enduring appalling cruelty. (These accounts were exploited by abolitionists, who pointed out the irony of the US going to war against Muslim slavery while preserving Christian slavery on a far larger scale.)


The Barbary Wars established a lasting image of valorous Christian Americans prevailing over backward, cruel Muslims and spreading the blessings of civilisation to benighted lands. They are celebrated to this day in the opening words of the official hymn of the US Marine Corps: ‘From the halls of Montezuma / To the shores of Tripoli / We fight our country’s battles / In the air, on land, and sea.’2


After the Barbary Wars, the United States had almost no contact with any Muslim society for another seventy years, with the exception of minimal and usually inaccurate accounts from traders, missionaries and travellers.


The Holy Bible and its impact


Unlike the British and French, who ruled millions of Muslims through their colonial empires, the Americans encountered few Muslims in the conquest of the continental United States, nor in the Caribbean and central and southern American regions where they became the dominant power.


Up to the twentieth century, the most widely read book in the US was the Holy Bible. Until the nineteenth-century many Americans read nothing else,I and had little regular entertainment other than listening to sermons. In the early part of the century, the US underwent a series of religious revivals which engendered sects such as the Mormons, the Shakers, the Millerites and the Seventh-day Adventists. Although these sects argued fiercely with each other, they shared two powerful ideas in common.


The first was that Americans were a people chosen by God, like the Jews. Indeed, the Mormons professed that Americans were descendants of lost tribes of Israel (some believe that they managed to cross the Mediterranean and the Atlantic in midget submarines).3 The second was that Americans and Jews had a special role in the end of the existing world and the Second Coming of Christ, events which were imminent and precisely foretold in biblical prophecy. As we shall see below, the latter belief is still held by millions of American voters incited by popular (and profitable) Evangelical media in alliance with the Israeli government. This belief was the single most powerful influence on the overseas policy of the Trump administration.


The Bible, of course, makes no mention of Islam, as the religion followed its last book by several hundred years. The Bible therefore gives readers no understanding of Muslims. Anyone from Donald Trump upwards who relies only on the Bible as a source of authority can view Muslims at best as an aberration, ignorant and deluded people unaware of the will of God, and at worst, as enemies of the will of God and of his chosen people. For Americans increasingly obsessed by the imminent apocalypse, it has become easier and easier to identify Muslims as the shadowy figures mentioned in biblical prophecy who will dominate the world in the end times before being destroyed at God’s hands. I shall return to this troubling subject in much more detail, but I want first to tell the forgotten story of the Muslim population of early America.


Muslim slaves


Muslims went to the Americas with Columbus and all the other early European explorers. Indeed, there are persistent legends that they got there first, exploited notably in 2014 by Turkey’s President Erdogan.4


Columbus is said to have followed navigation charts created by Portuguese Muslims as far back as the twelfth century. However, because these Muslims were unpaid sailors and labourers, they are almost all anonymous and unknown. One exception is a certain Istafan, described as a ‘black Arab originally from Azamor’ in Morocco, renamed by his Spanish masters Estevanico de Dorantes. Istafan’s story is as dramatic as that of any European explorer, but he barely figures in any history of exploration. He survived desert and shipwreck, and was the first non-American to meet many American Indian peoples, who adopted him as a medicine man.5 Other exceptions barely count, as they involve invention such as the semi-fictional Kunta Kinte, the young Muslim from Gambia kidnapped and transported into slavery, who is the progenitor of the dynasty in Alex Haley’s novel Roots (1975). He probably was a real person, son of a Muslim merchant and sold into slavery in 1767. But the facts remain obscure and Haley’s imaginative treatment of his central character paradoxically drives home the anonymity of the Muslims who travelled to America. Very few early African American Muslims became known in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries because they were taken up by powerful white men to further their political, commercial or religious agendas – especially if they had become identified as Christian converts.6


Muslims were part of the slave population of the Americas from the earliest times but there is no consensus about the actual numbers. The lowest estimate is about 40,000 from a total slave population of 4.5 million in the 1860s. Given the incentives and pressures for slaves to convert to Christianity a figure of 40,000 professing Muslims in the 1860s is striking.7


There is some evidence (from the records of their masters) that Muslim slaves considered themselves superior to others and that they were used as supervisors and in skilled occupations.8 ‘Moorish’ slaves were regularly identified as the leaders of slave rebellions in the Caribbean and South America from 1526 to the early nineteenth century.9


Within the slave population, there are accounts of men who maintained a knowledge of Arabic and kept up Muslim rituals as both a mark of separation from the rest and in an attempt to find a better place in white-dominated society. Such efforts had little or no success, and indeed when emigrants from Syria and Palestine reached the United States on a large scale in the late nineteenth century, they had a better chance of being classified as white if they were Christians rather than Muslims.


The general pattern was for Muslim slaves in the US to lose their identity as Muslims. One reason was the absence of Muslim women slaves, who had a high death rate and were outnumbered by men. The ‘surplus’ male Muslim slaves formed unions with non-Muslim women and had children by them who were not raised as Muslims. Islam survived in isolated island communities off Georgia and South Carolina. Elsewhere, Muslim men gravitated to Black Baptist churches which gave them a degree of protection from the worst conditions as slaves and, after emancipation, from the lynchings of the Jim Crow era.10 As a result, Islam virtually disappeared from the US until the Muslim revival among African American communities in the early twentieth century. Living a marginal life, as a fraction of the slave population of the US, it is not surprising that a substantial native Muslim population had no influence on early American society. By contrast, Muslim powers overseas had a profound impact.


The United States fights its first foreign wars


American independence ended the protection of the British navy (and British tribute money) for the new nation’s merchant ships in the Mediterranean and the Atlantic approaches to it. They therefore became easy prey for pirates based in North Africa.


The United States in 1783 had no navy, no money and no constitution. Its government was largely in the hands of individual states, with limited powers for the Continental Congress. The convoy which took the American delegates home from the peace negotiations with Britain encountered Algerian pirates in the Atlantic. The pirates’ swift, three-masted xebecs were lightly armed, but they did not need to be well armed against the virtually defenceless Americans.


A year later, three American merchant ships were seized by the Algerians, and their crews taken hostage. In Algiers, they were imprisoned, tortured and enslaved. The pirates created widespread panic: even the bold sailor John Paul Jones thought they could ‘extend themselves as far as the western islands’, by which he probably meant the Canaries or Azores. Fear of the enemy within meant that four innocent Virginian Jews were banished as suspected agents of the Algerians.11


Much as it would two centuries later in the Iraq War, the United States tried to organise a coalition of willing European powers to suppress the pirates, which the French refused to join, even though they were still formally allied to the Americans. (As over Iraq, the French became very unpopular and were widely suspected of secretly conspiring with the pirates to destroy American commerce in the Mediterranean.) The French response was a bitter disappointment to the American envoy to Paris, Thomas Jefferson, who oscillated between a policy of force against the Barbary pirates and the use of diplomacy (with the payment of tribute).12


Jefferson had more understanding of Islam than any American leader then or since. He kept a much-studied copy of the Holy Quran in his library. He had campaigned for religious freedom in his native Virginia and demanded recognition of the religious rights of the ‘Mahamdan [sic], the Jew and the pagan’. Later, in the long debates on the future American Constitution, he would campaign for Article VI, which ensures to this day that no public office in the United States, including the presidency, may be withheld on religious grounds.13


However, he and his colleague John Adams (then minister to London, later the second president) were shocked by the response of Abd al-Rahman, the negotiator for the Barbary State of Tripoli, with whom they sought to negotiate America’s first international treaty. ‘It was written in the Koran that all nations who should not have acknowledged [the Muslims’] authority were sinners, that it was their right and duty to make war upon whoever they could find and to make Slaves of all they could take as prisoners, and that every Mussulman who should be slain in battle was sure to go to Paradise.’14 Whether or not the Americans reported this response accurately in translation, it established for the first time a template of militant Islamic fanaticism which has now become familiar.


For lack of a navy, Jefferson and Adams stuck to diplomacy and tribute. They negotiated a treaty not with Tripoli but with the Islamic state of Morocco. It expressly denied any hostility towards Islam, as well as bearing an Islamic inscription and date.15 However, the treaty brought little or no relief from piracy and hostage-taking. The demand for a navy to defend American lives and commerce was a key component of the nationwide debate on the Constitution and a powerful weapon for the Federalists against the proponents of states’ rights. It was even suggested that without a Federal union to finance the navy, the Barbary pirates could cross the Atlantic and invade the American coast.16 Eventually, in 1794, Congress met President George Washington’s pleas by voting to create ‘a navy adequate for the protection of the commerce of the United States against Algerian corsairs’.17


Meanwhile, early Americans were fed many lurid stories of their compatriots in captivity. As at present, some were fabrications.18 One of these dubious accounts had the compendious title The Captivity and Sufferings of Mrs Mary Velnet, Who Was Seven Years A Slave in Tripoli, Three of Which She Was Confined in A Dungeon, Loaded with Irons, and Four Times Put to the Most Cruel Tortures Ever Invented by Man.19


Real or fictional, the enslavement of Americans influenced another key debate. Abolitionists condemned the hypocrisy of national indignation against the Barbary rulers when Americans were practising slavery on a much greater scale. The last writing of Benjamin Franklin made this point ironically in a purported defence of slavery by an Algerian prince. In 1796, the bestselling two-volume novel The Algerine Captive by Royall Tyler made the point directly and dramatically. The young hero and narrator Updike Underhill has a series of picaresque adventures, culminating in service as a doctor on an American slave ship. He is captured by Barbary pirates, enslaved in Algiers and becomes an earnest abolitionist on release. However, the most powerful abolitionist text was the first-hand testimony of an American sea captain, William Riley, who submitted to slavery for survival after being shipwrecked off North Africa. His book Sufferings In Africa sold nearly a million copies over forty years. One of his admirers was Abraham Lincoln.20


Implicitly, such arguments associated slavery with Islam, as the product of a defective religion and society, and not fit for a Christian nation. Abolitionists associated slavery with pre-modern societies (‘savage’, ‘ancient’ and ‘nomadic’) in contrast with modern (Christian) societies which introduced freedom. Understandably, there was a mighty counter-effort by Christians in the Southern states to argue that slavery was sanctioned by God and consonant with the both the Old and the New Testament, even in its most obnoxious form of chattel slavery, which made slaves the personal property of their owner.21


In spite of popular indignation against the Barbary states, John Adams, now the second president, maintained the policy of diplomacy and paying tribute.22 The Barbary rulers increased their demands (besides gold, one asked for a menagerie of zoo animals and a portrait of George Washington) and, by 1800, tribute was absorbing a major part of the national budget. Adams’s successor, Jefferson, decided to use the new navy against the Barbary rulers. As with future presidents, he managed to circumvent the constitutional requirements that only Congress could declare war. He ordered the navy to carry out a policing operation to respond to aggression by the pirates. In the event, the Pasha of Tripoli obliged him by declaring war on the United States in May 1801.23


The war began with the first American naval victory, a daring attack on the enemy ship Tripoli, but this was soon followed by reverses and Jefferson had to ask Congress for more ships. Not for the first time, the United States demonised its principal opponent, the ruler of Tripoli, Yusuf Qaramanli. James Cathcart, the American consul, called him ‘a venal wretch, destitute of every honorable sentiment’.24 The rulers of Tunis, Algiers and Morocco joined Qaramanli. By bad luck, the Americans were forced to surrender the warship Philadelphia, which was renamed The Gift of Allah by its new masters in Tripoli. With great daring, Stephen Decatur – the first American hero of a foreign war25 – led a party to set fire to the new Gift of Allah, but its former crew remained in cruel captivity. Another daring attempt to destroy the entire fleet of Tripoli ended in failure. As Jefferson entered his second term, the United States was embroiled in an expensive war with a Muslim state with no apparent end in sight.


At this point, the former American consul to Tunis, the bellicose William Eaton, took matters into his own hands.26 He had detested his assignment and described Tunis as ‘a land of sodomy and rapine, whose people know no restraints of honor nor honesty’.27 He added – in language echoed frequently in our time and comparable to the French ‘razzia’ visited on Algeria after its conquest in the 1830s – that ‘there is but one language which can be held to these people and this is terror’.28 He formed a plan for what would later become known as ‘regime change’, aiming to replace Qaramanli in Tripoli with his more pliable brother Hamid who was in exile in Egypt (more or less restored to the Ottoman Empire after the ejection of Napoleon’s army). He met Hamid and raised a private army to attack Tripoli from the east and depose Qaramanli. Although this private army is remembered in the United States for its marine contingent, there were only 10 Americans (including Eaton himself in a private white uniform) and 90 Tripolitanians, along with 63 European mercenaries (mainly Greek) and 250 Bedouin tribesmen.29


Eaton proposed to lead them across 500 miles of the Western desert – a feat not attempted since the Roman wars against Carthage. He soon came to detest the Bedouin, who were essential as guides and labour. ‘They have no sense of patriotism, truth nor honor,’ he complained, ‘and no attachment where they have no prospect of gain.’30 He also fell out with Hamid. Nonetheless, his force managed to reach Tripoli’s second city of Derna and to seize it in hand-to-hand fighting.


At this point, Jefferson abandoned the plan for regime change and made a peace, on favourable terms, with Qaramanli and the other Barbary rulers, which included deliverance for the American prisoners. Eaton was furious. Like another later disappointed general, Douglas MacArthur, he lobbied Congress against Jefferson’s betrayal. Jefferson was nonetheless able to present his peace terms as victory, although he asked Congress to finance a massive expansion of the navy, which suggested that he had little confidence that the peace would be lasting.


If so, Jefferson was right. The Barbary rulers were quick to resume piracy and hostage-taking when the United States was drawn into a naval confrontation with Britain during the Napoleonic Wars, which culminated in the Anglo–American War of 1812. This forced Jefferson to withdraw ships from the Mediterranean, as well as quietly resume the payment of ransoms and tribute. American public opinion demanded fierce action against the pirates when the war against Britain was finally ended by the Treaty of Ghent in December 1814. Reluctantly, President James Madison secured a declaration of war from Congress.


The second Barbary War was fought much more decisively than the first. A strong naval expedition led by Decatur sunk the Algiers flagship, off the coast of Spain, in May 1815, before attacking the port of Algiers itself in June. Decatur and his diplomatic colleague William Shaler were able to dictate a Pax Americana to the Dey of Algiers. Shaler was graceless in victory. He belittled the Algerians and remarked that ‘Islamism, which requires little instruction… seems peculiarly adapted to the conceptions of barbarous people’. He expressed amazement that ‘so worthless a power should have been so long permitted to vex the commercial world and extort ransom’.31


The peace treaty provided for a permanent American naval presence in the Mediterranean. The wars had finally achieved their main objective and the Mediterranean was safe for American commerce. It also established lasting images of American heroism in the cause of liberty and Christian civilisation against the backward and barbaric power of Islam. An additional term of the treaty meant that seven North African prisoners were taken to the United States and put on exhibition as ‘real bona fide imported Turks’ in a number of New York theatres, beginning a tradition of presenting the Muslim as both threat and spectacle that would play an ongoing role in the popular American mindset.32 Apart from the marine hymn already cited, the Barbary Wars supplied the first lyrics by Francis Scott Key to what became the American national anthem – referring to ‘turbaned heads bowed to the brow of the brave’ and to ‘the star-spangled flag of our nation’.33


American neo-conservatives to this day characterise the Barbary Wars as part of an inevitable conflict between the United States and militant Islam. One example is Joshua London, writing in the Heritage Foundation’s journal in May 2006. Ignoring the powerful economic motives for piracy, London stated that ‘America became entangled in the Islamic world and was dragged into a war with the Barbary States simply because of the religious obligation within Islam to bring belief to those who do not share it [my emphasis]’.


London continued:




The Barbary pirates were not a ‘radical’ or ‘fundamentalist’ sect that had twisted religious doctrine for power and politics, or that came to recast aspects of their faith out of some form of insanity. They were simply a North African warrior caste involved in an armed jihad – a mainstream Muslim doctrine. This is how the Muslims understood Barbary piracy and armed jihad at the time – and, indeed, how the physical jihad has been understood since Mohammed revealed it as the prophecy of Allah.


Obviously, and thankfully, not every Muslim is obligated, or even really inclined, to take up this jihad. Indeed, many Muslims are loath to personally embrace this physical struggle. But that does not mean they are all opposed to such a struggle any more than the choice of many Westerners not to join the police force or the armed services means they do not support those institutions [my emphasis].34





Joshua London’s book Victory in Tripoli and his interpretation of the Barbary Wars was well received, with reviews focusing on parallels with contemporary Islamic terrorism.35



‘Manifest Destiny’ extends to the Middle East


During the early nineteenth century, the concept of ‘Manifest Destiny’ caught the imagination of millions of Americans. Invented by the New York journalist John O’Sullivan, it provided the intellectual foundation (as well as divine sanction) for an expanding white population to occupy the whole of the American continent. Its advocates were both anti-foreign and anti-centralist, and who felt that more states in the Union would weaken the power of the Federal government. But they were, above all, moralistic. The contemporary United States Journal proclaimed that ‘we the American people are the most independent, intelligent, moral and happy people on the face of the earth’.36


Acting in the name of progress and civilisation, they would displace the Native American populations who inhabited huge tracts of the United States and conquer the American south-west from Mexico, the weak and troublesome successor to the Spanish Empire.37


Buoyed by military, economic and technological success, Americans began to extend the concept of Manifest Destiny to the wider world. American success in the Barbary Wars, combined with the decaying power of the Ottoman Empire, opened up the Middle East to American missionaries, traders and (as they would be called today) tourists. One of their chief exports was Manifest Destiny.


O’Sullivan himself suggested that the United States was ordained ‘to establish on earth the moral dignity and salvation of man’. This doctrine was particularly attractive to the Evangelical Protestant missionaries in the Middle East, struggling against great odds to convert Muslims and older local Christian communities to their brand of Christianity. One prominent missionary, William Goodell, told an angry crowd in what is now Lebanon: ‘We have come to raise your… population from that state of ignorance, degradation and death into which you are fallen, to do all the good in our power.’38


In this project, the Jews were seen as the prime allies of the United States, and the local Arabs as, at best, a local obstruction. One proponent of those views was William Lynch, who had led a successful American expedition to Palestine. In his bestselling memoirs, Lynch declared that any Arab’s ruling passion was ‘greediness of gold, which he will clutch from the unarmed stranger, or filch from an unsuspecting friend’, whereas the Jewish people ‘were destined to be the first agent in the civilization of the Arab’.39


Such ideas had a ready market in the early United States. The Pilgrim Fathers in the seventeenth century, fleeing religious persecution in England, had identified themselves with the Jews, set up a theocratic society modelled on the Old Testament and looked constantly for signs that their American settlements were foreshadowed in the Bible. They were gratified by the apparent discovery of displaced Jews among the American Indian population; as early as 1650, a Presbyterian minister published a book entitled Jews in America with far-fetched evidence that ‘Indians are Judaicial’.40


Above all, they made Bible study the foundation of education. Harvard University was founded in 1636 partly to teach Hebrew to the sons of ministers. It was followed by nine other colleges before the American Revolution – all of them teaching Hebrew.41


American travellers, traders and missionaries were all but universal in their contempt for Islam. One traveller, the liberal Walter Colton, suggested that the extinction of Islam was a pre-condition for the arrival of (American) civilisation in the Middle East. He wrote: ‘The same effort which lifts the Mussulman above the broken fetters of his despotism will place him on the ruins of his religion. The sceptre and the crescent, altar and throne, will sink together.’ His contemporary Sarah Haight, who wrote a bestselling account of her travels in the Holy Land, called for an international political crusade to humiliate Islam and depose the Sultan and Caliph.42


After the Civil War, American travellers in the Middle East greatly multiplied, encouraged by cheaper and faster steamship travel. They included Lincoln’s Secretary of State, William Seward, and three of his generals, George McClellan, William Sherman and Ulysses S. Grant – who was received in state after serving two terms as president himself. None of these visitors returned with a good opinion of Muslim society. Sherman made a revealing comparison when he described Egyptians as ‘a race that… look… and talk and act just like our Indians’. Grant’s daughter Julia was depressed that ‘Egypt, the birthplace, the cradle of civilization – Egypt, the builder of temples, tombs and the great pyramids – has nothing’.43 However, the most devastating verdict on Muslims was delivered by Mark Twain in a series of highly paid newspaper articles, later collected into the bestselling 1869 book The Innocents Abroad. Twain described them as a ‘filthy, brutish, ignorant, unprogressive, superstitious people’ hopelessly deluded by the ‘wild fables’ of Arabian Nights, which was actually one of Twain’s favourite books (and not, at the time, widely read in the Arab world).44


But Twain’s comments on Muslims and his caustic account of places in the Holy Land could not wipe out the exotic allure of Islam to some Americans. A fraternal offshoot of the Masons was founded in 1870 called the Shriners, which adopted the trappings of Islam. Their symbols were the scimitar and the crescent, and their (male) members wore fezzes. The Shriners claimed to have been founded by the Prophet Muhammad’s son-in-law Caliph Ali in the year of the Hegira 25.45 The Shriners are still active today as a philanthropic organisation in the United States, supporting hospitals for children and burns victims.


We shall see other examples later of Americans’ deeply ambivalent attitude to Islam, alternating horror at its supposed beliefs and imagined threats to American civilisation, while enjoying and appropriating many of its practices and rituals.




	
I. However, Arabian Nights was also popular and contributed a countervailing image of Islamic societies as places of magic and mystery and erotic delights. See M. B. Oren, Power, Faith and Fantasy: America in the Middle East, 1776 to the Present (Norton, 2007), pp. 44–45.













2 THE UNITED STATES ACQUIRES MUSLIM SUBJECTS



The Spanish–American War of 1898 was one of the least creditable in history. A weak American president, William McKinley, was pushed into war by newspapers, particularly the Hearst press, peddling fake news. The Americans won a series of rapid and popular victories against the decrepit Spanish Empire. Teddy Roosevelt became a national hero and dramatically accelerated his political career. He was chosen as McKinley’s vice-president and shortly afterwards succeeded him as the youngest president in American history.1


The United States acquired all of Spain’s former possessions in the Caribbean (Cuba and Puerto Rico) and, over considerable domestic opposition, those in the Pacific as well: the island of Guam and the Philippines. McKinley took the Pacific territories partly to keep them out of the hands of a major European power and partly for religious reasons. He was a devout man, much influenced by his wife Ida, a strong supporter of American missionary societies. These saw the Philippines as an outlet for civilisation by Protestant evangelism, and were disconcerted to discover that the Spanish had already converted most of the inhabitants to Roman Catholicism.2


The Philippines gave the United States colonial responsibility for a Muslim population of around 300,000. They represented less than 5 per cent of the whole population, but controlled Manilla, a territory in the northern island of Luzon and the major southern one of Mindanao, through their native rulers, the sultans and datus. Originally converted by Arab traders who had reached the Philippines a century before the Spanish, the Muslim population was known as the Moros – named pejoratively by the Spanish after the Muslim population expelled from Spain in the fifteenth century. The Moros resisted conversion to Catholicism and had never been subdued by the Spanish, staying loyal to their local Islamic rulers.


From military necessity, the Americans began the occupation of the Philippines by attempting to exploit Islam – a faith which, as we have seen, most Americans despised. The occupation had prompted the US-Philippine War, led by Christian Filipino nationalists, disappointed at their failure to gain independence after the overthrow of the Spaniards. It took the Americans three years to suppress it, at the cost of 5,000 American lives and at least 50,000 Filipinos.3


The Americans were worried that the leading Moro ruler, the Sultan of Sulu, might join the uprising. The American ambassador to the Ottoman Empire therefore asked Sultan Abdul Hamid – as Caliph – to appeal to the Sulu Muslims to submit to the Americans, who had promised not to interfere with their Islamic faith. This was ironic, since only recently the Sultan had been pilloried in American newspapers over the massacres of his Christian Armenian subjects. The Sultan obliged with an appropriate letter, and President McKinley expressed his gratitude. It is impossible to assess the letter’s influence, but the Sulu Muslims, and the Moros generally, stayed out of the Filipino uprising.4 In return, the Americans kept their promise and General John Bates negotiated a treaty named after him (by Americans) with the Sultan of Sulu. It promised Sulu autonomy and respect for ‘all the religious customs’.5


American civilisation reasserts itself


The Bates Treaty was never popular with missionaries and other proponents of American civilisation. It required them to accept what they saw as local despotism and practices of polygamy and slavery. As at present, American administrators claimed to be particularly repelled by punishments including lashings, stonings and amputations.6 Most importantly, it required them to tolerate Islam, which they blamed for the general backwardness and savagery of their new subjects.


The Americans based their view of the Moros on two main sources: missionaries who had encountered Islam in other parts of the world, particularly the Ottoman Empire; and rival colonial powers who ruled Muslim populations. Ironically, the Americans, who professed to abhor European colonialism and would not let anyone describe the Philippines as a colony, sought detailed advice on Muslims from every single European colonial power – even the Danes, who had almost none in their empire of Greenland, the Faroes and what are now the US Virgin Islands.7


Both sources pointed to the same conclusion: the Moros were outside the reach of modern civilisation on the grounds of their Islamic faith. Henry Otis Dwight was a prominent American missionary with extensive experience of the Ottoman Empire but none at all in the Pacific. In 1899, he published a much-read article entitled ‘Our Mohammedan Wards’ in support of the American annexation of the Philippines, framing it as the protection of their Christian population from the Moros. With arguments frequently copied since, he claimed that all Muslims were dedicated to the subjugation or killing of non-Muslims: ‘Babies, almost before they are weaned, lisp the word “blasphemer” on sight of a foreigner.’ The only language the Moros, as Muslims, would understand was overwhelming force, although eventually Dwight believed that sufficient contact with American Christian soldiers with ‘high manly qualities’ would induce them to abandon their faith.8


Among European colonialists, the most influential was Britain’s proconsul in Egypt, Evelyn Baring, 1st Earl of Cromer. He gave long hours of instruction to a visiting American mission, headed by President Roosevelt’s favourite general Leonard Wood, whom he had nominated as governor of Moro Province. This province was specially created in the main southern island of Mindanao to isolate Moros from the rest of the Philippines, almost like a Bantustan. Cromer told Wood that the Muslim faith was responsible for all the backwardness he could observe in Egypt. ‘Swathed in the bands of the Koran,’ said Cromer, quoting a popular British text, ‘the Moslem faith, unlike the Christian, is powerless to adapt itself to varying time and place, keep pace with the march of humanity, direct and purify the social life, or elevate mankind.’9


Against this background, it is not surprising that American administrators quickly protested against the Bates Treaty’s policies of non-intervention against Islam. One of them, O. J. Sweet, was especially incensed at a provision that public education in the Philippines should not attack any religion. ‘The Al Koran, a monotheism, is the most colossal forgery of the Christian religion ever perpetuated since the foundation of Christianity. It teaches that it is the duty of those of that faith to convert all peoples to become followers and believers of Mohammedanism.’ He wanted the Americans to use public education to counter the ‘false doctrine’ of Islam.10


Meanwhile, the Americans conducted a tribal census of the Philippines. It classified all Christian tribes as ‘civilised’ and all non-Christian ones, including Moros, as ‘wild tribes’.11 This attitude was reflected in the St Louis World’s Fair of 1904. Muslim people were transported from their homelands and exhibited. The Philippines Exhibit cast the Moros as bloodthirsty and dangerous, and visitors were warned against photographing them for fear of rousing them to violence. Perhaps as a result, the captive Moros became one of the fair’s biggest attractions. Visitors who lacked the nerve to defy the warnings and take their own photographs purchased and sent thousands of postcards of Moros to impress the folks back home.12



The Moros as American Indians


The St Louis World’s Fair reinforced the identification of the Moros with American Indians (to use the then current term) – both were inevitable casualties of the march of American civilisation driven by Protestant Christianity. Unsurprisingly, this attitude was particularly prevalent among the American soldiers who had to fight the Moros when a series of local clashes became a major conflict which lasted from 1902 until 1911.


Between the end of the American Civil War in 1865 and the Spanish–American War in 1898, American soldiers had no combat experience outside the ‘Indian wars’. As in those wars, American tactics against the Moros were based on the use of overwhelming force and firepower. The suppression of both Indians and Moros was justified as a defence of civilisation itself. In response to his Democratic opponent, who had condemned Republican imperialism, President Roosevelt used this argument when running for re-election in 1904: ‘To abandon the Moro country, as our opponents propose, would be precisely as if twenty-five years ago we had withdrawn the army and the civil agents from within and around the Indian reservations in the West, at a time when the Sioux and the Apache were still the terror of our settlers. It would be a criminal absurdity.’13


However, the Moros were demonised by Republican politicians and media even more than the Indians – because they were Muslims. This became apparent after the First Battles of Bayang (1902) and Bud Dajo (1906), where more than 1,000 Moros, including women and children, were killed.14 The latter attracted significant popular criticism at home, even among supporters of the colonial project – most notably a stinging pamphlet by Mark Twain entitled ‘The Incident in the Philippines’. In response, the army’s defenders briefed visiting Congressmen and journalists that its tactics were an inevitable response to the Islamic fanaticism of the Moros. This was strongly expressed in a letter in the Christian Observer by a serving soldier. He described the Moros as ‘barbarians and Mohammedans of the most intense sort’ who were fighting Americans exclusively ‘for their religion and we happen to be in their way’. He concluded that ‘they are never conquered until dead’ and added ominously that ‘the women look upon Christians the same as the men’.15


The war absorbed 25,000 American troops, supported by Christian Filipino auxiliaries and constabulary, who took heavy casualties. Although the Moros had no unity of command, virtually no modern weapons except those captured from their enemies and no territorial sanctuaries, it took ten years to subdue the last resistance from them. The Americans owed much to their final commander, General John J. Pershing, later to command their forces on the Western Front in the First World War. Although continuing to rely on strength and firepower, Pershing made a genuine effort to understand the mindset of the Moros, including their faith, and inaugurated significant land and economic reforms which improved their condition and gave many a motive to stop fighting.16


The war was virtually forgotten at home. Veterans returned from it with no parades or public welcomes from their communities.17 Few Americans felt any connection with their new colony in the Philippines. As critics predicted at its annexation, it was unprofitable and distant and required an expensive defence, especially from the growing threat of Japan.


The Democratic administration of Woodrow Wilson instituted civilian rule in the Philippines and encouraged Christian Filipinos to penetrate Moro lands. In the longer term, this transferred the United States’ ‘Moro problem’ to the Filipino majority, and set up a new conflict after Philippine independence in 1946. The Moros were forgotten by the American public until their image was briefly revived in 1937 by a Hollywood movie, The Real Glory, starring Gary Cooper. This again presented the Americans as heroes defending civilised people from savage fanatics. One entirely fictional scene (starring the hero, played by Gary Cooper), created an enduring myth – later exploited by Donald Trump – that the Americans used pigs’ blood and pigskins to prevent Muslim terrorists from entering paradise.18 The movie had to be withdrawn in 1942 after the Moros fiercely resisted the Japanese occupation of the Philippines, leading to a reversal of roles in which the Moros became briefly visible to movie audiences as ‘good guys’.


The British and the French ruled over millions of Muslims through their colonial empires for nearly two centuries, which ensured a lasting Muslim impact on their societies at home, confronting both nations with the problem of replacing relations based on hierarchy with equality. By contrast, the Americans accidentally acquired a small, isolated community of Muslim subjects in their colonial empire for a few decades. They never allowed them into their home country and made almost no effort to understand them or accommodate them.


After repressing them as savages unfit for American civilisation, they forgot about them. I will, however, return to the plight of the Moros later, describing how more recently they have been targeted by Christian settlers from the northern Philippines and inexorably dragged into the global ‘war on terror’ in a macabre repeat of the Moro wars of the first years of the twentieth century.










3 AFRICAN AMERICANS REDISCOVER ISLAM



In the first chapter, I showed how Muslims among the slave population of the United States left almost no trace on American society. Emancipation brought no revival of Islam. Former slaves found that some sort of Christian identity made it easier to realise the short-lived gains of Reconstruction or to gain some protection from the ‘Jim Crow’ regimes of the white supremacists who were restored to power in the Southern states after the Civil War.


However, in the late nineteenth century, the rapid industrialisation and economic dynamism of the United States sucked in labour from all parts of the world. For the first time, the United States acquired a significant free Muslim population by immigration. This was derived principally from the Ottoman province of Syria, and the resulting hyphenated community became known as Syrian-Americans, although many originated in what is now Lebanon or Palestine. Punjabi Muslims from British-controlled India also settled in the United States, usually entering via Canada which was open to them as part of the British Empire.


For a number of reasons, it is especially hard to estimate the total Muslim immigrant population. First, the American immigration authorities did not record the religious affiliation of immigrants, being constitutionally barred from doing so. Second, immigrants often changed their given names, and those of their infant children, to the nearest American equivalent before they entered the United States.I Furthermore, the Ottoman Empire made it much harder for Muslims to emigrate than non-Muslims, prompting unknown numbers of Muslims to pretend to be Christians in order to get around the rules.


Once in the United States, an immigrant – just like a former slave – found it easier as a Christian to claim the benefits of American society than as a Muslim. In particular, Christian immigrants (and, for that matter, high-caste Hindus) were more likely to be classified as white and thus avoid specific restrictions on immigration and naturalisation.II American citizenship law in this period allowed naturalisation only to white people or those of African nativity or descent, which made white status for Asian immigrants a vital issue.


Asian Muslims had good reason to fear that Islam would be taken as a marker of non-white status. In a landmark citizenship case as late as 1942, at a time when thousands of Muslims were fighting for the Allied cause in the Second World War, District Judge Tuttle found against a Yemeni Muslim called Ahmed Hassan. He said: ‘Apart from the dark skin of the Arabs, it is well known that they are a part of the Mohammedan world and that a wide gulf separates their culture from that of the predominantly Christian peoples of Europe. It cannot be expected that as a class they would readily intermarry with our population and be assimilated into our civilization.’ He concluded with a startling piece of circular logic: ‘the small amount of immigration of those peoples to the United States is in itself evidence of that fact’.1


Allowing for all of these factors, it is estimated that some 60,000 Muslim migrants settled in the United States between 1890 and 1924.2 They were a presence in most great American cities, principally as labourers and shop keepers, while others became homesteaders on marginal land in rural states. Others were recruited as labour for specific industries; for example, in the copper mines near Butte, Montana, which is still home to a significant number of Syrian-American families.


But these Muslims are barely more visible in American history and society in this period than the Muslim slaves before them. They exercised no political influence. When the United States entered the Great War in 1917, it became a potential arbiter of the fate of Arab Muslims. But insofar as there was an Arab lobby seeking to influence President Wilson and the State Department, it was composed exclusively of Arab Christians.3


Muslim faith and identity remained a private matter, behind closed doors. The United States’ first permanent mosque didn’t appear until 1921. It was created in Dearborn, Michigan, to serve the Muslim workers at Henry Ford’s automobile factory. The historian Sally Howell describes its distinctly American character:




The Islam to be practiced in the Moslem Mosque of Highland Park would not be exotic, foreign, or a thing of spectacle. It would be an American faith tradition not unlike those found in nearby churches and synagogues. It would attract worshipers who were American citizens.4





The rediscovery of Islam by African Americans


Emancipation did little to change the living conditions for more than four million former slaves in the South, particularly after the corrupt bargain of 1876 in which the Republicans, the party of the late Abraham Lincoln, allowed the restoration of white supremacy in the Southern states in exchange for the election of their candidate in the disputed presidential election.5


Over the next four decades, the African American population doubled, but around 90 per cent continued to live in the rural South, prisoners of a backward economy dependent on cotton, deprived of basic civil rights and equal public education, and still subject to beatings and lynchings. Then, around 1910, agricultural depression and demand for labour in Northern cities induced the ‘Great Migration’ to other parts of the United States which accelerated during the Great War and the boom years of the 1920s. This migration slowed during the Depression of the 1930s, and even partly reversed as the South’s economy revived more quickly than the North’s. It resumed during the Second World War and into the prosperous 1950s. By 1970, more than six million African Americans had moved to cities in the North, Midwest and West.


The internal migrants saw major gains in their living standards – as long as they remained in work. Around 1916, at the start of the Great Migration, factory wages in the urban North were around three times more than what could be earned working the land in the rural South. These migrants also gained far more freedom around where they could spend their money, and African Americans set up many small businesses to attract them as customers. But rich Northern whites were scarcely less hostile to them than the poor Southern whites they had escaped, an outcome predicted by de Tocqueville in his – usually abridged – chapter on the ‘three races’ from Democracy in America.6 Although formal segregation was unlawful outside the South, it was applied effectively in housing and education, as well as in access to many public service jobs by informal means, including violence and lynchings.


The summer of 1919, when the United States experienced a post-war slump, saw the worst spate of interracial violence in American history, mostly white on Black. The most violent episode, the Chicago Race Riot of 1919, was instigated by white attacks on Black people, in particular that experienced by a young Black swimmer who had drifted into a ‘white’ section of a beach. Returning white war veterans were prominent in attacks on Black people who had moved into the city while they were overseas. The riot lasted for 13 days and left 38 people dead, 537 injured and more than a 1,000 African American families homeless.


Against this background, a number of Islamic movements – for the most part eclectic, syncretic and uniquely American – made headway among African Americans in cities. Their appeal was based on the identification of Islam as an ‘African’ faith which had never submitted to the white man, and as a pathway to self-respect and personal success, without acceptance of the white man’s terms. The appeal of Islamic movements to African Americans was assisted by fissures within the Baptists and the decline of the social gospel movement.


Not surprisingly, these versions of Islam – especially the Nation of Islam, popularised by the brilliant and charismatic Malcolm X – inspired fear and resentment among the white majority and its guardians, notably J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI. During the 1950s and 1960s, they also provoked deep splits within the African American community and the civil rights movement.


Freemasonry and Islam


To a striking extent, these movements were influenced by Freemasonry and other fraternal orders, which for years had appropriated many terms and symbols from Islam.7 Both Sir Richard Burton and Robert Graves traced the origins of Freemasonry to Sufi Islam, while Freemasonry’s chief symbol – the compass and square – appears to have been copied from the battle flag of the Ottoman Sultan Selim I.8


Masonry was a strong influence on Timothy Drew, renamed the Noble Drew Ali, who claimed Moorish origins and founded the Moorish Science Temple of America in 1913. It has a claim to be regarded as the first specifically Muslim organisation in the United States: although highly syncretic in its teaching, its predominant influence was Islam. Drew Ali blended Masonic and other rituals into the rites of the Temple, and eventually produced his own text, the Circle 7 Koran. Although much of this was copied from esoteric, non-Islamic texts, its final appeal was Islamic. He wrote:




The fallen sons and daughters of the Asiatic Nation of North America need to learn to love instead of hate; and to know of their higher self and lower self. This is the uniting of the Holy Koran of Mecca for teaching and instructing all Moorish Americans, etc. The key of civilization was and is in the hands of the Asiatic nations. The Moorish, who were the ancient Moabites, and the founders of the Holy City of Mecca.





Drew Ali understood the need to combine his Islamic appeal with American showmanship. When he launched his most successful version of the Temple, in Chicago during the 1920s, he promoted it with a vaudeville show that featured a female singer, as well as himself performing not only as a healer but also as a Harry Houdini-style escape artist.9 In spite of connections with powerful local politicians, including the Illinois state governor, Louis L. Emmerson, Drew Ali alarmed the Chicago police who watched his organisation vigilantly. During a factional dispute, one of his deputies was stabbed to death. Drew Ali was arrested. No charges were brought against him but he died shortly after being released from police custody. He was only forty-three and had no previous record of ill health, which led his most loyal followers to blame the police.10


Beneath his more esoteric teachings, Noble Drew Ali had two core ideas about Islam, which were crucially important to leaders who came after him. First, he believed that Islam would restore African Americans to their true heritage as a free Moorish people. Second, he believed that Islam would give them the self-discipline and application to succeed on their own terms, without pleading for favours from white society. John Wesley believed that Methodism would do the same for the English working class by enabling hard-working men and women to succeed on their own terms. Noble Drew Ali himself ran several quite successful businesses within his organisation and published a newspaper, the Moorish Guide. (His stabbed deputy was in fact his business manager.)11


Both of these beliefs were integral to the career of the much more famous Marcus Garvey, founder of the Universal Negro Improvement Association. Garvey never formally espoused Islam, but made many favourable references to the religion and seems to have accepted its claim to be a means through which African Americans could discover a faith for themselves as a free people. On 17 September 1922, Garvey declared that ‘everyone knows that Mohammed was a Negro’. He earlier remarked: ‘As Mohammed did in the religious world, so in the political arena we have had men who have paid the price for leading the people toward the great light of liberty.’12


Garvey was especially focused on business. He envisaged that African Americans would be empowered by a new sense of personal identity (partly through Islam) to own and develop businesses which would not only challenge white economic hegemony in the United States but enable them to return to Africa and lead its inhabitants to freedom from the white colonial empires. At that time, there were only two independent African states: the empire of Abyssinia and the republic of Liberia, which was virtually a subsidiary of the American Firestone rubber company.


Garvey attracted funds from his supporters to establish the Negro Factories Corporation, which he intended to make and market every major commodity in the United States, and to set up a major shipping company, the Black Star Line. At his peak in the early 1920s, he drew tens of thousands to his open-air meetings in New York and his Universal Negro Improvement Association had developed into a mass movement, with its own newspaper and a membership of at least one million.13


The Black Star Line came to grief through a combination of mismanagement, obstruction by employees (especially the white officers it had to use) and record-keeping failures, especially over the alleged purchase of one of its ships.14 As Garvey had used the US Post Office to solicit funds, the authorities were able to bring charges of mail fraud against him. He conducted a bombastic and over-long defence, the (white) jury turned against him and he alone of the Black Star defendants was convicted and jailed.15 After two years, President Coolidge had him released and deported to his native Jamaica, where he became influential and revered after his death, even if he were no longer a force in the United States. All this is essential background to understanding the astonishing phenomenon of Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam.


Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam


The Nation of Islam has been the most successful and durable African American organisation to espouse any form of Islam. Like Garvey and Noble Drew Ali, it too relied heavily on presenting Islam as a faith for free people and a pathway to personal reform and independent success. Its founder was a shadowy figure known variously as David Ford, Wallace D. Fard and, finally by his followers, Master Fard Muhammad. It was given out that he was the son of a Black man and a white woman, born in Mecca, into the tribe of the Prophet Muhammad; in fact, he was probably from what is today Pakistan. The FBI expended much energy trying to establish that he was all-white, born in New Zealand and a racketeer, and later that he was a Nazi agent.16


Fard began to preach door to door in Detroit in 1930. Much of his message had nothing to do with Islam, although his idiosyncratic teaching did draw loosely and selectively from certain elements of Islam. He told African Americans that they were a godly race who had originated in Mecca, from which they had been systematically stolen through ‘tricknology’ and enslavement by white men four centuries earlier. Fard taught that white people had been invented by an evil scientist called Dr Yakub and his followers, through experiments which murdered millions of Black infants.17 Surviving Black people had been subjugated and enslaved by white people, who had destroyed their cultural identity by introducing them to gambling, alcohol and consumption of ‘poisonous animals’, especially pork and shellfish. Fard urged his followers to abjure these as Islam prescribed and they would prosper. He prophesied that, through Islam, Black people would be restored to their culture and their divine nature in a final apocalyptic reckoning.III


Fard clashed with the local authorities when he set up separate schools for his followers, and a separate security force, but by 1934 he had about 8,000 followers, nearly all of whom were employed and better-off than their contemporaries in Detroit.18 Fard disappeared mysteriously and permanently from the record after some of his followers were accused of murdering four white men, but his organisation continued to regard him as an incarnation of God and the leadership of the Nation of Islam passed to his prophet, Elijah Muhammad. The organisation stagnated during the war when Elijah Muhammad went to jail for resisting the draft, but recovered rapidly when it recruited the supremely gifted speaker and writer Malcolm X. He quickly became its main speaker and, in 1961, was the founder-editor of its successful newspaper Muhammad Speaks, which achieved sales of 600,000 a fortnight. To its African American readers, it brought sympathetic coverage of Islam in Africa and the Middle East.19


Malcolm X offered, through Islam, a totally different vision of power for African Americans from the Christian leadership of Martin Luther King. He rejected King’s idea of non-violent democratic change,IV arguing that African Americans should prove their capabilities as a separate race and achieve economic and political power on their own terms. ‘If you can’t do for yourself what the white man is doing for himself,’ he told them, ‘don’t say you’re equal with the white man. If you can’t set up a factory like he can set up a factory, don’t talk that equality talk. This is American democracy, and those of you who are familiar with it know that in America, democracy is hypocrisy.’20 He and the Nation called for a separate state for African Americans; before the Civil War, de Tocqueville had taken an equally bleak view on the prospects of racial equality.21 It would be a Black-majority state partly financed by reparations to them for the unpaid labour of their ancestors. Malcolm X specifically rejected non-violence and called for them to be ready to defend themselves.22


The Nation of Islam reinforced Fard’s original teachings about abstinence and personal reform, although its strictures were considered blasphemous by Orthodox Sunni Muslims and Shias alike. For example, it prescribed a month of fasting not during the shifting period of Ramadan but during December, when it believed that all Americans were most subject to temptation. (It also ensured the shortest hours of daylight for the fast.)23


The Nation of Islam went from strength to strength. During the 1960s, it invested successfully in a chain of small businesses, trucking concerns, farms, real estate and even a bank of its own.24 Both the organisation and Malcolm X had benefited greatly in 1959 when they were denounced in a celebrated television documentary The Hate That Hate Produced. Although tendentious, the programme introduced the Nation of Islam to millions of Americans, including African Americans, who had never heard of it.25 Malcolm X became a national celebrity and a regular performer on television panels.26 Membership of the Nation doubled to 60,000 within a few weeks.27


The Nation also gained hugely from its most famous recruit: Cassius Clay, the world heavyweight boxing champion mentored by Malcolm X and renamed Muhammad Ali by Elijah Muhammad. From millions of people who might otherwise have been repelled by its doctrines of racial separation, Muhammad Ali won admiration as a supremely gifted man being unjustly punished for his beliefs.


From 1963 onwards, Malcolm X was at odds with Elijah Muhammad over the latter’s promiscuous private life. Their rift was aggravated when Elijah Muhammad rebuked Malcolm X for his provocative remarks on President Kennedy’s assassination: he had referred to ‘chickens coming home to roost’, the chickens being a series of murders of Black victims, at home and abroad. In April 1964, Malcolm X went on the hajj. He met many Muslim leaders and, even more importantly, Muslim pilgrims from all races praying together, breaking bread together, sharing a common purpose. This intermingling shattered all his preconceptions. He rejected the Nation’s (and his own) doctrines of racial separation as un-Islamic and founded two new organisations: one, the Muslim Mosque, Inc., dedicated to propagating mainstream Sunni Islam; another, the Organization of Afro-American Unity, to make common cause between African Americans and independence and human rights movements overseas. He maintained his commitment against white racism in the United States. Renaming himself el-Hajj Malik el-Shabbaz, he was, however, given little time to develop these new initiatives before his assassination by members of the Nation in 1965.V


After Elijah Muhammad’s death in 1975, his son Warith took over the Nation. He tried to reconstitute it as a mainstream Sunni Islamic organisation, and renamed it the American Muslim Mission. He was resisted by his father’s lieutenant – and long time rival to Malcolm X – Louis Farrakhan, who revived the Nation with a considerably reduced role for Islam.28 Since the 1980s, Farrakhan has survived severe illness and multiple accusations of racism, anti-Semitism, homophobia, sexism and, not least, complicity in the murder of Malcolm X. He maintains the Nation’s doctrines of Black separatism, abstinence and ‘family values’.29


The impact of American Islam: an assessment


Since around 1910, a number of charismatic leaders have used Islam as part of an appeal to African Americans to shake off the enduring shackles of slavery and as a means of personal empowerment. They have offered a fierce alternative to the civil rights movement’s programme of non-violent persuasion of the white majority and its hopes of reform through the institutions of American democracy and justice.


For all their efforts, they did not succeed in converting African Americans to Islam to any significant degree. In 2009, the respected Pew Research Center presented a report entitled ‘A Religious Portrait of African Americans’. It found that just 1 per cent identified as Muslims – the same proportion who identified as Jehovah’s Witnesses.30 It would be presumptuous for a white Christian foreign writer to speculate why Islam had such a limited appeal to African Americans despite its charismatic leaders and prominent converts. Malcolm X was certainly revered by vast swathes of African Americans. We shall observe later the splits within Islamic American organisations and the growing identification of Islam itself as an existential enemy of the United States. However, it may simply be that most African Americans were unwilling to accept the degree of separation from American life which Islamic movements prescribed for them, and did not see Islam, as these esoteric movements interpreted it, as a means of social, political and economic advance, especially in the era of success for the civil rights movements inspired by the Baptist, Martin Luther King.


African American Muslims simply have not mustered the numbers to form a significant lobby, interest group or voting block in mainstream American politics, nationally or locally. One can trace no success for them in achieving any political demand, either for themselves or for African Americans as a whole. Ironically, their main political achievement may have been to create a fear of Islam among the white majority.




	
I. The grandfather of my frequent collaborator Richard Heller was one such example. Born Rashid in Beirut, he had become Richard when he was brought by his family as an infant to Ellis Island. Richard’s ancestors were in fact Maronite Christians who were assimilated into the Roman Catholic Church in the United States, but the case still illustrates the difficulty of guessing at religious identities from the names on immigration records.


	
II. The Immigration Act of 1891 barred Muslims not on specifically religious grounds, which would have been unconstitutional, but because they were ‘persons who admit their belief in the practice of polygamy’.


	
III. In Fard’s words: ‘ALLAH would separate us from the Devils and then destroy them; and change us into a New and Perfect People, and fill the Earth with Freedom, Justice and Equality as it was filled with wickedness; and making we, the Poor Lost-Founds, the Perfect Rulers.’ Fardi Muhammad, The Supreme Wisdom, The Final Call (1993).


	
IV. Malcolm X believed that ‘… it is criminal to teach a man not to defend himself when he is the constant victim of brutal attacks. It is legal and lawful to own a shotgun or a rifle. We believe in obeying the law.

‘In areas where our people are the constant victims of brutality, and the government seems unable or unwilling to protect them, we should form rifle clubs that can be used to defend our lives and our property in times of emergency, such as happened last year in Birmingham; Plaquemine, Louisiana; Cambridge, Maryland; and Danville, Virginia. When our people are being bitten by dogs, they are within their rights to kill those dogs.’


‘We should be peaceful, law-abiding – but the time has come for the American Negro to fight back in self-defense whenever and wherever he is being unjustly and unlawfully attacked. If the government thinks I am wrong for saying this, then let the government start doing its job.’ Malcolm X, ‘A Declaration of Independence’, 12 March 1964.




	
V. In 2021 one of the two alleged murderers was in fact exonerated. ‘US man exonerated in Malcolm X murder sues New York state’, Al Jazeera, 14 December 2021.
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