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			“Come to prayer! Come to success”—The Islamic call to prayer

			 

			Dedicated with love to all those who were promised success and found only failure.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Is Islam the Solution?

			The failure of Islam

			For the entirety of the early part of the twenty-first century, Westerners have been consistently lectured about the superior morals and history of the culture that has given rise to numerous deadly terror attacks. This book exposes the contradictions of this demonstrably false narrative.

			Some people, having been carefully instructed to believe that speech they don’t like equals violence, or leads to it, will find the very idea of this book off-putting. How dare I, or anyone, even speculate as to whether or not Islam is a failure? 

			While books such as Christianity Is Not Great: How Faith Fails by the noted atheist polemicist John W. Loftus raise few eyebrows, criticizing Islam carries with it a particular stigma: it supposedly indicates that the one doing the criticizing hates Muslims, and wants to incite violence against them. Yet there is no reason why this should be so. 

			Societies consist of constellations of ideas. Whether these ideas are right or wrong, good or bad, those that become dominant in a society translate into actions. It is overly simplistic to say that allegedly offensive speech leads to violence, but there is nevertheless no doubt that ideas, beliefs and attitudes have definite effects, which can be observed and evaluated. In the case of Islam, that observation and lead to an inescapable conclusion: Islam is a failure.

			Since our educational system has robbed a generation of Americans of the ability to make basic distinctions, it is necessary to note, at this point, that to say that Islam is a failure is not to say that every Muslim is a failure, or that Muslims in the aggregate are bad people. The distinction between Islam as a belief system and individual Muslims has been deliberately obscured in order to silence criticism of the belief system: to speak negatively of Islam, we have been told, is to endanger Muslims.

			This is not only false, it also prevents us from doing the necessary work of evaluating ideas and beliefs—Islam as well as others—in order to determine whether we have really been wise to encourage their proliferation in American society. Many people will cheerfully avow that they want to see the influence of Christianity limited in various ways in American society, because they consider that influence baneful. No one charges them with “hate” or “incitement.” We ought to have that discussion about Christianity. We ought to have one about Islam as well.

			The cure to what ails us

			Everyone can see that the Western world is seriously ill. No one, however, agrees what should be done about it. Some say the solution need not be, and in fact is not, something new. According to many Muslims in the West today, the solution is actually something very old. Yet as old as it is, this solution has never been tried in most of the Western world: Islam.

			Sheikh Raed Salah, leader of the Islamic Movement in Israel, preached on February 2, 2024, that America was on its way out, and that the world had to prepare accordingly: “The politicians who are asking about ‘the day after’ in Gaza have forgotten to ask themselves about ‘the day after’ in America—not only in Gaza. What about ‘the day after’ in America—after America has finished playing its role? America has grown old. It is old. It is on the verge of retirement. It is about to be admitted into a nursing home.”1

			The solution for America as well as for the rest of the world, said Salah, was the religion of Muhammad. He even claimed that Muhammad himself had prophesied an Islamic America: “The Prophet Muhammad has said: ‘A small army of Muslims will conquer the white house, the house of Kisar [the Persian ruler].’“2 In case any of his listeners missed his point, he continued, “Ever since the days of Adam and to day—this is 2024—we have never known of any house that was built and named ‘the White House,’ except for the ‘White House’ in Washington.” He didn’t bother to disclose to his audience why a Persian ruler was occupying America’s Executive Mansion. Instead, Salah drove home the point that Islam was in America’s future: “Perhaps this hadith is clear evidence that the future caliphate [that will follow] the ways of the prophets will lead to the spreading of Islam, and Islam will enter every home in every continent without exception, including every home in America.”3

			In the waning months of the Biden administration, with both parties predicting the end of American “democracy” (spoiler: it’s a republic) if the other side won the November presidential election, Salah was not remotely alone in predicting this. On May 3, 2024, a student at the University of Chicago, Mohammad Nusairat, preached a Friday sermon for the university’s Muslim Students Association chapter. “America,” he declared, “is the cancer. America, the American government, secularism, democracy, capitalism, these are cancers that have spread their illness all over the world—in America and in the Middle East.” 

			Nusairat had an alternative ready: “Now Muslims are tired of this cancer. They’re tired of the American government. They’re tired of democracy. They want to see a new way of life. And as Muslims, we have to understand, that we have that new way of life.”4 Muhammad, Nusairat explained, “was sent as a mercy for all of mankind. He was sent as a mercy. Why? Because the way of life he brought, will bring that mercy. The way of life he brought, will bring that tranquility, to Muslims and non-Muslims. Non-Muslims won’t have to worry about the issues they worry about now. You won’t have to. Because Islam is a just religion that has come to be implemented upon society.”5

			These were not new ideas any more than Islam was a new solution. Nusairat’s words echoed the assessment of one of the most profound and consequential Muslim thinkers of the twentieth century, the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood theorist Sayyid Qutb. In his influential 1964 book Milestones, Qutb offers Islam as the way out of the blind alleys of capitalism and Communism: “Mankind today is on the brink of a precipice,” Qutb wrote, “not because of the danger of complete annihilation which is hanging over its head—this being just a symptom and not the real disease—but because humanity is devoid of those vital values which are necessary not only for its healthy development but also for its real progress.”6 

			The West, in Qutb’s view, offered no viable cure to this disease, and was aware of its own failure: “Even the Western world realizes that Western civilization is unable to present any healthy values for the guidance of mankind. It knows that it does not possess anything which will satisfy its own conscience and justify its existence.”7 

			At the height of the Cold War, Qutb thought that both of the two great ideas that dominated the world and were vying for hegemony over it—Communism and capitalism—were spiritually vacuous and intellectually bankrupt: “Democracy in the West has become infertile to such an extent that it is borrowing from the systems of the Eastern bloc, especially in the economic system, under the name of socialism. It is the same with the Eastern bloc. Its social theories, foremost among which is Marxism, in the beginning attracted not only a large number of people from the East but also from the West, as it was a way of life based on a creed.”8 

			It may seem strange at first glance to offer a religion as the solution to the failure or inadequacy of two socioeconomic systems. It must be remembered that Islam is much more than just a religion in the Western sense. It is a total way of life, offering a political system, a social system, and even an economic system. Islamic apologists brag about this in making negative comparisons of Islam with Christianity; the latter, they say, offers only a handful of vague moral principles, while Islam encompasses literally every detail of human behavior. There is no aspect of human activity that Islamic law doesn’t cover. As such, Islam is indeed a worthy competitor and alternative to Communism and Christianity, for it doesn’t just orient human beings to the deity, but to one another as well, regulating every aspect of human interaction.

			At a time when many Western intellectuals were embracing Marxism, Qutb asserted that “now Marxism is defeated on the plane of thought, and if it is stated that not a single nation in the world is truly Marxist, it will not be an exaggeration.”9 Marxism was, in fact, a failure, because “on the whole this theory conflicts with man’s nature and its needs. This ideology prospers only in a degenerate society or in a society which has become cowed as a result of some form of prolonged dictatorship.”10 In Qutb’s view, “the failure of the system of collective farming” was just one aspect of “the failure of a system which is against human nature.”11

			Having already demonstrated, at least to his own satisfaction, that capitalism was not the answer, Qutb declared, “It is essential for mankind to have new leadership!”12 The source of this new direction would be Islam: “If we look at the sources and foundations of modern ways of living, it becomes clear that the whole world is steeped in Jahiliyyah [Ignorance of the Divine guidance], and all the marvelous material comforts and high-level inventions do not diminish this ignorance. This Jahiliyyah is based on rebellion against God’s sovereignty on earth. It transfers to man one of the greatest attributes of God, namely sovereignty, and makes some men lords over others.”13 Islam, however, did away with all that, and preached the radical equality of all people as slaves of Allah. This vision, Qutb thought, would do away with racism, class warfare, and a host of other ills of both capitalist and Communist societies.

			The global Islamic revolution

			A twentieth-century Pakistani Muslim intellectual, Sayyid Abul A‘la Maududi, shared Qutb’s contention that Islam offered a solution to the blind alleys and dead ends of contemporary thought. Founder of the Jamaat-e-Islami (Islamic Party), which was dedicated to imposing full observance of Islamic law, Maududi remains one of the most influential Islamic thinkers of the modern age. His writings on the Qur’an and political Islam are read and revered worldwide to this day.

			Central to Maududi’s vision of the world was the fact that Islam was not just a religion, but a political system, and one that in his view should be unapologetic about being supremacist and violent: 

			In common terminology, “religion” means nothing more than a hotch potch of some beliefs, prayers and rituals. If this is what “religion” means, then, it should, indeed, be a private affair. You should be free to entertain any belief and worship any deity whom your conscience is ready to accept. If you are over-zealous and ardent devotees of this type of religion, go and preach it to the whole world and engage yourselves in declamations with the protagonists of other religions. There is no reason why you should take up a sword. Do you wish to convert people to your faith by killing them? We are forced to admit the point that if you regard Islam as a religion in the conventional meaning of the term and if, indeed, Islam be a conventional type of religion, the necessity for “Jihad” cannot be justified.14

			Writing at a time when Western intellectuals were first becoming enamored of Communism, Maududi appropriated the language of Marxism for his own political program: “The truth is that Islam is not the name of a ‘Religion,’ nor is ‘Muslim’ the title of a ‘Nation.’ In reality Islam is a revolutionary ideology and programme which seeks to alter the social order of the whole world and rebuild it in conformity with its own tenets and ideals. ‘Muslim’ is the title of that International Revolutionary Party organized by Islam to carry into effect its revolutionary programme. And ‘Jihad’ refers to that revolutionary struggle and utmost exertion which the Islamic Party brings into play to achieve this objective.”15

			Maududi’s program was internationalist: “Islam has no vested interest in promoting the cause of this or that Nation. The hegemony of this or that State on the face of this earth is irrelevant to Islam.”16 Nationalism was anathema to this global vision: “Islam wishes to destroy all States and Governments anywhere on the face of the earth which are opposed to the ideology and programme of Islam regardless of the country or the Nation which rules it.”17

			Once all states and governments that didn’t operate according to Islamic principles were destroyed, Islam would replace them: “The purpose of Islam is to set up a State on the basis of its own ideology and programme, regardless of which Nation assumes the role of the standard-bearer of Islam or the rule of which nation is undermined in the process of the establishment of an ideological Islamic State.”18

			Although Maududi apparently envisions the destruction of existing states by force, ultimately this conflict will be for the good of mankind in general: “Islam requires the earth—not just a portion, but the whole planet—not because the sovereignty over the earth should be wrested from one Nation or several Nations and vested in one particular Nation, but because the entire mankind should benefit from the ideology and welfare programme or what would be truer to say from ‘Islam’ which is the programme of well-being for all humanity.”19 Jihad was the mechanism by which the earth would be given this tremendous gift: “Towards this end, Islam wishes to press into service all forces which can bring about a revolution and a composite term for the use of all these forces is ‘Jihad.’”20

			The Islamic vision was, in Maududi’s view, deeply and quintessentially humanitarian, even when it involved Muslims waging violent jihad in order to destroy the existing order: “The ‘Jihad’ of Islam is not merely a ‘struggle’; it is a ‘struggle for the Cause of God’. ‘For the Cause of God is an essential condition for ‘Jihad’ in Islam.… All such work as is undertaken for the collective well-being of mankind and in which the functionary has no vested interest in the present world, his sole interest being to win the favour of God, is regarded in Islam as an ‘act in the way of God.’”21

			Everyone would come under the purview of the new global order: “The call of Islam is not addressed to the workers, and holders, peasants or industrialists; it is directed to the whole of human race.”22 It would require those who held power to be forced to relinquish it, for they had no right to it in Maududi’s frankly theocratic vision: “No one,” he says, “has the right to become a self-appointed ruler of men and issue orders and prohibitions on his own volition and authority. To acknowledge the personal authority of a human being as the source of commands and prohibitions is tantamount to admitting him as the sharer in the Powers and Authority of God. And this is the root of all evils in the universe.”23 

			The destruction of the existing governing powers of the earth would be tantamount to nothing less than “evil and contumacy” being actually “wiped out” from the earth, and the law of Allah being “enforced in the world.”24 As a matter of fidelity to Allah, the Muslim Party is accordingly “left with no other choice except to capture State Authority, for an evil system takes root and flourishes under the patronage of an evil government and a pious cultural order can never be established until the authority of Government is wrested from the wicked and transferred into the hands of the reformers.”25

			The mission is not complete if all the earth is not united in the new order: “the Muslim Party for reasons of both general welfare of humanity and self-defense…should not rest content with establishing the Islamic System of Government in one territory alone, but to extend the sway of [the] Islamic System all around as far as its resources can carry it.”26

			Once the Muslims attain political power, they will begin the great work of creating a just society, which will necessarily involve the ending some practices that were previously tolerated or even celebrated: “For instance, as soon as the Ummah of Islam captures state power it will ban all forms of business prosecuted on the basis of usury or interest; it will not permit the practice of gambling; it will curb all forms of business and financial dealings which are forbidden by Islamic law; it will close down all dens of prostitution and other vices and for all; it will make it obligatory for non-Muslim women to observe the minimum standards of modesty in dress as required by Islamic law and will forbid them to go about displaying their beauty like the days of ignorance; the Muslim Party will clamp censorship on the Cinema. The Islamic government with a view to securing general welfare of the public and for reasons of self-defence will not permit such cultural activities as may be permissible in non-Muslim creeds, but which, from the viewpoint of Islam are corrosive of moral fibres and fatal.”27

			Eighty-five years after Maududi articulated this vision, an imam in Tuskegee, Alabama was likewise certain that Islam held out for mankind the way out of the misery of Jahiliyyah, and equally certain that it would indeed take over. At a Juneteenth commemoration on June 22, 2024, he announced, “We are going to have to prepare ourselves to run the world.”28 The imam, unnamed in a video that the area Muslims published on Facebook, added, “The real hope for America is for Muslims in America to come together and to work not only with other Muslims but with people who are concerned about the lives of our people.… Don’t take it lightly. I don’t believe America can be saved unless we save it.… It is on us to remake America. Do you understand? It’s on us, and that means we have to create a collective mind, a collective effort.… We have work to do, y’all.”29

			But can Islam really save America? Does it really offer a solution to the grave illnesses of Western society?

			Material prosperity

			To answer that question, we must first consider what it means for America to be “saved.” If a majority of Americans accepted Islam, men such as Salah, Nusairat, and the Alabama imam, as well as Qutb, might think that Allah would turn his wrath away from the nation, and the Americans who converted would be spared the fires of hell. Contrary to this widespread assumption among politicians and media trendsetters, however, that religions are all essentially interchangeable and equivalent in whatever effects they may have on society, an Islamic America would be radically different from what it is today. 

			In keeping with Islamic law, a majority-Muslim United States would likely criminalize behaviors that Islam forbids: the sale and consumption of alcohol and pork, the use of interest in financial transactions, and more. The veil would almost certainly be made mandatory for women, as it is in the Islamic Republic of Iran and other Sharia states. Certain behaviors, such as homosexual acts, fornication, and adultery could also be criminalized, while polygamy would be legalized. All this would, of course, have reverberations throughout the society that would affect virtually every area.

			In consequence, a turn to Islam would change America utterly. But would it improve it? In the eyes of these Muslim thinkers, the answer would be a decisive yes, bringing not just spiritual health, but other elements of societal well-being, including even economic health and material prosperity. This promise is embedded in the Qur’an itself, which tells Muslims, “O you who believe, endure, outdo all others in endurance, be ready, and observe your duty to Allah, so that you may succeed.” (3:200) The righteous will not just succeed by gaining a place in paradise. The Qur’an’s promise applies to this world as well as the next. Regarding the blessed, “Allah gave them the reward of this world and the good reward of the hereafter. Allah loves those who do good deeds.” (3:148).

			Those who turn away from the divine commands will likewise suffer, as this threat applies to this world as well as the next: “And whoever becomes a renegade and dies in his disbelief, they are the ones whose works have failed both in this world and the hereafter. They are the rightful companions of the fire, they will remain in it.” (2:217) Sayyid Qutb accordingly concludes: “As long as a believer continues to trust in God’s grace, he shall never be disappointed.”30 

			These promises mean that the assertions about Islam being the solution to America’s problems can actually be tested. There are numerous states throughout history and today that have imposed Sharia tenets and enforced them stringently. If Islam is the solution, we should expect to see Sharia states among the economic powerhouses of the world, as the true believers in Allah reap the blessings of obedience to his commands. This should hold true both historically and today.

			Yet it is not the case. Among Sharia states, Saudi Arabia has the highest Gross National Income (GNI), and even that country, with its fantastically rich oil sheikhs, is not in the top ten in the world in GNI. Its prosperity, moreover, clearly stems more from striking oil than from something intrinsic to Islam, for if it were due to Islam, other Sharia states would approach it in wealth. 

			Now, as is often the case with scriptural promises of all sorts, these Qur’anic promises of earthly prosperity may end up giving way to delays or reinterpretations of various kinds. The relative poverty of Sharia states doesn’t prove that Islam is false and Allah an illusion any more than the wealth of Sharia states in the past showed that the religion was true. Still, if Islam is the solution to the ills of the West and of the world at large, we should see it working in the societies where it is most faithfully implemented, for there is a correlation between the core beliefs of a population and its productivity, and hence its prosperity. All of this can be subject to a variety of factors, but that doesn’t change the basic fact that what one believes affects how one behaves, and writ large across an entire society, the dominant belief system can make a massive difference in what the members of any given society spend their time doing.

			No work ethic

			The connection between the widely held beliefs and assumptions of a society and its material condition has been recognized for well over a century. It was in 1904 that the German social scientist Max Weber noted that “a glance at the occupational statistics of any country of mixed religious composition brings to light with remarkable frequency a situation which has several times provoked discussion in the Catholic press and literature, and in Catholic congresses in Germany, namely, the fact that business leaders and owners of capital, as well as the higher grades of skilled labor, and even more the higher technically and commercially trained personnel of modern enterprises, are overwhelmingly Protestant.”31 

			Weber saw this as no mere accident or coincidence. He quotes Benjamin Franklin at length, enjoining hard work and frugality: “Remember, that time is money. He that can earn ten shillings a day by his labor, and goes abroad, or sits idle, one half of that day, though he spends but sixpence during his diversion or idleness, ought not to reckon that the only expense; he has really spent, or rather thrown away, five shillings besides.”32 Weber saw the root of these ideas in the religion in which Franklin was raised:

			If we thus ask, why should “money be made out of men,” Benjamin Franklin himself, although he was a colorless deist, answers in his autobiography with a quotation from the Bible, which his strict Calvinistic father drummed into him again and again in his youth: “Seest thou a man diligent in his business? He shall stand before kings” (Prov. xxii. 29). The earning of money within the modern economic order is, so long as it is done legally, the result and the expression of virtue and proficiency in a calling; and this virtue and proficiency are, as it is now not difficult to see, the real Alpha and Omega of Franklin’s ethic, as expressed in the passages we have quoted, as well as in all his works without exception.33

			Weber’s primary contention was that the Protestant world view sanctified human labor, leading to the relative prosperity of predominantly Protestant states. Whatever may be the merits, or lack thereof, of Weber’s argument, his insight into how widely held beliefs could have an impact on societies as a whole, and particularly upon their ability or inability to prosper, is important and undeniable.

			How, then, do Islamic beliefs affect the societies in which they constitute the dominant ideology? One clear difference between Islam and the Northern European Protestantism of Max Weber’s day is that Islam does not inculcate a work ethic. According to Islamic tradition, Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, proclaimed himself a prophet in the Arabian city of Mecca in the year 610, and over the next twelve years in Mecca, amassed a small group of followers. It was not until after the hijrah (migration) to Medina in the year 622, however, that Muhammad began to oversee the construction of the first Islamic society. Indeed, to this day, the Islamic calendar numbers as the Year One the date not of Muhammad’s birth or death, or the year in which tradition states that he proclaimed himself a prophet. Rather, the first year of Islam is the first year in Medina, when the Islamic society was first established.

			Yet Muhammad did not enjoin his followers to begin to cultivate the land, or to become merchants or tradesmen. Instead, he directed them to raid the caravans of the Quraysh, the polytheistic Arabs of Mecca who, though they were Muhammad’s friends and relatives, had rejected his claim to be a prophet. He exiled the Jewish tribes of Medina and then attacked them at the oasis of Khaybar, where they had taken refuge, and ordered the torture of the leader of the community until he revealed where the treasury was hidden. Once the warring tribes of Arabia were subdued, Muhammad turned against the Roman Empire’s outposts in northern Arabia. 

			The Roman Empire was Christian. Muhammad accordingly received a revelation commanding the Muslims to fight even against the “people of the book” (that is, Jews, Christians, and a few other groups): “Fight against those who do not believe in Allah or the last day, and do not forbid what Allah and his messenger have forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, even if they are among the people of the book, until they pay the jizya [a head tax] with willing submission and feel themselves subdued.” (Qur’an 9:29) Muhammad’s second successor as spiritual, political and military leader of the Muslim community, Umar ibn al-Khattab, told the Muslims to be sure to collect the jizya, for the Muslims depended upon it: “I advise you to fulfill Allah’s Convention (made with the Dhimmis) as it is the convention of your Prophet and the source of the livelihood of your dependents (i.e. the taxes from the Dhimmis.)”34

			This advice has been heeded throughout Islamic history, to the extent that it became a cultural habit.
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			Chapter Two

			The Islamic Ethic and the Spirit of Parasitism

			Work is a curse

			The caliph Umar’s admonition to the Muslims to always be sure to collect the jizya was no offhand remark, but a guiding principle. The subjugation of the people of the book has indeed been the primary source of income for Islamic polities throughout history, and their fortunes have risen and fallen with the wealth or poverty of the subjugated communities. The best life has never been envisioned as one in which one labors hard and well and then enjoys the fruits of one’s labor. Instead, the ideal has always been to enjoy the fruits of the labor of others.

			In his groundbreaking study The Arab Mind, the twentieth-century historian and anthropologist Raphael Patai notes that “Aversion to manual labor, in particular work that involves dirtying one’s hands, is another Bedouin attitude that has widely influenced the Arab mind. Among the nomads to this day there is a notion that engaging in agriculture or any craft is dishonoring. This preference for a life of leisure, or, if that is impractical, as it is for the overwhelming majority of Arabs, then at least for work that does not involve the use of muscle power bears importantly on both the historical development of the Arab culture and the processes of its Westernization.”35 

			This is not just a trait of the Bedouin or the Arab, but is quite common among Muslims in general. Patai explains further, “This attitude can be expressed very succinctly: Work is a curse. It represents the diametrical opposite of the Protestant ethic, which considers work as a good, as something that ennobles man. In the Middle Eastern ethic, from pre-biblical times down to the present, the ideal has always been to escape the curse of work, to earn, or rather to acquire, riches through a stroke of luck, by finding a treasure, by finding favor in the eyes of a king, by buying something cheap and selling it at a high price, by being helped by a jinni.”36 

			Or by a dhimmi. This can be seen clearly in the rise and decline of one of the most successful Islamic states in history, the Ottoman Empire.

			The Ottomans: a case study

			Nearly a millennium after Umar reminded the Muslims always to be sure to collect the jizya (cizye in Turkish), the collection of this tax was critical for the functioning of the Ottoman Empire, which considered its sultans, as the caliphs of Muslim umma, to be successors of Muhammad as much as Umar was. The cizye was essential to the workings of the Ottoman Empire. Contemporary historian Tom Papademetriou notes that “the collection of the cizye was of such great importance that an accounting bureau for the poll tax (cizye muhasebesi kalemi) was created around 1569–70 and was run by dozens of scribes who filed the cizye registers from throughout the empire.”37 In fact, “the cizye, because it was a flat fee tax paid per non-Muslim household, became the largest revenue source in the sixteenth century.”38

			This was the period during which the empire was at its political height: steadily expanding into Eastern Europe while threatening Central and Western Europe as well, and at the same time becoming a formidable naval power. The sultan Suleiman the Magnificent conquered Belgrade in 1521 and Rhodes the following year. In 1529, he besieged Vienna, but had to withdraw, not because Ottoman forces had been bested on the battlefield, but because his supply lines were stretched to the breaking point. He did, however, take Algiers that year, and Tripoli in 1551. 

			Through all this, the Ottoman Empire’s largest revenue source was the tax that it levied upon non-Muslims, in accord with the Qur’anic dictate. The Jewish and Christian communities financed the confident Ottoman expansion into Europe and North Africa, making the name of the empire strike fear in the inhabitants of all the surrounding regions. 

			The Ottomans faced the task of governing their massive empire with considerably less enthusiasm than they brought to the task of conquering the lands that constituted it. “The Turks,” states contemporary historian Lucien Gubbay, were “comparatively few in number” in comparison to the vast numbers of captive peoples within the empire.39 Thus they were “faced with the formidable task of stabilizing and then governing the vast empire conquered by the brilliance of their armies. In many places they took over towns and a countryside partly emptied by the ravages of war. In the Balkans, the Mediterranean islands and Anatolia they also took over a resentful and potentially untrustworthy Christian population.”40

			Just as Umar had directed so long before, the Ottomans saw the conquered people primarily as a source of revenue. “The Turks were not colonists and made no attempt to cultivate the conquered lands and put down roots: their Empire existed primarily as a source of wealth for the Sultan and the ruling class surrounding him.”41 The Ottomans had no more interest in becoming farmers or merchants than Muhammad did when he moved to Medina: “As a nation of Islamic warriors, it was beneath Turkish dignity to engage in occupations other than the army, the government and the mosque. They actively despised commerce, manufacture and the crafts. Furthermore, as strict Muslims they avoided contact with unbelievers, which effectively debarred them from diplomacy, money-changing, banking and international trade.”42 They thus depended upon the money they collected from the Jews and Christians, as they themselves engaged in few activities that generated any income other than conquest and plunder.

			The Ottomans enlisted the Jews of the empire to do the jobs that they considered to be beneath them, because the Christians—bitter over the Ottoman conquest and destruction of the Roman (Byzantine) Empire—were considered far less trustworthy. The Ottomans “welcomed the services of Jews, adept in the occupations they disdained, and much preferred them to Christians—for Jews, totally loyal to the Ottoman state, had no love for the Sultan’s Christian enemies in Europe and the Byzantine Empire.”43 

			Yet both were always subject to the institutionalized discrimination of the dhimma, the subordinate status that Islamic law mandated for Jews and Christians. Besides having to pay the jizya, or cizye, they had to wear clothing that clearly distinguished them from Muslims, and couldn’t build new churches or synagogues without the permission of the sultan. The dhimmis were also forbidden to hold authority over Muslims,—thus relegated to the most menial tasks in society (although that law was frequently ignored).

			Because the Jews were performing a valuable service for the empire and the Christians were viewed with suspicion, these rules were often relaxed for the Jews—except for the payment of the cizye, which was always scrupulously collected.44 Nevertheless, Papademetriou notes that “by the seventeenth century,” the cizye was no longer the empire’s principal revenue source: “additional taxes, the extraordinary levies (avariz), became more important to the overall income.”45

			Decline

			Why did the cizye decline in importance? The answer is simple: one cannot get blood from a stone. The laws of the dhimma required that Islam’s supremacy be constantly maintained. While individual Jews and even some Christians were able to attain great positions of power and influence and amass great wealth, for the most part their communities were gradually and steadily impoverished as they continued to pay the cizye year after year, while facing, as subject people, reduced earning possibilities.

			The Ottoman Empire was thus caught in a downward spiral that had a precise and specific cause: Islam. Its teachings about how Allah blessed and rewarded warfare and conquest to expand the domains that were ruled by his divine law had provided the impetus for the empire’s growth and expansion. Once it was established, however, Islam offered no worldview that could sustain it other than further growth, for the empire depended upon the taxes that the subject people paid into the treasury. 

			Islam also mandated that those subject peoples be constantly reminded of their subjugation. One primary way this was done was to stipulate that no member of a subject group could hold authority over a Muslim, thus closing off some lucrative careers. This rule was often ignored, and also many subject peoples were able to employ others of their own religion. 

			Over time, however, its effects were inevitably felt. As generation after generation went by, the Jews and Christians of the Ottoman Empire became progressively more impoverished, and as they did, this chief source of revenue began to dry up, and the more the empire had to depend upon other sources of income, including taxes on Muslims. However, these could never be as high as taxes on the subject peoples, or the cizye would no longer serve as a reminder of subjugation. 

			This was when the empire began to decline. The high-water mark of the empire’s expansion into Eastern Europe was when the Ottomans tried and failed to take Vienna in 1683. In 1686 it lost Buda, and in 1699 it ceded what it controlled of Hungary to the Austrian Empire. By the early 1800s, the death throes of the empire had begun. Serbia and Greece revolted. The French took Algeria. In order to gain the support of the British and French against the Russians in the Crimean War in 1853, the Ottomans agreed to abolish the cizye altogether and emancipate the subject people (although many Jews and Christians within the empire felt scant improvement from this).

			The Ottoman Empire allied with the Germans and Austrians during World War I, finally collapsing a few years after that war ended. The economic exhaustion of the Jewish and Christian communities was by no means the sole cause of the Ottomans’ decline. Gubbay notes that “Turkey began to decay from within after the death of Suleiman the Magnificent in 1566. The sultans who succeeded him lacked the ability of his ten brilliant predecessors. Spoilt by the wealth that flowed so effortlessly into their coffers, they grew increasingly decadent and devoted far more time to court intrigue and the affairs of the harem than to government.”46 Corruption became widespread, leading to a decline in the effectiveness of Ottoman control from Constantinople, which in turn led to a weakening of the bonds that tied the provinces to the sultan and the empire. Crime and contempt for authority increased. Once the decline began, no one seemed to have the means or will to reverse it.

			If the Ottomans had not considered commerce, manufacture, and the crafts as beneath them, they might have been able to arrest and even reverse this decline. They might have been able to develop reliable sources of income that didn’t depend upon impoverishing either the dhimmis or their own people, or forever attempting to conquer new lands to shore up the tax base by reducing new populations to dhimmi status.

			It was Islam, however, that precluded that possibility. The Ottomans were entangled in a contradiction: they depended upon the dhimmis for their income, but they meanwhile had to keep the dhimmis in a second-class status that reduced their ability to earn money.

			The abolition of the dhimma and the death of the empire

			After its long period of decline, the empire’s death was hastened by the abolition of dhimmi status altogether. The Ottomans did not do this willingly. In 1842, the British ambassador to Constantinople, Stratford Canning, lodged a protest with the sultan Abdulmecid over the execution of two men who had run afoul of Islam’s death penalty for apostasy by converting to Christianity. Canning asked the caliph to “give his royal word that henceforward neither should Christianity be insulted in his dominions, nor should Christians be in any way persecuted for their religion.”47 Since Abdulmecid sought Britain’s help against the Russians, who were encroaching on Ottoman domains, he was open to Canning’s appeal. While the British and French allied with the Ottomans against Russia during the Crimean War, they kept up the pressure on Constantinople to ease its restrictions upon the dhimmis. The Ottomans ultimately relented; in the Hatt-i Humayun decree of 1856, Abdulmecid enacted the Tanzimat reforms, declaring a radical new idea: the equality before the law of all imperial subjects, including even Jews and Christians. The cizye was abolished. 

			These reforms turned out to be more a matter of appearance than reality. The British consul James H. Skene wrote in 1859 that “the Christian subjects of the sultan at Aleppo still live in a state of terror.”48 James Brant, another consul from London, in July 1860 lamented “the inability of the Sultans [sic] Government to protect its Christian subjects” from the rage of Muslim mobs.49 A third British consul, James Finn, wrote that “oppression against Christians usually begins with the fanatic populace, but it is neither repressed nor punished by the Government.”50 

			Yet while the former dhimmi communities still suffered from discrimination and occasional violence, the cizye was no longer collected. In the 1860s, the grand vizier Ali Pasha offered Sultan Abdulaziz some advice about how to revitalize the imperial economy: the Muslims must go to work. “Muslims must,” Ali Pasha declared, “like the Christians, devote themselves to [commercial] agriculture, trade, industry and crafts. Labor is the only durable capital. Let us put ourselves to work, Sire, that is the only way to safety for us. There is still time to liberate the Muslim population from obligations which benefit the Christians.”51

			It was too late. Islam dictated that the dhimmis did the work, while the Muslims enjoyed its fruits. To instill a work ethic in the Ottoman Muslims would have been a labor of decades, beginning with early childhood education. Instead, the empire entered its death throes. Islam had created the Ottoman Empire; Islam also killed it. 

			This doesn’t mean that no one works in Muslim countries, but work is not generally valued as something that is good in itself and can bring blessings upon the worker. The ideal situation is one in which the Muslims do not work, and the non-Muslims serve them. Once the non-Muslims can no longer sustain the Muslims at the level to which they have become accustomed, the Muslims have no reliable way to maintain themselves at the same level of prosperity. Their societies go into decline at that point.
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