

[image: image]




[image: image]


The Iranian
Revolution
and the
Resurgence
of Islam


[image: image]


Flag-waving Iranians at a demonstration marking the 28th anniversary of the Islamic revolution, February 11, 2007, Tehran.
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Introduction:
The Importance of the Middle East


The region known as the Middle East has a significant impact on world affairs. The countries of the greater Middle East—the Arab states of the Arabian Peninsula, Eastern Mediterranean, and North Africa, along with Israel, Turkey, Iran, and Afghanistan—possess a large portion of the world’s oil, a valuable commodity that is the key to modern economies. The region also gave birth to three of the world’s major faiths: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.


In recent years it has become obvious that events in the Middle East affect the security and prosperity of the rest of the world. But although such issues as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the floundering Israeli-Palestinian peace process, and the struggles within countries like Lebanon and Sudan are often in the news, few Americans understand the turbulent history of this region.


Human civilization in the Middle East dates back more than 8,000 years, but in many cases the modern conflicts and issues in the region can be attributed to events and decisions made during the past 150 years. In particular, after World War I ended in 1918, the victorious Allies—especially France and Great Britain—redrew the map of the Middle East, creating a number of new countries, such as Iraq, Jordan, and Syria. Other states, such as Egypt and Iran, were dominated by foreign powers until after the Second World War. Many of the Middle Eastern countries did not become independent until the 1960s or 1970s. Political and economic developments in the Middle Eastern states over the past four decades have shaped the region’s direction and led to today’s headlines.


The purpose of the MAKING OF THE MIDDLE EAST series is to nurture a better understanding of this critical region, by providing the basic history along with explanation and analysis of trends, decisions, and events. Books will examine important movements in the Middle East, such as the development of nationalism in the 1880s and the rise of Islamism from the 1970s to the present day.
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The 10 volumes in the MAKING OF THE MIDDLE EAST series are written in clear, accessible prose and are illustrated with numerous historical photos and maps. The series should spark students’ interest, providing future decisionmakers with a solid foundation for understanding an area of critical importance to the United States and the world.
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A view of the Great Mosque, Mecca, Saudi Arabia. The birthplace of the prophet Muhammad, Mecca is Islam’s holiest city.
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A page from the Qur’an, Islam’s scriptures. Muslims believe the Qur’an represents the actual words of God, as dictated to Muhammad by the angel Gabriel.
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The What and the
Why of Islamism


Islam has existed for almost 1,400 years, but the radical Islamist political philosophy is a modern creation. Islamists cite specific passages in the Qur’an, Islam’s holy book; sayings of Muhammad, the religion’s founding prophet; actions taken during the early years of Islam; and Islamic theologians of the Middle Ages. But theirs is a highly selective reading that is often at variance with Islam as it was practiced over the centuries. Islamism is a political creed, a response to very modern problems.


The Expansion of Islam


Shortly after it began in the early seventh century, the religion of Islam enjoyed remarkable military and political successes. Consolidating its base of support in the cities of Medina and then Mecca, on the Arabian Peninsula in what is today the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Islam spread further by its direct appeal. Its rituals are simple and accessible to people of all backgrounds, and Islam does not have a hierarchical authority structure. Even more significant in the spread of Islam, however, was the fact that Arab Muslim armies defeated both the Byzantine and Persian empires, the latter in 637. Almost overnight, in historical terms, an extensive empire was created. It stretched from Afghanistan in the east, through the Fertile Crescent, Egypt and North Africa, all the way to Spain in the west.


To Muslims, this expansion seemed like a miracle, though it was aided by the fact that the political rivals defeated by the Arabs were already weak and demoralized. Nevertheless, success on the battlefield made Islam a mighty power in both religious and political terms, a factor that has lasted down to the present day. By various means of pressure and benefits—many of them economic—the great majority of the local non-Arab people were so thoroughly converted to the new religion that they would thereafter generally act as if they had never had any other previous identity.


How would the Muslim people be governed? As long as Muhammad had been alive, he was the clear leader, combining in himself both religious and political functions. After his death he was followed by four caliphs who also held—at least nominally—these two functions.
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The Umayyad Mosque, shown here at night, was built in Damascus, Syria, between 706 and 715 by the rulers of Islam’s first dynasty. After the death of Muhammad in 632, controversy erupted over who should succeed him as Islam’s leader. Within three decades, the Umayyad family had taken power, but many Muslims were unhappy with that outcome. This ultimately led to the rupture of Islam into the majority Sunni and the minority Shia branches.


Golden Age?


In retrospect, many Muslims view this era as a “golden age,” the peak of their religion’s piety as well as worldly success. Most significantly for today, it is this time that Islamists idealize and to which they wish to return. Indeed, political Islamism claims legitimacy by arguing that this era of perceived high piety, close adherence to Islam’s religious tenets, and Islam’s political domination forms the proper model for living in and governing current society. In comparison, the last 1,200 years of the actual functioning of the societies and polities in which Muslims live has been a deviation.


Was the golden age indeed so wonderful? Three of the first four caliphs were assassinated, and the Muslim lands were repeatedly ripped by civil war, sometimes among factions with differing theological views. The most important and lasting split—between the Sunni and Shia—was due to an early disagreement about who should be the caliph. By the early 660s, just three decades after the death of Muhammad, the Umayyad dynasty ruled from Damascus. Especially ironic was the fact that this family had been among the leading opponents of Islam and its founding prophet in the first place.


It should be added, though, that these facts are much better known among Western scholars than among Muslim believers. Historical inquiry and the critical examination of sources—especially about Islam’s early period—have been generally discouraged in Muslim lands. The myth of a political golden age when all were pious and everything went well for Muslims is deeply entrenched, furnishing ammunition for contemporary political Islamists who view this period as the basis for a modern-day utopia.


After the eighth century a series of dynasties followed, and over the centuries the original unified caliphate was divided into sometimes warring states. The caliph (religious leader) and the sultan (political ruler) were usually two titles held by a single person, but in practice the role of sultan was primary.


Thus, the history of religion and politics in Muslim lands during the Middle Ages was roughly parallel to that in the West. Religious authorities had great power, but it was the state and its kings or sultans that prevailed in the actual governing of the people. The same applies to law, with religious law nominally in command but with the law set by state, nobles, and customs playing the more important role. Indeed, the intellectual and cultural peak of the Muslim states, during the Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad 1,000 years ago, was characterized by a libertine court in which poetry celebrated the joys of eroticism and wine.


The Triumph of Islamic Conservatism


After the Middle Ages, the trajectory of intellectual and technological development in the West and in the Muslim world differed dramatically. In the Christian-dominated West, beginning around the year 1400, there was an age of invention, development, exploration, and colonization coupled with the Reformation, Renaissance, and Enlightenment. The political and worldly power of religious institutions declined, while secular thought pushed back the power of religion to restrict free inquiry.


By way of contrast, in the Muslim lands conservative theologians prevailed. In the 11th century Ibn Salah al-din al-Shahrouzi issued a fatwa, or legal decree handed down by an Islamic religious leader, banning the study of logic as a “heresy delivering man into Satan’s bosom.” The advocates of such ideas favored the narrowest possible reading of Muslim texts, in opposition to thinkers who tried to analyze these texts using the tools of comparison and logic. The former, victorious school preached, in the words of the contemporary Egyptian liberal thinker Tarek Heggy, “a dogmatic adherence to the letter rather than the spirit of religion [which slammed] the doors shut in the face of rationality.”


The rulers of the day preferred the conservative approach, which stamped down on dissent and defended the status quo against liberals who raised subversive questions. Consequently, the gates of ijtihad—letting qualified scholars debate the reinterpretation of religious texts to fit new times and situations—were closed. Creative thinking or critical inquiry regarding the meaning of the Qur’an and later religious texts was forbidden. Only rulings already made and narrowly adhered to would be acceptable.
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