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TERMINOLOGY


The Abbasid dynasty: The third major Islamic dynasty. Noted for the intellectual activity that dominated up to the 11th century when the dynasty started to decline.


Jihad: In conventional Islam, any struggle to improve oneself and come closer to God. In Salafist terminology, invariably this means going to fight against unbelievers in a violent struggle.


Mardin Fatwa: A key document in Salafist ideology. Divides the world into an “abode of war” and an “abode of peace” (where what they see as true Islam rules). In turn is used to justify attacks not just on non-Muslims but also on those seen as being insufficiently pious, as their realms too fall into the “abode of war.”


The Muslim Brotherhood: Emerged in the post–World War II era as an opposition to secular socialist states such as Egypt and Syria. Many of its leaders fled to Saudi Arabia, where they worked as engineers and in the universities. Modern-day violent Salafism is in part a fusion of the ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood and Saudi-sponsored Salafism.


Rashidun Caliphate: The rule of the first four caliphs after the death of Muhammed.


Salafism: The ideology that the Saudis now use to replace Wahhabism when they wish to spread their version of Islam.


Takfir, Takfirism: Another key part of the Salafist ideology. This argues that Muslim leaders who ally with the US/West, and any Muslims who do not condemn them (or fail to meet the demands of Salafist Islam in other ways), are apostates. This makes them legitimate targets for violent attacks.


The Umayyad dynasty: The first “imperial” Islamic dynasty established after Islam had spread across the Middle East, North Africa, and to the borders of modern-day India.


Wahhabism: Emerged in the 1760s in what is now modern-day Saudi Arabia. Claims to be a return to the purity of the early days of Islam.


ABBREVIATIONS


AQ: Al-Qaeda


AQI: Al-Qaeda in Iraq


ISIS: Islamic State in Iraq and Syria—also known as Daesh or ISIL or IS.




INTRODUCTION


This book focuses on the major issue of our times: how to deal with the global rise of Islamist fundamentalism. This has been a growing issue ever since the defeat of the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in 1988 and the deployment of US ground troops to Saudi Arabia in 1991 to deal with Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait. Initially, the Islamist insurgency was mostly organized by a relatively structured organization that took root in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan—Al-Qaeda. Following the astounding success of the Islamists in the Afghan war in the ’80s, the organization went from “defending Muslim lands” to a global offensive against all “enemies of Islam” that culminated in the 9/11 terrorist attacks on US home soil. This triggered President George Bush’s “War on Terror,” an ill-defined conflict between the West and Islamism that rages to this day and which has come to define much of our understanding of geopolitics so far this century.


In the fifteen years since 2001, Al-Qaeda (AQ) itself has suffered many major defeats: it has lost most of its safe bases and most of its leadership, to a point where today it is but a shadow of the organization that struck fear on the American Main Street. Yet their radical interpretation of Islam has flourished and spread well beyond their former heartlands. When the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) first asserted itself and proclaimed the reestablishment of the “caliphate” in the Levant,1 they usurped Al-Qaeda as the dominant force in global jihad and relegated our public enemy number 1 to a mere sideshow. Al-Qaeda had, for most practical intents and purposes, been defeated.


But even as Al-Qaeda currently flounders on the margins, we are now even farther from winning “The War on Terror” than we were on day one. ISIS has not merely taken over the mantle from Al-Qaeda: it has upped the ante on ideological extremism, on reach, on organization, on resources, and on the sheer brutality and violence towards those it does not see as true believers,2 both in the regions where it has some degree of physical control, and throughout the world through ever-growing jihadist networks.


This book argues that there has been a fundamental flaw in the Western approach to Islamic extremism. So far, our response to the global jihadi insurgency has been too focused on the areas where the militants have claimed physical control, like Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq and Syria today. Indeed, military misadventures like the 2003 invasion of Iraq have no doubt made matters worse, by setting the scene for the rise of ISIS in that area. Rather, I argue, we should have focused on those global jihadist networks that are, even as we speak, expanding ever more into the undergrowth of our societies, on the economically, socially and culturally marginalized edges. This is where resentment against our civilization, our “way of life” seethes more than in the bazaars of Raqqa or Mosul, and where for many young Muslims caught in vicious cycles of petty criminality and a deep existential lack of direction, the opportunity to assert an identity separate from their “decadent,” “Western” surroundings and fight for something “bigger than themselves” so often proves to be irresistible.3


There are, of course, very many reasons why young people—and it is overwhelmingly young men—become radicalized. As many reasons as there are radicals themselves, we like to say. Social and economic factors, of course, but also political disenfranchisement, identity politics and the perceived erosion of traditional notions of masculinity, sexual frustration, alienation from family, problems with law enforcement, religious illiteracy and no doubt many other factors combine in different ways to push so many young, active people towards destructive and self-destructive ends.


But it has to be noted that these factors are not unique to young Sunni Muslim men. Across the world, they are extremely common for young people of all nationalities, races, and creeds. Yet it is nevertheless uniquely Sunni young men that go from seething in this poisonous soup of deprivation and resentment to terrorism, suicide bombing, and indiscriminate killing of innocent civilians on a mass scale. If only the underlying factors were enough to drive someone to such indiscriminate killing, then why do other groups who are even more marginalized not commit similar violence on a similar scale? Why are young blacks in inner-city United States not blowing themselves up in crowded public spaces, or why are Palestinian Christians in European ghettos not doing anything of the sort? In effect, at the end of feeling marginalized there must be an ideology that can convert that feeling of anger into the means to carry out acts of violence.


In many ways the use of suicide bombings has become the one thing that differentiates extremist Sunni terrorism from other violent responses by the excluded. It is, of course, not unique to them. The Hindu Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka also used it extensively but in the context of their self-styled liberation struggle. The secular PLO certainly sent its fighters on missions that were guaranteed to end in their deaths. Equally Shi’a Muslims have also engaged in suicide bombing, but it is always done for well-defined, narrow strategic purposes and within the formal structures of bigger political organizations. This is not to excuse or justify it in any way, but at least the Shi’a fighters have a well-defined idea of what they are dying for.4 Mass indiscriminate killing of civilians for no obvious immediate tactical purpose but in the name of some poorly understood “higher purpose” is indeed uniquely specific to Sunni jihadism—and flows from the core ideology of Salafism that those who do not share their beliefs are, at best, flawed Muslims but most likely are either apostates or a threat to true believers.


This understanding starts to move us beyond the “push factors”—those factors that push so many young people to desperation and petty criminality all over the world. There is a very specific reason why Salafist beliefs in turn create a small minority within their community who wish to kill all who do not share their own beliefs. This means we must look at specifically those unique “pull factors,” those factors that shape the response to these conditions so specifically in young Sunni men that they alone go out to commit indiscriminate mass murder, and claim to do so in the name of their religion, with such depressing regularity.


I argue that the difference between young Sunni Islamists and so many other young people who share similar frustrations and despondency is that they are uniquely exposed to an ideology that rationalizes and indeed encourages specific kinds of violent responses to their conditions. Sunni Islam is currently the only large religion in the world which has a strong—and growing—strand of thought that justifies and implicitly condones indiscriminate violence against anyone who is not a member of the inner religious group.


This strand of thought is militant Wahhabism—a sect of Islam that emerged in what is now modern-day Saudi Arabia in the early 18th century, and which has come to be the kingdom’s state religion. Wahhabism, or as it is more politely called these days, Salafism, is not, as its proponents like to claim, simply a strict interpretation of mainstream Islam, a revival of older beliefs that has happened many times over the centuries, akin to the fundamentalist claims of many Christian Bible–literalists. Rather, like so many of the extreme sects of the Christian Reformation, it was a new ideological creation masquerading as a return to the simplicities of the early Muslim Golden Age. But unlike the historical “Golden Age” of the first caliphates, Wahhabis see all “non-Muslims,” including the other “People of the Book”—the Christians and the Jews—as opponents. What is more, they also see all non-Salafist Muslims as deviants and apostates who had diverted from the original tenets of Islam. As such, these Muslims deserve even harsher treatment than nonbelievers. They are to be given one chance to convert to the Salafist creed. If they refuse, they are to be ostracized, or, sometimes, killed. And the early Wahhabis killed with considerable enthusiasm.


Contemporary Salafism has moderated its murderous urges to quite a large extent. At its most benign, it merely insists that believers should treat “nonbelieving” Muslims, and, of course, those of other faiths and none, as deviants to be kept at arm’s length lest a “true believer” be corrupted by the habits and ideas of the outsiders.5 Believers are discouraged from helping non-Muslims or seeking their help in return,6 and even to speak well of non-Muslims. It is not just a belief that stresses rigor of faith;7 it is a belief that regards the rest of the world as an active spiritual and moral threat, and which imposes on the “true Muslim” the need to stay well away from all who do not share their radical Salafist beliefs.


In short, even at its most benign, Salafism is a creed and ideology that dehumanizes everyone who is not regarded as a pure “true Muslim” and actively urges intolerance and discrimination as a moral and religious duty. It should be hardly surprising that this kind of worldview lends itself so easily to terrorism. The logic of seeing everyone else as corrupted can easily become the logic to argue that they are not even really human. That their sins are such that both the individuals and their societies should be destroyed whether these are Muslim or not, in part to protect those who are pure and in part to bring the benefits of religious purity to those mired in darkness.


Again, we need to be careful here. We may find such beliefs repugnant and offensive, but they are not that unusual. Many religious belief systems have a militant fringe who wish to convert others so that they can be rescued from their own sins8 or who are sanguine about the fate of nonbelievers.9 Equally many belief systems, both religious and secular, have spawned movements that seek to remove themselves from what they see as a corrupt world—and one that threatens their own beliefs by its very corruption. Equally, conversion of nonbelievers is not exactly just a theme in Salafist beliefs: almost all faiths have engaged in this, often with extreme violence. In addition, constructing a flawed myth of the past to justify current actions is scarcely limited to just Salafists.


This theme is perhaps the fundamental issue in this book. Many self-identifying groups, whether on religious, political, or ethnic grounds, tend to have a fear of corruption due to engagement with other people. Sometimes this can produce essentially benign if closed groups, such as some ultra–Orthodox Jewish sects, Christian groups such as the Amish, or those with socialist or green beliefs who opt to live in a separated commune. However, such separation always carries a risk—whether of malign control within a separated group or the desire to force others to accept your preferred lifestyle.


On the other hand, a constructed fear of a group of “others” under the control of an outside power and aiming at undermining “our” society is depressingly common in Western European and North American politics. As an example, for two and a half centuries Protestant England made sure that Catholics were excluded from public life, as it was feared they would serve the pope, not the Crown. Republican secular France regarded those Catholics who did not accept the primacy of the French clerical leaders with deep suspicion on the same grounds. Fears that socialists were all being controlled by Moscow as part of a well-orchestrated plot were common in post–World War II America. The dehumanization tactic has also been employed by others in history. When the Nazis came to power, they started their persecution of the Jewish community not by mass murder but by identifying them in public and then taking away certain rights, jobs, and then homes and possessions. By the end, Jews seemed “otherworldly” (and dirty, marked, and alien to “civilized” society), so that when the Final Solution was implemented, they had already been cast out by their former neighbors. Thus we need to be clear why we identify modern-day Salafism as such a unique threat.


Disagreeing with something, especially if it describes us in terms we find to be repugnant, is not a reason to break with a long liberal tradition of acceptance of differences. Even the fact that Salafism contains a violent core is not sufficient. The same charge can be levelled at both those from the radical political left and, increasingly, the newly energized far right.10 Most people in both groups are not violent, many explicitly reject violence, but some use very similar arguments and beliefs to justify extreme violence.


Equally if we are to simply reject all Salafists—or, worse, all Muslims—we play into their hands. They believe that Islam is under attack and that Muslims are at risk whenever they live in a state not based on Sharia law. As we will see later in this book, they repeatedly use events such as the Bosnian civil war to justify their belief that Muslims are always at risk—even in the most integrated of societies. Their leaders would like little more than to be proved right that Muslims have no place in Western societies. However, if we are to see Salafism as a fundamental threat, there is an important question: How are we to respond to its many nonviolent adherents?


Before we can answer this question, we need to understand what we are dealing with. At the moment Sunni extremism is being presented as something unique—as will be further argued and developed in this book—yet it is perhaps less new than even its own adherents would like to believe. But it is one of the major threats facing the modern world, so we cannot downplay it. But, to repeat, before crafting a response we must understand what we are dealing with.


Salafism, reflecting its Wahhabist roots, is also, unsurprisingly, very strongly anti-intellectual. Whereas traditional Islam is a highly literate and intellectual religion, with a plurality of carefully developed traditional schools of Islamic jurisprudence, and where learning about the theology and history of the religion requires a rigorous curriculum of many years of study, Salafism leans more towards a simple-minded Qur’an-based literalism, makes little appeal to the centuries of rich theological thinking and jurisprudence, and puts little emphasis on the social and moral importance of the mosques. As we will see, few of its leaders actually qualify as Islamic scholars. This DIY protestantism is also exactly the model of ideological dissemination that sustains modern-day self-radicalization, one of the most common ways in which young people become radicalized.


There are thus two ways in which Salafism lends itself perfectly to jihadi radicalization: the first one is in the attitude it encourages towards the outsiders, and the second in the attitude it encourages towards any careful study of Islam.11 In both cases, behind the veneer of the self-righteous drive for moral purity lies an attitude of contempt: contempt towards people not exactly like the “believer” and for ideas that are not exactly like the “creed.” That this attitude spills over into excesses of violence should not be surprising. If anything, it should be surprising that it does not do so more often.


The first wave of Wahhabism had, as we shall see in later chapters, every bit of the zeal and murderous brutality of today’s ISIS. But in the second part of the 20th century, the Wahhabi religious establishment and their House of Saud allies have toned down on the violence, for reasons of political expediency. What they have not toned down on, however, is the attitudes towards other people and other ideas. Nevertheless, the orthodox Salafism of the leaders of Saudi religious establishment today is indeed pacific.12 When they decry terrorism and violence in the name of Islam, they are being honest and their conversion to what they call “quietest Salafism” should be seen as real.


But they make no apology for sharing those same attitudes towards outsiders that the jihadis also adopt. And will insist that their creed and those attitudes—the very same creed and attitudes that Saudi-funded imams teach in Saudi-funded mosques across the world—are not linked to jihadi violence. Yet the research into radicalization yields, time and time again, the exact opposite conclusions: the Salafi tenets and the attitudes towards other people and other ideas that they engender are the recurring factor that sets apart jihadis from other equally marginalized and brutalized young people. And it is particularly noteworthy that none of the jihadis from non-Arab backgrounds, such as those committing attacks in Europe who come from North Africa or the Indian subcontinent, draw inspiration for their acts from the Islam of their parents and grandparents, who come from long traditions of open, liberal Islamic jurisprudence. They inevitably talk the language of the Salafist, and share the Salafist disdain towards the thoughtful theology and jurisprudence of their cultural background, opting instead for the simplistic, pamphlet Islamism that gives voice to their personal grievances.


Yes, in Europe and North America we now face a direct threat from groups like ISIS and what remains of Al-Qaeda, who still organize and direct some attacks. The recent massacres in France and Belgium13 are chilling reminders of the threat they still pose. However, the much greater, deeper, longer-term but currently hidden threat comes from the dissemination of Salafist teaching. A lot of it is ad hoc, via the Internet, as some groups of young men, or even lone individuals, self-radicalize through social media, forums, or other media. Most recent attacks in North America seem to fit this pattern, often involving second-generation American Muslims who have become radicalized. But equally, Saudi Arabia invests billions of dollars every year, money they get from us when we buy their oil, into building mosques and funding clerics to disseminate their Salafist state religion all over the Muslim world and, in tandem, all over the West. As we will see in the example of Kosovo, there is a depressingly close correlation between Saudi religious funding and the subsequent growth of violent jihad.14


This is why any response to the rising tide of global jihadism must start with an examination of radical Salafist interpretations of Islam, and why any coordinated effort to stop its global dissemination must start by confronting the state that sponsors this ideology—Saudi Arabia—head-on. Equally, our response to Salafism must always be aware that we are not fighting a group of people but rather an ideology. So victory will come not on the battlefield, or in a secret undercover war, but from overcoming that ideology. The more our politicians use binary language of “us” and “them” and argue that all Muslims are the problem, the more we actually feed the underlying beliefs of our Salafist opponents. The only way to resist the logic of our enemies is to emphasize not the often fictitious differences between us that the Salafis insist upon but rather the humanity we all share and the interest that most of us, Christian, Muslim, Jewish, or atheist, share in living a peaceful life in a fair and safe society. Just like mainstream Christianity, or mainstream Western secular humanism, mainstream Islam responds to those exact same needs and interests of safety, civility, and neighborliness. That is why, after two Islamists stabbed a priest to death in Rouen, France, in July 2016, the Muslim community in the town joined their Catholic neighbors for Mass in their cathedrals and churches, and for the wake for the deceased priest. It is only to the Salafist radicals that this obvious gesture of humanity and decency might be shocking.
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RADICAL ORIGINS




PART ONE


LOOKING BACK TO THE ISLAMIC GOLDEN AGE





 


 


 


 


 


Today’s radical Islamism is filled with strange contradictions and paradoxes. If it were to have one explicitly stated goal, it would be to “bring back the Golden Age of the Islamic caliphate.” This is very odd for quite a number of reasons. The one reason that strikes the observer straightaway is that it is a kind of reactionary antimodernism that is nonetheless intermingled with aspects of modernity, not the least of which are modern weapons and modern propaganda strategies, notably, the Internet, with 7th-century styles of corporal punishment, forced amputations, lashing, stoning, and all the rest, under the guard of Kalashnikovs, filmed on smartphones and broadcast on Twitter.


This matters for two reasons. One major theme in this book is we need to stop seeing modern-day Salafist terrorism as in some way something new or unique. As we will see both at the level of ideology and in terms of tactics, they are the (unacknowledged) heirs to many previous movements based around a violent rejection of the status quo. However, having said this, if we are to deal with this latest incarnation of this particular problem, we need to understand exactly what it is that drives today’s Salafists. As indicated in the introduction to this book, an acceptance of violent jihad is rare even among the Salafist community, but there are aspects of the underlying ideology that make the journey to violence relatively easy. If we are to deal with this threat (and it is a serious threat), we need to do so in a manner that will first break the link between ideology and violence and, at the same time, to discredit the ideology.


Despite the contradictions in modern Salafist thinking and practice, so far their seemingly reactionary goals and the apparently modern means they use to achieve it have gained considerable traction, not least in the minds of alienated young Muslims in the West. However, this tension between using modern methods and a desire to return to an idealized past is not new in the history of terrorist movements. The late-19th-century Russian Narodniks made effective use of the new train network (and the technology provided by modern explosives) to plan their attacks even if their stated goal was to return Russia to some fanciful rural idyll.1 This helps stress an important secondary theme in this book: Islamic terrorism is but the latest incarnation of something that certainly has been used as a form of protest throughout modern history—and often as an explicit revolt against that very modernity. As with their unacknowledged predecessors, we have the apparent contradiction of young people completely at ease with the technologies of the modern world, but using those assets to pursue a goal of re-creating a form of state that has not existed for over a millennia (and it is very dubious if it ever existed in the form they now claim to seek).


Firmly identifying Salafism as an antimodernist current underpinning much of what is happening today in the Middle East, as well as in Muslim communities all across the world, is a fundamental theme of this book. To understand this reactionary Islam we must understand its history, and how it in turn fits in with Islam and its history.


In this chapter we start by looking at the remarkable story of the rise of Islam and its place in world history. This will help us understand both the ideology of reactionary and violent Islam, and the psychology of those who are seduced by this ideology. Westerners are generally unaware of the history of many regions across the globe, especially those regions where Islam is the dominant religion. Often they are ignorant of their own history. In the United States, for example, for most people “history” begins in 1776. And if that is not bad enough, most people’s understanding of the history of Islam is basically nonexistent.


This gap also affects how young Muslims living in the West learn both the history of the West and the history of Islam. This gap allows for erroneous teachings to take root. We need to acknowledge how and why the Salafists distort the history of Islam to suit their agenda. In effect, we need to answer the question, How can a group of young, Western-born, Western-educated Muslims find the ideals of 6th- to 7th-century Arabia in any way attractive? Well, perhaps if you consider that within just a couple of generations of emerging on the scene Islam built the largest empire the world had ever seen seemingly out of nothing more than the desert sands, you would not find it so surprising. To the believers, even at the time, this could not have been anything other than a miracle bequeathed by God. It is a miracle that still captures the imagination. Just like we here in the United States thought we had a “Manifest Destiny” to expand across a continent.2 Imagine how the “heirs of the caliphate” must think then when they believe that they too can claim a past where Islam spread across the known globe. And imagine how they must think about what went wrong, and why the “Muslim World” as it stands today seems in such a state of decay.


But as is usually the case with reactionary ideologies, many things in the Islamist frame of thought are very upside-down. The story of the rise of Islam in this chapter will illuminate the way in which Islamism, with its backwards reading of history, is in fact inconsistent and intellectually self-defeating. By the lights of mainstream Islam, and by the lights of history, these ideologies are a bitter betrayal of everything Islam meant to the Prophet and his followers, and a blunt rejection of everything that made Islam great throughout its history.


Herein lies the irony of ISIS, and of similar groups: they harken back to an age of “moral purity” in the Islamic Golden Age of Muhammad and the first caliphs. This is what they use to justify subjecting people to medieval punishments in semi-arbitrary fashion, and bitter discrimination and oppression of any individual or group that deviates from their narrow view of the world.


Such barbarity was not common in the early caliphates, yet it was found in some communities outside the caliphates where Islam had spread without the core structures of the new religion and state. The early success of Islam was indeed linked to a moral mission. In that much ISIS is correct. But that moral mission was not to impose one fixed, unquestioning dogma or a stale reading of the Qur’an that may not change under the pain of death. It was a mission to bring peace, tolerance, and liberty to all people—regardless of ethnic group or religion and, to a lesser extent, gender. Islam, I will argue, was successful precisely because in the context of the time it was a moral step forward for the people that came under the administration of the Muslim caliphs. And it can never hope to be successful if it ever represents a moral step backwards—or as in the case of today’s Islamic radicals, 1,400 years’ worth of steps backwards.


Even so, we must nonetheless acknowledge that Islam’s early history, and indeed its history since, has not exactly been one of perfect moral rectitude. There have been many wars. There was much bloodshed in the early history of Islam. What by modern standards we would call atrocities were committed—and the fact that this was the common etiquette of war at the time should not stop us from describing the facts as they are. There are many critics in the West who point to this history of bloodletting as evidence of Islam’s inherent backwardness. But such criticism is ill thought out. Of course people from the 6th, 7th, and 8th centuries had views we would now regard as morally backwards—and this applies whether they were Muslims or Christians or Jews or from other faiths at the time. The Persian Zoroastrians killed some seventeen thousand Christians in and around Jerusalem when they captured the city in 615 A.D. In turn, the Christians killed many Jews in revenge when the city was retaken in 630 and the survivors were forbidden to live in the city. Later on, the behavior of the early Crusaders was a shock not just to their notionally Muslim opponents but also to the adherents of the various Eastern forms of Christianity.3 And none of what I am saying here is to defend any excess carried out by any state or any religion over one thousand years ago.


But no early caliph went to war with the express purpose of subjugating or converting Christians or Jews.4 And when Christians, Jews, and even pagans found themselves under Muslim rule, they were always given due protections by law and treaty. No early caliph took ghoulish pleasure in cruel punishments and the suffering of the vanquished. And even when protecting the Ummah (in other words the realms where Islam was now the state religion) required carrying out acts of violence or brutality, the decision to take the course of war was never taken lightly. That was a standard of probity that did stand above the normal practice of Christian Byzantine emperors or Zoroastrian Iranian shahanshas. And it represents a level of morality squarely above the practice and the intent of the so-called Islamic State in Iraq and Syria today.


If this is the case, then we need to understand where the ideology behind today’s Islamic State comes from. Of course, as with any large religious group, at times Islam has spawned more or less tolerant sects. Equally there has always been a debate about the reasons why Islam has shifted between being outward looking, driving forward scientific discoveries, and its sometimes more reactionary periods. This book primarily argues that it is the perverse and reactionary reading of Islam and its history that allows for such poisonous ideologies to develop. In particular, the Wahhabi strand of Islam that emerged in the early 18th century has become the taproot for all modern Islamic extremist movements.


This points to an important issue. Wahhabism, for all its fundamentalist zeal, for all its harkening back to “the original, true religion,” is ironically an 18th-century invention. It has about as much to do with the history and theological development of Islam in the first centuries after Muhammad as Mormonism has to do with the early Christian church.


For the moment I will set aside discussion of this strand of modern Islam and use this chapter to provide a short, but hopefully accurate, depiction of the history of Islam as it is known in the mainstream Muslim tradition. I will also take into account recent scholarship from non-Muslim sources about the historicity of these events. Readers with a background in Islam should not find anything here that is particularly surprising. But Western readers who are not familiar with Islam and its beliefs will.


How so? You will be surprised how much the Message of the Prophet has in common with Western ideals of democracy and human rights. This is no joke. For example, what do you think the most Islamic country in the world is? Iranian-born professor of International Business and International Affairs at George Washington University, Hossein Askari, conducted a study into how closely 208 countries and territories organized their societies in terms of law, politics, and business to resemble the principles outlined in the Qur’an.5 So you might think of Saudi Arabia? It is the place of the two most holy sites in Islam, Mecca and Medina. But you would be wrong. Or perhaps Indonesia: the largest majority-Muslim country in the world. But not so. According the professor’s study of the values of different countries in the way they run their societies and public administration, the most Islamic country in the world is: Ireland. Followed by Denmark, Luxembourg, Sweden, the UK . . . you are perhaps noticing a pattern. The highest-ranked Muslim-majority country is Malaysia, at number 33. Next up is Kuwait at 48.


In 1899, Muhammad Abduh, a respected Islamic scholar who had travelled to the West and met with many scholars of his day at Oxford and Cambridge Universities, at Paris, Vienna, and Berlin, was appointed grand mufti of Egypt, that country’s highest religious authority, and leader over the hugely important Egyptian centers of Islamic scholarship. Upon returning from his travels he is reported to have said, “I went to the West and saw Islam, but no Muslims; I got back to the East and saw Muslims, but not Islam.”6


Professor Askari’s study simply reflects that the world has not moved much in this respect in a hundred years. This chapter will hopefully shed some light into what these two eminent scholars mean. It will also inform much of my critique of Wahhabism in subsequent chapters.


MUHAMMAD AND THE BIRTH OF ISLAM


The story of Islam begins with the story of the life of its prophet, Muhammad. Muhammad is believed to have lived between 570 and 632, in the fiercely tribal and often brutal world of the Arabian Desert. By all accounts, his life was not an easy one—but his achievements are all the more spectacular for it.


According to Islamic tradition,7 Muhammad was born in the Quraysh tribe of Mecca, who were at the time in charge of the city. However, Muhammad’s family belonged to a marginal clan of the tribe, the Banu Hashim, and was neither especially wealthy nor politically powerful. But what really made life difficult for Muhammad as he was growing up was the fact that his father, Abdullah, died before he was born. Growing up without paternal protection in a tribal society puts one very much on the edges of society. In keeping with Arab traditions at the time, Muhammad is believed to have been sent by his mother to be raised by a Bedouin family in the desert outside the city—this was considered to be good for young babies, making them healthier and better prepared for later life in the desert sands.


While the young boy’s life prospects had already been seriously hampered, perhaps an even more significant event in the early life of the Prophet was the loss of his mother when the boy was six. It is difficult to imagine what emotional and psychological impact that would have on anyone now. But the circumstances in which this happened to Muhammad were all the more dramatic. His mother, Amina, had fallen ill in Mecca. She decided to take the young Muhammad with her and to try and make their way to the oasis town of Yathrib, where they had family who could tend to her health and look after the boy. But halfway along the journey her health declined dramatically. The caravan they were with left them in a small oasis for her to rest and recover her health. But she never did. She died shortly thereafter. And the young Muhammad was left for several days in the oasis tending to the body of his mother, until the next caravan came along.


Being marginalized by society is one thing. Being left utterly alone for days, seemingly abandoned by the universe, in such a way at such a young age is quite another. It is impossible to imagine quite what an impact that could have had on the young Muhammad, but one thing is certain: the Prophet forever after had a burning concern for the weak, for those marginalized or left outside of society, for those who have nobody to protect them and little ability to protect themselves. In that, it seems, he honored the memory of his mother for the rest of his life.


When he was finally found by the next caravan to pass through the oasis, he was fortunate enough to come under the guardianship of his paternal grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib, according to tribal custom, and later, at the age of eight, under the guardianship of his uncle Abu Talib, the new leader of the Banu Hashim clan. With Abu Talib, the young Muhammad began a life as a merchant. He is known to have travelled with the Banu Hashim trade caravans towards Syria and other trading centers early in his teens. This would allow him to accumulate not only some degree of wealth but also social status. He built a remarkable reputation for honesty and integrity, and by his twenties, he had already earned the appellations al-Amin (‘faithful’ or ‘trustworthy’) and al-Sadiq (‘truthful’). As a consequence, he was often sought as an impartial arbitrator in trade disputes between competing merchants, and thus constructed a healthy network of acquaintances and business relations built on trust and respect.


Through his reputation as an honest and highly capable merchant, he came into the service of Khadija bint Khuwaylid in 595. Khadija was a forty-year-old widow who had built one of the most successful and wealthy trading businesses in Mecca, and was thus one of the most powerful people in the city. She dispatched Muhammad on a trading expedition to Syria. When Muhammad came back with a substantially larger than expected profit, Khadija proposed to the twenty-five-year-old man. Though it was highly unusual for an older woman of such high status to propose to a younger man of lower status, the match did seem to make sense, both to Muhammad and Khadija, and also to their respective families—the match was quickly agreed. And it was a fortuitous match too. By all accounts, the two fell in love, and were happily married for the next twenty-five years. And despite Arab society at the time having polygamy as a norm, Muhammad and Khadija remained in a monogamous marriage for as long as Khadija was alive.


Muhammad had thus risen, in little over twenty-five years, from desolate orphan to a respected and well-connected pillar of his society. But his society was still harsh and brutal, one in which most orphans did not rise the way he had been lucky enough to. Instead, orphans, women, widows, the poor, anyone on the edges of society were living in very precarious conditions, at the mercy of powerful merchants and warriors. They could be robbed of the little they had, physically abused, traded as slaves or even killed, with relatively few repercussions. And though he rose to a position of security, Muhammad had not forgotten what it was like to be in such a precarious condition. He had achieved success and a great measure of personal happiness, but he remained profoundly disenchanted with the lack of justice in his world.


MUHAMMAD’S MORAL MISSION


Muhammad’s disenchantment led him over the next fifteen years to take periods of seclusion and spiritual retreat. He would go up into the mountains surrounding Mecca at different times of the year, often with Khadija and his family, to get away from it all. There, he would meditate, pray to the gods of his time, and reflect upon the condition of the world around him. He was trying to make sense of the injustices in society. But more than that, he seems to have had a deep anxiety about finding long-lasting solutions to those injustices.


It was after fifteen years of being tormented by these problems and concerns, to the point where he needed frequent refuge from society, that Muhammad is said to have had his first revelation of the Message of God in the cave of Hira above Mecca from the voice of Archangel Gabriel (or Jibra’il in Arabic): “Recite in the name of your Lord Who created / Created man from a clot of congealed blood. / Recite: and your Lord is Most Generous / Who taught by the pen—/ taught man what he did not know.” (Surah Al-Alaq 96:1-5)


The Qur’an, or ‘the Recitation,’ is the collection of revelations Muhammad received throughout the rest of his life. Like the other Abrahamic religions, the first and most fundamental tenet of Muhammad’s message is the Oneness and Uniqueness of God, al-Tawhid in Arabic. This God, Allah in Arabic, is also the God of Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. And “there are no other gods beside [him]” (20:14). This message was not what the Qurayshis wanted to hear. They were keepers of the Ka’aba in Mecca, the holy shrine of the Arabic peoples in the region, where the idols of all the tribal gods were held. And they derived much of their wealth from the pilgrimages and trade generated by the shrines. They would go to great lengths to dissuade Muhammad from proselytizing his revelations, and later, to great lengths to try and remove him from Mecca, and Arabia.


But Muhammad was undaunted. His God was the only true God, but also a God of justice, a God who made all people equal and in the eyes of Whom all people were of equal moral worth, to be judged only on their individual merits. This God created the weak and vulnerable in the same way he created the rich and powerful—and demanded that they should be equally protected. Women, children, the infirm, the poor and wretched, all demanded the same consideration and dignity as the most exalted in society.


THE CONSTITUTION OF MEDINA—THE PROTOTYPE OF AN ISLAMIC STATE


But this was not just about theology, or religion. This was to be the moral foundation of a new kind of state—an Islamic state, in accordance to the Will of God. Yet Muhammad would not initially have the opportunity to implement such a state in Mecca. The Quraysh had no time for Muhammad’s message or for his God. And when it became clear that Muhammad would not bend to their status quo, not even Muhammad’s position and power could keep him, and his small band of new followers, safe. Muhammad did not seem intent to leave Mecca, and he and his community tried to stay on despite increasingly severe repression, including being banned from buying food in the local markets for nearly two years. But when a shift in the internal politics of the city meant that the small community of believers came close to being massacred, they had to leave.


And thus the Hijra, the ‘migration,’ from Mecca happened in 622. The Prophet and his followers moved north, to Yathrib, where the local tribes invited Muhammad to serve as an adjudicator and impartial administrator in the diverse but internally fractured town, with its fiercely competitive Arab pagan and Jewish tribes and clans. Yathrib became known subsequently as Madīnat an-Nabī, ‘the City of the Prophet’—today, Medina.


The Hijra is hugely significant in Islam. It marks the beginning of the Islamic calendar. It is not the birth of the Prophet, or even the first revelation, that marks the beginning of the Islamic age. Rather, it is the Hijra. And it is very important to explain why. In leaving Mecca, Muhammad and his followers did not just flee their hometown for fear of persecution. As I have mentioned, Arabia at this time was an intensely tribal society. People could not simply leave their town, their community and their tribe and clan, their blood relations. The tribe was sacred, as much as one’s tribal god was sacred. In leaving Mecca, Muhammad and his followers were not simply seeking an easier life elsewhere. They in fact committed as heinous a heresy as one could have in the Arabian society of that time.


Remember, Muhammad had had his first revelation at the age of forty, roughly around the year 610. And though he spent the twelve years prior to the Hijra in Mecca, telling the Meccans and any visitors to the town who would listen that their gods were not gods at all, that there is no god but the one God, he suffered in order to live and preach his message. Yet when he and his community decided to leave Mecca, to leave their tribes behind, this was considered a much more serious transgression. And from that point on, the Meccans would pursue Muhammad wherever he went. He was marked for death.


The decision to leave Mecca was thus nothing short of a revolution—both political and moral. It was the first time in Arabia that a group of people formed a community of ideology, underpinned in this case by Muhammad’s message of submission to just one God, and such a community superseded the traditional communities of blood, the family, and tribe, which formed the foundation of Arab society at that time. It is this fundamental shift in the conception of what underpins social relations that marks the proper beginning of the Islamic age. That is why the Hijra is year 1 in Islam.


And what happened next is equally fundamental. Upon arrival in Yathrib/Medina, Muhammad did not find a city in the way that Mecca was a city. Rather, Yathrib was an oasis that hosted a number of villages, each small settlement being dominated by a variety of tribes: for example the Banu Qaynuqa, Banu Qurayza, and Banu Nadir, who were Jewish; or the Banu ‘Aws and Banu Khazraj, who were Yemenite pagans. Each tribe was fiercely independent, and competitive, and they had long histories of feuds with each other. It is in this tense environment that Muhammad and his new community were invited and asked to serve as mediators.


Muhammad’s initiative was to establish a new state, a new kind of state—an Islamic state. The fundamentals of this state were codified in the Constitution of Medina8 and were very much the practical application of the principles of all humans being equal under one God that Muhammad’s prophecies urged. The Constitution:




1.Established all the people of Yathrib as “one nation [Ummah] separate from all peoples.” This, note, was regardless of their tribe, clan, or religion;9


2.Established peace between the tribes and banned all private justice: all disputes were to be mediated peacefully, according to law;


3.Forbade the tribes to wage war without his authorization;


4.Guaranteed the freedom of religious belief and practice for all citizens;


5.Ensured that representatives of all the constituent groups of Yathrib would be present at any consultation in matters of state or foreign affairs;


6.Codified protections for women;10


7.Established a system of taxation to support the functioning of the communal aspects of the society, especially in times of conflict and hardship;


8.Declared the land of Medina as holy ground, upon which none of the signatories of the pact could spill each other’s blood.





This is clearly not entirely the foundation of a modern liberal state, but it went further along the way towards such a state than any other state in the middle of the 6th century A.D. And further along the way than many Muslim-majority countries have gone today.11 Nor was this by any means a perfectly egalitarian state. The rights of women were still relatively lower. The citizens of the state continued to belong to sub-communities: for example, if two Jews had a dispute between them, they would not be arbitrated under the general state law, but rather under Jewish law.12 And while Muslims were necessarily the guardians of the state, non-Muslims could hold any kind of public office, except that of leader. That was reserved for the leader of the Muslim community. But as a political settlement, it was more positive than anything Arabs had experienced before. And it established the template for governing a diverse, plural, and vibrant population, which, in due time, would go on to conquer much of the known world.


Not that this new kind of state was without its growth pains. Infamously, the Jewish Banu Qaynuqa were accused of breaking the treaty of the Constitution and suspected of having closer relations to the Meccan Quraysh, with whom they had extensive trading links, than to Muhammad and his new state. This led to a series of open conflicts between the group and Muhammad’s new state, and their eventual expulsion from Medina. And indeed, Muhammad’s ongoing conflict with Mecca, up until his final victory over the Meccans in 627, created many tensions within his new state. But the moral and political principles underlying this new kind of state proved rock-solid despite these birth pains. And perhaps they even achieved sharper definition in the conflicts that threatened to undermine them.13


Muhammad’s young state at Medina did survive the five-year onslaught of the Meccans’ army, even though they had superiority in numbers. And, through the wise building of alliances with other neighboring Arab tribes,14 Medina ultimately asserted itself as indomitable in Arabia. The final confrontation was not a military one. Rather, Muhammad managed an unusual political coup against the Meccan Quraysh. In 628, Muhammad and his followers set out from Medina to Mecca, to perform the Hajj, the traditional Arab pilgrimage to the Ka’aba. This journey had been part of the pre-Islamic pagan religions of the region. But to perform the Hajj, one has to be unarmed. The Muslim community thus went towards Mecca, into the hands of their enemies, completely unarmed or ready for battle. The Quraysh did not accept them into Mecca. But it would have been against everything that their own traditional religion stood for to spill the blood of pilgrims to the Ka’aba, hence Mohammad’s motivation to approach Mecca in just this fashion. So the Quraysh and the Muslims came to an agreement: Muhammad and his followers would be allowed to perform the Hajj in the following year, provided they agreed to a truce and a set of otherwise rather humiliating demands from the Quraysh. At the time, this might have seemed like a defeat, but the decision to pursue peace rather than war would reap huge benefits for the Muslim cause.


Muhammad and the Muslim community finally returned to Mecca in 629, and during their visit to the Ka’aba, they also impressed the civilian Meccans with their righteous behavior. They were already winning hearts and minds. But the following year, 630, the Quraysh broke the truce with Muhammad and attacked one of his allies. His extended web of alliances now came into play, and he managed to bring together a huge force of ten thousand against the Quraysh transgressors. He marched onto Mecca. The Qurayshes’ forces could not hope to match him, and they were expecting to be wiped out. But Muhammad did something completely unexpected next. He declared a general amnesty. And he declared that no one should be forced to join his Muslim community or submit to it. But he did go straight to the Ka’aba and cleansed it of all the idols of the Arab pagans. None of the Meccans, or indeed any of the pilgrims to Mecca, were ever forced to convert or subjected to any brutality. But the idols were not to be tolerated in the shrine of God, built by Abraham (as the Ka’aba at Mecca was traditionally believed to be). In this respect, Muhammad was returning the shrine to its original focus on a single deity shared with earlier Jewish and Christian traditions.


Subdued, Mecca was then absorbed into the Ummah of Medina. The inhabitants were afforded the same rights and protections, as well as the same duties, as the citizens of Medina. And then, Muhammad simply went back home, to Medina. With the Quraysh pacified, much of the rest of Arabia quickly submitted, voluntarily for the most part, to the new order. Entire tribes were also converting to the new religion, even though there was no requirement to. The new model of society, underpinned by the new religion, prevailed over the rest of Arabia. The Jahiliya, the Arabian pre-Islamic “age of ignorance,” had ended.


In 632, Muhammad returned one last time to Mecca to perform the Hajj. Here, he delivered what would be his last sermon. Be righteous, and do not stray from the path. All men are equal before God: Arab and non-Arab; white or black; Muslim and non-Muslim. Always do the justice of God. This was his message. A message that would reap his young community huge rewards as it expanded. But a message that, unfortunately, seems to have been quite forgotten by many of those who proclaim the loudest today that they themselves are Muslims. After this last sermon, Muhammad returned to Medina and died soon after, surrounded by his family and his followers.


THE CALIPHATES


By the time of Muhammad’s death, this template of society, of government, spiritual and temporal, was ready for prime time: it was ready to take over the world. Most neighboring regimes were grounded on discrimination against those who did not share either a defined faith (Christianity to the Byzantines, Zoroastrianism for the Iranians) or a particular ethnic identify. Such rigorously stratified societies not only practiced slavery but also discriminated in every respect against those who were seen to be excluded.


But the Arabian Ummah itself was not ready just yet. Neither the Muslims nor the other groups of Arabia had yet contemplated what would happen to the new order once Muhammad died. Muhammad himself always repeated that he was only human. And that he had no special powers—that the only miracle of Islam was the message. But the Muslim community had nonetheless found it deeply traumatic to hear that their Prophet had simply died. Many of the tribes of the new Ummah, upon hearing the news, promptly withdrew from the political pact. The pagan tribes argued that they were not bound to the Muslim community but had only submitted to Muhammad himself. And many of the Muslim tribes started fighting over the succession to their communities.


This situation was exacerbated by interference from the two superpowers neighboring Arabia: the Byzantine Eastern Roman Empire, and the Iranian Sassanid Empire. Both had watched with concern how Muhammad had brought together the people of what traditionally would have been a tribal no-man’s-land and fashioned them into a new and vigorous state. Neither wanted a competitor power on their borders. So they both sponsored various splinter groups within Arabia, and encouraged tribal and sectarian divisions. It is in this hugely volatile political situation that Muhammad’s family and closest followers had to come together to ensure that their community and the new social order in Arabia would survive.


THE RASHIDUN—THE RIGHT-GUIDED CALIPHS


Most of the leaders of the Muslim community rallied around a man called Abu Bakr. He had been one of Muhammad’s closest friends, one of the earliest converts, was a father-in-law to Muhammad and had been with Muhammad when they escaped from Mecca for the Hijra. He was also one of the oldest and most proven of Muhammad’s followers, so most Muslims felt he had the most authority to take over the leadership role in the new community. He was thus duly elected caliph, or “deputy” of the Muslim community. This was not an election in the way we think of a democratic election today, but it was a decision reached by consensus by a council of representatives of various groups within the community. So in a sense, a process not too far removed from how a US state would nominate a senator.


But it was not quite as straightforward as that. The closest male relative of Muhammad was a young man called Ali ibn Abi Talib. He was the son of Muhammad’s uncle Abu Talib, who had taken Muhammad under his wing all those years ago. He was married to one of Muhammad’s daughters, Fatimah. And he had also been one of Muhammad’s closest followers, friends, and allies throughout. Many thought that Ali would be Muhammad’s natural successor, especially given the blood ties. There are also verses in the Qur’an which, according to some particular readings, seem to indicate that Muhammad designated Ali as his heir and successor (e.g., 5:55 and 5:67).15


Ali was not present at, and it seems he was not aware of, meetings that were being conducted to establish the succession. He is believed to have been tending the dead body of Muhammad at that time, as he was supposed to do according to his relation to the Prophet and tradition. When he found out that the succession had been established, he objected to the procedure. He did not accept the outcome for some time, and he also had many followers who supported him instead as the rightful leader of the Muslim community. In time, this group would come to be known as the Party of Ali, today known as the Shia, the second-largest denomination in Islam after the Sunnis. The division between the two main branches of Islam was thus originally a political one. But in time, the two also developed deep doctrinal and theological differences.
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