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Preface

In this book that tells my story, I would have liked to write more about my parents and my family and describe them as they are: people of modest means, peaceful, loving, and calm. My father worked, as he still does, so that his family could live with dignity. He always wanted his children to attend university, to have a better future. My brothers and sisters persevere in their studies, knowing my parents’ hopes for them and what they sacrificed for those hopes to come true. This is my family, for whom I have caused so much suffering and who has always supported me. They are my greatest pride.

Today, it is my turn to protect them and to spare them any further pain by avoiding more conflict with those who would oppose me in my fight. In Palestinian society, any citizen who dares to uphold the freedoms of speech and of religion runs serious dangers, and their families live under constant threat from both their fellow Palestinians and the Palestinian Authority. My father, mother, brothers, and sisters have had to endure disparaging remarks from their own relatives, cutting comments from neighbors, and withering looks from practically everyone else. Ever since I left my homeland in the pursuit of Truth and Freedom, I have become, in the eyes of all these people, a “stain” and a “dishonor,” to be washed clean at my family’s expense.

Obscurantism is on the rise in Palestinian society, and I continue to be threatened both directly and indirectly through my family. For this reason, I have chosen to keep any mention of my private life and my relations with my family to a strict minimum.


Introduction

Letter to My Brothers

I have never felt hostility toward Muslims. They are all my brothers in humanity. However, the collapse of our societies drives me to despair, and religion is in large part responsible. I respect those who believe, but I despise with all my being their leaders and the ideology that they preach.

If you ask imams why Muslim societies are in such a catastrophic state, they will respond with their usual cynicism: the reason is that we have “left the path of Allah and Islam.”

Dear brothers in faith, you would do better to rely on your own intelligence rather than listen to the ready-made arguments of these imams. If what you seek is indeed truth and integrity, if you refuse to content yourselves with texts chosen to shore up unproven tenets of belief, you will never be satisfied with their answers.

My Muslim brothers, I know that you face an existential crisis. Religious leaders are pulling the wool over your eyes with their slogan: “Islam is peace, forgiveness and charity.” Nothing could be further from the truth. Islam is the religion of war, battles, massacres, and jihad waged against unbelievers. The Quran tells the faithful to spread the word of Allah around the world, and history, which is rife with conquests and forced adherence to Islam, is proof of the results.

They lull you into submission by telling you that Allah “created you as nations and tribes so you would come to know one another” and fool you by proclaiming: “There are those who believe and those who deny.” The truth is that the impure are executed, atheists are persecuted, and Jews and Christians are hounded.

They will tell you that Islam liberated women and put them on equal footing with men. Yet they uphold polygamy, authorize corporal punishment of women, refuse to admit women’s testimony in court, and have deprived women of their inheritance rights. As far as they are concerned, our mothers, sisters, and wives belong in Hell.

In contrast to the steady progression and modernization of the rest of the world, Muslims are on a regressive path. Their imams hold them back in order to rebuild the Caliphate. Their goal: to return to the raids and sectarianism of tribal life.

Under Islam, basic human rights and precepts are trampled. The principle of religious freedom for Muslims prevents others from exercising their faith. The equality they profess excludes women and other religions. For them, history began with the Prophet, and everything that preceded him is nonsense.

Yes, my brothers in humanity, I understand your dilemma. But are you for equality and justice or not? Do you believe in basic human rights? Do you respect others? Do you want to live in peace with your neighbors? Will you oppose violence and promote dialogue? You have probably already asked yourselves these questions. Often, however, too often, Muslims give a lukewarm response: they want freedom, aspire to equality, and pledge allegiance to human rights … but only if these do not run afoul of Islam.

This book is the story of my experiences and explains my thinking. I hope it will help my Muslim brothers to think for themselves, to fight obscurantism with rational intelligence. My wish is that it will help free them from this sinister religious relic. Will it also inspire non-Muslims to recognize the danger Islam poses for secular societies? Will it encourage them to pay attention to what is happening in the Muslim world today to better protect themselves against it? I sincerely hope so.

There is one thing of which I am sure: whoever reads this book will finish it reassured that, whether they live in a poor neighborhood in a large European city or an entire country where Islam holds sway, they are not alone. They will find in these pages a little more courage to call themselves ex-Muslims.

Waleed al-Husseini


Chapter I

The Roots of Indignation

Early Childhood

I was born and raised in Qalqilya in the West Bank. My family is Muslim, conservative, and pious, but moderately so. In the Palestine where I grew up, religion was not a choice and still is not. By an inescapable logic, a child inherits both a name and a religion at birth. I became a Muslim by tradition and by education, not by choice. For my parents, who were hardly extremists, Islam was the greatest of all religions: a glorious faith that could “work miracles,” “grow minds,” and “open hearts,” among other magical formulas I heard at home.

For my mother and father, Islam, like sexuality, was a line drawn in the sand. Crossing it was absolutely taboo. They respected the customs of their faith and passed down, first to me, the eldest son, and then to my five sisters and two little brothers, the traditional education that had also been theirs. Like all Muslim families, they applied to the letter the teachings of the Prophet so that his words might come true: “On the Day of Judgement, I will be proud of your multitude before the nations.”

Like most young men of my generation, my brothers and I were not burdened by religious obligations. In the traditional Muslim family, the father works and the mother stays home. Even very young boys are free to play and roam at liberty outside the home, but girls are kept inside to perform household chores. Few girls go to school, and those who seek work generally become either teachers in schools for girls or nurses. Men and women are not allowed to have any contact in this society, and the role of women is primarily to bear children and satisfy their husbands’ sexual desires. As the first-born son, I was consulted on family matters and generally placed on a higher pedestal than my brothers and sisters. This gave me the freedom to participate in discussions on sensitive matters, transgress certain rules, develop a hunger for the truth, and forge my own personality. It also led me to break many prohibitions and bans.

Nevertheless, my relationship with my mother was especially close. As my educator, advisor, teacher, and confidante, she taught me the values I live by: compassion, kindness, and love for others. As I grew older, however, I realized that Islamic law, at least as it was taught to me and still practiced today, contradicted those same values and prevented a person of faith to reflect, question, and open his mind. How can Islam proclaim that woman is man’s inferior while placing on her shoulders the heavy responsibility of raising a family and educating future generations?

School Years

My early childhood was like that of most Palestinians of my generation. For our safety, my friends in Qalqilya and I were not allowed to play outside. We had to find ways to occupy ourselves indoors, in one of our families’ homes. But once I began primary school, I discovered a whole new world. I was the top student in my class through my primary and middle school years. I became friends with children from different backgrounds, and my mother was no longer the center of my world. During all those years, however, she was always there to listen to me and guide me through all of my questions and doubts.

It was in high school that I discovered the basic notions of philosophy and Islamic culture. My questions and doubts only multiplied as it became clear to me that the teachings of Islam were impossible to follow in everyday life. Do the faithful exercise free choice or are their actions determined by divine will? This existential question tugged at me constantly. Islam’s answer is that man is directed in his decisions and master of them at the same time! My Islamic sciences teacher had no better explanation, telling me that we are at liberty to decide for ourselves in matters we can see and understand, but in those we cannot, our actions are dictated. When I pressed him to explain further, he ordered the adolescent that I was to pray for forgiveness for having blasphemed.

Black-Out

It soon became clear to me that no one—neither at home nor at school and even less at the mosque—could help me with my questions. I began to spend hours at the public library and on the Internet. There I discovered the Mutazilis, who also sought the truth, although without great success. I learned that, although they never tried to spread their ideas, they were considered renegades and apostates and were persecuted. I turned next to the writings of the Ikhwan al-Safa, Sufis, and Wahhabis. I quickly understood that these different theological currents and schools were no more than ill-intentioned groups each trying to steal followers away from the others, throwing curses and fatwas in all directions. They promised Paradise to their followers, but only after enduring the life of hell they imposed.

The more I read, the more questions I had. Why do we know so little about Muslim history? Why are the Muslim philosophers and thinkers and the Mutazilis not taught at Quranic schools or at the mosque?

Hoping to find some answers, I immersed myself in the Quran, the interpretations of Ibn Kathir and Al-Tabari, and the hadiths of Sahih al-Bukhari and Sahih Muslim. To my surprise, I discovered an incalculable number of aberrations and verses espousing ideas contrary to human values, as well as stories of unjust wars and conquests that these texts tried vainly to justify. I found an explanation in the writings of the genealogist Abu Muhammad Abd al-Malik Ibn Hisham, who said Muslims were no better than bandits and their famous conquests were simply raids led in the name of religion. I began to think that the only accomplishment of Islam was to have managed to unite and federate its disciples under the Islamic Nation, or Ummah. To its early warriors, Islam promised the worldly goods and women of the peoples they captured and Paradise to its fallen martyrs. This double-edged promise was the principal motivation behind what are known as the Muslim conquests. I also came to see that the wars of succession after the deaths of the Prophet and the Caliph Ali had little to do with either religion or dogma. These fratricidal wars were waged simply to seize power, according to the dictates of the tribal laws that reigned in the vast Arabian desert, and Islam served to justify the unjustifiable! On the topic of aberrations, however, my greatest surprise came when I discovered how the Prophet’s disciples and descendants explained away his unbridled sex life as a way of pardoning his excesses, so that they could enjoy the same practices.

So absurd and self-perpetuating were the “official” texts that I turned next to intellectuals, poets, and writers: the pillars of the literary, cultural, and scientific renaissance in Muslim thought. There again, I was confronted with the fact that all of their views were judged impious, they were persecuted or killed, and their writings were burned.

What was the reason for this iron curtain drawn over Muslim history? Can a religion be thoroughly understood if its past is obscured? Islam has become impervious to the outside and impenetrable for the general public and the majority of its faithful, by masking some essential facts. Are we ever taught that it was the clerics who burned the works of the philosopher Ibn Rushd (Averroës)? Or that the scientist Ibn Sina (Avicenna) was called “the imam of the impure” because his research in philosophy, science, astronomy, and chemistry contradicted the teachings of Islam? Where do we ever learn that the physician Muhammad ibn Zakariyya al-Razi thumbed his nose at clerics and never shied from his apostasy? Or that the translator and thinker Abd Allah Ibn al-Muqaffa was executed at the age of thirty-five for allegedly having offended Islam? Does anyone tell us that Islam’s greatest thinkers, including the Imam Al-Shafii, the founder of the Shafii school of Islamic law, decreed that natural science, chemistry, and philosophy were all taboo subjects? Or that still other thinkers authorized the assassinations of scientists whose work might have helped other Muslims think critically about Islam’s teachings? The Quran’s most famous historian and exegete, Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, was stoned to death by members of the Hanbali school of orthodox Sunni Islam on charges of apostasy, but this is hushed up, too. No, the true history of Islam was never discussed at school, at home or at the mosque.

Just as in the earliest days of Islam, contemporary history offers still more examples of Muslim intellectuals, thinkers, and scientists persecuted for their beliefs. The Egyptian intellectual Farag Foda was assassinated. The Egyptian theologian Nasr Abu Zayd was forced into exile. Taha Hussein, a pillar of 20th century Arab literature, was taken to task for having published a book on the Jahiliyyah and having criticized Islam. Naguib Mafouz was stabbed for his supposedly “blasphemous” writings. All these endured the same treatment reserved for Abu Nasr al-Farabi, Ibn Rushd, Asphahani, Razi, Ibn Sina, Ghazali, and so many other defenders of the right to think for oneself.

Important authors like these are taught in school, but they are presented as good Muslims. Here lies the hypocrisy of both our current worldly leaders and our educational systems. Although these never call into question the importance of our great writers, they conceal the extent of their thinking and the persecutions they endured. All were hunted down, assassinated, hung, or poisoned in the name of Islam. Why do we never learn this? Is Islam so fragile that it might crumble under the slightest criticism? Could God himself be afraid of words and debate?

As children, we are taught that the mysteries of life are known to God alone and that critical thinking is forbidden. For religious leaders, individual opinions are haram: proscribed by Islamic law. According to this principle, understanding religion, God, and the prophets is completely taboo. Obscurantism has cast a deep shadow over Muslim societies but shores up religion and allows it to propagate without fear of reprisal. To hold sway over the faithful, leaders have a powerful pill, administered five times daily, at the precise moment of the muezzin’s call to prayer. As soon as it rings out, people come running to the mosque and bow their heads to the ground in a sign of submission. Before the pill wears off, their minds, already fogged by religion, are subjected to a fresh injection of preaching. The ecstasy they experience in this state puts their critical capacities to sleep and, in their place, awakens the supernatural realms promised by their religious leaders, far from the realities of truth, materiality, and reason. Etherized, the faithful live under an illusion, allowing matters of their own existence to be decided for them by their religious leaders who pretend to be God’s representatives on earth and who claim to speak in his name.

These leaders have convinced us that we are no better than a herd of animals who must follow them. They have conditioned us into subservience, and we have withdrawn into ourselves. They have taught us to be afraid of others and the unknown. They have engraved in our minds that we must bow to the accepted wisdom of the group and never think for ourselves, as this could lead us away from the Ummah, Islam, and God’s will. For them, life is inextricably linked to religion, which makes the rules by which we live. The culture they have promoted is exploitative of others, bigoted toward non-Muslims, and oppresses women, who are considered inferior beings culturally, spiritually, and physically: mere flesh to be disposed of at their masters’ whims. They have legitimized religious interference in people’s private lives, imposing a lifestyle, spiritual beliefs, and religious practice.

Employing both the carrot and the stick (where the carrot is Heaven and the stick Hell), religious leaders have deprived us of our most basic rights. Brandishing sharia law and Sunnah (the teachings of Muhammad), they have drawn Muslims away from research, science, exploration, and reflection and have brainwashed generation after generation, depriving them of freedom, dignity, humanity, progress, and a future.

The so-called revolutionaries and rebels—those who have managed to escape this brainwashing—are simply rational individuals who want to reflect on, understand, and explore life and the value of a human life. Through my research and reading and by exercising my own intelligence, I was able to join this informal club of free men.

A Short-Lived Respite

For two years in high school, I endured the brainwashing administered by my religious teachers. Alone in my intellectual crisis, I no longer felt confident broaching questions with my friends and family, even those closest to me, not even my mother and confidante. As momentous as this physical and spiritual upheaval was, it was nothing compared to what I would undergo later and that would forever change my life. However, It was enough to convince me that Islam is not a divine religion, that the Quran is not a holy text, and that Muhammad was neither a Prophet nor a messenger of God. I was still an adolescent, moreover one firmly indoctrinated by Islam. To begin to look differently at my world—to consider the fallibility of imams or read the Quran as an ordinary book, open to discussion and criticism—was no simple task. I was emboldened by my convictions, however, and I knew that I had to find an outlet for them if I ever hoped to be at peace with myself.

I threw myself into studying for my final exams to graduate from high school. This was one way to calm my mind and chase away the intellectual fog I was in. The experience was like a second birth for me, and I passed with high marks. Although I no longer considered myself a Muslim, I received the highest grade of my graduating class—a near perfect 96/100—in Islamic Culture, the subject that is the most heavily weighted in the final calculation of students’ overall grades. The irony of this did not escape me.

In the West Bank, however, Islam is a required course for Muslims and non-Muslims both, from their earliest days at school. This means that, whatever their religion, whether they are Muslim, Catholic, or Jewish, Palestinian children are immersed in the violence of the Quran. At the very least, to discourage new suicide bombers, these youngest of students deserve to be provided clear explanations of texts calling for Muslims to kill all non-Muslims. The opposite is true, however; the educational system does not shrink in the least from training whole generations of radical Islamists. Is there any justification for this kind of mass brainwashing of children, fed at the breast of hate and violence, no matter what their own religious beliefs might be? Or isn’t this a valid question to be asking?

If I decry the sheer madness and rage that threatens children educated in this way, it is to send a wake-up call to save innocent children from learning at school and at prayers to become criminals. Because, make no mistake about it, in my country and throughout the Muslim world, the main exporters of terrorists are the mosques.

University Years

With my high school diploma under my belt, I enrolled at the Arab American University of Jenin. Studying information technology and computer administration, I quickly discovered the vast possibilities and uses of the Internet. I was “areligious,” of course, but I lacked the courage to fully assume my new convictions, much less make them public. My personal search for the truth continued, but I didn’t dare ask myself whether I believed in God anymore: I was still a prisoner of my religious education. I had always prayed to God to help me with whatever life posed as a challenge or a wish: good grades in school or a new bike for my birthday. If God didn’t exist, to whom could I turn for help? How would I pass my exams the next time? Had my prayers been in vain? Was I crazy? I avoided reading anything that questioned the existence of God in those years: my earlier struggle with the question had been too futile and painful to relive. I felt isolated from society, but the Muslim environment of my upbringing kept me from going over the edge.

Then, one day, I found the courage to take the bull by the horns. I began to widen my reading, starting with philosophical and scientific works that proposed to examine the question of God, such as The God Delusion by Richard Dawkins. Here, I finally found the answers that religion alone had not been able to provide. Diving into the works of Darwin, Stephen Hawking, and other scientists who left their mark on humanity, I discovered that the majority of them were atheists. I also began to understand why they had never made it into the curricula of our schools and universities: quite simply, Dawkins’s work and Darwin’s Theory of Natural Selection are antithetical to the primacy of religion over science in the Muslim world.

My plunge into Western civilization and thought caused me to break many taboos. Thanks to the Internet, which opened the door to entirely new horizons, I learned about the whole vast evolution of humanity. Tearing out the bars that had enclosed me in the cage of my Oriental culture, I multiplied the stores of my intellectual and scientific knowledge and completely changed my outlook on the world. On the Internet, I also learned that the famed miracles of Islam, invoked by our religious leaders and faithfully repeated by both print media and Islamic satellite television, were only lies.

The Arab world is full of preachers who exercise a form of intellectual terrorism, facilitated by the fact that the population at large has no means of calling into question the authenticity of their so-called knowledge. Challenging an imam is akin to violating a sacred oath. The infallibility of religious leaders always was and still remains a central problem for Muslim cultures. Another major problem is that Islam not only purports to be the arbiter of the relationship between the individual and his Creator; under Islam, divine law dictates all aspects of daily life, even the most intimate ones. Rejecting those laws is therefore all the more difficult: throwing off Islam is the same as abandoning a whole way of being.

As I pursued my reading of Western thinkers, I, too, feared losing my moral compass but soon learned that precious new tools of thinking and reflection were now at my disposal. Darwin’s theory of evolution was wholly more convincing than the story of the Garden of Eden. How could anyone ever accept the idea that God encouraged the descendants of Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply amongst themselves when all religions, and none less emphatically than Islam, condemn incest? Doesn’t logic demand that God would have created more than one Adam and more than one Eve so that their children could have avoided marrying each other, in violation of the laws later instituted by their self-appointed heirs? The story is silent on this point.

For six months, I suffered through rationalizations like these, challenging myself to reject everything I had been taught and had believed until then. If God was my guide and my support, I was surely lost. Was there any meaning to my life? Where could I turn for protection when I most needed it? To whom could I pray? The realization that I could no longer rely on God as my help and savior and that there was no difference between invoking a divine power and a stone was intolerable to me.

Once I had abandoned my illusions, however, I set myself new objectives and began looking for ways to find meaning in my life. I joined online forums and became familiar with the websites of certain Muslim preachers and imams. Using different pseudonyms, I opened a dozen accounts on a website for atheist Arabs, which quickly became the target of Islamists who used it to post insults and publish fatwas. My usernames identified me variously as either an atheist, an Islamist, a doubter, or as having no religious affiliation at all, my idea being to launch a debate that would weaken the positions of the preachers on the site. At times, I even debated with myself, using my different pseudonyms, in the hope of encouraging other Internet users to join the discussion. I needed reassurance that there were others out there like me who were doubting, questioning, and searching for answers. The ones who were the most vocal, however, were the administrators of the religious websites, and their rhetoric only strengthened my convictions.

My Divorce from Islam …

It took me six years to finally leave Islam and consider myself a non-believer. I had no idea how to tell people, however, much less call myself an atheist and live my life accordingly. How would all my friends, my family, and my acquaintances take the news? Beyond my personal circles, what other repercussions could there be for me? Should I make a public announcement, and how? I was overwhelmed by questions.

Convinced that the university was the most open place I knew and that my fellow students were the most likely to understand my decision, I decided to begin by telling my friends, most of whom primarily spent their time at torrid parties where all kinds of alcohol and even drugs were freely available. They of all people would accept my new identity and support me, I reasoned. It was at one of these parties, held far off campus, that I announced to everyone there that I no longer believed in the Prophet, in Islam, or in the existence of God. It was a very warm night and there were drinks and girls in abundance, yet my declaration hit the party like a cold shower. In the deathly silence that ensued, one of the guests spoke up: “Waleed, you’re drunk. Stop drinking.” I said I wasn’t drunk and repeated what I had said. You could have heard a pin drop. I was terrified, frozen in place by the daggers in everyone’s eyes. The party quickly broke up, and I spent the rest of the night besieged by anxiety and doubt. Should I have shut my mouth? Pretended to recant? Out of the question, I told myself: I was not going to lie to my friends anymore, no matter how afraid I was.

There was a general climate of fear and insecurity in the West Bank at that time. Weapons were readily accessible, and the Islamists could have gunned me down at any moment. Every day saw a new conflict between different armed groups, Hamas and Fatah, Islamic Jihad and the Popular Resistance Committees, or between rival families or two hostile organizations. Walking in the street could be a matter of life or death, bringing you under a shower of bullets or into the battlefield of warring factions. How many innocent people died because someone falsely accused them of being Israeli agents? How many bystanders paid with their lives for some group’s vendetta?

This chaos was the fault of the Palestinian Authority. Palestinians had hoped the powers in place would usher in a breed of governance unlike anything else in the Arab world. Collective and individual freedoms, including the freedom of speech, would be protected; human rights, pluralism, and diversity would be respected; and the rule of law would finally be applied. Our disappointment was all the more crushing. The Palestinian Authority simply continued down the path of existing Arab regimes, revoking basic freedoms, imprisoning hundreds of opponents, shutting down the offices of political parties, and banning the independent media. Even the progovernment newspapers were censored, and some issues were removed from newsstands for having tested the limits of what was allowed. With so many partisan factions, finding employment in the civil service and security sectors required meeting draconian criteria. The rare services and aid offered by the government were also reserved for carefully selected beneficiaries sharing the reigning ideological and political sensibilities.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
»

WALEED
AL-HUSSEINI

BLASPHEMER

THE PRICE I PAID FOR REJECTING ISLAM

 —





OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
THE BLASPHEMER





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
THE BLASPHEMER

THE PRICE | PAID FOR REJECTING ISLAM

WALEED AL-HUSSEINI





