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Preface

Islam is one of the most rapidly growing religions in the world, and Islamic fundamentalism is one of its more forceful manifestations. The violent activities and pronouncements of a small number of Islamic fundamentalists often appear in our newspapers, news magazines, and television reports, yet Islamic fundamentalism is a phenomenon that continues to be little understood. Perhaps because this is so, it is increasingly feared. This book seeks to give a clear picture of what Islamic fundamentalism is by explaining its history and identifying its adherents over time. It also seeks to analyze what Islamic fundamentalists believe and what they want.

Chapter 1 presents a brief history of the Muslim people, as one of the basic factors shaping the perceptions and goals of all Islamic fundamentalists is their reading of Muslim history. This chapter also describes how Islamic fundamentalists see their contemporary situation and what reforms they want to bring about.

With this foundation laid, Chapter 2 describes the first successful modern Islamic fundamentalist organization, the Society of the Muslim Brothers. In many ways, this organization has inspired most of today’s Islamic fundamentalists, as well as providing them with lessons on what can be expected when Islamic reformers come up against hostile and resistant governments.

Chapters 3 and 4 examine two cases of functioning Islamic states. The first is the Islamic Republic of Iran. Established by a revolution in 1979, the subsequent evolution of Iranian society has been influenced not only by the application of strong fundamentalist Muslim norms and values but also by a pronounced anti-Western orientation. The case of Iran is then compared to that of Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia is a nonrevolutionary, conservative society but also one of Islamic fundamentalist character. Where Iran is a republic, Saudi Arabia is a monarchy, and where Iran is suspicious of and hostile toward the West, Saudi Arabia’s relations with countries such as the United States are strong and stable. These examples are designed to let the reader see that Islamic fundamentalism is not a monolithic affair. There are many differences among Islamic fundamentalist movements and states in terms of forms of governance, the application of Islamic values, and attitudes toward the West.

Chapter 5 presents a review of Western attitudes and perceptions, concentrating mainly on the issues of democracy and women’s rights. These are issues that seem to separate Islamic civilization from the West. The questions are asked: Can Islam support democratic values and practices, and can gender equality be achieved within an Islamic context?

Chapter 6 addresses the issues of violence and terrorism as well as supplying information on various Islamic groups. Many people in the West look at the activities of Islamic fundamentalists with apprehension and now associate them with violent attacks on the United States. Some even claim that there is little or no room for peaceful relations with movements that often appear to hold values so different from those in the West. Whether this point of view is accurate or exaggerated poses an important question with serious policy implications for the Western world.

Chapter 7 looks at the phenomenon known as the Arab Spring. This is a series of rebellions against dictatorial governments in the Middle East, some of which have long been supported by Western powers. These rebellions have opened the road to new governments in the Arab world, many of which will be influenced by Islamic fundamentalist thought and movements.

This book also contains a documents section and brief biographies of leading Islamic fundamentalists. The documents give the reader a sample of the writings of a number of Islamic fundamentalists as well as relevant sections of the Quran and sayings of the prophet Muhammad. These serve to illustrate and elaborate on the points and arguments made in the various chapters. The reader is encouraged to become familiar with these documents and refer to them often. The biographies give additional important information on many of the personalities taken up in the chapters as well as other fundamentalist leaders. As with most historical figures, knowing something of their background can help make their beliefs and actions more understandable.

Finally, the book contains a chronology of events and a glossary of terms. The reader should briefly go through the chronology as an introduction to the history given in Chapter 1. An effort has been made to explain unfamiliar terms as they appear in the text, but their meanings can also be found in the glossary.



CHAPTER 1



Historical Narrative

The worldview of Islamic fundamentalism is shaped by a deep reverence for history, especially the history of the Muslim people. This history is divided into two phases. The first phase is interpreted by Islamic fundamentalists as a positive, exemplary period with models of behavior and organization to be studied and applied in the present. It encompasses the biography of Muhammad and the early caliphs (or successors to Muhammad as leaders of the Muslim community), the creation of the first Islamic state, the expansion of Islam out of Arabia, and the spread of great empires that brought Muslim culture and civilization to its height. This exemplary time was followed by a second phase, which was one of decline. It saw military defeat, loss of territory, corruption, and the coming of Western colonialism. Islamic fundamentalists attribute this second phase of Muslim history to an abandonment of religious faith and piety. The lesson they take from this is that only a revitalization of Islamic ways can restore the fortunes of the Muslim people.

For Islamic fundamentalists, then, history holds the key to understanding not only the past but the present and future as well. If we are to understand who Islamic fundamentalists are and why they think and behave as they do, we must know something of the history that motivates them. Therefore, this chapter will give a brief outline of the two phases of Muslim history. The reader is invited to refer back to this history often as a basis for understanding the contemporary phenomenon of Islamic fundamentalism.1

THE RISE OF MUSLIM CIVILIZATION

Islam is more than a set of religious beliefs and practices. It is also a holistic civilizational force that encompasses the believer within a tradition that has profoundly significant historical roots. This tradition, in turn, forms an ideal that gives the pious Muslim a model for the good life that he or she is religiously required to realize. Not only the individual but also the Muslim community (or ummah) as a whole is expected to strive to realize this ideal. Thus, the good life and the good society cannot be found through the uncritical acceptance of all things modern or the simple imitation of a Western lifestyle. Rather they are to be found in an understanding and adaptation, within a contemporary context, of the traditional values and worldview of a past time and place—specifically, the time of the founder of Islam, the prophet Muhammad, and the supposedly uncorrupted society he established. This orientation explains the constant referencing of this past time in the writings and public pronouncements of Islamic fundamentalists.

In the year 570 the prophet Muhammad was born in Mecca, an important trading center in western Arabia. As an adult, he worked as the manager of a caravan-outfitting enterprise owned by his wife Khadijah. Although the monotheistic notions of the Christian and Jewish faiths were known in Arabia, the society of the Arabians was still a polytheistic one. It was also a tribal society led by clans whose wealth was derived, in the case of Mecca, from trade and other business concerns. This produced a materialistic environment that left Muhammad spiritually unfulfilled. His search for spiritual meaning would lead him to his religious calling at about the age of 40. It is not particularly unusual for religiously minded people living in very acquisitive cultures to feel alienated. They often find solace in a religious community. But Muhammad had no religious community because he also felt estranged from the pagan beliefs of those around him. He attempted to compensate for this by periodic stays at a nearby cave, where he would spend time in meditation and spiritual introspection.

According to tradition, it was during one of these meditative sessions, about the year 610 C.E. (or Common Era), that Muhammad was visited by the angel Gabriel, who told him he had been called upon by God (or Allah) to convert the Arabs to monotheism. At first, Muhammad was greatly frightened by this experience and unsure of its veracity. But with the support of his wife and a few other family members, such as his young cousin Ali, as well as the periodic return of Gabriel, he became convinced of his calling as prophet and began to preach to the Meccans. Through this preaching Muhammad created the religion of Islam, which means submission to God. Those who accepted his message became known as Muslims, those who submit to the will of God. The messages given to Muhammad by his angelic intermediary would collectively come to embody the Muslim holy book, the Quran. Quran in Arabic is a word that comes from the verb “to recite.” Thus, to Muslims the Quran is considered the literal words of God, and Muhammad’s job was to make known, or “to recite,” those words.

The Meccans did not readily accept Muhammad’s preaching, which criticized the values and practices of the wealthy merchant clans as corrupt and unjust. Muhammad insisted that Mecca’s leaders needed to subordinate their authority to the prophet of God and to restructure their trading practices and personal behavior according to the principles being divinely transmitted to them through Muhammad. Thus, his preaching seemed to denigrate the prosperity of the city and call for the abandonment of ancient practices. An adversarial situation grew up between Muhammad and his fellow citizens that would last for the next 20 years.

By 622 Muhammad was no longer safe in Mecca. He and his followers, numbering no more than 100, were forced to move to the northern Arabian oasis town of Medina. Muhammad’s preaching had become known to the citizens of Medina and had won their interest and respect. They had, therefore, invited him to come and serve as the city’s governor and judge. This move is known in Muslim history as the Hijrah (or emigration) and is counted as the year one in the Muslim calendar.

During his 12 years as prophet in Mecca, Muhammad was cast in the role of a rebel. He stood against traditional authority in his native city and called for a revolution in both morals and politics. Throughout the subsequent history of Islam, even to the present day, this model of Muhammad the rebel has lent legitimacy and respectability to other Islamic reformers working toward a more just and pious society. Indeed, many contemporary Islamic fundamentalist activists see themselves in this light.

With Muhammad’s move to Medina, his status changed from that of a rebel against authority to that of a governor and source of authority. He governed there from 622 to 632, the year of his death. In those 10 years Muhammad institutionalized Islam not only as a set of religious rituals and beliefs but also as a set of societal norms of behavior and outlook with the force of law. It must be kept in mind that while Muhammad’s movement was a religious one, this was an age that made no distinction between religion and politics. All the political powers of the time were identified with, and enforced, a state religion. The concept of separation of church and state was unknown and unthinkable in Muhammad’s day. This point of view has been inherited by present-day Islamic fundamentalists. For them, the precedent set by Muhammad at Medina, a polity run on the basis of religiously sanctified laws and values, serves as the ideal toward which the present-day Islamic activist must strive.

During Muhammad’s days at Medina, the norms and parameters of Muslim socioreligious practice were set. All Muslims were designated as members of a common community, the ummah, replacing the fractionalized tribal networks from which they had come. As we will see, this sense of all Muslims belonging to one community explains, in part, the dislike today’s Islamic fundamentalists feel for the Western concept of nationalism. The prescriptions put forth in the Quran, as well as the norms established by Muhammad’s sayings and personal behavior (Muhammad’s “Sunna”), became the basis for Muslim belief, behavior, and law. Over the centuries, this belief and practice melded with the cultures and traditions of the peoples converted to Islam to produce a series of culturally differing societies bound by one religious faith with its common historical reference point of Muhammad’s life and times.

With the help of the citizens of Medina, Muhammad and his followers put together an army that fought the Meccans. Muhammad turned out to be a skilled military commander whose victories were taken as proof of God’s favor. Soon Muhammad and his growing number of followers were able to subdue the better part of Arabia, including Mecca. By the time of the prophet’s death in 632, Islam was firmly established.

After Muhammad’s death there followed a period when the expanding Muslim community was ruled by caliphs (or successors). The first four of these, whose rule extends to 661, are known as the “rightly guided” caliphs in the Sunni tradition. Sunni is a term used to designate the majority “orthodox” Muslim community. Sunnis adhere to what they believe is the true Sunna, or customary practice of Muhammad and his companions, including acceptance of the rule of the “rightly guided” caliphs as historically legitimate.

The institutionalization of Islam continued under these initial rulers. The Quran, which began as an oral document, was formalized in an official, written version. Muhammad’s sayings, actions, and approvals, and those of his close companions that he endorsed, also began to be recorded. Collectively referred to as Muhammad’s Sunna, each saying, action, or approval is individually known as a hadith (a documented statement). The Sunna and its hadith, along with the Quran, became the basis of Muslim holy law or Shariah. Over time, a class of professional religious experts, the ulama (or ones who pursue knowledge), grew up to interpret and apply the law and also serve as teachers, clerics, and general religious functionaries.

During this early period, relations were also formalized between the Muslim community and the other prophetically based, monotheistic religions, particularly Judaism and Christianity. Muhammad had seen Islam as following in the footsteps of Judaism and Christianity and being corrective of the “errors” they had supposedly made in interpreting and practicing God’s commandments. For instance, both the Jews’ belief in their status as a chosen people and the Christian belief in the trinity and Jesus’s divinity are described as incorrect in the Quran. Yet because God had decided to communicate with these groups and send sacred books to them through previous prophets, Muhammad saw these religions as worthy of
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