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‘What can I do, Muslims? I do not know myself. I am neither Christian nor Jew, neither Magian nor Muslim,

I am not from east or west, not from land or sea.’

Rumi

 

Jalaluddin Rumi, mystical poet, born Balkh, northern Afghanistan, 1207, died Konya, Turkey, 1273.

[This translation, from Music of a Distant Drum, by Bernard Lewis, Princeton University Press, 2001, p. 122.]

 

 

 

‘What is to be done? Shto delyat? We simply cannot return to the claustrophobic, isolationist relativism which our romantics recommend so blithely; each community back to its totem pole!’

Ernest Gellner

 

Ernest Gellner, born Prague 1925, died Prague 1995.

[Postmodernism, Reason and Religion, Routledge, 1992, p. 90.]
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The author with Afghan government soldiers in front of Gowhar Shad mosque, Herat, Afghanistan, 1980.
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Keywords:

A Lexicon of Crisis

Afghanistan. Literally ‘land of the Afghans’, denoting both all inhabitants of that country and more specifically the Pushtun. Founded in 1747 and ruled until 1993 by the Muhammadzai monarchy. From 1978–92, it was ruled by the communist People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) as the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan, from 1992–96 by the mujahidin alliance, as the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, and from 1996 to 2001 by the Taliban as the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.

Akhund. Persian, of popular and often derogatory character, for a Muslim cleric. Hence akhundism, term used in post-revolutionary Iran by secular critics of the Islamic clerical regime. In English literature, the word occurs in the Edward Lear’s poem, ‘The Akond of Swat’, where it refers to a local Muslim ruler.

Amir al-Mu’minin. ‘Commander of the faithful’, traditional title of Muslim leaders, taken by Taliban leader Mullah Omar; also one of the official titles of the kings of Morocco.

Anfal. Arabic for ‘booty’ and the title of a verse of the Quran, often invoked by suicide bombers in preparation for action. Also the name of a campaign launched by the Ba‘thist government against the Iraqi Kurds in 1988.

Anthrax. From the Greek anthrax, a piece of coal (hence anthracite), boil or carbuncle. Since 1876 also a fever caused by minute, rapidly multiplying, organisms in the blood. Treatment by the antibiotic Ciprofloxacin is regarded by many doctors as an expensive, and more risky, response than others, such as the generic drug Doxycycline.

Anti-terrorism. Policies responding to terrorist acts. Cf counter-terrorism.

Arabia. Elastic and often confused word. English term for the Arabian Peninsula, in Arabic al-jazira al-‘arabia. See Jazira. The English term ‘Saudi Arabia’ is in Arabic al-mamlaka al-‘arabiyya al-sa‘udiyya, ‘The Arab Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’. The older English term ‘Araby’ and comparable terms in other European languages can be used to cover the Arab world, as well as Iran, real or imagined, as a whole. Hans-Werner Henze’s recent song cycle, Sechs Lieder aus dem Arabischen, translated as ‘Six Songs from the Arabian’ derives its title from one of the six items, a Persian poem by Hafez.

Asian. Literally, any inhabitant of the continent of Asia, from Turkey to Japan, and comprising all of the Middle East, South Asia, Southeast Asia and East Asia. Since the 1980s contemporary British usage, an inhabitant of, or person originating from, South Asia, of indeterminate religion (i.e. Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist, Sikh, Jain or Christian).

Asymmetric Conflict. Term developed by social scientists and US strategists in the 1970s, above all in response to Vietnam, to denote a war between fundamentally dissimilar powers, the orthodox state having an advantage in firepower, and economic resources, the guerrilla opposition having greater endurance and tactical agility. The aim of the latter is to undermine the dominant state through political pressure on its regional allies and on its domestic, political and financial system. For a classic analysis see Andrew Mack ‘Why Big Nations Lose Small Wars: the Politics of Asymmetric Conflict’ in World Politics, vol. 27, no. 2, 1975.

Ayatollah. Arabic for ‘Shadow’ or ‘Sign’ of God, highest clerical title in Shi‘ite Islam.

Ba‘thism. A militant nationalism, drawing on fascist ideas of war, leadership and blood, as well as racial superiority, in this case Arab, but also on communist forms of state and party organisation. Ideology of the Arab Ba‘th Socialist Party, in power in Iraq since 1968 and in Syria since 1963.

Bioterrorism. Came into use in the 1990s to denote the use by terrorists of biological weapons, e.g. anthrax, botulism, plague, smallpox.

Blowback. Somewhat evasive term, said to be a CIA slang, for activities carried out by former Western clients, such as the Afghan guerrillas, who later turn against the West. Examples of exculpatory passive: ‘the pen was lost’, ‘it slipped’ rather than ‘I lost it’, ‘I knocked it over’.

Brigade 005. A special military unit, composed of Arab militants, used for operations in support of the Taliban inside Afghanistan. Notorious for the violent suppression of opponents of the Taliban, especially the Shi‘ites.

Containment. Term popularised after World War II as an alternative to all out war, to denote Western policy towards the USSR, one of military resistance to its expansion, but longer-term erosion of its ideological and political dynamic. Classically formulated by American diplomat George Kennan in his 1947 Foreign Policy article, ‘The Sources of Soviet Conduct’.

Corkscrew Journalism. Instant comment, bereft of research or originality, leading to a cycle of equally vacuous, staged, polemics between columnists who have been saying the same thing for the past decade, or more. The term originated in the film The Philadelphia Story (George Cukor, 1940).

Counter-terrorism. Policies designed to prevent, if necessary by anticipatory action, terrorist acts.

Crusade. From the French croix, ‘cross’, a campaign by Christians to defeat Muslims and reoccupy the Holy Land of Palestine in the eleventh-thirteenth centuries. First used in English in 1577. Associated at the time, as in the occupation of Jerusalem in 1099, with the massacre of Muslim and Jewish inhabitants. First used in 1786 to denote aggressive movements against a public enemy. The Arabic/Muslim term salibi, ‘crusader’, has been used in recent times, but rather little before, as a term of invective against Western states. Its use by Muslims outside the Mediterranean is a product of activism in the late 1990s. See also Hulagu.

Denial. Literally, to declare not to be true; in psychoanalytic theory, the denial of some form of reality, such as an unwelcome event or a particular trauma suffered by an individual. More loosely used in the 1980s and 1990s to refer to the refusal of individuals, and collective groups, to accept responsibility for their own crimes or for conflict.

Deobandi. A conservative Islamic movement, named after the town of Deoband, in India, where it originated in the nineteenth century. The ideological inspiration for conservative Pakistani groups, and for the Taliban. Opposed to the liberal trend founded by the college at Aligarh, Pakistan.

Enlightenment. Process of change in European thought associated with secularism, rationalism and cosmopolitanism, much abused in recent years by political theorists in the West. Islamist discourse tends to appropriate the term, arguing that Islam provides its own light, nur, and that enlightenment, tanwir, can be reached through religion. By contrast, in Israel, the Jewish haskala is now denounced by Judaic fundamentalists: hence the abusive use of the term by Ariel Sharon in his reference to the ‘enlightened’, maskel, European states who appeased Nazi Germany in 1938.

Evil-doers. Old Testament term, much favoured by George Bush II. Cruden’s Complete Concordance to the Old and New Testaments gives 17 references, e.g. Job 8.20 ‘neither will we help the evil-doers’, Isaiah 1.4 ‘Ah sinful nation, a seed of evil-doers’.

Faqih. In Islamic terminology, an interpreter of fiqh, or Islamic law. In modern Arabic political usage, a verbose or irresponsibly unrealistic person.

Fardh. Arabic for ‘duty’. Islam distinguishes between fardh al-‘ain, the five duties incumbent on all Muslims, also known as the five ‘pillars’ (arkan) of Islam, and fardh al-kifaya, an obligation – such as jihad, returning greetings or attending funerals – which is performed by some on behalf of the community as a whole.

Fath. Arabic for ‘conquest’, a term with Quranic resonances. Reverse acronym for harakat al-tahrir al-falastiniyya, the Palestinian Liberation Movement. Separate from the broader umbrella Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO), of which it is a dominant member.

Fatwa. Technically, a judgement by an authorised Islamic judge, or mufti, more generally, any polemical point of view by a self-proclaimed source of authority.

Folks. Bushspeak for a terrorist enemy, as in ‘those folks who did this’. Other examples of unhegemonic West Texas judicial terminology: ‘dead or alive’, ‘posse’, ‘outlaw’, ‘smoke out’ and ‘turn him in’.

Globalization. Term popularised in the 1990s to denote a range of concurrent international trends in three main spheres: liberalisation and increase of trade and investment in economics, democratisation and the increased linking of societies in politics, and the breaking down and intermingling of societies and cultures. Experts dispute the extent and distribution of each of these, their interaction, and the degree to which the trends involved are a continuation of earlier forms of global interaction, based on North-South inequality, going back decades or even centuries. Arabic renders the term as al-‘awlama, ‘world-becoming’. Persian oscillated between jahangiri, ‘world-grabbing’ and the more positive jahanshodan, ‘world-becoming’; the latter has, for the moment, prevailed.

Great Game. Used to designate the nineteenth century rivalry in Central Asia between Britain and Russia, which ended with the 1907 convention defining relations in Persia, Afghanistan and Tibet. Loosely and rather inaccurately applied to the situation in the Trans-Caucasian and Central Asian regions after the collapse of the USSR in 1991.

Grief Gap. Term used to denote the distance between US and other Western reactions to the 11 September 2001 attacks, and the response in many other parts of the world.

Ground Zero. US Military term for point of impact on the ground above which a major air explosion occurs; first used in 1997, and now of the 5.5 hectare site and wreckage of the World Trade Centre, New York, 11 September.

Gulf War. Term applied to both the 1980–88 Iran–Iraq war, sometimes called ‘the first Gulf war’ and the 1990–91 Iraq-Kuwait war. Should also be applied to the precursor of both, the 1969–75 Iran–Iraq conflict, which ended with the Algiers Agreement between the Shah and Saddam Hussein in 1975. It was the renunciation by Khomeini of that agreement, in particular the commitment not to interfere in the internal affairs of each country, that laid the ground, if not the legitimation, for the two later wars.

Halal. Literally ‘released’ from prohibition. The Hebrew equivalent kashar implies something that is fit, or suitable.

Hamas. Acronym for harakat al-muqawama al-islamiyya, the Islamic Resistance Movement, a Palestinian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, founded in 1987. Also the name of a more moderate, and quite distinct, Algerian political party.

Hawala. Arabic for a promissory note or bill of exchange, general term for system of informal money transfers. Also an Urdu and Hindi term.

Hearts and Minds. Term originated in British counter-insurgency campaign in 1950s Malaya, to describe the winning of popular support away from communist guerrillas.

Hijab. Arabic for ‘cover’, conventional word for woman’s veil.

Hizb al-Tahrir. The Party of Liberation, a Sunni fundamentalist group founded in Jordan in 1953 by the Palestinian sheikh Taqiuddin al-Nabhani, and with following in the Arab world, Central Asia and western Europe, especially Britain, which aims to restore the Caliphate.

Hizbullah. The ‘Party of God’, a Quranic term, revived in modern Arabic politics, first in Yemen in the 1960s then in Lebanon by Shi‘ite militants in 1980s. Hizbullah has widespread support in Lebanon and is represented in its parliament. In July 2000 it achieved its main strategic goal in pushing Israeli and Israeli-backed forces out of Lebanon.

Homeland Defense. Taken from Soviet usage in World War II and applied to US defence policy in the late 1990s, to justify the National Missile Defense Programme. Since 11 September, it is used to denote US bodies responsible for internal security in general.

Hulagu. Mongol leader who sacked Baghdad, and destroyed the ‘Abbasid Empire, the second of the two great Arab Islamic empires, in 1258. A term used by Saddam Hussein, in 1991, to describe George Bush senior. Saddam did not at that time use the term ‘crusader’.

Ijtihad. From the same root as jihad, independent judgement in the interpretation of texts within Islam, especially associated with Shi‘ites. The conventional Sunni position is that the ‘gate of ijtihad’ was closed centuries ago.

Intifada. Arabic for ‘uprising’, a level of mobilisation below thawra, revolution. Used of the 1948 and 1952 popular demonstrations in Iraq, and the 1970–71 state-directed peasant risings in South Yemen, but mostly associated with the Palestinian movements of 1987–92 and 2000–2001 against Israeli occupation.

‘Iqab Allah. From the same root as ‘sanctions’, ‘uqubat. ‘The punishment of God’, a phrase used by Osama bin Laden to refer to the 11 September attacks in the USA, and then taken up by protesting crowds in the Arab world.

Islam. Literally ‘submission’, the religion revealed to the Prophet Muhammad between 610 and 632 AD, now the faith of well over one billion believers, around 90 per cent are Sunni, and 10 per cent Shi‘ite, with some smaller other groups, such as Ibadhis, in Oman. Over fifty countries are members of the Islamic Conference Organization, an inter-state body set up in 1969 after an arson attack on the al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem. The core texts of Islam are the Quran, the word of Allah as revealed to Muhammad, and the hadith, or sayings attributed to the Prophet.

Islamic Art. As readers of the International Herald Tribune correspondent Souren Melikian’s frequent and scholarly articles will know, this is a factitious term, without historic, artistic or theological basis, invented by museum directors and sales room promoters to cover a wide variety of different cultural and geographic works.

Islamism. Term used as an alternative to ‘fundamentalist’ and the French intégriste, to denote a movement that used a return to a supposedly traditional Islam as the basis for a radical political programme. Examples would include the Iranian revolution, the Muslim Brotherhood, Deobandism and the Taliban.

Jahiliyya. ‘Ignorance’, generic Quranic term for times before the arrival of Islam, used in modern times by fundamentalists to denote the non-Muslim, specifically western, world.

Jazira. Arabic for ‘island’ and ‘peninsula’. The conventional word for the Arabian Peninsula, or what in English, but not in Arabic, is termed ‘Arabia’. Used as a name for the pan-Arab satellite TV station based in Qatar since 1996. Also used by Osama bin Laden for Saudi Arabia, a name he rejects, jazirat Muhammad, ‘the peninsula of [the Prophet] Muhammad’. The use of this inclusive term by the al-Qa‘ida leader would seem to imply, (i) that all of the Arabian Peninsula is one territory, with no distinction between Saudi Arabia, which is four-fifths of the territory, and the other six states, Yemen, Kuwait, Oman, Bahrain, Qatar, the Emirates; and (ii) that the whole of this territory, not just the holy cities of Mecca and Medina and their environs are sacred territory (see Mecca). The former assumption is seen by non-Saudis as an expression of expansionism, the latter has no legal or scriptural foundation.

Jerusalem. From the Hebrew ir ha-shalom, city of peace, claimed by both Israel and Palestine as their political capital. Arabic al-Quds, ‘the blessed’, corresponds to the ancient Hebrew ir ha-kodesh. Another political term that can mean a number of different things. The geographical area denoted by the term has expanded greatly in modern times, from the small historic centre, site of Christian, Jewish and Muslim shrines of 1900 to the expanded city and suburbs of to-day. The religious significance of this city for all three religions has ebbed and flowed over past centuries: it is, above all, a function of contemporary political concerns.

Jihad. Arabic for ‘effort’, comprising military, political and spiritual activities. Normally used by Islamists for ‘struggle’, in contrast to the Arabic secular term nidal. From this root come both mujahid, one who struggles for Islam in one way or another, in modern terms a political and military activists, and ijtihad, independent judgement within Islam.

Kemalism. Ideology of Mustafa Kemal Pasha, ‘Ataturk’ or ‘Father of the Turks’, after the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923 as a secular and unitary state. The six pillars of Kemalism are: republicanism, populism, nationalism, secularism (Turkish laiklik), statism and revolutionism. Kemalism remains the ideology of the Turkish state and military to this day, contested by Islamist parties and Kurdish opponents alike.

Kufr. General term for disbelief, used in the Quran, for enemies of the faith, non-Muslims, apostates. Not a precise equivalent of the Christian term ‘blasphemy’. Now used as generic term of abuse against anyone whose views the speaker disapproves of. One who practises kufr is a kafir, generally an unbeliever. The word was taken by Dutch and Portuguese sailors in the seventh century and became a term of (European) racist abuse, as kaffir, in South Africa.

Magus. A Zoroastrian priest, practitioner of obscure skills, hence magic. Used in Christian tradition to refer to three wise men, magi, who visited Jesus at his birthplace in Bethlehem. In modern Arabic, an anti-Persian term of abuse, e.g. by Saddam Hussein of Khomeini during the Iran–Iraq war. Magian is an alternative term for Zoroastrian and Parsee.

Mecca. In Arabic Makka al-mukarrama, blessed Mecca. An ancient trading and pilgrimage city in the Hijaz, western Saudi Arabia, population 700,000 (2000). Site of the Ka‘bah, literally ‘cube’, a stone covered with black cloth which stands at the centre of the Great Mosque, allegedly built by Adam and later rebuilt by Abraham and Isaac as a replica of God’s house. The pilgrimage to Mecca, hajj, at least once in a lifetime, is one of the five duties or pillars, arkan, of Islam. The city has an exclusion radius of around 30 kilometres, beyond which access is now limited to Muslims. As positive figure of speech in English, a place or goal which people aspire to visit (e.g. tourist sites, dance halls), first used in 1823.

Middle East. Geostrategic term coined in 1902 by US Admiral Mahan. Now adopted, without any significant questioning, at a time when other Western concepts are being questioned, e.g. ‘Far East’, ‘Central Europe’, ‘British Isles’, in main Middle Eastern languages. Thus, al-Sharq al-Awsat, the title of a major Arabic daily published in London, and the Persian khavar miane.

Muhajirun. Literally ‘emigrants’, those followers of Islam who fled from Mecca to Medina. In contrast to the ansar, supporters, who were from Medina itself. Term used in modern times by a range of Islamist groups.

Mujahid, pl. mujahidin. One who wages jihad, used in modern political discourse to denote nationalist and Islamist fighters, e.g. during the Algerian war of independence (1954–62), the anti-monarchical resistance against the Shah (1971–79) and the Afghan anti-communist war (1978–92).

Mullah. ‘Master’ or ‘lord’ (cf. Hebrew rabbi, my master or teacher). General term in Shi‘ite Islam for a Muslim clergyman, or ‘alim. South Asian term maulana signifies a respected clergyman.

Muslim. A person who adopts Islam. The archaic term ‘Mohammedan’/‘Mahometan’ is incorrect: a mistaken analogy with ‘Christian’, a follower of Christ, it suggests that the Prophet Mohammad was divine.

Mutawi‘un. Literally ‘volunteers’, enforcers of belief, the religious police known in Saudi Arabia, and in Afghanistan, as the Force for the Enforcement of Good and the Prevention of Evil (a phrase taken from the Quran). A brutal, authoritarian and intrusive irregular force used to employ dissident tribesmen and harass women, foreigners and others in public spaces.

Northern Alliance. Loose group of non-Pashtun guerillas opposed to the Taliban, and comprising mujahidin who held power in Kabul from 1992 to 1996. Mainly Tajiks and Uzbeks. Their leader, Ahmad Shah Masud, was fatally wounded in an assassination attack two days before 11 September 2001. It is reasonable to surmise that these events were connected.

OMEA. ‘Of Middle East Appearance’. Term used by US authorities in racial profiling.

Operation Enduring Freedom. Term finally given to the US campaign against its opponents, after abandonment of earlier versions, such as Infinite Justice (this latter was said to be offensive to Muslims, since Allah is the only source of such an action).

Osama bin Muhammad bin Laden. Self-appointed leader of al-Qa‘ida. Born in Saudi Arabia in 1957, son of Yemeni millionaire building contractor Muhammad bin Laden. Attended Thagh elite secondary school in Jeddah, then studied management, economics and Islamic studies at the King Abdul Aziz University in Riyadh. He is associated with the 1982 Sunni uprising in Syria, and with the funding and organization of Arabs in Afghanistan in the 1980s. He returned to Saudi Arabia in 1989 but following a dispute with Saudi rulers, over their response to the Kuwait crisis in 1990, he moved in 1991 to Sudan, and from there, in 1996, back to Afghanistan.

Pakhtu/Pashtu/Pushtun. Linguistic community organised into tribes comprising over 40 per cent of the Afghan population, and that of the neighbouring North-West Frontier Province in Pakistan. Main cities are Kandahar, Jalalabad in Afghanistan and Peshawar in Pakistan.

Pakhtunistan/Pashtunistan/Pushtunistan. Territory claimed by successive Afghan governments in Pakistan since the latter’s independence in 1947. Afghanistan has contested the border defined in 1893, the Durand Line.

Pakistan. State formed in 1947 after the partition of British India into Muslim and, predominantly, Hindu states. The word itself is said, variously, to be based on the Urdu/Persian for pak, pure, or on the initial letters of some of the major provinces comprising it, Punjab, Kashmir and Sindh. An important goal of the founders of Pakistan was to free South-Asian Muslims from what they termed ‘Arab imperialism’.

Pariah. Tamil for a caste who perform unclean activities, particularly leatherwork and shoe-making, later outcast. In international relations of the 1990s, term for states with whom the USA has major security conflicts: Iran, Iraq, North Korea and Afghanistan.

PDPA. People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan, a communist party founded in 1965. In power from 1978–92: leaders Nur Muhammad Taraki (1978–79), Hafizullah Amin (1979), Babrak Karmal (1979–86) and Najibullah (1986–92). Taraki was murdered in October 1979 by Amin, who was killed by Soviet forces in December 1979; Karmal was ousted by Soviet pressure in 1986 and died later in exile in Moscow; Najibullah fell to the mujahidin in April 1992, lived for four years in the UN compound in Kabul, and was captured, tortured and hung, along with his brother, when the Taliban took Kabul in September 1996. From 1978–79 dominated by the khalq (People) faction, and from 1979–1992 by parcham (Flag). Persian name hizb-i dimukrat-i khalq-i afghanistan.

Pundit. From the Sanskrit pandita, a learned man, specifically an adviser on Hindu law to the British courts in India.

Al-Qa‘ida. Arabic for the ‘Base’, or the ‘Foundation’, the organization headed by Osama bin Laden. The existence of this organization was announced on 23 February 1998, as part of a World Islamic Front comprising groups from Egypt, Pakistan and Bangladesh. The term has no apparent antecedents in Islamic or Arabic political history: explanations range from a protected region during the communist era in Afghanistan, to it being an allusion to the Bin Laden family’s construction company, to the title of a 1951 Isaac Asimov novel, The Foundation, which was translated into Arabic as al-Qa‘ida, and which describes the destruction of a mighty empire, Trantor.

Ramadan. Ninth month of the Islamic calendar. A time of fasting and abstinence from sexual activity from dawn to sunset. Associated with family and social visits, at nightime, often with special foods and social gatherings. Also associated with some of the bloodiest battles in early Islamic history, notably that of Badr, the October 1973 Arab–Israeli war (the Egyptian offensive was named ‘Operation Badr’), and with heavy fighting in the Iran–Iraq war of 1980–88.

Ranger. Pre-1776 term for a US irregular soldier, now used for special intervention forces. Not the exact equivalent of the UK’s SAS, as they are more numerous, less elite.

al-Sakina. Arabic word for ‘harmony’ and oneness with Allah, suggestive of mystical and, possibly, sacrificial state, used more recently by Islamic youth training groups in the UK.

Salafis. The Salafiyya was a movement founded in the late nineteenth century that revered the ‘pious ancestors’, salaf al-salihin, of Islam. Originally a term denoting modernising and reformist trends, associated with al-Afghani and Abduh, from the 1970s onwards it came to denote a conservative, Islamist, trend in the Arab world, especially the Arabian Peninsula.

Salman Pak. Town near Baghdad said to house Iraqi nuclear facilities, repeatedly attacked by Western air forces. Named after Salman al-Farisi, a close ansar or companion of the Prophet, and the first Persian to convert to Islam, who is buried there.

Second World War Language. Global conflict, 1939–45. Source of several terms used, or revived, in later conflicts: e.g. ‘appeasers’, ‘the Allies’, ‘home front’, ‘blitz’, ‘Churchillian’ ...

Shari‘a. From the same Arabic root as shari‘, street. A generic term for divinely sanctioned Islamic law, now a talisman invoked by fundamentalists without historic or canonical authority: often confuses those, 80 out of 6,000 verses of the Quran that are concerned with law and, by dint of being the word of Allah, divinely sanctioned with the broader body of Islamic law, fiqh. Shari‘a is thereby used to comprise the Quran, the Hadith, Sunnah and subsequent jurisprudence: this entails, however, that it is not divinely sanctioned.

Shi‘a. Literally ‘faction’, the followers of Ali, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad who fell into conflict with the successors of the Prophet and formed a separate sect, now make up around 10 per cent of the world’s Muslim population. Sub-groups include Twelvers, Ja‘fari, Ismaili and other communities. The dominant religion in Iran, Azerbaijan. The Shi‘ite mourning chant, ya Hasan, ya Husain, has been converted into the Anglo-Indian term Hobson-Tobson, the vocabulary of the British army in India.

Silver Bullet. American expression for a one-off complete solution, from Lone Ranger stories, according to which only a ‘silver bullet’ can kill the hero. Rather misused, to suggest invincibility of the enemy, as in the phrase by Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, that there will be no ’silver bullet’ in this crisis.

6+2. UN negotiating process, initiated in 1993, under which the six states bordering Afghanistan (China, Pakistan, Iran, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan) plus the USA and Russia joined a negotiating process to end the conflict in and around Afghanistan. See Appendix 2.

SOS. ‘Save Our Souls’, a maritime distress signal, more recently used as ‘Supporters Of Shari‘a’ by preachers at London Finsbury Park Mosque.

Steganography. Concealment of secret messages in computer graphics or text, as allegedly practised by al-Qa‘ida.

Suicide Bombing. Tactic used by terrorist and military groups in a number of countries during the twentieth century, notably kamikaze (‘divine wind’) airplane pilots in World War II, Tamil Tiger guerrillas in Sri Lanka, the Hizbullah in Lebanon and Islamists in Palestine. A distinction needs to be made by cases where this tactic is used against the soldiers of an enemy state (Japan, Lebanon) and where it is used against civilians associated with that state (Sri Lanka, Palestine, 11 September). The Arabic expression, ‘amaliyya istishhadiyya, ‘sacrificial operation’ became commonly used in the 1990s. Those who dissented referred to such actions as ‘amaliyya intihariyya, ‘suicidal mission’. The Quran prohibits suicide, but not (verse 2:51) sacrifice in the cause of a just struggle.

Sunni. From sunna, literally ‘tradition’, the majority current in Islam, counts around 90 per cent of its followers. Less receptive to interpretation and innovation. Strongly adheres to text and to the revival of political authority.

Taghut. Quranic term for ‘idol’, object of pagan worship, to be destroyed by the faithful. Applied by modern Islamists, notably Khomeini, to describe political opponents, e.g. the Shah, Bani Sadr, Jimmy Carter, Saddam Hussein. Hence the generic term taghuti for secular elite and their associated lifestyle. Wrongly used by many Arab writers for tyrant, taghin.

Talib, Persian and Pashtu, plural Taliban. Literally a religious student, term used for the movement, based on recruits from Deobandi madrasas in Pakistan to the Taliban movement in 1994. Contrast to ‘Students (daneshjuan) Following the Imam’s Line’, the group of Iranians who seized the American embassy in Tehran on 5 November 1979.

Terrorism. Arabic irhab (literally intimidation), Persian terorizm. Denotes the use by political actors, opposition forces or states, of deliberate fear to promote political ends. First used in 1795 to denote the terror of the French revolutionary state against its opponents, used in a similar way by the Bolsheviks, notably Leon Trotsky, to legitimate their actions. Has come in the second half of the twentieth century to refer almost exclusively to acts by opposition groups: assassinations, kidnapping and hijacking of planes, occasionally ships and buses, with civilians, bomb attacks on buildings and civilians in public places.

Ulema. Plural of ‘alim, someone proficient in ‘ilm, knowledge or science, a man of learning, the equivalent of the clergy in Islam. Also known as mullahs. Islam does not have an equivalent of the Christian sacrament of ordination, or a clear clerical hierarchy.

Umma. Muslim word for community, used 62 times in the Quran. Denotes the Muslims and other communities. The Quran suggests that in paradise the Muslim umma will be a minority of all these present. In modern political discourse it can denote the Arab world al-umma al-‘arabiyya or the community of all Muslims. Contemporary usage suggests aspiration to unity of all members in one political community. Broader than the terms nation, people, country. Also gives Arabic for ‘internationalism’ al-umamiyya, nationalisation ta’mim, and for the United Nations al-umam al-muttahida. Same root as Hebrew term am, people.

Wahhabism. The official ideology of the Saudi state since its formation in 1902, more broadly, movements supported, or allegedly supported, by Saudi Arabia. Founded by Muhammad Ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703–87). Followers of the strict Hanbali school of Islamic law, Wahhabism is one of the three main components of conservative Sunni Islam, along with the Muslim Brotherhood and the Deobandis. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab branded all who disagreed with him, including other Muslims, especially Shi‘ites as ‘infidels’ and declared jihad on them. In their 1802 conquest of Iraq, and in their revival in the early part of the twentieth century, they destroyed Shi‘ite shrines and tombs. The descendants of Ibn Abd al-Wahhab are today called the Al Shaykh, the ‘Family of the Shaykh’, in contrast to the politically dominant Al Saud. In Russia the term vahabobchik is now an all-purpose word for Muslim opposition groups.

YSP. Yemeni Socialist Party, in Arabic al-hizb al-ishtiraki al-yamani, founded in June 1965 as the National Front for the Liberation of South Yemen. Came to power in South Yemen in November 1967, and transformed into the YSP in 1978. The only Arab regime to support Soviet style ‘scientific socialism’. Initially supported revolutionary movements against North Yemen, Oman, Ethiopia and Saudi Arabia. Weakened by factional disputes of 1969, 1978, 1986, this last involving several thousand casualties. Merged with conservative North Yemen in May 1990, and defeated in the inter-Yemeni civil war of April–July 1994. Retains semi-legal existence within Yemen.

Zion. A hill just south of the gates of Jerusalem, then applied to the city as a whole and later to the physical, but in some cases spiritual, land claimed by Jewish nationalism. Hence Zionism the movement pioneered by Theodor Herzl in his 1896 Der Judenstaat (The State of the Jews) and by the founding Zionist conference at Basle in 1897. The term is used in a variety of ways, some quite specific, referring to the movement to establish a Jewish state in Palestine, others denoting generally sympathetic if not unquestioning support for the Israeli government of the day, some of a fantastical, racist, kind purporting to identify a worldwide conspiracy as in the anti-Semitic forgery The Protocols of the Elders of Zion.

 

In small tribute to the late Raymond Williams, sociologist, historian and critic of culture and his Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, 1976. Thanks also to the Evening Standard, 23 October 2001; Cyril Glassé, the Concise Encyclopaedia of Islam, London: Stacey International, 1989; the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary; and Henry Yule and A. C. Burnell, Hobson-Jobson.


Introduction:

Political Violence and the Claims of Reason

On Sunday 16 September, five days after the attacks on New York and Washington, I was invited by the BBC World Service to take part in a two-hour special worldwide phone-in on the events. The programme, ‘Talking Points’, had received 30,000 emails before the broadcast even started. During the two hours that followed, we heard from no fewer than forty-seven different people, through phone calls and emails, from many continents, beliefs and points of view.

The programme began with accounts from two people who had been in the World Trade Center during the attacks: they told of the rush to escape, of people falling over each other, of friends they had suddenly made and whom they had lost again within minutes, of the unfolding horror. One told how when, after 45 minutes, he got down to the ground he had a choice to turn one way or the other, into Liberty Street or into the well between the towers: no one gave any guidance. On instinct he went into Liberty Street. If he had turned the other way he, like all the people who did so, would have been crushed as the tower collapsed. We heard from people who, five days after the event, did not know if missing relatives might be alive: a Dutch mother whose son Peter Verweij had been there, an English teenager whose father had worked on the 92nd floor of Tower 2. We heard too from many other people across the world. Some, such as two Afghans living in, respectively, Australia and California, were for the first time facing hostility. Some callers in India, Israel and elsewhere denounced the involvement of Muslims in terrorist acts. Many Muslims called in. Some condemned the hijackers. Some pleaded with the listeners to the BBC to try to understand why there was such resentment against the West and America, to address what they saw as the deeper causes of this event and of the global reaction to it. An American woman living in Ramallah, said that although she wanted to be with her family in New York, BBC listeners should recognize that there was widespread criticism, ‘regions of resentment’, of US policy. Some callers appealed for love, some for prayer. An American caller wondered at the European reluctance to act. An Iranian exile wanted Iran to be identified as the main source of terrorism. The reactions did not follow religious lines. A Croatian denounced America, saying it had been a global bully and now ‘it had got a bloody nose’. A caller from Pristina, in Kosovo, pointed out that in what was now an almost entirely Muslim region there was 100 per cent support for America. One caller thought that, if they wanted to, the FBI could take Osama bin Laden to their headquarters in two hours. And so it went on.

The events of 11 September 2001 and their consequences are, by any standards, a global event: the explosions themselves killed people of many countries, not least hundreds of Muslims, be they Pakistani and Arab professionals in the World Trade Center towers or the up to 200 Yemeni doormen and workers on the ground. The explosions were watched, with incredulity and fear, across the world. The longer-run consequences are worldwide, affecting military security, the everyday security of people in their homes, workplaces and travel, the world economy and, not least, relations between peoples, cultures and religions. The events have precipitated a global crisis that will, if we are lucky, take a hundred years to resolve. They are far from being the first acts of violence intended to cause terror, by states of all shades and often of purported peacefulness. But they were in certain senses unique in form and consequences, and acquired a greater impact, occuring as they did, at the start of a new, initially hopeful, age. Political terrorism is a product of modernity itself: but the events of 11 September have punctured a huge hole in the optimism of the new millennium and of that modernity.

On the BBC phone-in programme I was asked by the presenter, Robin Lustig, if I had anticipated such an event. I had studied the politics of the Middle East and its conflicts for over thirty years. I had visited many of the countries involved: Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Palestine and others. I had written and lectured on fundamentalism, terrorism and regional conflicts. In March 2001, I had argued on al-Jazira television with a supporter of bin Laden, Abu Qatada: he defended the destruction of the Buddhist statues in Bamyan on the grounds that they were un-Islamic. He also asserted that the world had no right to protest on this occasion, as they had not done so in 1969, when the al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem was set on fire, or when the Ayodhya mosque in India was destroyed in 1993.

I had, by dint of being brought up in Ireland, just south of the border with the North, a long-standing and very uneasy acquaintance with political violence and the uses to which it is put, be this by those nationalist and religious forces that are opposed to states and also by states themselves. I was ten-years-old when the 1956 IRA bombing campaign, organized from my town, began. I had heard tell of ‘progressive atrocities’. I well recall the nationalist who in Belfast in 1969, told me that the Protestants had the right to self-determination, ‘provided they went and did it somewhere else’. In 1976 the Director of the Institute for Policy Studies, for which I worked in Washington DC, Orlando Letelier, and another colleague, Ronni Moffitt, were murdered on their way to work by DINA, the Chilean secret police. Terrorism ‘from below’ is a crime, so too is terrorism ‘from above’.

My answer to Robin Lustig’s question was, nonetheless, no: I had not anticipated such an event and would not claim to have done so. Moreover, I think that human affairs often cannot be accurately predicted, that for all the attempts to amass data and find precise methodologies, political and social processes are in many ways unpredictable. Intelligence and academic or political analysis may predict certain events, such as invasions. The great intelligence failures of the twentieth century were of this kind: Stalin’s failure to predict the German invasion of Russia in 1941, Israel’s failure to predict the Arab attack of 1973, the Arab and Western failure to predict Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. But other events – revolutions, the collapse of communism, September 2001 – are of a different character and go to the heart of the unpredictability of political events and the role of human will and deception within them. History always surprises. The French Revolution of 1789 and the Bolshevik of 1917 were such sudden upheavals.

What is possible, however, is to try to explain and to analyse such events. This book is one among, no doubt, many such contributions and works. I have done it in large measure by drawing on research and writing I have already published. Chapters 1 and 12 address two of the central issues involved in these events: the explanation of what happened on 11 September, and the analysis of the argument on ‘Islam and the West’.1 The remaining chapters were published before September 2001 but I hope they will contribute to the explanation and analysis of some of the many questions involved in this crisis.2 Thus Chapter 1 is followed by two chapters on political issues central to the crisis, fundamentalism and terrorism. Two subsequent chapters deal with the question of hostility to Muslims: they identify a pervasive hostility to Muslims in the modern world but question the account, often phrased in historical and cultural terms, that many people, including many Muslims, give of this. These chapters on anti-Muslim prejudice are followed by four that examine specific political questions raised by the present crisis and the ensuing discussion: the Arab–Israeli question and the politics of respectively, Kuwait, Iran and Saudi Arabia. These studies of particular Middle Eastern conflicts and countries are not designed to give a comprehensive overview of the modern Middle East or of what, in Chapter 1, I term ‘the greater West Asian crisis’. But they are part of the critique of stereotype that besets these issues: they are an attempt to go beyond some of the simpler presentations of this found in both the West and the Middle East, and to show what is going on within these societies.

The last three chapters tackle broader questions in international relations that are equally present in the assessment of 11 September. One examines and questions the assumptions of much contemporary discussion of the USA: it is not a defence of the USA but rather an argument for a more accurate, engaged and internationalist debate with America. Next to the nonsense about ‘Islam’, that about America and the formation of its foreign policy is one of the biggest areas of confusion in this crisis. The chapter on globalization looks at this process, the overall context of the contemporary crisis: globalization does not explain, let alone excuse random acts of violence, but it is a context that accounts for some of the response – a pervasive anti-American rancour and resentment – to 11 September found in many parts of the world. Finally, in Chapter 12, I return to the issue of cultural conflict and question much of the argument presented about this in both East and West.

This collection is a necessarily partial and provisional response to 11 September. Three broad principles underlie it. First, whatever the responses of states and of other organizations to this crisis, it is essential to begin with what is the prime responsibility of political and social analysis, namely, not prediction, but explanation. If such an explanation leaves open questions to which we do not have an answer, if it spurs its own debates and research agenda, that is to be expected. Secondly, a response to these events can and should be based not on supposedly distinct cultural or civilizational values, but on an internationalist approach: by this is meant one that takes into account the different global interests and reactions involved, but, more importantly, starts from principles that are shared by different cultures and peoples. These principles include accuracy in history and media reporting, a commitment to the values embodied in the UN Charter and its major human rights conventions, a commitment, however inchoate in moral or legal terms, to identify what forms of violence are illegitimate, by states and their opponents, and an awareness of some shared moral values, of which the commitment to personal security and peace of mind is not the least. Thirdly, and above all, any response, in writing or action, can and must be based on reason. Too easily challenged by proponents of cultural difference or by careless critics of the Enlightenment and modernity, this is the prerequisite to any intellectual response to 11 September, to dealing with the ills to which it draws attention and to resisting, over the decades and perhaps centuries to come, those who use violence, fear and demagogy to further their ends.

In regard to international relations as an academic approach, this involves the claim, which I strongly support, that ignorance about how international relations work is a pervasive common ill. Here, it often seems, any fantasy or conspiracy theory goes. Freud once argued that the aim of psychoanalysis was to reduce extreme hysteria to everyday common misery. The function of reasoned argument and an engaged scepticism towards emotive claims in international affairs is to do just that. To that end, amid the uncertainty and clamour of the time, this book is intended to be a contribution.

In part such a call for reason involves a focus on the responsibility of intellectuals. Too often those with authority, voice, learning, choose not to resist but to profit from and inflame conflict. We see this in the Muslim world, in the Balkans, in Ireland. Four categories of intellectuals are especially evident in such exacerbation: TV and press reporters, historians, novelists and, not least, clergymen. In country after country, they have, in the 1990s, betrayed their calling. Where deliberate provocation ends, careless reporting, and lazy headlines, can do the same job.

Reason also involves, in regard to the conflicts of the Middle East or elsewhere, less indulgence of claims and rhetoric based on religion. To a student of international relations and someone whose job it is to examine real world causes and legitimate claims, too much credence is given, on all sides, to the claims of religion. It is common but trite, ‘pious’ in the worst sense, for people to hold forth, pontificate indeed, about the value of tradition, the sacred character of this and that and the irreconcilable claims of religion. Too much indulgence is given to terms like ‘sage’, ‘venerable’ and ‘divine’. Many a priest, rabbi and mufti, for example, is engaged in such activity: a sceptical, informed look at so-called claims to Jerusalem would be in order here. So too would some qualification of arguments based on rhetoric about historic ‘hurt’, ‘damage’ or ‘resentment’. We are or should be concerned with the problems of this world, with human welfare, with saving life, with nutrition, food, habitat, equality, peace. All of these, the stuff of the United Nations Develoment Program (UNDP) human welfare and development indicators, are absent from disputes about supposedly holy places, be they in Jerusalem, Kosovo or Ayodhya. An equal outpouring of fractious particularism is evident over many years in Ireland. In the case of Jerusalem let us not forget that it was disputes in 1853 between two groups of Christians over the keys to the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem that sparked the Crimean war. The outside world and the significant body of sensible, religious and secular, people within all communities, and within their diasporas, should be more impatient on such matters.

The global consequences of 11 September 2001 will take many years to work themselves through and may well long outlast the life of those reading this book. In addition to the identifiable military, economic and intelligence responses, which lie beyond the scope of this volume, there will involve a response at the level of reason and emotion, an analytic assessment ongoing into the future and a sustenance of human spirit, above all hope.

Faced with the paucity of historical and political analogies, it is nonetheless reassuring in these times to reach beyond, to texts of religion, albeit interpreted in secular vein, and to literature. Some have invoked Armageddon, the final battle in the Christian tradition, which this is not; some the Irish poet Yeats in The Second Coming on his foreboding of the collapsing centre: ‘Things fall apart. The centre cannot hold; mere anarchy is loosed upon the world... The best lack all conviction while the worst are full of passionate intensity.’ Others invoked W. H. Auden’s poem 1 September 1939, which, amid great anxiety and on the eve of war, evokes the supreme value of love: ‘Waves of anger and fear circulate over the bright and darkened lands of the earth.’ Chapter 99 of the Quran, Surat al-zalzal, the Verse of the Earthquake, speaks of a terrible event out of which good will come, and the perpetrators of evil are punished. Perhaps most fitting in the light of the global repercussions of these events, are antidotes to rhetoric from East and West about cultural clash: the words of the thirteenth-century poet, Rumi, cited on page 5, and those of the seventeenth-century English poet, John Donne. The issues raised by 11 September confront everyone on this earth. ‘No man is an island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the Continent, a part of the main ... any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankind,’ Donne wrote in 1624; to which one might add, with adaptation of his conclusion, ‘Do not send to know for whom New York burns. It burns for us all.’ A battle, global in intent and in extent, was joined well before 11 September 2001. Its course is by no means certain.


1

September 11, 2001 and the Greater West Asian Crisis

The crisis unleashed by the events of 11 September is one that is global and all-encompassing. It is global in the sense that it binds many different countries into conflict, most obviously the USA and parts of the Muslim world. It is all-encompassing in that, more than any other international crisis yet seen, it affects a multiplicity of life’s levels, political, economic, cultural and psychological. In an attempt to get an initial intellectual hold on this momentous process, a first reaction is to reach for grand historical analogy. In terms of world history there is mention of Sarajevo 1914, where a single terrorist act, in this case the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand of Austria and his wife, precipitated World War I and with it the end of the imperial order in Europe; of Operation Barbarossa and Pearl Harbour in 1941, the attacks of, respectively Germany on the USSR and Japan on the USA; of Cuba 1962, when, in the aftermath of the 1959 Cuban revolution and attempts by the USA to overthrow the new regime, Soviet intermediate-range missiles were placed on the island of Cuba and, in the confrontation between Washington and Moscow, the world came nearer to a nuclear exchange than ever before.

Each of these events was global in cause and consequence. In each case, the explosion had roots deeper than strategic rivalry. The ensuing clash of states was preceded by social and ideological conflict. Yet none of these historical analogies matches the peculiar timbre of 11 September 2001, at once the most spectacular
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