Jihad, Radicalism, and the New Atheism

Is Islam fundamentally violent? For influential New Atheists such
as Sam Harris, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, and Richard Dawkins, the answer
is an emphatic yes, largely because of the Islamic doctrine of jihad.
According to this view, when al-Qaeda plotted 9/11 or ISIS planned
any one of its recent terrorist attacks, they were acting in accord with
Islamic scripture. Jibad, Radicalism, and the New Atheism scrutinizes
this claim by comparing the conflicting interpretations of jihad offered
by mainstream Muslim scholars, violent Muslim radicals, and New
Atheists. Mohammad Hassan Khalil considers contemporary Muslim
terrorism to be a grave problem that we must now confront. He shows,
however, that the explanations offered for this phenomenon by the
New Atheists are highly problematic and that their own interpreta-
tions of the role of violence in Islam exceed those of even radicals such
as Osama bin Laden. In showing all this, Khalil offers critical insights
on a most pressing issue.
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Introduction

In the midst of a lively televised exchange between journalist Fareed
Zakaria and author Sam Harris on the topic of jihad, Zakaria declared,
“The problem is you and Osama bin Laden agree ... after all, you’re say-
ing ... his interpretation of Islam is correct.”

“Well,” Harris responded, “his interpretation ... this is the problem.
His interpretation of Islam is very straightforward and honest and you
really have to split hairs and do some interpretive acrobatics in order to
get it ... to look non-canonical.””

This exchange took place a little more than thirteen years after bin
Laden and his associates masterminded the deadliest terrorist operation
on American soil. In the immediate aftermath of the September 11, 2001,
tragedy, the notion that such violence was representative of the world’s
second-largest religion was widespread enough to prompt then American
president George W. Bush to counter that Islam “is a religion of peace.”
Numerous skeptics have since dismissed this claim, some viewing it as
nothing more than a politically correct token. Among the skeptics are
individuals known as “New Atheists,” a label given to popular figures such
as Harris who have produced influential anti-theistic and anti-religious
works in the years following the September 11 attacks and who focus
much of their attention on “the problem with Islam.”>

CNN, “Zakaria, Harris Debate Extremism in Islam.” See the widely viewed video clip,
“Sam Harris: Islam Is Not a Religion of Peace,” in which Harris is shown at a 2010 event
in Berkeley, California, making a nearly identical statement.

See, for example, chapter 4 of Sam Harris’s The End of Faith. The term “New Atheists,”
as used in the present book, was coined by journalist Gary Wolf in a 2006 Wired article
entitled “The Church of the Non-Believers” (see “New Atheism”).

©
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2 Jihad, Radicalism, and the New Atheism

Some New Atheist writers were themselves profoundly transformed
by 9/11. In the case of the prominent ex-Muslim writer Ayaan Hirsi
Ali, for instance, her doubts about Islam were supplanted by nonbe-
lief when she found it “impossible” to discount bin Laden’s “claims
that the murderous destruction of innocent (if infidel) lives is con-
sistent with the Quran.”’ As for Harris, he reportedly began writing
his landmark book The End of Faith on September 12, 2001.4 In this
best seller, Harris writes that the feature of Islam “most troubling to
non-Muslims” is the very principle bin Laden invoked to justify 9/11:
jihad.s

As Islamic studies scholar Michael Bonner observes, in contempor-
ary debates on Islam, “no principle is invoked more often than jihad.”¢
Muslims generally understand jibad to be a noble “struggle” or “striving”
for the sake of God. It comprises various actions, from fighting on the
battlefield to endeavoring to attain inner peace in the prayer hall. It is,
therefore, simplistic to define it — as many writers do — as “holy war.” It
is also problematic to insist — as many apologists do — that it has nothing
to do with warfare. In fact, in the specific context of Islamic law, jibad
typically denotes an armed struggle against outsiders.

The purpose of this book is to offer a succinct, accessible examination
of the ways in which bellicose Muslim radicals such as bin Laden and
New Atheists such as Harris and Ali have conceptualized the purpose
and boundaries of armed jihad. As one might deduce, here I use the
term “radicals” to denote those seeking extreme changes, and my focus
is strictly violent radicals, specifically those who sponsor or engage in
terrorism in the name of Islam. My intention is not to offer an exhaust-
ive analysis of jihad, violent radicalism, or the New Atheism; rather, I
am interested in the intersection of the three. Nor is it my intention to
explore (at least not thoroughly) other contentious aspects of Islamic law
that often appear in the writings of radicals and New Atheists, includ-
ing gender norms and punishments for adultery, apostasy, blasphemy,
and treason — topics nonetheless worthy of scholarly consideration and
engagement.

I have chosen to focus on the New Atheists largely because of their
unique and ostensibly significant influence on Western — and to some

5 Ali, Nomad, xii.

+ Segal, “Atheist Evangelist.”

s Harris, The End of Faith, 111.

¢ Bonner, Jibad in Islamic History, 1.
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Introduction 3

extent non-Western — intellectual discourse. Notwithstanding their
numerous detractors,” what they say about jihad and Islam more broadly
has ramifications within academia, to say nothing of the political and
cultural spheres. Having taught in the humanities at two public research
universities in the American Midwest, I have found that many of my
own colleagues and students have been more profoundly impacted by
the writings of New Atheists than, say, polemical works by far-right reli-
giously affiliated critics of Islam (whose impact is more obvious in other
contexts).® And for those working to combat the very real problem of
Muslim terrorism, it is critical to scrutinize influential discourses on the
root causes of and potential solutions to this problem.

In Part I of this book, I introduce the themes of war and peace in the
foundational texts of Islam (Chapter 1) and discuss pertinent medieval
and modern Muslim scholarly rules of armed jihad (Chapter 2). In Part II,
I examine the phenomenon of contemporary Muslim radicalism, specific-
ally the discourse of the man behind 9/11, bin Laden, and his justifications
for the attacks (Chapter 3); interrogate these justifications and survey the
reactions and responses of prominent Muslim scholars, clerics, and leaders
(Chapter 4); and proffer some observations on the contemporary radical
organization ISIS and its conceptions of armed jihad (Chapter ). In Part I1I,
I discuss and evaluate the portrayals of jihad and radicalism that appear in
the popular works of notable New Atheists, particularly Harris (Chapter 6)
and Ali (Chapter 7), and offer additional reflections on the writings of
other well-known New Atheists, namely Richard Dawkins, Christopher
Hitchens, and Daniel Dennett (Chapter 8). Readers will notice that I quote
extensively from the individuals I examine, be they Muslim radicals or
New Atheists. These extensive quotations are not intended to privilege
their particular claims but rather to convey each individual’s manner of
thinking and tone (in some cases, through the filter of translation).

As we shall see, although many of the concerns expressed by the
New Atheists regarding terrorism are shared by many Muslims, the

7 Some examples include writer Glenn Greenwald (see his article “Sam Harris, the New
Atheists, and Anti-Muslim Animus”), philosopher Michael Ruse (see his article “Why
I Think the New Atheists Are a Bloody Disaster”), author Reza Aslan (see his article
“Reza Aslan: Sam Harris and ‘New Atheists’ Aren’t New, Aren’t Even Atheists”), and
writer Chris Hedges (see his book When Atheism Becomes Religion).

Yet as sociologist Stephen LeDrew (an avowed atheist critical of the New Atheists)
observes, “these atheists and right-wing Christians have much in common. Moving
from metaphysics to politics, the line between the groups begins to blur” (LeDrew, The
Evolution of Atheism, 187).

®
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4 Jihad, Radicalism, and the New Atheism

New Atheists featured in this book tend to portray the interpretations
of Islam promoted by radicals such as bin Laden as literalistic and espe-
cially faithful to Islamic scripture. The central argument of this book is
twofold: (1) among the most distinctive features of radicals such as bin
Laden are not their alleged literal readings of the foundational texts of
Islam - in some cases, they go to great lengths to circumvent such
readings — but rather their aberrant, expansive conceptions of justifiable
combat and retaliation and their particular, often crude assessments of
geopolitical reality; and (2) on account of the New Atheists” overreliance
on a limited array of sources and their apparent unfamiliarity with some
of the prevailing currents of Islamic thought, they ultimately privilege
anomalous interpretations of scripture. Yet not only do the New Atheists’
conceptions of armed jihad conflict with those of the majority of Muslim
scholars and laypeople, they even overstep what we find in the discourse
of radicals.
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PART 1

JIHAD

Although the term jibad (literally, a “struggle” or “striving”) conveys a
myriad of meanings in Islamic religious culture, in Islamic law it typically
signifies an armed struggle against outsiders, primarily non-Muslims. It is
this understanding of jihad that concerns us here. But before examining
the Islamic legal dimensions of jihad, we shall first consider how the pri-
mary sources of Islamic thought — the Qur’an and early Muslim accounts
of the actions and sayings of the Prophet Muhammad and his followers —
portray war and peace.
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War and Peace in the Foundational Texts of Islam

Muslims generally take the Qur’an (Koran) to be the “word of God,”
a scripture that was revealed piecemeal to the Prophet Muhammad
(570—632) over the last twenty-three years of his life. It contains passages
that promote restraint and reconciliation and others that call for war.
This parallels what we find in the popular biographies of Muhammad:*
When he began his prophetic mission in the city of Mecca as a monothe-
istic preacher to mostly polytheistic tribespeople, he adopted a pacifistic
approach — and adhered to it despite the persecution and even murder of
some of his followers. It was only after he emigrated in 622 to the city of
Medina (then called Yathrib), established a community of believers, and
assumed direct responsibility for the well-being of his followers that he
took up arms.

THE CONTEXT

By all accounts, seventh-century Arabia was a world in which tribes regu-
larly clashed. “In this society,” historian Fred Donner writes, “war (harb,
used in the senses of both an activity and a condition) was in one sense
a normal way of life.” Indeed, “a ‘state of war’ was assumed to exist

* Examples of relatively early works that offer biographical accounts of Muhammad
include the Sira (“Biography”) of ibn Ishaq (d. 767) and ibn Hisham (d. 833), the Maghazi
(“Expeditions”) of al-Waqidi (d. 823), the Tabagat (“Generations”) of ibn Sa‘d (d. 845),
and the Tarikh (“History™) of al-Tabari (d. 923). My concern here is not the extent to
which these sources are authentic or historically accurate. For our purposes, all that mat-
ters is that most of the major episodes reported therein are widely accepted as true among
Muslim scholars.
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8 Jihad, Radicalism, and the New Atheism

between one’s tribe and all others, unless a particular treaty or agreement
had been reached with another tribe establishing amicable relations.”* In
the absence of such treaties or agreements, the clans of Mecca and the
surrounding region could only find reprieve from war in the Ka‘ba sanc-
tuary (throughout the year) and everywhere else during four “forbidden
months” — the first, seventh, eleventh, and twelfth months of the Arabian
lunar calendar. These forbidden months, recognized throughout Arabia,
facilitated an annual pilgrimage to Mecca in the twelfth month and a
“lesser pilgrimage” in the seventh, not to mention commercial trade.
Beyond these restrictions, however, the pre-Islamic Meccans seem to have
condoned and often engaged in tribal warfare and caravan raids.
The Qur’an attests to this reality:3

Can [the unbelievers] not see that [God has] made [them] a secure sanctuary
[in Mecca] though all around them people are snatched away? (29:67)

Remember when you were few, victimized in the land, afraid that people might
catch you, but God sheltered you and strengthened you with His help, and pro-
vided you with good things so that you might be grateful. (8:26)

For the security of Quraysh [the dominant tribe of Mecca] — security in their
winter and summer journeys — let them worship the Lord of this House
[the Ka‘ba], who provides them with food to ward off hunger, safety to ward off
fear. (106:1—4)

In such an environment, the withdrawal of tribal support could render
persons “fair game” for all aggressors.+ This explains why some individu-
als were reluctant to follow Muhammad during his early pacifistic years:
“They say, ‘If we were to follow guidance with you, we would be swept
from our land’” (Qur’an 28:57).

THE QUR’AN, FROM MECCA TO MEDINA

Despite (or perhaps due to) the precarious environment of seventh-century
Arabia, Meccan passages of the Qur’an — so called because they were
revealed before the emigration (hijra) to Medina — generally promote
restraint when dealing with adversaries. Consider the following examples:

The servants of the Lord of Mercy are those who walk humbly on the earth, and
who, when aggressive people address them, reply with words of peace. (25:63)

> Donner, “Sources of Islamic Conceptions of War,” 34.

3 Unless otherwise indicated, my translation of the Qur’an, here and throughout the present
book, loosely follows M. A. S. Abdel Haleem’s The Qur’an.

4 Jackson, “Jihad and the Modern World,” 2.
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Patiently endure what they say, ignore them politely. (73:10)

Good and evil cannot be equal. [Prophet], repel evil with what is better and your
enemy will become as close as an old and valued friend, but only those who are
steadfast in patience, only those who are blessed with great righteousness, will
attain to such goodness. (41:34-35)

As such, the jihad of the Meccan passages entails “striving” through
nonviolent means:

So [Muhammad] do not give in to the unbelievers: ardently strive [or do jihad]
against them with [this Qur’an].s (25:52)

In Medinan passages — passages revealed after the emigration, when
Muhammad had become the de facto chief and overseer of Medina — we
encounter a call to armed self-defense:

Those who have been attacked are permitted to take up arms because they have
been wronged — God has the power to help them — those who have been driven
unjustly from their homes only for saying, “Our Lord is God.” If God did not
repel some people by means of others, many monasteries, churches, synagogues,
and mosques, where God’s name is much invoked, would have been destroyed.
God is sure to help those who help His cause — God is strong and mighty.¢
(22:39-40)

Why should you not fight in God’s cause and for those oppressed men, women,
and children who cry out, “Lord, rescue us from this town whose people are
oppressors! By your grace, give us a protector and give us a helper!”? (4:75)

The first of a series of battles against the Meccan polytheists — whom
Muslim historians present as manifestly oppressive — took place in the
second year after the emigration. A recurring theme in the Medinan pas-
sages involves the reluctance of some of Muhammad’s followers to fight —
a reluctance stemming not necessarily from concern that such fighting
was immoral or gratuitous but from a fear of death and an abhorrence of
the prospect of fighting relatives.” Thus we read,

s Emphasis added here and in all other instances where words are italicized in the English
translation of the Qur’an. See Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 16-18, where
Islamic studies scholar Asma Afsaruddin discusses the general preference among medieval
Qur’anic commentators for nonviolent interpretations of Qur’an 25:52.

¢ There is some debate among Muslim scholars as to whether this passage is Medinan or
late Meccan. According to one opinion, this passage was revealed around the time of the
Prophet’s emigration (see al-Qurtubi, al-Jami‘ li-abkam al-Qur’an, 14:406 [commentary
on Qur’an 22:39]; and Nasr [ed.], The Study Quran, 830, 839 [commentary on Qur’an
22:39]).

7 To be sure, not everyone was reluctant to fight. And in a well-known prophetic report
(or hadith) conveyed by (the scholar named) Muslim (d. 875), Muhammad calls for some
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Fighting has been ordained for youhough it is hard for youYou may dislike
something although it is good for yowr like something although it is bad for
you: God knows and you do not(2:216)

[Prophet],do you not see those who were tol¢Restrain yourselves from ghting,
perform the prayerand pay the prescribed alms”¥hen fighting was ordained
for them,some of them feared men as much agr even more thanthey feared
God, saying,“Lord, why have You ordained fghting for us? If onlyYou would
give us just a little more tim2Say to them,“Little is the enjoyment in this world,
the Hereafter is far better for those who are mindful of Godhu will not be
wronged by as much as the her in a date stoné. (4:77)

Accordingly the Qur’an instructs the believers not tblose heart and
cry out for peace”when dealing with antagonistic unbelievers whdbar
others from God path” - it is the believers‘who have the upper hand”
(47:34-35).And as for those“killed in God$ way,” they “are alive with
their Lord,well provided for(3:169).

Yet even in the midst of the Medinan passagesye encounter state-
ments that present peace and reconciliation as the ideal:

Those who remain steadfast.. who repel evil with good- these will have the
reward of the [true] home: they will enter perpetual gardens(r3:2223)

God may still bring about affection between you and your [present enemies]
God is all powerfulGod is most forgiving and mercifud and He does not for
bid you to deal kindly and equitably with anyone who has not fought you for
your faith or driven you out of your home§iod loves those who act equitably
(60:7-8)

Prepare against [the unbelievers] whatever forces you [believers] can myster
including warhorsesfo frighten off [these] enemies of God and of yotirs. But

if they incline toward peaceyou [Prophet] must also incline toward iand put
your trust in God: He is thAll Hearing,the All Knowing.(8:60-61)

In the sixth year after the emigrationyluhammad inclined toward
peace when he agreed to what his followers initially regarded as
an unfavorable armistice with their Meccan enemies: the truce of
Hudaybiyya.Nearly two years latgthoweves following a Meccan viola-
tion of one of the truce’stipulations,Muhammad led his evegrowing

initial restraint:“Do not desire an encounter with the enemy; but when you encounter
them, persevere?”

8 As Islamic studies scholar ElSayed Amin notes, some modern Muslims and non-Muslims —
including Geert Wilders, the Dutch politician who produced the 2008 anti-Islam film
Fitna - see in this verse (8:60) a specific call for terrorism. But through his analysis of clas-
sical and modern commentaries on the Qur’an, Amin argues that this verse was historic-
ally understood as a general call for “Muslims to prepare for defensive purposes sufficient
forces to deter their enemies” (Amin, Reclaiming Jibad, 53; see chapter 2).
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forces to Mecca andyvith relative easeconquered his home city; eventu-
ally, he designated it a haven for believers.

Clearly, the Medinan era presented Muhammad with the kinds of
thorny decisions he had never had to grapple with during the early years
of his mission.Not surprisingly then, it is the Qur’ars Medinan pas-
sages that fgure most signiftantly in contemporary debates on violence
in Islam. Considers for instance,the Medinan commandment that has
often appeared in printpnline,and on television in the days and years
following the September 11 attack§Kill them wherever you fid them”

Versions of this (variously translated) directive appear in the sec-
ond (2:191),fourth (4:89,91), and ninth (9:5) chapters of the Qur’an.
Needless to say it is not a standalone commandment.Here is how it
appears in the second and fourth chapters:

Fight in God$ cause against those who ght you,but do not overstep the limits.
Kill them whereer you encounter them and drive them out from where they
drove you out,for persecution is more serious than killinpo not fght them at
the Sacred Mosque [in Mecca] unless theyght you therelf they do fght you,kill
them — this is what such unbelievers deserve but if they stopthen God is most
forgiving and mercifulFight them until there is no more persecutioand wor
ship? is devoted to GodlIf they cease,there can be no [further] hostilifgxcept
toward oppressors(2:190-193)

[The hypocrites] would dearly like you to reject faithg they themselves have
done, to be like them.So do not take them as patrons until they migrate [to
Medina] for God cause. If they turni® then seize andkill them whereer you
encounter themTake none of them as a patron or supportdut as for those who
reach people with whom you have a treatpr who come over to you because
their hearts shrink from ghting against you or against their own peopl&God
could have given them power over yownd they would have fought youSo if
they withdraw and do not ght you, and offer you peacethen God gives you
no way against themYou will fnd others who wish to be safe from yownd
from their own peoplebut whenever they are back in a situation where they are
tempted [to hostility]they succumb to itSo if they neither withdraynor offer
you peace,nor restrain themselves fromghting you,seize andkill them whereer
you encounter them We give you clear authority against such peoples:89-91)

Here we see violent directives surrounded by critical qualafions:
those whom Muhammad followers are to ftht and kill are the very

> Qur’anic studies scholar M. A. S. Abdel Haleem maintains that “worship” here denotes
“worship at the sacred mosque by those who were no longer persecuted” (Abdel Haleem,
The Qur’an, 22, note a). See Qur’an 2:217, 8:39; and Chapter 7, note 49 in what follows.

> As Abdel Haleem notes, “That ‘turn with aggression’ is the intended meaning is clear
from the context” (Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, 59, note a). Abdel Haleem then refers to
Qur’an 4:91, which I quote in what follows.
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people trying to fght and kill them.And, again, “If they cease,there
can be no [further| hostilityexcept toward oppressors™(2:193). But
while it would be reasonable to tak¥cease” here to mean simply‘cease
hostilities” — and this is precisely the wording used in a wddhown
scholarly translation of the Qur’ah— various medieval Qur’anic com-
mentators were of the view that it actually denotes the cessation of both
the hostilities and unbelief of the Meccan polytheists referred to in this
verse (2:193)."* According to this contested reading, the Meccan poly-
theists could terminate the conflict they had initiated and perpetuated
only through conversion to Islam; their particular beliefs, some schol-
ars suggest, went hand in hand with their hostility against Muhammad
and his community.'> This would mean that they were excluded from the
prohibition against forced conversion expressed later in the same chap-
ter: “There is no compulsion in religion” (2:256).™

This takes us to the ninth chapter of the Qur’an, al-Tawba (Repentance).
The prevailing view among Muslim scholars is that it is one of the last,

* Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, 22. This particular reading is in line with that ascribed to,
among others, the eighth-century Qur’anic commentators Mujahid (d. 722) and al-Suddi
(d. 745) (see al-Tabari, Tafsir al-Tabari, 3:303—304 [commentary on Qur’an 2:193]).

= See, for instance, al-Tabari, Tafsir al-Tabari, 3:301-304 (commentary on Qur’an 2:193);

and al-Razi, Tafsir al-Fakhr al-Razi, 5:143-144 (commentary on Qur’an 2:193). Cf. Al-

Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 60—63; and Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 84 (com-

mentary on Qur’an 2:193).

See, for instance, al-Razi, Tafsir al-Fakhr al-Razi, 5:137-146 (commentary on Qur’an

2:190-194); and Asma Afsaruddin’s discussion of al-Razi’s Qur’anic commentary in

Striving in the Path of God, 53-55, 273.

4 On the historical range of interpretations of Qur’an 2:256, see Crone, “‘No Compulsion

in Religion’.” Although some Muslim commentators hold that Qur’an 2:256 was abro-

gated by passages revealed later in time that call on Muslims to fight unbelievers (such as

9:5, which I discuss in the next paragraph), many other scholars maintain that this verse

remains in effect (see Nasr [ed.], The Study Quran, 111-112 [commentary on Qur’an

2:256]; and Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 230, 240). Among Muslim jurists,

the majority view has been that “[f]ighting non-Muslims solely because they do not

believe in Islam contradicts” the “no compulsion” principle expressed in Qur’an 2:256

(Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 78). As historian David Wasserstein observes,

“One feature that has characterized the preaching of Islam and conversion to that faith

over the last fourteen centuries is the general absence, other than in the cases of conver-

sion of an entire state or group for political reasons, of compulsion. Justified by a sen-
tence in the Qur’an (Q 2:256), ‘there is no compulsion in religion’ ... the prohibition thus
implied has been largely honoured” (Wasserstein, “Conversion and the ahl al-dbhimma,”

200). The notion of “no compulsion in religion” is buttressed by other Qur’anic pas-

sages, for instance, “Had your Lord willed, all the people on earth would have believed.

So can you [Prophet] compel people to believe?” (10:99); and “Say, ‘Now the truth has

come from your Lord: let those who wish to believe in it do so, and let those who wish

to reject it do s0’” (18:29).
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if not the fhal chapter revealed (the Qur’an is not arranged chronologic-
ally) and that its revelation occurred sometime after the Meccan polythe-
ists had violated the truce of Hudaybiyyahe chapter includes what
various scholars label thé‘sword verse)™s a passage calling for war
against the polytheists:

When the forbidden months are ovewherever you encounter the pojtheists;
kill them, seize them,besiege them,wait for them at every lookout post; but if
they repent,maintain the prayerand pay the prescribed almdgt them go on their
way, for God is most forgiving and merciful. (9:5)

One wellknown Muslim scholarly opinion is that this passage opened
the door to continual warfare againsall polytheistic tribes and not
only the belligerent onesAccording to this viewthe “sword verse”abro-
gated the Qur’anic statements revealed earlier that present peace with
polytheists as the ideal?

This abrogationist assertion has long been contentiotislt reflects an
expansionist paradigm thatat least during the formative centuries of
Islamic thoughtwas actively promoted by scholars living in the political
centers of the Muslim Umayyad (66150) and Abbasid empires (750-
1258) but not by others‘not known to be close to the ruling elites of
their time™? and thus not as likely to be driven by aspirations for empire
building. This dichotomy calls into question the view th&during the
first several centuries of Islam the interpretation gfad was unabash-
edly aggressive and expansiv@z°

s Regardless of when the “sword verse” (ayat al-sayf) designation was first conceived, it
was not commonly used in popular Qur’anic commentaries until the fourteenth century
(see Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 276). Incidentally, a minority of Muslim
scholars reserve the “sword verse” label for other Qur’anic verses, such as 9:29, 36, and
471 (see al-Qaradawi, Figh al-Jibad, 1:286-287).

“The polytheists” here are al-mushrikin (or al-mushrikun) in Arabic. A more precise but

wordier translation of this term would be “those who associate partners with God.”

7 See, for instance, al-Qurtubi, al-Jami‘ li-abkam al-Qur’an, 10:108-112 (Commentary on
Qur’an 9:5; al-Qurtubi [d. 1273] promotes the abrogationist assertion, though he never
uses the term “sword verse”).

8 Prominent scholars such as Abu Ja‘far al-Nahhas (d. 949), ibn al-Jawzi (d. 12071), and al-
Suyuti (d. 1505) all accepted approximately twenty cases of scriptural abrogation, none
of which involved the “sword verse.” Many contemporary scholars reject the doctrine of
abrogation altogether (see Blankinship, “Sword Verses™).

v Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 4. Focusing on the expansionist paradigm, histo-
rian Patricia Crone asserts that the “holy war” of the early Arab Muslim conquerors was
comparable to earlier Near Eastern modes of “divinely enjoined imperialism” (Crone,
God’s Rule, 366).

> Cook, Understanding Jibad, 30.
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There is,in fact,good reason to question the abrogationistcpansionist
paradigm: if we consider the passages surrounding tlfeword verse”
(9:5), we find that this particular call for war is congruous with the simi-
larly worded,qualified directives of the second and fourth chapterbn
the passage preceding th&sword verse) we read,

As for those polytheists who have honored the covenant you [believers] made
with them and who have not supported anyone against yofulfill your agree-
ment with them to the end of their ternGod loves those who are mindful of
Him. (9:4)

Immediately following thé‘sword verse] we encounter the following
qualifications and clarifations:

If any one of the polytheists should seek your protection [Prophet], grant it to
him so that he may hear the word of God, then take him to a place safe for him,
for they are people who do not know. How could there be a covenant with
God and His Messenger for the polytheists? — But as for those with whom you
made a covenant at the Sacred Mosque, so long as they remain true to you, be
true to them; God loves those who are mindful of Him. — [How,] when, if they
were to get the upper hand over you, they would not respect any tie with you,
of kinship or of covenant? ... Where believers are concerned, they respect no
tie of kinship or covenant. They are the ones who are committing aggression ...
[1]f they break their oath after having made an agreement with you and revile
your religion, then fight these leaders of unbelief — oaths mean nothing to
them - so that they may stop. How could you not fight a people who have
broken their oaths, who tried to drive the Messenger out, who attacked you
first? (9:6-13)

Taken as a whole, these verses appear to be calling for war against belli-
cose polytheists, specifically those “who attacked you first.”

Later in the same Qur’anic chapter, we encounter other critical pas-
sages, most notably the following:

Fight those of the People of the Book [Christians, Jews, and arguably others] who
do not [truly] believe in God and the Last Day, who do not forbid what God and
His Messenger have forbidden, who do not follow the religion of truth,>* until
they pay the tax (jizya) promptly and agree to submit. (9:29)

Fight the polytheists all together as they fight you all together.>* (9:36)

> In the place of “who do not follow the religion of truth,” M. A. S. Abdel Haleem opts
for a less common translation: “who do not obey the rule of justice.” As Abdel Haleem
would have it, this refers to those who fail to pay the jizya tax, which I discuss in what
follows (Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, 118, note d).

»> An alternative translation of this passage reads, “[Y]ou may fight the idolaters at any
time, if they first fight you” (Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, 119).
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Prophet, strive [or do jihad] against the unbelievers and the hypocrites and be
tough with them. (9:73)

You who believe,fight the unbelievers near you and let themnfl you standing
firm: be aware that God is with thoseho are mindful ofHim. (9:123)

In the eyes of various Muslim scholarall such injunctions pertain
to specift contexts —according to certain Qur’anic commentatorg;29
refers to threatening Byzantine¥, while 9:36,9:73,and 9:123 concern
Muhammad3 nearby Arab enemies* — and are qualifed by the afore-
mentioned Qur’anic passages that present peace as the ideal and that
limit fighting to “those who fght you” (2:190). From this perspective,
all of Muhammad battles and even conquests were ultimately defensive
or protective in naturés In the eyes of scholars representing the abro-
gationistexpansionist paradigmhoweves the Prophet plainly sought to
conquer the lands of unbelievergnd the fnal Qur’anic verses revealed
allow for the prospect of perpetual warfare: polytheisos, at least those
of Mecca, must either convert or be foughgnd Christians,Jews, and
arguably many others have a third option: acceptance of Muslim rule and
the payment of a tax called thgzya.>¢

»5 See Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 513 (commentary on Qur’an 9:29).
* See Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 503, 516—517 (commentary on Qur’an 9:36), 526
(commentary on Qur’an 9:73), 540 (commentary on Qur’an 9:123); see also the com-
mentary on the surrounding verses.
Islamic studies scholar Ahmed Al-Dawoody, for instance, maintains that the Prophet’s
major battles and sieges — Badr, Uhud, the Ditch, Khaybar, Hunayn, and Ta’if — “were
defensive” in nature and “just”: “The first three, one of which, the Ditch, involved a
number of Jewish tribes, were launched by the Meccans on the Muslims in Medina.
The march to Khaybar was intended to put an end to its inhabitants’ hostility after they
had fought in the battle of the Ditch. The Hunayn and [Ta’if] incidents were initiated
by the Hawazin and Thaqif tribes.” As for Muhammad’s expedition to Tabuk to face
the Byzantines, “although no encounter took place, the Muslims marched as a result
of a rumor circulated by Syrian traders about a Byzantine army camping in Tabuk on
its way to make war upon the Muslims in Medina. Reading the context in this way,
Muslims throughout history have seen the Muslims involved in these incidents as the
victims of their enemies’ aggression” (Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 45-46;
see pages 24—25, where Al-Dawoody discusses the lead-up to the Battle of Badr, and
pages 63-66, where Al-Dawoody examines different interpretations of some of the
critical passages of the Qur’an’s ninth chapter pertaining to warfare). This perspective
is to be contrasted with that of scholars such as Reuven Firestone, who maintains that
“it was Muhammad and not the Meccan Quraysh who initiated the battles” between
them (Firestone, Jibad, 1105 cf. Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 14, 23, 32-36,
46,57, 66).
6 Various medieval Muslim scholars affirmed the permissibility of entering into jizya con-
tracts with polytheists, including Arab ones who did not belong to the Meccan tribe of
Quraysh (see Peters [ed.], Jibad in Classical and Modern Islam, 40—41 [from Peters’s
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Some abrogationists went further than others by asserting that the
“sword verse”(or other verses) abrogated!/ of the peaceful passages of
the Qur’an,including“But if they incline toward peacegou [Prophet]
must also incline toward it{8:61). This, however “remained a minor
ity contested”position,at least among Qur’anic commentatorS.Among
the remaining majority of commentatorspme allowed for a straight-
forward reading of the injunction above (8:61)hile others restricted
its meaning so that it precluded the possibility of establishjngmanent
peaceful relations with those who refused to submit to Muslim rtfle.
Owing to the obvious example of the Prophet and pragmatic constder
ations,howeves the vast majority of scholars recognized the legitimacy of
truces,even while differing on how long they should last.

THE HADITHS

Although most revered, the Qur’an is by no means the only primary
source utilized by scholars of Islam. I already mentioned the biograph-
ies of Muhammad as an important source. More significant than the
biographies, at least in the context of Islamic law, are hadiths, reports
of the Prophet’s sayings, actions, and normative example. Compiled
and standardized over the course of centuries, hadiths appear in numer-
ous collections of varying degrees of authenticity. To be sure, the ver-
acity (to say nothing of interpretation) of individual hadiths can be
the subject of much scholarly debate. Suffice it to say that the hadith
corpus (not to mention the biographies), taken as a whole, seldom

translation of ibn Rushd’s (d. 1198) chapter on jihad in the legal handbook al-Bidayal;
and Brown, “Jizyah”).

Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 280. Incidentally, some early Muslim authori-
ties reportedly maintained that Qur’an 9:5 was itself abrogated by the command in
Qur’an 47:4 to “release” the unbelievers after combat “as a grace or for ransom” (see
al-Qurtubi’s discussion of this in al-Jami‘ li-abkam al-Qur’an, 10:110 [commentary on
Qur’an 9:5]).

For an example of this “restricted” interpretation of Qur’an 8:61, see al-Tabari, Tafsir
al-Tabari, 11:251-255 (commentary on Qur’an 8:61). On the range of popular medieval
interpretations of Qur’an 8:61, see Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 90-93.

See, for instance, Peters (ed.), Jibad in Classical and Modern Islam, 38—40 (ibn Rushd’s
al-Bidaya). A common view among medieval Muslim scholars was that truces should last
ten years, which was the (most widely recognized) stated term of the truce of Hudaybiyya;
however, some claimed it should be shorter than this, while others (including prominent
scholars from three of the four major Sunni schools of legal thought) argued for no limit.
Among those who imposed a term limit, some allowed for truces to be renewed (see
al-Qurtubi, al-Jami* li-abkam al-Qur’an, 10:64—-65 [commentary on Qur’an 8:61]; and
Reiter, War, Peace and International Relations in Islam, 20-22).
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simplifies matters related to the topic of war and peac€onsides for
instance,the following two hadiths:

Do not attack the [Ethiopians] if they do not attack yoand do not attack the
Turks unless they attack you?

I have been commanded to ght against people until they testify [to] the fact that
there is no god but [God]and believe (in me) that hm the Messenger (from
the Lord),and in all that Thave brought.And when they do ittheir blood and
[wealth] are guaranteed protection on my behalf except where it is jusdifby
law, and their affairs rest with God.

The first hadith appears in the collections of various eminent scholars,
including Malik ibnAnas (d.795), Abu Dawud (d.889), and alNasa’i
(d. 915); the second and its variants (including one that makes no refer
ence to belief in the Messenger) appear inmong other sourcesthe two
most widely accepted collectionshose of alBukhari (d.870) and Muslim
(d. 875)3* As one might surmisescholars often qualify the meanings and
implications of hadiths in light of other reports and consideratiohs.
the case of the second hadith quotedpr instance,the prevailing view
among Muslim scholars is that it refers only tdrab polytheists (not
“people”in general),and some limit it further to the oppressive polythe-
ists of Mecca3

Using all of the available evidence from the Qur’an and reports
about the Prophet and the earliest generations of Muslims, as well as
other legal considerations, such as scholarly consensus (ijma‘) and ana-
logical reasoning (giyas), Muslim scholars developed rules of armed
jihad. Relevant for our purposes is their criteria for justifying warfare
(in Latin, jus ad bellum) and criteria for conducting warfare justly (jus

in bello).

3 Translated and discussed in Ahmad, Islam, Modernity, Violence, and Everyday Life,

123. As indicated in what follows, this prophetic directive appears in multiple hadith

collections.

Translated and discussed in Peters (ed.), A Reader on Classical Islam, 154. The

version of the hadith quoted here appears in the collection of (the scholar named)

Muslim.

One should be careful not to assume that all Sunni scholars accept every hadith compiled

by al-Bukhari and Muslim (both Sunni). In the case of this particular hadith (“I have

been commanded to fight against people ...”), even some early authorities questioned its

authenticity (see ibn Hajar, Fath al-bari, 1:95-96).

33 See Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 79. Variants of this hadith that appear in the
collection of al-Nasa’i replace “I have been commanded to fight against people” with “I
have been commanded to fight against polytheists.”
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Considering the rapid expansion of the Muslim empire during the reigns
of Muhammads3 political successorsthe caliphs,it should come as no
surprise that medieval scholars would have much to say on the topic of
armed jihad!® And these discussions were by no means monolithimuch
like the Jewish rabbisMuslim scholars developed a rich legal tradition
marked by considerable diversity

We shall now turn our attention to the medieval and modern Islamic
legal discourse on jihadWhat follows is not intended to be an exhaustive
account of Muslim scholars’ shared and condting rules of armed jihad
but rather a survey of the principles most relevant to the subject of the
present book.Accordingly as both alQaeda and ISIS represent radical
Sunni organizationspur focus here will be Sunni (as opposed to Shi’ite)
Islamic law

JUSTIFYING JIHAD

Medieval scholars delineated two major forms of armed jihad, one defen-
sive, the other aggressive:

(1) Defensive jihad was an armed struggle against an invading force.
All able-bodied Muslims — male and female, young and old — were

* To be clear, however, they were hardly obsessed with this topic: by one estimate, premod-
ern Islamic legal works devote, on average, only 1.5 percent of their text to the subject of
war and peace (Hallaq, Introduction to Islamic Law, 30).

18
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Jibad in Islamic Law 19

generally required to partake in this form of jihad in some whgr
their communitys survival was at stake.

Aggressive jihad was a highly regulated preemptive or offensive
attack commissioned by a recognized political authority, such as
a caliph. According to most scholars, this form of jihad was a col-
lective requirement, incumbent not on each individual but on a
Muslim community in general. Each year, a community’s army of
men was expected to set out from the “abode of Islam” to attack
a neighboring people’s army in the “abode of war,” a non-Muslim-
controlled country with which there was no truce.

Y

Although Muslim scholars conceptualized aggressive jihad as a means
of promulgating Islam (typically through influence and incentives, not
mandatory conversion), there was nonetheless a widespread belief that
such a jihad was necessary to protect and preserve Muslim communi-
ties. Thus, while various scholars saw the unbelief of neighboring non-
Muslims as sufficient grounds for declaring war on them, a popular
view was that even aggressive jihad was ultimately defensive in nature.?
The assumed “state of war” in Arabia was not unlike the state of affairs
throughout much of the premodern world: a premodern country, hav-
ing no fixed territorial borders, was often as safe as it was aggressive.
Thus, when Muslim scholars labeled non-Muslim-controlled countries
with which there was no truce as the “abode of war,” they were describ-
ing their reality; the labels “abode of Islam” and “abode of war” were far
more descriptive than prescriptive.?

As the Muslim scholar and academic Sherman A. Jackson observes, in
our current world order, our assumed (not necessarily actual) global state
is generally one of peace. The United States and Mexico, for instance,
need not sign a treaty or make special arrangements of any kind to estab-
lish or secure a nonviolent relationship: it is expected. This assumed state
of peace is a product of modern institutions like the United Nations.
Assuming that Islamic legal rulings must be context specific, Jackson
maintains that it would be problematic for contemporary scholars to con-
tinue to uphold aggressive jihad, especially if an assumed state of peace
persists.+ In the words of the thirteenth-century Egyptian cleric al-Qarafi
(d. 1285), “Holding to rulings that have been deduced on the basis of

> See Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 78-81.
5 Jackson, “Jihad and the Modern World,” 18.
4 Jackson, “Jihad and the Modern World,” 18—20.
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custom,even after this custom has changeds a violation of Unanimous
Consensus and an open display of ignorance of the religidon.

In affirming the desirability of a perpetual state of peace with non-
Muslims, Jackson is hardly alone among modern Muslim thinkers. He
himself cites supporting statements by other influential figures such
as the Arab scholars Rashid Rida (d. 1935), Abdul Wahhab Khallaf
(d. 1956), and Wahba al-Zuhayli (d. 2015).¢ Nevertheless, Jackson rec-
ognizes that some of his assumptions about jihad and the modern world
are not universal among Muslims. The controversial Egyptian Islamist
Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966), for instance, held that Jews and Christians
have proven themselves to be inherently antagonistic toward Muslims,
whether during the Prophet’s era or in modern times, and this reality
necessitates a communal obligation to permanent jihad. Furthermore,
according to Qutb, the United Nations and other Western institutions
have no bearing on Islamic law, in large part because they were estab-
lished by non-Muslims.” As Jackson notes, such views were derived not
from a strictly literal approach to scripture but rather a “dynamic” one —
views colored by Qutb’s particular conceptions of history and geopolit-
ical reality. These are also views Jackson readily dismisses, as he draws
attention to Qur’anic passages that portray certain Jews and Christians
in a positive light® as well as instances from Muhammad’s life when
even he recognized institutions established by non-Muslims, such as the
aforementioned forbidden months.?

As we shall see, debates over the continuing legitimacy of aggressive
jihad have minimal bearing on the problem of contemporary Muslim
terrorism, in part because the belligerent tactics employed by terrorists
would be even more difficult to justify in the context of what is sup-
posed to be a highly regulated war. In the case of Osama bin Laden,

s Al-Qarafi, Kitab al-ibkam, 231 (translated and discussed in Jackson, “Jihad and the
Modern World,” 9; see page 8).

Jackson, “Jihad and the Modern World,” 19.

See Qutb’s commentary on the Qur’an, specifically his discussion of 9:29 (Qutb, In the
Shade of the Qur’an, 8:80-106; on page 95, we read, “Legal Islamic rulings have always
been, and will continue to be, the result of action taken in accordance with the Islamic
method and approach”). Interestingly, in 1945 (years before he composed his Qur’anic
commentary and before he was imprisoned by the Egyptian government), Qutb stated,
“When Islam commands war against polytheists, the command refers only to defensive
war, which is aimed at stopping aggression” (Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 118).

As examples, Jackson cites Qur’an §5:82, a verse that portrays certain Christians as being
“closest in affection toward the believers”; and 3:113-114, a passage that refers to “right-
eous” People of the Book.

o Jackson, “Jihad and the Modern World,” 22-25.
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for instance,although he defended the doctrine of aggressive jihallg
consistently presented his attacks oAmerican targets,however aggres-
sive they actually wereas part of adefensie jihad. Furthermore,even
after 9/t1, he affrmed the possibility of peaceful relations with certain
Western countries,specifically those nations he deemed nonthreatening.
Like many other inflential Muslims,bin Laden often invoked security
political,and practical considerations when contemplating the prospect
of either peace with or warfare against nostuslim entities.

THE ROLE OF POLITICS IN JIHAD DISCOURSE AS
DEMONSTRATED IN A FAMOUS MID-1990S DEBATE

Any assessment of jihad discourse — including that of radicals such as bin
Laden — must account for the critical role played by politics and indi-
vidual perceptions of the facts on the ground. To illustrate this, we shall
now turn our attention to a famous scholarly dispute that took place sev-
eral years before 9/t1. This was an in-print debate on the permissibility
of making peace with Israel — a topic, as we shall see, bin Laden would
weigh in on. The debate featured two of the most prominent and con-
troversial Arab Muslim scholars of the past few decades, the then grand
mufti of Saudi Arabia (the nation’s foremost state cleric) Abdulaziz bin
Baz (d. 1999) and the Doha-based Egyptian cleric Yusuf al-Qaradawi.™
A surprising development precipitated the debate: in August 1993,
after many years of intense conflict, representatives of the Israeli govern-
ment and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) agreed to meet
face-to-face for the first time to hammer out a peace plan. The outcome
of their negotiations, held in Oslo, was an agreement that each side
would recognize the other officially and that Israel would withdraw from
various territories. The formal signing of the Oslo Accords took place
the next month, and this was followed by further negotiations in Cairo
several months later. Before long, numerous Muslim scholars and leaders
voiced concern over the legitimacy and merits of these negotiations.

o For a more extensive treatment of this bin Baz—Qaradawi debate, see Khalil, “War or
Peace in Israel?” For discussions and translations of various Muslim scholarly state-
ments and debates on the permissibility of making peace with Israel, see Reiter, War,
Peace and International Relations in Islam. See also Sohail Hashmi’s forthcoming essay
on a Sadat-era Egyptian debate, tentatively entitled “A Complaint from God: Al-Azhar,
the Muslim Brotherhood, and the Debate on the Legitimacy of the Egyptian-Israeli
Peace Treaty.”
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In the December 24,1994, issue of the Jeddahbased newspaper
al-Muslimun, the paperd Editorin-Chief Abdullahal-Rifa‘i noted that
many Muslim detractors of the peace plan had objected on the premise
that wars against thé‘enemies” of Islam must be waged constantly and
that peace treaties with such enemies are generally illegitimdFarning
to bin Baz,al-Rifa‘i solicited the Saudi clericopinion on this mattet'

Just a few years earligrbin Baz had called for an armed jihad against
Israel and declared this jihad obligatory upon Palestinian Musliths.
Now as a stateaffiliated cleric — perhaps recognizing the benefs of a
more pragmatic approach as well as the new opportunities afforded by
the latest Israeli concessions bin Baz responded to aRifa‘i with afatwa
(religious legal opinion) that surprised some of his followepsace with
Israel is not only permissible but also a matter of necessity

In this fatwa,bin Baz argues that since the Israelis are now inclined
toward peace,the Palestinians should be similarly inclinedhis is in
accordance with the Qur’anic commandmentBut if they incline toward
peace, you [Prophet] must also incline toward iand put your trust in
God” (8:61).Bin Baz also points to Muhammasl’precedent of entering
into a truce with his oppressorshe Meccan polytheistsThis, the truce of
Hudaybiyya,was a pact that appeared to favor the polytheists because,
among other thingsjt stipulated that the Prophet could not accept new
converts (or at least male ones) from Mecca into his Medinan community
(while Meccan Muslims who were already in Medina could freely choose
to leave the Prophet and return to MeccaFurthermore,bin Baz asserts
that — at least for the time being making peace with Israel benefs the
Palestinians and serves the common good.

A little more than two weeks after bin Bazfatwa frst appeared in
print, the Kuwaitbased newspaperal-Mujtama‘ published a response
by al-Qaradawi+ In this rejoinderal-Qaradawi insists that all religious
legal opinions should take into account the facts on the ground; in this
case, a cleric issuing a fatwa must consult political scientists and diplo-
mats.After consulting such expertdf should become cleathe writes,that
Israel is not truly inclined toward peace; this is evident in their refusal to
return land they originally corsftated from PalestiniansThus,one could
not justifably maintain that such a truce serves the common gooals

't Al-Muslimun 516.

= See Reiter, War, Peace and International Relations in Islam, 127-128.
5 Al-Muslimun 516.

4 Al-Mujtama*“ 1133.
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it involves Palestinians surrendering territory and not just any terri-
tory, but holy land- that was once theirsAs such,al-Qaradawi invokes
another Qur’anic commandmentiSo [believers] do not lose heart and
cry out for peacelt is you who have the upper handsod is with you”
(47:35). Ironically al-Qaradawi also quotes a rhetorical question that
the Qur’an attributes to the Children of IsraéiHow could we not fght

in God} cause when we and our children have been driven out of our
homeland?”(2:246).

Nearly a month and a half later (and toward the end of the Islamic
holy month of Ramadan)bin Baz published a response to aaradawi
in al-Mujtama's In bin Baz’s rejoinder, he reiterates his contention that
there already exists a prophetic precedent for the issue at hand. The truce
of Hudaybiyya, signed just a few years before the Prophet’s death, was an
arrangement between Meccan polytheists and Muslims who were forced
out of their homes in Mecca. The Qur’an itself refers to the latter as
“the poor emigrants who were driven from their homes and possessions”
(59:8). And yet when the Meccan polytheists inclined toward peace,
Muhammad inclined toward peace and signed the Hudaybiyya truce.

Bin Baz then turns his attention to the Qur’anic commandment, “So
[believers] do not lose heart and cry out for peace. It is you who have the
upper hand: God is with you” (47:35). According to bin Baz, this direc-
tive applies to Muslims who are in a position of strength. Thus, given
the relative weakness of the Palestinians, they should seek peace; it is
best for the time being that they retrieve at least some of their land as an
outcome of the peace plan. Remarkably, bin Baz goes on to clarify that
when Muslims are in a superior position, it is obligatory that they fight
non-Muslims whenever they can until the latter either accept Islam or
agree to pay the jizya tax.

To this, al-Qaradawi produced a relatively lengthy rejoinder, which
was published in the next issue of al-Mujtama“.*¢ In it he reiterates that
clerics should confer with experts who understand the facts on the ground
before issuing fatwas. He also restates his assertion that Israel is not truly
inclined toward peace: it continues to occupy Palestinian land, establish
new settlements, and amass weapons of mass destruction. And in addi-
tion to reaffirming the sanctity of Jerusalem, al-Qaradawi rehashes the
popular conspiracy claim that the Israelis are clandestinely digging tun-
nels in the proximity of the al-Agsa Mosque in Jerusalem to prepare for

s Al-Mujtama“ 11 40.
 Al-Mujtama“ 1141.
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the rebuilding of thél'hird Temple. The Israelis,he adds,envision a day
in which their nation will extend from the Euphrates to the Nilus,
he alleges,they are now calling for peace because they are troubled by
Palestinian resistance movements.

Al-Qaradawi dismisses bin Bag’attempt to compare the current peace
talks with Muhammad truce of HudaybiyyaBin Baz had stated that the
Prophet signed this truce with enemies who had driven him and his fol-
lowers out of their homes in Meccdccording to alQaradawi,howeves
this is a mischaracterization of what occurredvhen the Muslims left
Mecca, they were compelled to do ssecretly, for the Meccan polythe-
ists did not,in fact,want them to leaveAlthough the Qur’an itself states
that the poor Muslim emigrants werédriven from their homes and pos-
sessions”(59:8),al-Qaradawi insists that this passage was not intended
to be interpreted literallythe Muslims were“driven” out of Mecca by
persecution, not physical expulsionAs for the truce of Hudaybiyya,
Muhammad3 decision to sign this seemingly unfavorable pact was made
under exceptional circumstancesin accord with divine inspiration to
which only he had access.

Al-Qaradawi proceeds to address bin Bag’interpretation of the
Qur’anic statement,“So [believers] do not lose heart and cry out for
peace. It is you who have the upper hand: God is with you47:35).
While bin Baz saw this verse as being addressed to Muslims who occupy
a position of strengthal-Qaradawi argues that it actually speaks to
Muslims who are in a state of weakness; when the Qur’an declares that
Muslims “have the upper hand; it is simply reminding them that they
have God on their sideTo support this reading,al-Qaradawi points
to a similar Qur’anic statement!Do not lose heart or despair # you
are true believers you have the upper hand(3:139).As al-Qaradawi
observes,this verse appears in the third chapter of the Qur’dili-Imran
(The Family of Imran)which, according to Muslim commentatorsyas
revealed after Muhammad’army had been defeated in the second major
battle of Islamic historythe Battle of Uhud.

Al-Qaradawi also critiques bin Bag’conception of jihad: if Muslims
must constantly fght even peaceable nonMuslim-controlled countries
and not “cry out for peace”whenever they are in a position of power
as bin Baz asserts,then according to alQaradawi, this would render
Muslims morally bankrupt‘opportunists”; in this casetheir primary
objective would be the attainment of supremacy and not simply security
Al-Qaradawi clarifes that what he is calling for is defensive amot
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aggressive —jihad. Although he recognizes the legitimacy of aggressive
jihad, he holds that warfare against nonthreateningpnrepressive states
is generally unjustifible. Peace is the idealBut it cannot be pursued if the
other party inclines toward aggression and suppression.

What is intriguing about this modern exchange is that when we go
beyond the actual positions taken by both scholars and examine their
reasoning,we find thatbin Baz is hardly the dove some might presume
him to be.On account of his call for peace with Isradljn Laden vehe-
mently criticized bin Baz (in a December 1994 statement thasHall
discuss later); so it is tempting to juxtapose these twoBut consider
the implication of bin Bag’argument:if Muslims are in a position of
strength, they must pursue aggressive jihadgresumably until they con-
trol the world.

In contrast,al-Qaradawi holds that jihad is only justable when the
enemy is deemed threatening andt repressive.This means that,unlike
bin Baz, al-Qaradawi— here and elsewhere— effectively advances the
argument (articulated by among others, Sherman A. Jackson) that
conquestdriven aggressive jihad should generally not be waged in a
modern context!® Again,al-Qaradawid call for war against Israel was
inspired by his particulgmdmittedly conspiracytheoryladen assessment
of the facts on the ground and not,say, the Qur’and “sword verse?™
Even his reference to the sanctity of Jerusalem stems from his concern
that the holy sites are at riskAs he repeatedly states that clerics must

7 For bin Laden’s criticism of bin Baz, see his December 1994 statement on the “Betrayal
of Palestine” in bin Laden, Messages to the World, 3-14.

 This is made clear in al-Qaradawi’s two-volume set Figh al-jibad (Jurisprudence of
Jihad). In the latter, however, al-Qaradawi clarifies that aggressive jihad is justifiable
if tyrannical rulers prevent Muslims from proselytizing (see, for instance, al-Qaradawi
Figh al-jihad, 1:259). But as Ahmed Al-Dawoody observes, “it seems inconceivable” that
Muslims today would declare war on the basis of an inability to proselytize; in fact, “the
freedom to practise Islam is more secure in some non-Muslim countries than in a few
Muslim ones” (Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 199).

. Although al-Qaradawi often refers to Israelis as simply “the Jews,” he insists that his call
to war has nothing to do with “Jewishness” (see Reiter, War, Peace and International
Relations in Islam, 124-127); speaks of the salvation of various categories of non-
Muslims, Jews and others (al-Qaradawi, Fatawa mu‘asira, 3:154-156; see Khalil, Islam
and the Fate of Others, 131-132); and states that the conflict with Zionism concerns
justice and is not simply a religious war (al-Qaradawi, Fatawa mu‘asira, 3:198-199). In
a March 2007 statement, he indicated that he would only recognize the state of Israel if
the Israelis recognized a truly sovereign Palestinian state. This statement was posted on
al-Qaradawi’s official website (www.qaradawi.net) and appears in translation in Reiter,
War, Peace and International Relations in Islam, 124.
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consult experts in political science and diplomacy before issuing fatwas
that pertain to political poligyone can only wonder how different his
own position might have been had he been exposed to alternative sources
of informationlIn any case,as we shall see later Chapter 4), what is par
ticularly troubling about aQaradawid doctrine of jihad is his rules for
conducting warfareparticularly inthe Palestinian context.

CONDUCTING JIHAD JUSTLY

In developing rules for conducting armed jihad, Muslim scholars rely
heavily on hadiths and other material outside the Qur’an. This is because
the latter makes mostly general statements, such as, “Fight in God’s cause
against those who fight you, but do not overstep the limits” (2:190). One
of the “limits” widely recognized by Muslim scholars, medieval and mod-
ern, is that it “is not permissible to kill [the opponents’] women and [pre-
pubescent] children if they are not in direct combat.”2° This prohibition
comes directly from the hadith tradition (including, among other sources,
the collections of al-Bukhari and Muslim). Muslim scholars invoke other
statements ascribed to the Prophet and his followers when expanding on
this prohibition, often including the elderly, the blind, the sick, the inca-
pacitated, the mentally disabled, clergy, and individuals such as farmers,
craftsmen, and traders who do not engage in fighting — even if they are
paid to do services on the battlefield.>"

As one might infer, however, these categories were not unanimously
agreed upon. For instance, a minority of scholars maintained that
it would be permissible to attack all non-Muslim men who were nei-
ther under Muslim rule nor protected by a truce.>* The twelfth-century
scholar al-Kasani (d. 1191) held that only enemy men who are capable of
fighting may be targeted in battle; but even in the case of women and chil-
dren, if civilians incite warfare against Muslim forces, reveal their hiding
places, or occupy authoritative roles and benefit enemy forces with their
judgment, they may be killed.> Meanwhile, various scholars belonging
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Al-Akiti, Defending the Transgressed, 20.

See Peters (ed.), Jihad in Classical and Modern Islam, 33—35 (ibn Rushd’s al-Bidaya);
Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 84 (commentary on Qur’an 2:190-194); and Al-Dawoody,
The Islamic Law of War, 112-116.

See Peters (ed.), Jibad in Classical and Modern Islam, 33-3 5 (ibn Rushd’s al-Bidaya); and
Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 81, 111.

Al-Kasani, Bada’i* al-sana’i’; 9:399 (cited and discussed in Syed, “Jihad in Classical
Islamic Legal and Moral Thought,” 148-149).
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to the Sunni Maliki school of thought maintained that even women who
directly aid and abet enemy forces and attack Muslim soldiers by throw-
ing stones at them may not be targeted.

We encounter additional tensions in modern jihad discourdes we
shall see,radicals such as bin Laden and some controversial clerics expand
the category of“combatants”beyond medieval standards to include all
male and female citizens of nations deemed threatenitigMeanwhile,
the Oxford-based Malaysian scholar Muhammad Afifi al-Akiti asserts
that, according to a popular Islamic legal opinion, even in the midst
of a “valid war,” one must not attack hostile enemy soldiers who are
“off-duty,” not engaged in combat, and not occupying a “valid military
target,” that is, a battlefield or military base.¢

When fighting enemy combatants who are intermingled with civilians,
however, the most popular opinion has long been that the responsibility for
the “collateral” deaths falls on the enemy, not on the Muslim fighters. This
position is grounded in a well-known hadith (versions of which appear in the
collections of al-Bukhari and Muslim) in which one of Muhammad’s com-
panions asks him whether it would be permissible to attack an enemy force
at night, when its affiliated noncombatants could be harmed collaterally. The
Prophet responds in the affirmative: “they are of them.” Interestingly, however,
some scholars hold that this hadith was abrogated, and according to another
widely accepted hadith (recorded by al-Bukhari), “whenever the Prophet
reached a people by night, he never started an attack until it was morning.”*”

Another precedent invoked for the legitimization of collateral damage
comes from a biographical account of Muhammad’s siege of a fortress in
the Arabian city of T2’if in 630. According to this account, when Muslim
forces were unable to penetrate the walls protecting the enemy Thagqif
tribe, the Prophet permitted the use of a mangonel (a catapult used to
throw large stones); however, this turned out to be a brief, ineffectual
attempt to breach the well-guarded fortifications. In fact, it is not clear
that the mangonel the Muslims constructed was put to use in the first
place, and some of the individuals attempting to operate it were killed

*+ See al-Dardir, al-Sharh al-kabir, 2:176; and Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 113.
The term “combatant” (al-muqatila) has long been used in the Islamic tradition and appears
in certain hadiths and prophetic biographies. See, for instance, note 35 in what follows.

*6 Al-Akiti, Defending the Transgressed, 33—3 4.

Both of these hadiths are translated and discussed in Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of
War, 119. My translation of the Prophet’s response in the first hadith differs slightly from
that of Al-Dawoody, who renders it, “they are from them” (minhum) (emphasis added).
On the abrogation claim, see al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:751-752.
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when the forces ofl'haqif attacked them with hot iron and arrow$The
Muslim army subsequently continued to lay siege #a’if (without the
use of mangonels),and the Thaqif eventually surrenderedConsidering
that our sources portray Muhammad as having generally avoided using
weapons of mass destructionyarious Muslim scholars only permitted
their use in cases of selflefense and“necessity”(darum).>

The principle of necessity is widely recognized in Islamic |atwough
scholars disagree on its precise conditions and parameteif. Muslim
forces feel threatened- as they would in a defensive jihad they could
justifiably invoke necessity to legitimizeertainactions that would other
wise be forbiddenAccording to many scholarsgne such action would be
to attack— but not exclusively target noncombatants (including Muslim
ones) who are used as human shields by a threatening enesiReturning
to weapons of mass destructiomecessity could also be invoked to justify
their use if this might deter an enemy force that has already resorted to
using such weapons -a case of reciprocity

Proponents of reciprocal retaliation typically point to Qur’anic state-
ments such as, “So if anyone commits aggression against you, attack
him as he attacked you” (2:194); “fight the polytheists all together as
they fight you all together” (9:36); “God will help those who retali-
ate against an aggressive act merely with its like and are then wronged
again” (22:60); and “If you [believers] respond to an attack, make your
response proportionate” (16:126). For various medieval scholars, this
principle of reciprocity, predicated on necessity, “not only permitted
but required Muslims to resort to rather indiscriminate and destructive

8 See al-Wagqidi, The Kitab al-Maghazi of al-Wagqidi, 3:927-928; ibn Kathir, al-Sira al-
nabawiyya, 3:658-659; Peters (ed.), Jibad in Classical and Modern Islam, 36 (ibn Rushd’s
al-Bidaya); Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 123-124; and Hashmi, “Ethics and
Weapons of Mass Destruction,” 328. In al-Waqidi’s classical record of the Prophet’s bat-
tles (the Maghazi), we read that it was Muhammad’s Persian companion Salman al-Farisi
who initially suggested the use of a mangonel at Ta’if; he reportedly told the Prophet
that mangonels were used in Persia to shoot at enemy fortresses (al-Wagqidi, The Kitab
al-Maghazi of al-Wagqidi, 3:927).

See Abou El Fadl, “The Rules of Killing at War,” 156. Here the Muslim scholar and aca-
demic Khaled Abou El Fadl notes that the use of fire was especially controversial among
medieval Muslim jurists (for more on this point, see Peters [ed.], Jibad in Classical and
Modern Islam, 35-36 [ibn Rushd’s al-Bidayal). Incidentally, Abou El Fadl also observes
that although Muslim scholars generally regarded wars against fellow Muslims as police
actions, there exist “remarkable similarities in the discursive practice of the classical
jurists on fighting Muslims and non-Muslims.”

5 See, for instance, al-Tabari, Kitab al-jihad, 5—7; and Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of

War, 116-118.
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methods” — this excludes the specific targeting of innocents — “if the
enemy initiated their use.”3"

The scriptural basis for this particular notion of obligatory reciprocity,
however, is not as firm as one might think. For instance, the final passage
cited in the previous paragraph (16:126) continues, “but it is best to stand
fast. So [Prophet] be steadfast: your steadfastness comes only from God.
Do not grieve over them; do not be distressed by their scheming, for God
is with those who are mindful of Him and who do good” (16:126-128).
According to most of the classical commentaries on the Qur’an, this
passage was revealed after the Meccan polytheists had killed and muti-
lated many Muslims, including Muhammad’s beloved uncle Hamza, in
the Battle of Uhud. In a moment of anger, Muhammad is said to have
made an oath to kill and mutilate many of the polytheists; some of his
followers made similar oaths. It was in response to such oaths that the
passage was reportedly revealed: it was intended both to limit any pos-
sible retaliation so that it would be proportionate and to encourage the
Prophet to be patient so that he would refrain from revenge altogether.
Indeed, Muhammad subsequently atoned for his oath and even forgave
Hamza’s killer.3* Incidentally, he also reportedly issued general prohib-
itions against the mutilation of humans and animals and even instructed
his followers to try to avoid striking the enemy’s face during battle.3

31 Hashmi, “Ethics and Weapons of Mass Destruction,” 330 (emphasis added). Islamic pol-
itical philosophy scholar Sohail Hashmi opines, “The use in war of any WMD [weapon
of mass destruction] should be rejected by Muslims, even as purely second-strike weap-
ons. Retaliating with chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons against an unscrupulous
enemy who initiates their use is not likely to deter the enemy from further use ... Their
use in retaliation can only be seen as an inhumane punishment ... The attitude common-
place among early Muslim theorists that the responsibility for the death of enemy non-
combatants lies with the enemy commanders who refused to remove them from harm’s
way cannot be validly applied in the age of WMD” (Hashmi, “Ethics and Weapons of
Mass Destruction,” 335).

3> See Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 691-692 (commentary on Qur’an 16:126-128).

These prohibitions appear in numerous hadith collections. Most scholars of Islamic law

held that torture of enemy soldiers is also generally forbidden (see Abou El Fadl, “The

Rules of Killing at War,” 156). For surveys of the various scholarly views concerning the

destruction of enemy property and possessions, see Peters (ed.), [ibad in Classical and

Modern Islam, 36-37 (ibn Rushd’s al-Bidaya); and Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of

War, 126-129. As Al-Dawoody notes, Muslim sources offer “two conflicting incidents”:

(1) a report of Muhammad cutting down the palm trees of an enemy tribe during a siege

to compel them to surrender and (2) a report of Muhammad’s companion and first polit-

ical successor (or caliph) Abu Bakr instructing his army commander not to destroy build-
ings, harm palm and other fruit-bearing trees, or slaughter animals “except for food.”

b
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The notion that Muslims should not blindly imitate the wartime prac-
tices of their enemies is made explicit in a wddlhhown account involving
the first caliph (the political successor to Muhammadybu Bakr (r632 to
634).When one of his followers presented him with the decapitated head
of a Byzantine leaderAbu Bakr rebuked himWhen the follower com-
mented that such was the practice of their enemieApu Bakr retorted,
“Do you take your guidance from the Persians and the Byzantines?It
is, therefore,in spite ofsuch sentiments and likely owing to pragmatic
considerations that reciprocity became a widely invoked legal principle.

As for the treatment of prisoners of war at least those not found
guilty of any major crimesuch as treason— some scholars held that
“under no circumstances’tould they be executed and that this was the
consensus view of Muhammad’companions.Most scholars,howeves
gravitated toward a“functional approach’that left this decision to the
discretion of the Muslim rule¥ But although lying to the enemy is gener
ally permitted during warfaré$ if enemy combatants are offered security
in return for their surrendethis offer must be honoredgnd they cannot
be harmed3”

34+ Al-Bayhagqi, al-Sunan al-kubra, 9:223. See al-Qarafi, al-Dhakhira, 3:408; and Abu Id,
al-‘Alaqat al-kharijiyya fi dawlat al-khilafa, 222.

55 Abou El Fadl, “The Rules of Killing at War,” 152-153. Also see Peters (ed.), Jibad in
Classical and Modern Islam, 31-32 (ibn Rushd’s al-Bidaya); and Al-Dawoody, The
Islamic Law of War, 136-139. As Abou El Fadl notes, “The ruler is granted discre-
tion over the execution of male prisoners of a fighting age because of the risk that such
males pose to Muslims. Arguably, people who are capable of fighting pose a continuing
threat to Muslims, and the ruler is entrusted to evaluate that risk and act on it” (Abou
El Fadl, “The Rules of Killing at War,” 153). According to hadiths appearing in, among
other sources, the collections of al-Bukhari and Muslim, following the perilous Battle of
the Ditch, Muhammad oversaw the execution of the “combatants” (mugqatila) — some
accounts say “men” (rijal) — of the Jewish tribe of Banu Qurayza who were taken as
prisoners after they had betrayed and “fought” (harabat Qurayza) the Prophet. (Some of
Banu Qurayza’s men sought Muhammad’s protection and were spared; we are informed
that they converted to Islam.) In their treatment of the same incident, the classical biog-
raphies of the Prophet claim that hundreds (the precise numbers vary widely) of impris-
oned Banu Qurayza males of a fighting age were executed — a claim that is disputed by
some modern scholars (see, for instance, Ahmad, Mubammad and the Jews, chapter 4;
and Arafat, “New Light on the Story of Banu Qurayza and the Jews of Medina”; cf.
Kister, “The Massacre of the Banu Qurayza”).

36 There is, of course, nothing particularly “Islamic” about the tactic of deceiving the enemy

in battle. This age-old war tactic is promoted in, among other works, the famous ancient

Chinese military treatise The Art of War, attributed to Sun Tzu (d. 544 BCE): “All war-

fare is based on deception” (chapter 1, verse 18).

See Peters (ed.), Jibad in Classical and Modern Islam, 32-33 (ibn Rushd’s al-Bidaya); and

Abou El Fadl, “The Rules of Killing at War,” 156.
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One final rule of armed jihad worth mentioning here pertains to the
prelude to warIn line with the example of the earliest Muslimsari-
ous scholars held thatbefore launching a military campaignyluslim
forces must give a notice of attack and offer their ndduslim enemies an
opportunity to convert to Islam ot in the case of JewsChristians,and
arguably many others- to accept Muslim rule and enjoy limited rights
by paying thejizya tax.®

Notwithstanding such particularitieso quote Islamic legal scholar
AhmadAtif Ahmad,“jihad theories address the same puzzling issues that
engaged nonMuslim theorists of war in ancientymedieval, and mod-
ern times? To Ahmad3’ mind, however because Muslim scholars were
often not directly tied to state apparatuse$jihad jurisprudence provides
an example of lesser degrees of comfort with violence than many other
examples of war theorizatiofi? And yet Ahmad recognizes an unfortu-
nate reality: a study of the past reveals thftheories of legitimate war
hardly regulate the practice of actual wars or adequately describe histor
ical wars?+° Nevertheless,these “theories”— the rules of jihad in the case
of Muslims —remain criticalfor they offer a faite spectrum of criteria for
assessing the moral andir legal status of armed coniftts.

38 See Peters (ed.), Jibad in Classical and Modern Islam, 37—38 (ibn Rushd’s al-Bidaya); and
Ahmad, Islam, Modernity, Violence, and Everyday Life, 124-125, 128-129, 135.

9 Ahmad, Islam, Modernity, Violence, and Everyday Life, 8. For a general comparison of
Muslim and Western conceptions of “just war,” see Blankinship, “Parity of Muslim and
Western Concepts of Just War.”

4 Ahmad, Islam, Modernity, Violence, and Everyday Life, 118.
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PART II

VIOLENT RADICALISM: BIN LADEN,
9/11, AND ISIS

Before the recent atrocities committed by ISIS, there were the haunting
events of Tuesday, September 11, 2001. On a day when nearly three thou-
sand civilians were killed in the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center,
the Pentagon, and a field in Pennsylvania, we learned that the perpetra-
tors of the tragedy were Muslims who claimed to be acting in the name of
Islam. What is more, televised images of some Muslims overseas rejoicing
in the streets left indelible imprints in the minds of countless Westerners.
Many were left to wonder how adherents of one of the world’s larg-
est religions could condone and even celebrate such barbarity and evil.
English translations of the Qur’an quickly became bestsellers, and politi-
cians and pundits throughout the world had much to say about the vio-
lent — or peaceful — nature of Islam. Occupying center stage in this global
drama was the figure behind 9/11, Osama bin Laden.

33
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“So We Kill TheirInnocents”
Bin Laden and 9t 1

I shall lead my steed
and hurl us both at the target.
Oh Lord,if my end is nigh,
may my tomb not be draped
in green mantles.
No, let it be the belly of an eagle,
perched up on high with his kin.
So let me be a martyr
dwelling in a high mountain pass
among a band of knights who,
united in devotion to God,
descend to face armies.
When they leave this world,
they leave trouble behind,
and meet their Day of Judgment,
as told in the Scriptures.
— Osama bin Laden Eid al-Adha sermon,
February 14, 2003

On May 2,20r11, shortly after midnighta United States special forces
military unit penetrated the secret residence of Osama bin Laden in
Abbottabad,Pakistan. Following an intense fiefight, the unit achieved
its objective of killing the previously elusive bin Laddress than twenty-
four hours lateythe body of one of the most wantedgfures in modern
history was buried at sea.

* Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 205.
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As he presumably imagined ithin Laden achieved his objective of
martyrdom.In the eyes of many of his countrymen and coreligionists,
howeves this was the inglorious fial chapter of a disturbing life story
The purpose of the present chapter is to examine relevant aspects of this
life story paying special attention to bin Ladenitatements regarding his
most infamous scheme.

OSAMA

Osama bin Muhammad bin Awad bin Laden was born in Riyadh on March
10, 1957. His father Muhammad was a Yemeni laborer who had spent
most of his life in Saudi Arabia and, despite his humble origins, established
both a successful construction company and close ties with the Saudi royal
family. When his plane tragically crashed in 1967, he left behind a fortune
worth billions of dollars. Having married and divorced dozens of women,
he fathered well over fifty children. Osama’s mother was a Syrian woman
named Hamida Ibrahim (also known as Alia Ghanem), and her association
with Muhammad was short lived, Osama being their only shared child. She
subsequently married another Yemeni and gave birth to four other children.

Although he was close to his mother, Osama seemed destined to fol-
low in his father’s footsteps. After spending some time in Jeddah at the
Management and Economics School at King Abdulaziz University (he
evidently never graduated), he joined his family’s construction business
and proved to be an effective manager and amassed some wealth.

Religion was undoubtedly an important dimension of bin Laden’s life,
and not simply because he spent much of his youth residing in the sacred
cities of Mecca and Medina. Although he was never formally trained in
Islamic studies, he was in frequent contact with various scholars of Islam,
particularly those of the conservative Salafi and Wahhabi traditions, and
came to acquire a reputation of being devout and knowledgeable. Aside
from the Prophet Muhammad and his companions, bin Laden was greatly
inspired by Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi (also known as Saladin; d. 1193), the
famous warrior who reclaimed Jerusalem from the Crusaders, and ibn
Taymiyya (d. 1328), an influential scholar-warrior whose controversial
views led to his imprisonment in Egypt and Syria. Bin Laden revered and
sought to emulate those willing to sacrifice their well-being for the sake
of the truth and in defense of their fellow Muslims.>

> My biographical sketch of bin Laden in this chapter draws much from Michael Scheuer’s
2011 book Osama Bin Laden. Although not without its shortcomings, this is an
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THE AFGHAN STRUGGLE

It was precisely this spirit of sacrifice that inspired bin Laden to relocate
to Pakistan to support his Muslim brethren in neighboring Afghanistan
shortly after the 1979 Soviet invasion. Making use of his wealth, Saudi
connections, and technical and managerial skills, bin Laden went to
great lengths to support the Afghan mujabidin (literally, “those who
engage in jihad”). In 1984, he joined forces with Abdullah Azzam (d.
1989), a Palestinian Islamist and scholar of Islamic law.> Together they
founded Maktab al-Khadamat (“Services Bureau”), an organization that
recruited foreign mujahidin and raised both awareness and funds in sup-
port of the Afghan Muslim struggle against communism — a struggle,
incidentally, that did not involve suicide missions. Although bin Laden
and Azzam did not always see eye to eye, it would appear that they
continued to support each other until Azzam’s mysterious assassination
in 1989.

The year 1989 also marked the official end of the failed Soviet occupa-
tion of Afghanistan. The outcome of this decade-long struggle contrib-
uted to bin Laden’s growing belief that armed jihad was necessary for
the future of Islam. After all, bin Laden had just finished “fighting Soviets
who had no interest in negotiations and left Afghanistan only because
victory was not in sight and their economy was being ravaged by the cost
of war.”+ And the victors included not only Afghans (the obvious major-
ity) but also Muslims of different ethnicities and nationalities — Muslims
united under the banner of Islam.

But this struggle also attracted “a wide variety of radicals from
Muslim antigovernmental and resistance movements and fused them

important study, one that builds upon and serves as a corrective to earlier works on bin
Laden, including Lawrence Wright’s The Looming Tower and Scheuer’s own Through
Our Enemies’ Eyes. In the latter (9293, 114, 392), Scheuer makes the common asser-
tion that bin Laden was profoundly influenced by the Egyptian Islamist thinker Sayyid
Qutb (d. 1966) (erroneously identified as Qutb’s brother Muhammad, whom bin Laden
knew personally). Scheuer convincingly repudiates this idea in Osama Bin Laden, 41-42.
According to Fawaz Gerges, although bin Laden and his associate Ayman al-Zawahiri
praised Qutb, they “twisted” his ideas “to suit their purposes ... Qutb never called for a
confrontation with the West and instead exhorted [his followers] to strike at Arab rul-
ers who conspired with Islam’s external enemies and allowed them to infiltrate Muslim
lands ... [H]e showed no interest in ... the targeting of Western powers” (Gerges, The Rise
and Fall of Al-Qaeda, 31-32).

Although bin Laden may have encountered Azzam in Saudi Arabia before the Afghan war,
there is no concrete evidence of such an encounter (see Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, 53).
+ Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, 70.

-
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together.”s It would seem that shortly before the formal conclusion
of the war, bin Laden and other Islamists laid the ideological founda-
tions for an insurgent organization that eventually came to be known as
al-Qaeda (“the Base”).¢ Building on the success of the Afghan struggle,
bin Laden now sought to promote, sponsor, and facilitate armed jihad
throughout the world, wherever it was needed. In a 1989 interview, bin
Laden proclaimed,

It is due to God’s blessing that we are returning to jihad after long years of negli-
gence and after the Islamic holy sites have been taken; Muslim women were taken
prisoner; and their land and honor were violated ... God has blessed us with tak-
ing jihad in our hands in order to make up for our misdeeds when we abandoned
religion in the past ... I would like to advise my brother Muslims in all parts of
the East and West to take the initiative and leave what they are doing to assist in
raising the banner of jihad for the cause of God ... May God accept our and your
prayers and our urging of believers to perform jihad in order to deter the infidel
forces and be truthful.”

Here we encounter themes that would reappear in bin Laden’s later state-
ments, including the idea that Muslims can only blame themselves for
their failings and that they must partake in defensive jihad for the sake
of protection and in order to reclaim lands — most notably sacred ones —
that were taken from them.® (Given that bin Laden made this statement
in the late 1980s, before the 1991 Gulf War, we can assume that his refer-
ence to “Islamic holy sites” pertains, at the very least, to Jerusalem, home
of al-Agsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock.)

By the end of the 1980s, with reports circulating about the wealthy bin
Laden’s sacrifices and heroics in war, he had become renowned in Saudi
Arabia. Having completed his mission in Pakistan and Afghanistan, he
returned to his home country a star. And yet, just a few years later, he was
stripped of his Saudi citizenship.

5 Cook, Understanding Jibad, 12.8.

¢ As Gerges notes, “Although the evidence is sketchy and inconclusive, in 1988 in
Peshawar, bin Laden and a dozen or so close associates appeared to have set up al-
Qaeda al-Askariya, or ‘a training base’ — as bin Laden subsequently recalled - ‘and
that is where the name came from’.” In any case, the “formal launch” of the organ-
ization known as al-Qaeda was in 1998 (Gerges, The Rise and Fall of Al-Qaeda,
50, 56).

7 Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, 76—77. As Scheuer notes, this statement was made by bin
Laden in an interview appearing in a 1989 documentary film called The Arab Ansar in
Afghanistan. This film was issued in 2006 by Islamic Muhajirun Network.

8 Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, 77.
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DEFENDING ARABIA

Despite their different perspectives, bin Laden had remained loyal to the
Saudi royal family. Throughout the early 1990s, however, that loyalty
was replaced by animosity. Bin Laden began to view the Saudi estab-
lishment — including state-affiliated religious scholars — as hypocritical,
misguided, corrupt, and greedy: while the Saudis lauded and supported
the fight against communism in Afghanistan, they refused to do the same
in Yemen; when certain scholars of Islam decried what they perceived
to be corruption of the Saudi regime, they were imprisoned; and despite
the royal family’s enormous wealth (acquired in part through means bin
Laden considered usurious and therefore sinful), government social ser-
vices often proved to be inadequate.

What truly infuriated bin Laden, however, was the regime’s response
to the Iraqi invasion of neighboring Kuwait in August 1990. Bin Laden
offered to protect his home country, as he was confident in his ability to
mobilize fellow veterans of the Soviet—Afghan War and manage the Saudi
defense. But not only did the royal family turn him down, they invited
the United States military in his stead — a decision that was legitimized
by the then Saudi grand mufti Abdulaziz bin Baz (d. 1999). Before long,
the United States had set up various bases throughout the Saudi kingdom
and other parts of the Arabian peninsula.

To understand why the Saudi grand mufti — a cleric — felt compelled
to address this issue in the first place, one must appreciate the religious
significance of Arabia. A segment of the Muslim population considers
the entirety of the Arabian peninsula to be an Islamic sanctuary. This
idea can be traced back to a hadith in which — according to one popular
version of the account — Muhammad expresses his intention to permit
only Muslims to reside in the “peninsula of the Arabs” (jazirat al-‘Arab).°
Considering the understanding and precedent of the early caliphs, how-
ever, the prevailing view of Muslim scholars is that this “peninsula” cor-
responds roughly to the Hijaz, a sensitive region in the western part of the
Arabian peninsula that encompasses Mecca and Medina.™

Be that as it may, in a 1997 interview, bin Laden declared, “In our reli-
gion, it is not permissible for any non-Muslim to stay in our country.”'*

o This particular account appears in, among other sources, the hadith collection of (the
scholar named) Muslim.

> On the prevailing medieval Muslim understanding of the “peninsula of the Arabs,” see
Brown, Misquoting Mubammad, 127.

' Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 47.
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Given that nonMuslim civilians had long resided in various parts of Saudi
Arabia (and other countries of th&rabian peninsula)jt would seem that
what most bothered bin Laden was the introduction Afnerican soldiers
to the region'> And although most of these soldiers operated near the
eastern coast of theArabian peninsula immediately beforeuring,and
long after the T991 GulWar (most left in 2003 )pver several months in
1990 and 1991,the American armed forces made use of air bases in the
Hijaz, not far from Mecca and MedinaAccording to the Saudi regime,
this was a temporaryreligiously permissible accommodatiomnd one
that was justifed on the basis of necessit}s

In any case,shortly after the monarchy’1990 decision to invite the
United States to SaudiArabia, an increasingly vocal bin Laden warned
the regime that theAmerican forces would never leave. Around this
time, the Saudi military raided a farm near Jeddah owned by bin Laden,
who was by then something of a nuisance to the monarcHyismayed
and disillusioned,bin Laden decided to leave his home countrRerhaps
he envisioned himself one day returning a hero once again; but there
would be no homecoming after this.

He made his way back to Pakistan only tonfd dissension and disorder
among theAfghan insurgentsHe quickly realized he would need to plant
roots elsewhere. Toward the end of 1991he and his family relocated
to Sudan and remained there until 1998¥elcomed by the controver
sial Islamist leader Hasan aTFurabi (d.2016), bin Laden wasted little
time creating new wealth using the skills herdt acquired working in his
fathery business.He also began planning attacks on the United States
military

ANTAGONISM

Bin Laden came to loathe the United States, largely because of its for-
eign policy. As we shall soon see, bin Laden compiled a laundry list of

> In a 2004 statement, bin Laden criticized the Saudi regime for allowing “Muhammad’s
peninsula to be occupied by the Jews and Christians, letting them take control and giving
them military bases” (bin Laden, Messages to the World, 264).

The notion that non-Muslims may enter the Hijaz can be traced back to early
Islam. During the reign of the second caliph Umar (who ruled from 634 to 644), for
instance, Jewish, Christian, and Zoroastrian merchants were reportedly permitted to
remain in Medina for up to three days every year (Brown, Misquoting Mubhammad,
127).

4 Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, 81.

<
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grievances against the world’lone remaining superpowerFrom his
personal experiencehe felt that the United States had misled and taken
advantage of theAfghanmujabidin after arming and supporting ther,
once the Soviets leftAfghanistan,the United States pushed for a non-
Islamist regime that would include formékfghan communistsIn short,
the United States came to prefer former enemies over former allies; from
bin Laden$ perspective,this was a manifest betrayalAnd now with the
United States positioned inside SaudArabia, bin Laden held that the
former was infhencing and manipulating the latteDrawing on lessons
he learned from the SovietAfghan War, bin Laden became convinced
that violence was necessary to curAmerican imperialism.

In 1992,the United States commenced a multinational initiative called
Operation Restore Hope in warorn Somalia.The stated objective of
this operation was to establish security and facilitate the delivery of
humanitarian relief Ever distrustful ofAmerica3 intentions,bin Laden
began assisting antiAmerican forces in the countryHe also commis-
sioned unsuccessful attacks on Somaliheund American soldiers staying
in hotelsin Aden,Yemen— bombings that nonetheless led to civilian casu-
alties,including the death of am\ustrian tourist and a hotel employeé.

To be sure,bin Laden was still deeply troubled by himear enemy”
the Saudi establishment? But he clung to the hope that his fellow Saudis
would eventually mend their countryn 1994,he established theAdvice
and Reform Committee (AR) and, through a London offie, dissemi-
nated ARC communiqués that were extremely critical of Saudi lead-
ers. It was around this time that King Fahd revoked bin Ladei$audi
citizenship.

s This support included strong words of encouragement: at the turn of the r98os, for
instance, the then United States National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski (d. 2017)
told a group of mujabidin at the Afghan-Pakistan border, “your cause is right and God
is on your side” (Glad, An Outsider in the White House, 212; “CNN Presents: Soldiers
of God”; “Zbigniew Brzezinski to the Mujahideen”).

Several years later, in March 1997, bin Laden declared, “Muslims do not believe the

US allegations that they came to save the Somalis. A man with human feelings in his

heart does not distinguish between a child killed in Palestine or in Lebanon, in Iraq or

in Bosnia. So how can we believe your claims that you came to save our children in

Somalia while you kill our children in all of those places?” (bin Laden, Messages to the

World, 54).

7 The terms “near enemy” and “far enemy” were popularized by the Egyptian radical
Islamist Muhammad Abdul Salam Faraj (d. 1982), author of the infamous pamphlet al-
Farida al-gha’iba (The Neglected Duty). For Faraj, the “near enemy” was local Muslim
regimes — Faraj’s primary targets — whereas the “far enemy” included entities such as the
United States and Britain.
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In the ARC’s communiqés, bin Laden reproaches prominent Saudi
figures for their stances concerning noMuslim enemies. Consides
for instance,bin Laden$ open letter to the grand mufti bin Badated
December 29,1994.In response to bin Baz’backing of the OsldAccords
between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organizatiem reversal of
his 1989 call for armed jihad against Israelbin Laden declares that the
“current Jewish enemy is not an enemy settled in his own original coun-
try fighting in its defense until he gains a peace agreement, but an attack-
ing enemy and a corrupter of religion and the world.” Thus, the “legal
duty” is to wage jihad in defense of the “poor men, women, and children”
of Palestine “who have nowhere to go,” so that their homeland “may be
completely liberated and returned to Islamic sovereignty.”*®

Furthermore, with American forces still in Saudi Arabia, years after
the conclusion of the 1991 Gulf War, bin Laden offers the following mes-
sage of warning to Saudi clerics:

This aggression has reached such a catastrophic and disastrous point as to have
brought about a calamity unprecedented in the history of our umma [Muslim
community], namely the invasion ... of the Arabian peninsula and Saudi Arabia,
the home of the Noble Ka‘ba, the Sacred House of God, the Muslim’s direction
of prayer, the Noble Sanctuary of the Prophet, and the city of God’s Messenger,
where the Prophetic revelation was received.

This momentous event is unprecedented both in pagan and Islamic history. For
the first time, the Crusaders have managed to achieve their historic ambitions
and dreams against our Islamic umma, gaining control over the Islamic holy
places and the Holy Sanctuaries, and hegemony over the wealth and riches of
our umma, turning the Arabian peninsula into the biggest air, land, and sea base
in the region.™

Bin Laden goes on to call for a defensive jihad and reminds his audi-
ence of the adversities of this life: “jibad will go on until the Day of
Judgment.”2°

Having recognized the threat bin Laden was becoming, in 1996, the
United States pressured Sudan to expel him. With his options limited, bin

% Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 9.

* Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 15-16. This undated statement was issued sometime
in the mid-1990s. It was during this period that radicals bombed American targets in
the Saudi cities of Riyadh and Khobar. Although bin Laden was not implicated in these
bombings, he celebrated the attackers and referred to them as martyrs (see, for instance,
bin Laden, Messages to the World, 36-38).

> Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 19.
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Laden chose to return to the site of his wartime glo#yfghanistan,and
revive his relationships with theiujahidin Having come to the conclu-
sion that little progress could be made in Muslimajority countries as
long as the United States continued to exert its imé¢hce, bin Laden was
now determined to devote much of his attention to the source of his
problem.

Shortly after his arrival in Jalalabad\fghanistan,bin Laden issued‘A
Declaration ofJibad against theAmericans Occupying the Land of the
Two Holy Sanctuaries.In thisAugust 1996 statementtypically called the
“Ladenese Epistle”™and originally published by the Londohased Arabic
newspaperal-Quds al-Arabi, bin Laden makes the case for a defensive
jihad against the United States “occupiers”of SaudiArabia, home of
Islam’ most sacred citiesMecca and Medina- as well asAmerica’ close
ally, Israel —“occupiers”of a third sacred cityJerusalem.

BIN LADEN’S CASE FOR WAR

Before considering the steps bin Laden took to justify 9/t 1, we shall flash
forward to October 2002, when a widely circulated statement attributed
to bin Laden and addressed to Americans appeared online. Although its
authenticity is contested, this statement offers an adequate summary of
bin Laden’s grievances — as expressed in various proclamations and inter-
views — against the United States:

(1) The United States military occupies various Muslim-majority
countries.

(2) The United States strongly supports unjust Muslim leaders who
oppress their own people and fail to uphold Islamic law.

(3) The United States steals Muslim wealth and oil “at paltry prices”
because of its “international influence and military threats” — the
“biggest theft ever witnessed by mankind.”

(4) American foreign policy tends to support the oppression and killing
of Muslims, and American sanctions against Iraq have led to the
deaths of “more than 1.5 million Iraqi children.” (While this figure
is likely exaggerated, it is widely recognized that a great many Iraqi
children passed away during the course of the 19902003 United
Nations Security Council sanctions on Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. Of
course each side points to the other as the ultimate cause of these

deaths.)
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(5) The United States is wholly devoted to Israel and supports its occu-
pation of Palestinian land, oppression of Palestinians, and aggres-
sion against neighboring countries, most notably Lebanon.?’

Some of these grievances appear in the 1996 Ladenese Epistle:

It is no secret to you, my brothers, that the people of Islam have been afflicted
with oppression, hostility, and injustice by the Judeo-Christian alliance and its
supporters. This shows our enemies’ belief that Muslims’ blood is the cheapest
and that their property and wealth is merely loot. Your blood has been spilt
in Palestine and Iraq, and the horrific image of the [April 1996 Israeli] mas-
sacre in Qana in Lebanon?* are still fresh in people’s minds. The massacres that
have taken place in Tajikistan, Burma, Kashmir, Assam, the Philippines, [Patani],
Ogaden, Somalia, Eritrea, Chechnya, and Bosnia-Herzegovina send shivers
down our spines and stir up our passions. All this has happened before the eyes
and ears of the world but the blatant imperial arrogance of America, under the
cover of the immoral United Nations, has prevented the dispossessed from arm-
ing themselves.*

Several weeks after the publication of the Ladenese Epistle, bin Laden
was interviewed by the Australian Muslim journal Nida’ul Islam. While
denying that he and his associates were engaging in terrorist activity, bin
Laden presented the United States and Israel as the “real” terrorists. In
his words, they accuse “others of their own affliction in order to fool the
masses.” He then pointed to “the recent Qana massacre,” the sanctions
against Iraq, and “their withholding of arms from the Muslims of Bosnia-
Herzegovina, leaving them prey to the Christian Serbians who massacred
and raped in a manner not seen in contemporary history.” He also men-
tioned “the deliberate, premeditated dropping” of atomic bombs “on cit-
ies with their entire populations of children, elderly, and women, as was
the case with Hiroshima and Nagasaki.” In contrast, he proclaimed, the
Afghan jihad “was unstained with any blood of innocent people, despite

2

Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 162—164. On the dubious authenticity of the October
2002 Internet statement (which was published in English in November 2002), see Bergen,
The Osama bin Laden I Know, xxxii. Bruce Lawrence (ed.) seems to regard the state-
ment as genuine but speculates that bin Laden’s “associates may have contributed to its
composition” (bin Laden, Messages to the World, 160).

»> This is a reference to the Israeli shelling of a United Nations base in southern Lebanon,
which occurred during heavy fighting between Israel and Hezbollah and resulted in more
than a hundred civilian deaths.

Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 25. This passage comes from an abbreviated trans-
lation of the Ladenese Epistle. For a complete English transcript, see bin Laden, Osama
Bin Laden, 32-58.

2

o
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the inhuman Russian campaign against our womeour children,and
our brothers?*

In a December 1998 interview with the Dohlaased television net-
work Al Jazeera,bin Laden elaborated,nsisting that there is nothing
uniquely Islamic about defending orepeople:

It is not acceptable in such a struggle as this that he [the Crusadeshould
attack and enter my land and holy sanctuarieand plunder Muslims’ oiland
then when he encounters any resistance from Muslintsy label them terrorists.
This is stupidityor considering others stupidWe believe that it is our legal duty
to resist this occupation with all our mighand punish it in the same way as it
punishes us ..

[W]hat is wrong with resisting those who attack yowdl religious communities
have such a principlefor example these Buddhistshoth the North Koreans and
Vietnamese who fough®America.This is a legal right...>¢

As such, resistance to theAmerican “occupation” of the Arabian
peninsula should be expectedwhatever the religion of the peninsuk’
inhabitants:

[T]f God had not blessed us with Islam then our ancestors in the pagan age would
not have let these people come either not so that these inflel asses can come
using as their excuse this invitation that wouldréven fool a child .. [W]e are
now in the ninth yearand the Americans are all lyingsaying “We have interests

in the region,and we will not move before we can guarantee theit.

Along these lines, back in March 1997, in an interview with Cable News
Network (CNN) journalist Peter Arnett, bin Laden asserted that although
peaceful relations with non-Muslims are part of the Islamic tradition,
peace is not an option when dealing with the “unjust, criminal, and tyr-
annical” United States government — a government that has “transgressed
all bounds and behaved in a way not witnessed before by any power or
any imperialist power in the world.” It is for this reason that bin Laden
chose to target the United States as opposed to its much weaker “agent,”
the Saudi regime. “Our people in the Arabian peninsula,” he stated, “will
send him [the United States] messages with no words because he does not
know any words.” But lest one assume that his only true concern was the

=+ Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 40. In 2004, on account of the American sanctions
against Iraq, bin Laden accused the United States of having committed “the greatest
slaughter of children that mankind has known” (bin Laden, Messages to the World, 267).

s Brackets in the original.

6 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 73—76.

7 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 89—9o.
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role of the United States in the Saudi kingdom, he went on to say that
“the defensive jibad against the US does not stop with its withdrawal
from the Arabian peninsula; rather, it must desist from aggressive inter-
vention against Muslims throughout the whole world ... Wherever we
look, we see the US as the leader of terrorism and crime in the world.”?
Furthermore, bin Laden declared, “the American people ... are not exon-
erated from responsibility”: they elected their government officials “des-
pite their knowledge” of their government’s “crimes in Palestine, Lebanon,
Iraq, and in other places.”* And yet bin Laden was careful to clarify that
he was not targeting civilians — a criminal practice he ascribed to the
United States.

TARGETING AMERICAN CIVILIANS

Bin Laden’s patience with American civilians did not last much longer.
Less than a year after his CNN interview, bin Laden issued a joint fatwa
with four other individuals calling on all Muslims to seize American
money and “kill the Americans and their allies — civilians and military”
so that “their armies leave all the territory of Islam, defeated, broken,
and unable to threaten any Muslim.”3° The other signatories of the fatwa
were Ayman al-Zawabhiri, bin Laden’s close associate and a leader of the

8 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 48—56.

> Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 47.

52 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 61. The journalist Peter Bergen holds that the
February 1998 fatwa derived inspiration and legitimacy from another fatwa that had
just been issued, apparently, by the controversial Egyptian cleric Omar Abdel Rahman
(popularly known as “the Blind Sheikh”; d. 2017). It is difficult to ascertain the authen-
ticity of the fatwa, which had been circulating among al-Qaeda members in Afghanistan;
at the time, Abdel Rahman was imprisoned in solitary confinement in the United States.
(Following the February 1993 World Trade Center bombing, the Federal Bureau of
Investigation began to keep a more careful eye on the New York—based Abdel Rahman
out of concern that he was involved in the attack and was planning future operations;
although he claimed his innocence, he was eventually found guilty of numerous charges,
including seditious conspiracy.) In any case, the fatwa ascribed to Abdel Rahman warns
that America is attempting to undermine Muslims and wipe out clerics “who speak the
truth.” And so it calls on “all Muslims everywhere” to “tear [the Americans] to pieces,
destroy their economies, burn their corporations, destroy their peace, sink their ships,
shoot down their planes and kill them on air, sea, and land. And kill them wherever you
may find them” (Bergen, The Osama bin Laden I Know, 202—209). What makes this
fairly brief fatwa peculiar is that it was attributed to a cleric who had received a doc-
torate in Islamic studies from the prestigious al-Azhar University in Cairo. Regardless
of whether he actually authored the fatwa, he had already stood out among al-Azhar
alumni for his radical views and had previously been involved with extremist organiza-
tions in Egypt, including al-Gama‘a al-Islamiyya and the Egyptian Islamic Jihad.
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Egyptian Islamic Jihadj Abu Yasir Rifa‘itAhmad Taha (d.2016),a rep-
resentative of Egyps’ al-Gama“‘a alislamiyya (also known as the Islamic
Group); Mir Hamzah,secretarygeneral of Pakistars’ Jamiate-Ulema
(also known as theAssembly of Pakistani Clergy); and Fazlur Rahman,
a leader of the Jihad Movement in BangladesReleased in February
1998 under the name of a newly formed alliance called the World Islamic
Front,’* the fatwa rearticulates a case for war against the United States
and presents three “well acknowledged and commonly agreed facts”:

(1) America has “occupied the holiest parts of the Islamic lands, the
Arabian peninsula, plundering its wealth, dictating to its leaders,
humiliating its people, terrorizing its neighbours and turning its bases
there into a spearhead with which to fight the neighbouring Muslim
peoples.”

(2) America has brought about “great devastation” in Iraq through “hor-

rific massacres” and sanctions that have led to “over one million”

deaths.

America’s wars, waged “for religious and economic purposes,” ben-

efit Israel, “the petty Jewish state,” and divert attention from the lat-

ter’s “occupation of Jerusalem and its murder of Muslims there.”

—
S8
N

“All of these American crimes and sins,” the fatwa states, “are a clear
proclamation of war against God, his Messenger, and the Muslims.
Religious scholars throughout Islamic history have agreed that jihad is
an individual duty when an enemy attacks Muslim countries.”33

31 For a response to the popular claim that al-Zawahiri brainwashed and manipulated bin
Laden, see Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, 11-14, 91-92. See also Gerges, The Rise and Fall
of Al-Qaeda, 58, in which Gerges quotes one of al-Zawahiri’s cohorts: al-Zawahiri “has
always believed in the primacy and urgency of battling the near enemy. He joined bin
Laden out of necessity and desperation not choice or belief.”

32 In a December 1998 interview, bin Laden indicated that one of the other signatories of
the February 1998 fatwa, Taha of al-Gama‘a al-Islamiyya, had actually chosen not to
join the newly formed World Islamic Front (bin Laden, Messages to the World, 88-89).
According to a member of al-Gama‘a al-Islamiyya named Osama Rushdi, the formation
of the World Islamic Front was “random.” When Taha was asked about his signing of
the Front’s February 1998 fatwa, “he said that he was informed by telephone about the
intention of the group to issue a statement expressing their support to the Iraqi people
against the aggression that they were suffering. He agreed to the inclusion of his name
in the statement. He was surprised to discover later that the statement referred to the
establishment of a new front and that it included a very serious fatwa that all Muslims
would be required to follow” (al-Zayyat, The Road to Al-Qaeda, 88-89). As Scheuer
observes, the World Islamic Front “never gelled as an organization” (Scheuer, Osama Bin
Laden, 114).

33 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 59—6o.
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Nearly six months latgron August 7, 1998, radicals linked to
al-Qaeda bombed American embassies in Kenya andlanzania, killing
more than 200 peopleln response,the United States launched a mis-
sile attack on a training camp in KhosAfghanistan,in an unsuccessful
attempt to kill bin Ladennow a “Most Wanted Terrorist?

In the aforementioned December 1998 interview wiftl Jazeera,bin
Laden denied his direct involvement in the embassy bombings but cel-
ebrated the attacks nonethelesdle also reaffrmed his call for the killing
of American civiliansghis time offering a clariation: “Every American
is our enemy whether he fghts directly or whether he pays taxésThis
would suggest thatAmerican children should not be harmedAs we
shall see,bin Laden actually sent mixed messages about the targeting of
American women and children.) Meanwhilehe United States and Israel
were “not only killing innocentshut children as well! They “preach one
thing and do anothef3+

The next major alQaeda attack took place on October 12poo,when
radicals bombed the USSCole while it was harbored irAden, Yemen,
killing seventeenAmerican sailorslt seems that bin Laden was attempt-
ing to lure the United States into a protractedgstly war onAfghan tee
rain in the hope that the worldlone superpower would ultimately suffer
the fate of the SovietsBut it took an even more tragic event to draw the
United States intoAfghanistan.

9/T1 AND ITS AFTERMATH

On September 11, 2001, nineteen al-Qaeda operatives hijacked four
American passenger airplanes, crashing one into the Pentagon and
two into New York City’s World Trade Center, leading to the eventual
destruction of the Twin Towers; the fourth aircraft crashed into a field in
Pennsylvania following a scuffle between the hijackers and some of the
passengers. In all, nearly 3,000 people perished in the deadliest terrorist
attack on American soil.

In response, then American president George W. Bush launched the
War on Terror, famously declaring, “Either you are with us, or you are
with the terrorists.” When the Taliban government of Afghanistan refused
to turn bin Laden over to the United States, the latter commenced an
aerial bombing campaign on Taliban and al-Qaeda targets as part of
Operation Enduring Freedom.

3+ Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 70.
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On the frst night of the operationQctober 7,2001,Al Jazeera aired a
short video message from bin Lademrgcorded a few days earliefn it bin
Laden is seen celebrating a/1: “God has struckAmerica at itsAchilles
heel and destroyed its greatest buildings..America has been filed with
terror from north to south and from east to west What America is tast-
ing today is but a fraction of what we have tasted for decades.

THE “CLASH”: INTERVIEWS IN THE IMMEDIATE
AFTERMATH OF 9/11

Approximately two weeks after the United States launched Operation
Enduring Freedom, bin Laden was interviewed by the well-known Al
Jazeera reporter Taysir Alluni — an interview that was not aired until
late January 2002. In this conversation, “the most revealing exchange
with bin Laden on record,”3¢ bin Laden presented the September 11
attacks as a case of “self-defense” — “defense of our brothers and sons
in Palestine, and in order to free our holy sanctuaries.” And, he pro-
claimed, if killing those who “kill our sons is terrorism, then let history
witness that we are terrorists.”37 If anything, he asserted, the American
response to 9/11

proved very clearly the magnitude of the terrorism America inflicts in the world.
Bush admitted that there can only be two kinds of people: one kind being Bush
and his followers; and any nation that doesn’t follow the Bush government, or
the World Crusade, is guaranteed to be included with the terrorists. What kind of
terrorism is more terrifying and evident than this?3*

Thus, he added, whoever among Muslims “walks behind Bush or his
plan” and takes the Jews or Christians as allies at the expense of fellow

35 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 104.

3¢ Bruce Lawrence (ed.) in bin Laden, Messages to the World, 106.

57 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 1o07.

38 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 113. In this same interview, bin Laden drew attention
to the fact that in a September 16, 2001, speech, Bush referred to what would be known
as the War on Terror as a “crusade” against terrorism. Bush later apologized for the use
of this term in that context. Bin Laden exclaimed, “The odd thing about this is that he
has taken the words right out of our mouth [that this war is a Crusade] ... [W]hen Bush
speaks, people make apologies for him and they say that he didn’t mean to say that this
war is a Crusade, even though he himself said that it was! So the world today is split
in two parts, as Bush said: either you are with us, or you are with terrorism. Either you
are with the Crusade, or you are with Islam. Bush’s image today is of him being in the
front of the line, yelling and carrying his big cross” (bin Laden, Messages to the World,
T2TI-122; SEE Pages 135, 215).
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Muslims “has become an apostat&3® For the Qur’an states, “You who
believe, do not take the Jews and Christians as patrons” (5:51). (We shall
revisit this accusation of apostasy in the next chapter and Qur’an 5:51
in Chapter 7.)

To bin Laden’s mind, “the situation is straightforward: America won’t
be able to leave this ordeal unless it pulls out of the Arabian penin-
sula, and it ceases its meddling in Palestine, and throughout the Islamic
world.”# But these are not things bin Laden imagined America would
actually do. Thus, fully embracing a “clash of civilizations” worldview,
and assuming that the United States was set on a path of perpetual war-
fare against Muslims and Islam, he presented global jihad as the only
viable response to the “World Crusade.” Furthermore, citing a statement
attributed to the Prophet about a future Muslim—Jewish battle that
presages Judgment Day, he dismissed the utopian illusion of everlasting
peace in this world.+

As for the notion that the 9/11 hijackers had killed innocent civilians,
bin Laden remarked,

It is very strange for Americans and other educated people to talk about the kill-
ing of innocent civilians. I mean, who said that our children and civilians are not
innocents, and that the shedding of their blood is permissible? Whenever we kill
their civilians, the whole world yells at us from east to west, and America starts
putting pressure on its allies and puppets. Who said that our blood isn’t blood
and that their blood is blood? What about the people that have been killed in our
lands for decades? More than 1,000,000 children died in Iraq, and they are still
dying, so why do we not hear people that cry or protest, or anyone who reassures
or anyone who sends condolences? ... [We kill] the civilians among the disbeliev-
ers, in response to the amount of our sons they kill: this is correct in both religion
and logic.+*

Here the interviewer, Alluni, interjected:

So you say that this is an eye for an eye? They kill our innocents, so we Rkill
theirs?

39 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 122-123.

4 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 127.

4 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 124-129. Various versions of this prophetic statement
appear in, among other sources, the hadith collections of al-Bukhari and Muslim. For
a contemporary Muslim discussion of and response to a popular anti-Semitic interpret-
ation of this prophecy, see Suleiman et al., “The Myth of an Antisemitic Genocide in
Muslim Scripture.”

+ Bin Laden, Messages to the World, t17-118.
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[BIN LADEN} Yes, so we kill their innocents- this is valid both religiously and
logically But some of the people who talk about this issudiscuss it from a reli-
gious point of view ...

[aLLuntt What is their proof?

[BIN LADEN} They say that the killing of innocents is wrong and invaladd for
proof, they say that the Prophet forbade the killing of children and womang
that is true.It is valid and has been laid down by the Prophet in an authentic
Tradition...

[ALLUNT} This is precise) what I'm talking aboutThis is exacty what I'm ask-
ing you about!

[BIN LADEN} ...but this forbidding of killing children and innocents is not set in
stone,and there are other writings that uphold it.

Bin Laden proceeded to quote the Qur’anic injunction, “If you [believers]

respond to an attack, make your response proportionate” (16:126). Recall

that this verse appears in a passage (16:126-128) that, according to most

of the classical commentaries on the Qur’an, actually encourages restraint.
Bin Laden continued,

The scholars and people of knowledge, amongst them Sahib al-Ikhtiyarat [this
is ibn Taymiyya, d. 1328]+ and ibn al-Qayyim [d. 1350], and [al-Shawkani,
d. 1834], and many others, and [al-]Qurtubi [d. 1273] — may God bless him - in
his Qur’an commentary, say that if the disbelievers were to kill our children and
women, then we should not feel ashamed to do the same to them, mainly to deter
them from trying to kill our children and women again. And that is from a reli-
gious perspective, and those who speak without any knowledge of Islamic law,
saying that killing a child is not valid and whatnot, and in the full knowledge that
those young men, for whom God has cleared the way, didn’t set out to kill chil-
dren, but rather attacked the biggest center of military power in the world, the
Pentagon, which contains more than 64,000 workers, a military base which has
a big concentration of army and intelligence ...

4 “Sahib al-TIkhtiyarat” can be translated as “author of al-Ikhtiyarat.” Bin Laden and some
of his associates occasionally described ibn Taymiyya as the author of a work called
al-Ikhtiyarat (The Selections). When affirming the obligation of defensive jihad in their
February 1998 fatwa, for instance, bin Laden and the other signatories cite “Shaykh
al-Islam [this is ibn Taymiyya’s well-known honorific title] and his Ikhtiyarat” (Cook,
Understanding Jibad, 174 [from Cook’s translation of the February 1998 fatwal; cf.
Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 60, in which ikhtiyarat is translated as “chronicles™).
And in a 2002 statement, the al-Qaeda spokesperson Sulayman Abu Ghayth refers to
“al-Ikhtiyarat and al-Fatawa” of ibn Taymiyya when discussing the principle of reciproc-
ity (Cook, Understanding Jibad, 193 [from Cook’s translation of Abu Ghayth’s 2002
statement Under the Shadow of the Spears)). Strictly speaking, however, ibn Taymiyya
never authored a work called al-Ikhtiyarat; rather, this was the title of a collection of
some of his statements from al-Fatawa (The Fatwas) that were compiled after his death.
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[aLLUuNI} What about theWorld Trade Center ..?2

[BIN LADEN} As for theWorld Trade Centesthe ones who were attacked and who
died in it were part of a fiancial power It wasnt a children$ school! Neither
was it a residence.And the general consensus is that most of the people who
were in the towers were men that backed the biggesndncial force in the world,
which spreads mischief throughout the worldnd those individuals should stand
before God,and rethink and redo their calculation¥¥e treat others like they
treat us. Those who kill our women and our innocenwe kill their women and
innocent,until they stop doing sd#

While America and Israel practice‘ill-advised terrorisnt] bin Laden
explained,“we [practice] good terrorismbecause it deters [them] from
killing our children in Palestine and other places.

In an early November 20071 interview with Pakistani journalist Hamid
Mir of theDaily Ausaf, bin Laden was once again questioned about the
killing of innocent people on g/. According to bin Laden,

This is a significant issue in Islamic jurisprudence. According to my infor-
mation, if the enemy occupies an Islamic land and uses its people as human
shields, a person has the right to attack the enemy. In the same way, if some
thieves broke into a house and took a child hostage to protect themselves, the
father has the right to attack the thieves, even if the child gets hurt. The United
States and their allies are killing us ... That’s why Muslims have the right to
carry out revenge attacks on the US.

... The targets of September 11 were not women and children. The main targets
were the symbol of the United States: their economic and military power. Our
Prophet Muhammad was against the killing of women and children. When he
saw the body of a non-Muslim woman during a war, he asked what the rea-
son for killing her was. If a child is older than thirteen and bears arms against
Muslims, killing him is permissible. The American people should remember that
they pay taxes to their government and that they voted for their president. Their
government makes weapons and provides them to Israel, which they use to kill

+ Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 118-119 (the text here mistakenly lists al-Shawkani
as Shawaani).

Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 120. Within the same interview, and referring to the
American government’s call for censorship of al-Qaeda’s recorded statements (“which
don’t exceed a few minutes”), bin Laden alleged that American officials “felt that the truth
started to appear to the American people ... that we aren’t really terrorists in the way
they want to define the term, but rather ... we are being violated ... throughout the world,
and ... this is a reaction from the young men of our umma [Muslim community] ...”
(bin Laden, Messages to the World, 112—113). Eleven days earlier, White House press
secretary Ari Fleischer had criticized Al Jazeera for airing unedited al-Qaeda messages:
“At best, this is a forum for prerecorded, [pretaped] propaganda inciting people to kill
Americans. At worst, the broadcasts could contain signals to ‘sleeper’ agents” (quoted
and discussed in Samuel-Azran, Al-Jazeera and US War Coverage, 57).

4
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Palestinian MuslimsGiven that theAmerican Congress is a committee that rep-
resents the peopleghe fact that it agrees with the actions of themerican govern-
ment proves thatAmerica in its entirety is responsible for the atrocities that it is
committing against Muslimsl demand theAmerican people to take note of their
government$ policy against MuslimsThey described the government’policy
against Vietnam as wrong.They should now take the same stand that they did
previously The onus is onAmericans to prevent Muslims from being killed at the
hands of their government.

... [W]e are following our Prophet’mission.That mission is spreading the mes-
sage of God,not killing people.We ourselves are the victims of murder and
massacres. We are onlydefending ourselves against the United Stateé¥his is a
defensivejibad to protect our land and peoplél'hat’s why Ihave said that if we
don’t have security neither will theAmericans.Its a very simple equation that
any American child could understand: live and let others live.

... The Israeli forces are occupying our land and tlemerican forces are sitting
on our territoryWe no longer have any choicbut jihad.+¢

Bin Ladenconceded,“Many in theWest are polite and good people.
The American media are inciting them against Muslimbut some of
these good people are demonstrating against themerican attacks [in
Afghanistan] because human nature is against cruelty and injusticéet,
he noted,while“good people are everywher&,the “pro-Jewish lobby has
taken the United States and th¥West hostage”+

Before turning to bin Laden’subsequent statements,] would like
to draw attention to his ostensibly contradictory justafiions for the
method of fghting employed on of1:

(1) American adult civilians could be treated as enemy combatants on
account of the fact that they paid taxes and elected government
leaders who then made belligerent foreign policy decisions.

(2) The 9/r1 attacks were directed at the “symbol” of the United

States, that is, “their economic and military power.” Innocents

were never targeted; if they were killed, then they were collateral

casualties.

“They kill our innocents, so we kill theirs.” Reciprocal retaliation

is necessary for the survival of the umma (Muslim community) and

serves the common good.

—
S8}
~

46 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 140-141. Bin Laden’s conception of justifiable col-
lateral damage parallels what we find in an undated, seemingly pre-9/11 treatise issued
by al-Zawabhiri (see Ibrahim [ed.], The Al Qaeda Reader, 137, 139-140, 161-171 [from
Ibrahim’s translation of al-Zawabhiri’s treatise [ihad, Martyrdom, and the Killing of
Innocents)).

47 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 142-143.
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In the next chapter we shall see how various scholars and clerics
responded to these justifations. For now I would like to discuss bin
Laden’ third justiftation.Even in terms of reciprocitythere is a distinc-
tion between using destructive methods that could lead to collateral cas-
ualties andintendingto target innocentsWithout explicitly affiminghis
role in 9&1 (he would do so later)bin Laden effectively indicated that
he intendedto killAmerican innocents (“so we kill their innocents’And
this effectively discredits his claim that they were not targeted.

In his interview withAlluni, bin Laden suggested thatmany” schol-
ars of the past— including ibnTaymiyya,his student ibn alQayyim, the
nineteentheentury reformer alShawkani, and the eminent thirteenth-
century Qur’anic commentator aQurtubi — justifed the intentional
killing of women and children in retaliation for an enemyargeting of
noncombatants.(The scholars,he tells us,“say that if the disbelievers
were to kill our children and womerthen we should not feel ashamed
to do the same to thenf) In a 2002 statementthe al-Qaeda spokesper
son SulaymanAbu Ghayth invoked these same four scholars and 4th,
al-Nawawi (d.1277), when claiming that,on the basis of reciprocity
Muslims“have the right to kill four millioAmericans,among them one
million childremn?+

The reality as noted earlieris that various scholars legitimized n
cases of necessity —collateral damage and the use of certain destructive
methods in response to an enemy’use of such methodsin order to deter
the enemy; they generally did not condone thetentionalkilling of inno-
cents as a means of retaliationln fact,the Qur’anic commentator bin
Laden invoked to justify this practical-Qurtubi, explicith rejected it
in his exegetical writings: he stated that even if enemy forééslled our
women and children and made us grieve on account of thiken it is
(still) not permissible for us to kill them intentionally in a similar man-
ner to cause them to grieve and be sad? This statement comes from
al-Qurtubid commentary on the Qur’anic directivédo not let hatred

4 Cook, Understanding Jihad, 194 (Abu Ghayth’s Under the Shadow of the Spears).

4 Al-Qurtubi, al-Jami‘ li-abkam al-Qur’an, 7:372 (commentary on Qur’an 5:8). Like vari-
ous other scholars, al-Qurtubi acknowledged the legitimacy of reciprocity when it comes
to, for example, the types of weapons one may use (see, for instance, al-Jami* li-abkam al-
Qur’an, 3:252—256 [commentary on Qur’an 2:194] and 12:463 [commentary on Qur’an
16:126]). Incidentally, the only Qur’anic commentary cited in bin Laden’s February 1998
fatwa is that of al-Qurtubi (bin Laden, Messages to the World, 60). And as Islamic stud-
ies scholar Rosalind Gwynne shows, the use of this commentary in the fatwa is highly
selective (Gwynne, “Usama bin Ladin, the Qur’an and Jihad”).
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of others lead you away from justicdyut adhere to justicefor that is
closer to awareness of God{5:8). The available writings of the other
scholars invoked by bin Laden andbu Ghayth reveal no obvious depart-
ure from al-Qurtubi on this issue.

Now there was at least one prominent modern Saudi scholar who
seemed to justify the intentional killing of innocents as a means of
retaliation: Muhammad ibn al-Uthaymeen (he died in 2001, several
months before 9/11).5° According to some of his defenders, however,
his was a theoretical opinion that applied only to women and chil-
dren related to enemy forces threatening Muslim-controlled lands; it
would not allow for a foreign operation such as 9/11.5* Be that as it
may, we know that bin Laden occasionally invoked ibn al-Uthaymeen
as an authority on jihad.s> One might speculate that the leadership of
al-Qaeda was swayed by ibn al-Uthaymeen’s opinion on reciprocity,
appropriated and modified it for their own purposes, and came to view
the writings of earlier, more prominent scholars such as al-Qurtubi
through a distorted lens.

ELABORATIONS

Over the course of the three years following 9/11, bin Laden issued
various statements elaborating on the purpose of the operation with-
out explicitly acknowledging his own role in the attacks. In a December
26, 2001, video that aired on Al Jazeera, for instance, bin Laden cel-
ebrated the nineteen hijackers — “nineteen post-secondary students” —
who “shook America’s throne, struck its economy right in the heart
and dealt the biggest military power a mighty blow.”s3 He also insisted
that 9/11 was “merely a response to the continuous injustice inflicted
upon our sons” and that people “need to wake up from their sleep
and try to find a solution to this catastrophe that is threatening all of
bhumanity.” s+

5o See, for instance, “Figh of Jihad by Sheikh ibn Uthaymeen.” See also Mabher,
Salafi-Jibadism, 51.

st See “Can Terrorism Be Justified by the Fatwah of ibn Uthaymeen?”; and “Intentional
Killing of Non Combatants Is Not Permitted.” I should note that ibn al-Uthaymin con-
demned suicide bombing, describing the act as damnable suicide, not martyrdom (see
Wiktorowicz, “A Genealogy of Radical Islam,” 93).

s> Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, 82; Khatab, Understanding Islamic Fundamentalism, 1o2.

53 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 149.

s+ Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 148-149 (emphasis added).
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Incredibly while condemning the“deliberate killing”of Palestinian
children by Israeli soldiersbin Laden also declared thafone issue on
which people are agreedgven if they themselves have been the victims
of oppression and hostilityis that you cannot kill innocent childrétis
This is an odd statement to make when defending a massive attack that
claimed the lives ofAmerican children and when he himself had openly
justified the reciprocal killing of innocentThis illustrates precisely how
troubling bin Laders’ thinking was:he could virtually do no wronggnd
all blame fell on the shoulders dfis enemies,whom he consistently por
trayed as illintentioned.

But just as it would be crude to portray bin Ladsnfoes as one-
dimensional caricaturesit would be simplistic to assume that bin Laden
and al-Qaeda declared war on them simply becauseas GeorgeW. Bush
claimed in a September 202001,address to the United States Congress
they “hate our freedoms”and seek to“end a way of lifé In a February
2003 sermon— an audio recording of which was circulated onlirebin
Laden responded to this assertiorfe excoriated what he called the

gang of criminals in théWhite House misrepresenting the truthyhose idiotic
leader claims that we despise their way of life although the truth that the
Pharaoh of the age is hiding is that we strike them because of their injustice
towards us in the Islamic worldgspecially in Palestine and Iragnd their occu-
pation of SaudiArabias¢

But bin Laden went further than thisalthough Bush,in his afore-
mentioned address to Congresshad presented Islam as areligion of
peace” — one that terrorists were tryingto hijack”- bin Laden alleged
that Bush and his allythe thenBritish prime ministerTony Blaigr wanted
to “annihilatelslam?s7

While bin Laders specifc call for war against the United States was
not primarily predicated on a deepseated hatred for theAmerican
way of life,we have good reason to think that he came to despise it,

55 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 147. Bin Laden continued, “History knows that one
who kills children, even if rarely, is a follower of Pharaoh ... [Y]et the sons of Israel
have done the same thing to our sons in Palestine. The whole world has witnessed Israeli
soldiers killing Muhammad al-Durreh and others like him.” Al-Durreh was a twelve-
year-old boy who was tragically shot and killed during a standoff between Israeli and
Palestinian security forces in Gaza in September 2000. Video footage of the attack was
broadcast throughout the world, and it was widely believed that al-Durreh was killed by
Israeli fire.

56 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 193.

57 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 188.
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or at least aspects of it® In fact, he occasionally expressed revulsion
at Americans in generalln his aforementioned 1998 interview withl
Jazeera,for instance,when asked to respond to suspicions that the United
States Central IntelligencéAgency (CIA) was secretly funding him and
al-Qaeda, bin Laden went to great lengths to discredit this mythEvery
Muslim, from the moment they [realize] the distinction in their hearts,
hates Americans,hates Jews,and hates ChristiansThis is a part of our
belief and our religiods® To be sure, this “very defensive”response
served a purpose:it allowed bin Laden to distance himself from the
potentially dangerous suspicion that he was secretly colluding with the
United States® Yet assuming he was indeed speaking his mirfdthe real-
ity is that as a devout young Muslinbin Laden did not appear to be anti-
American (and apparently had no scruples about owning &merican
Chrysler)$* According to international relations scholar Fawaz Gerges,

s$ For instance, in the aforementioned October 2002 Internet statement ascribed to bin
Laden and addressed to Americans, we see that, in addition to criticizing American for-
eign policy, the statement refers to America as “the worst civilization witnessed in the his-
tory of mankind” and condemns, among other things, its human-made laws, immorality,
destruction of nature, exploitation of women, and acceptance of usury, intoxicants, gam-
bling, and adult entertainment (bin Laden, Messages to the World, 166-168). Although
Peter Bergen indicated in 2006 that he did not consider this statement authentic, I assume
even if he did, he would continue to hold that bin Laden was “pretty consistent” about
why he attacked the United States: “It’s because of American foreign policy.” It is “all
about” what America was “doing in his backyard,” as he saw it. Thus, from bin Laden’s
perspective, his was “a defensive war responding to a record of humiliation that began
after the end of World War I when the Ottoman Empire was carved up by the British and
the French.” “His war” was “about humiliation and reclaiming Muslim pride” (Bergen,
The Osama bin Laden I Know, 182).
5o Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 87.
¢ Brahimi, Jibad and Just War in the War on Terror, 111.
Consider the words of a February 2002 open letter popularly ascribed to bin Laden (and
addressed to Saudi leaders): “Battle, animosity, and hatred — directed from the Muslim
to the infidel - is the foundation of our religion” (Ibrahim [ed.], The Al Qaeda Reader,
43 [from Ibrahim’s translation of the February 2002 open letter]; see my comments on
this letter in the next chapter). The same section of the letter indicates that the proper
relationship between Muslims and unbelievers is “summarized” by the Qur’anic state-
ment, “You have a good example in Abraham and his companions, when they said to
their people, “We disown you and what you worship beside God. We renounce you! Until
you believe in God alone, the enmity and hatred that has arisen between us will endure””
(60:4). This passage seems to concern the pagans who were hostile to God’s prophets,
first Abraham and then Muhammad. Not surprisingly, then, the open letter all too eas-
ily downplays the significance of a verse that appears later in the same chapter, Qur’an
60:8, which encourages kindness and equitable dealings with peaceable non-Muslims.
See Chapter 6, note 112 in what follows.
> Bergen, The Osama bin Laden I Know, 22.
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“there exists no hard evidence for bin Laden entertaining or expressing
anti-American sentiments before 19991 ”; the“catalyst for change was
American military intervention in the Gulf and its permanently stationing
troops in SaudiArabia?¢ Nevertheless, the seeds of bin Laden’s extreme
hatred of America were probably planted several years earlier. As we shall
soon see, by his own testimony, his desire to “punish” the United States
was precipitated by the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon.

As for the unqualified claim that “every Muslim” hates Jews and
Christians, there is no denying that such hatred exists among violent
radicals.® This hatred, however, runs counter to Qur’anic passages such
as 5:5, which permits marriage — a relationship of “love and kindness”
(30:21) —to certain Jews and Christians. In any case, assuming bin Laden
genuinely felt a general sense of enmity toward non-Muslims, as we shall
soon see, he was still willing to affirm — in speech and action — a state of
peace with non-Muslim-majority nations he deemed nonthreatening.

Now it is true that bin Laden often pejoratively referred to American
forces as “Crusaders.” But, to quote terrorism specialist Alia Brahimi, “in
the context of his entire case for war, the fact of America’s Christianity
is principally emphasized in conjunction with its alleged bellicosity,” as
manifested in its attacks on and occupation of Muslim-majority lands.®s
It could be said, then, that bin Laden was, to a large extent, “driven by

¢ Gerges, The Rise and Fall of Al-Qaeda, 4749 (interestingly, here Gerges notes that in
the 1980s, the CIA nicknamed bin Laden a “good-gooder” on account of his efforts to
support the Afghan jihad). In a 2016 interview for al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula’s
Inspire magazine, the longtime al-Qaeda member Abu-Khubeyb As-Sudani (né Ibrahim
al-Qosi) indicated that bin Laden only began to think “seriously about targeting and
confronting America when its armies set foot in the land of the two holy mosques” in
1991 (Inspire 15 [May 2016], 52; “Interview with Abu-Khubeyb As-Sudani” runs from
pages 50-59).
¢+ As researcher Shiraz Maher observes, an uncompromising “loyalty” toward and “love”
of Muslims and “disavowal” and “hatred” of non-Muslims (al-wala’ wa-I-bara’) is one of
the “defining characteristics” of “Salafi-Jihadi” radicals (Maher, Salafi-Jibadism, 15; see
chapters 6-7). See, for instance, Ayman al-Zawahiri’s December 2002 treatise on “loy-
alty and enmity,” in which al-Zawahiri defends the idea that Muslims must be loyal to
fellow believers and hostile toward “the Americans, Jews, and their alliance of hypocrites
and apostates” (Ibrahim [ed.], The Al Qaeda Reader, 66-115 [from Ibrahim’s translation
of al-Zawahiri’s treatise Loyalty and Enmity)).
Brahimi, Jibad and Just War in the War on Terror, 112. As Brahimi notes, bin Laden
“argues that ‘these people [jihadis] are resisting global unbelief that has occupied our
lands’ and speaks of ‘the brutal crusader occupation of the peninsula’ underlining that
‘it is not acceptable in such a struggle that the crusader should attack and enter my land
and holy sanctuaries and plunder Muslims’ oil’.”

6
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the same sort of antimperialism that motivates other religious and non-
religious groups in the Middle East and around the wo14.

WAR/PEACE

Bin Laden considered fighting necessary for the survival of both Muslims
and the United States. In an audiotape that aired on Al Jazeera in January
2004, he averred,

Although our enemy lies, our religion tells the truth when it stipulates: You fight,
so you exist. This is what they teach their children, but they tell us the contrary.
Moreover, fighting comes about through the big powers’ need for survival. Just
read history if you want — including the history of America, which has ignited
dozens of wars throughout only six decades. This is because this was one of its
most pressing needs. When the United States makes a sincere decision to stop
wars in the world, it knows before anyone else that that day will mark the begin-
ning of its collapse and the disintegration of its states. This day is coming, God
willing. So, beware of any call for laying down arms on the pretext of achieving
peace. This is because this will be a call to humiliate us. Only a hypocrite or an
ignorant person can promote such calls.®”

Yet despite these assertions, approximately one month after the March
11, 2004, Madrid train bombings, which were carried out by terrorists
inspired by al-Qaeda, Al Jazeera and the Dubai-based television net-
work Al Arabiya broadcast a call for peace by bin Laden addressed to
Europeans. In his words, this “peace proposal”

is essentially a commitment to cease operations against any state that pledges not
to attack Muslims or intervene in their affairs ... This peace can be renewed at
the end of a government’s term and the beginning of a new one, with the consent
of both sides. It will come into effect on the departure of its last soldier from our
lands ...

Whoever chooses war over peace will find us ready for the fight.

Whoever chooses peace can see that we have responded positively.

Therefore, stop spilling our blood in order to save your own. The solution to this
equation, both easy and difficult, lies in your own hands.**

Several months later, in a videotape aired by Al Jazeera on October
29, 2004, bin Laden addressed the “people of America.” Remarkably, this
statement marked the first time bin Laden publicly and explicitly claimed

¢ Hashmi, “9/11 and the Jihad Tradition,” 155.
7 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 231.
8 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 23 5.
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responsibility for of1. Aired just a few days before thAmerican presi-
dential electionbin Laden criticized both the incumbent Geor§¢ Bush

and his Democratic challenger John Kerry; howeyére reserved most of
his venom for Bush:

I tell you that security is one of the pillars of human lifeee men do not under
estimate the value of their securifyespite Bushs claim that we hate freedom.
Perhaps he can tell us why we did not attack Swedefmr example?

... We have been fghting you because we are free men who cannot acquiesce in
injustice. We want to restore security to ousmma [Muslim community].Just

as you violate our securityso we violate yoursWhoever encroaches upon the
security of others and imagines that he will himself remain safe is but a foolish
criminal &

Bin Laden went on to explain how he got the idea to attack theiin
Towers of theWorld Trade Center:

Bush is still practicing his deceptiomisleading you about the real reason behind
it. As a result,there are still motives for a repeat [attacK]will explain to you the
reasons behind these eventgnd Iwill tell you the truth about the moments when
this decision was takenso that you can refict on it.God knows that the plan of
striking the towers had not occurred to ubut the idea came to me when things
went just too far with théAmericandsraeli alliances oppression and atrocities
against our people in Palestine and Lebanon.

The events that made a direct impression on me were during and after 1982,
when America allowed the Israelis to invade Lebanon. They started bombing,
killing, and wounding manywhile others fd in terror I still remember those
distressing scenesblood,torn limbs,women and children massacredAll over the
place, houses were being destroyed and tower blocks were collapsimgushing
their residents,while bombs rained down mercilessly on our homds.was like a
crocodile devouring a childwho could do nothing but screamDoes a crocodile
understand anything other than weaponsPhe whole world heard and saw what
happened, but did nothing.In those critical momentsmany ideas raged inside
me, ideas diffcult to describebut they unleashed a powerful urge to reject injust-
ice and a strong determination to punish the oppressors.

As Ilooked at those destroyed towers in Lebanoit,occurred to me to punish the
oppressor in kind by destroying towers idimerica,so that it would have a taste
of its own medicine and would be prevented from killing our women and chil-
dren. On that day Ibecame sure that the oppression and intentional murder of
innocent women and children is a deliberafemerican policylt seemed then that
“freedom”and “democracy”are actually just terrggust as resistance is labelled
“terrorism”and “reaction” Imposing lethal sanctions on millions of peoples
[George] Bush [Senior] didand carrying out the mass butchering of childrers,
the worst thing that humanity has ever know8o is dropping millions of pounds

¢ Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 238.
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of bombs and explosives on millions of children in Iraxg, [George] Bush Junior
did, to remove a former collaboratoand install a new one who will help steal
Iraq’s oil,as well as commit other atrocities.

Against the background of these and similar imageshe events of September
11 came as a response to these great injustice€an you blame someone for
protecting his own? Selflefense and punishing the oppressor in kinds this

shameful terrorism? Even if it iswe have no other optionThis is the message
that we have repeatedly tried to convey to you in words and deeysars before
September 171 ..

... For if you could avoid perpetrating these injusticggyu Americans would be
on the right path towards the security you enjoyed before September7g 1.

In the years leading up to his deathyin Laden continued to release
statements in which he referred to/11, criticizedAmerican foreign pol-
icy, and warned of future attacksAt the same time,he also expressed
an openness to making peace with the United Statdn January 2006,
for instance,with the IraqWar becoming increasingly unpopular among
Americans,he offered the United States a conditionflongterm” truce
(an offer that was quickly rejected by tiRhite House)?* In the end,he
would tell us little more about the thinking behind his most disastrously
successful plot.In the next chapter we shall see how various inflential
Muslims —including many who have been and still are extremely critical
of American foreignpolicy —responded to the tragedy

7o Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 239—240. Of course bin Laden was not the first
Muslim radical to attack the World Trade Center; the February 1993 bombing was exe-
cuted by a group of terrorists supported by bin Laden’s future al-Qaeda associate Khalid
Sheikh Mohammed. Although Mohammed played a critical role in developing and car-
rying out al-Qaeda’s plan of attack on 9/11, it was bin Laden who financed it, selected
the pilots of the hijacked planes, and oversaw the entire operation (Gerges, The Rise and
Fall of Al-Qaeda, 84-90).

See Whitaker and MacAskill, “Bin Laden Talks of Truce but Threatens US with New
Attacks.”
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“Qur Hearts Bleed”

9/11 and Contempoary MuslimThought

Contrary to popular beliefgumerous prominent Muslim scholars]erics,
leaders,and organizations throughout the world publighkxplicitly and
fairly quickly condemned the September 11 attackeften on Islamic
grounds.Many of the condemnations came from some of the most out-
spoken critics of the United Statesincluding controversial Egyptian
cleric Yasuf al-Qaradawi,Hamas founderAhmed Yassin (d.2004), and
Iranian Supreme LeadeAli Khamenei! If one were to study Georgetown
University’s 2009 list of the 500 most influential Muslims in the world -
an imperfect yet useful list — one would find that the overwhelming
majority of those individuals were opposed to the attacks.*

According to a major 2008 Gallup poll, the same is true for Muslims
in general: after interviewing tens of thousands of Muslims across doz-
ens of Muslim-majority countries from 2001 to 2007, Gallup found that
a disturbing yet relatively small percentage of respondents — 7 percent
to be precise — thought the September 11 attacks were “completely”
justified; the overwhelming majority thought they were objectionable
to varying degrees. Interestingly, in the case of Indonesia, the country
with the world’s largest Muslim population, the minority of respondents
who defended the attacks never once cited the Qur’an when justifying

' For an archive of various Muslim condemnations of 9/11, see Kurzman (ed.), “Islamic
Statements Against Terrorism.”

> See Esposito and Kalin (eds.), The 500 Most Influential Muslims 2009. Not surprisingly,
there were “a few radical scholars who condoned the attacks™ (Peters [ed.], Jibad in
Classical and Modern Islam, 178). One example is the radical Saudi scholar Hamud ibn
Abdullah al-Shu‘aybi (d. 2002), who essentially reproduced bin Laden’s justifications for
o/11 (see Peters [ed.], Jibad in Classical and Modern Islam, 178-180).
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their stances,advancing instead“secular” and “worldly” arguments;
meanwhile,many of the respondents who condemned the attacks offered
“humanitarian or religious justifations?s

As international relations scholar Fawaz Gerges observehe umma
(Muslim community)‘did not respond the way bin Laden had expected,
and likeminded jihadist groups accused him of heresy and treach&ty
The many“ordinary”Arabs and Muslims with whom Gerges conversed
shortly after the attacks <from bank tellers to fruit vendors and taxi
drivers to small shop ownersand including“those who voiced strong
anti-American foreign policy viewsZ “concurred that the attacks were
a crime?s This parallels my own experiences in posti 1 visits to Cairo:
while some of the Cairenes I spoke to insisted thAmerica “deserved”
what it got on 9f 1, the general feeling was that innocent civilians were
horrifically and wrongfully murdered that day

Although numerousAmericans witnessed select images of Palestinian
Muslims and others overseas singing and rejoicing in the streets after
the attacks,few even heard about the more solemn Muslim responses,
including a major candlelight vigil in Irakewer still were aware of the
same-day condemnation of of1 issued by none other than thdaliban
government ofAfghanistan®

Indeed, although theTaliban did not publicly denounce Osama bin
Laden, whom they maintained was innocent until proven guiltgnsion
had been brewing between the two sided\s late as June 2001the then
Taliban supreme commander Mullah Omar (ko13) had maintained
that any fatwa issued by bin Laden declaring war against the United
States and ordering Muslims to kikmericans was“null and void? This,
he said,was because bin Laden wa¥not entitled to issue fatwas as he did
not complete the mandatory 12 years of Koranic studies to qualify for the
position of mufti [one who issues fatwa3].As we now knowthe Taliban
objected not only to o1 but also to the 2000 bombing of the USSole.?
Shortly before 9f 1, Mullah Omar reportedly made it clear to bin Laden

Esposito and Mogahed, Who Speaks for Islam?, chapter 3.

Gerges, The Rise and Fall of Al-Qaeda, 103.

Gerges, The Rise and Fall of Al-Qaeda, 93.

Brahimi, Jihad and Just War in the War on Terror, 99—100. The then Afghan ambassador
to Pakistan, Mullah Abdul Salam Zaeef, stated, “We strongly condemn the attacks and
condemn those who have carried out these blasts” (“Taliban Condemn Attacks in United
States”; see Brahimi, Jihad and Just War in the War on Terror, 100).

De Borchgrave, “Mullah Omar.”

Rosenberg, “In Osama bin Laden Library.”
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that he opposed“any attack against the United StatésAlthough bin
Laden’ senior advisors‘urged him to heed Omas’warning} bin Laden
is said to have responded defntly: “I will make it happen even if I do it
by myself?’? Although theTaliban refused to comply with the pogifrt
American demand to hand over bin Ladenstill technically theif guest,”
and one who had supported his hosts for yearsthey were reportedly
willing to put him on trial?

REVISITING BIN LADEN’S DECLARATION OF JIHAD

Countless Muslims, scholars and laypeople, were appalled by bin Laden’s
method of fighting the United States. Less controversial (though con-
troversial nonetheless) was bin Laden’s initial call for a defensive jihad
against the United States. In the case of the latter, leaving aside the wide-
spread belief that bin Laden lacked the requisite authority to declare war
in the first place (he was neither a head of state nor a certified scholar),
it is not difficult to understand why many Muslims (including some cler-
ics) and even certain non-Muslims would, to varying degrees, sympathize
with his call for jihad. His propaganda effectively identified and exploited
grievances stemming from America’s preferential treatment of Israel and
its support for repressive, authoritarian governments in certain Muslim-
majority countries, despite its advocacy for democracy and human rights.
By showing that he and al-Qaeda were “willing to take on the world’s
greatest power in order to redress widely felt injustices,” they garnered
“the support of many ordinary Muslims.”**

Ultimately, bin Laden’s call for a global jihad against the United States
hinged on two critical assumptions: (1) he assumed an “expansive con-
ception of ‘self”” — the entire Muslim community (umma), rather than
simply Saudi Arabia and/or the other countries in which he had resided;
and (2) he assumed an “expansive conception of ‘attack’” when describ-
ing America’s actions. Thus, to his mind, the Saudi-invited Americans
were “occupiers” and “invaders” who threatened the Ka‘ba itself.”> As
for some of the other items on bin Laden’s laundry list of grievances, ter-
rorism specialist Alia Brahimi writes,

o Gerges, The Rise and Fall of Al-Qaeda, 9o (on the “complex and fractious” relationship
between the Taliban and bin Laden, see pages 60-63).

o Mashal, “Taliban ‘offered bin Laden trial before 9/11°.”

' Hashmi, “9/11 and the Jihad Tradition,” 156.

> Brahimi, Jibad and Just War in the War on Terror, 115-118.
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It is diffcult to divine howAmerica might be held to account for issues like the
Burmese ethnic cleansing or the Eritrean independence struggded the charge
that America“supported the Serbs massacring the Muslims in Bosniis”contra-
dicted by the fact that the US intervention in 1995 swung the balance of power
back in favour of the Muslimsl'he flimsiness of bin Laders’ argument is crudely
apparent when he lists the aforementioned massacres in th®eclaration of
Jibad” and must concludewith a relatively anticlimacticdlirish,that the United
States“has prevented the dispossessed from arming themselven order to gloss
over the fact that no fligrant aggression has been committed (arguablyt least,
until the 2003 invasion of Iraqhe resorts to rhetorical flurishes that emphasize
the religiosity of theAmericans?

Islamic political philosophy scholar Sohail Hashmi makes an analo-
gous observation:

As in all propagandashe 1996 and 1998 declarations of war against the United
States and its allies contain many distortions and hatfsths ... A concerted
Western campaign to destroy Islam and to exterminate Muslims in a laday
crusade is of course nonsensélhose who subscribe to this view have a hard time
explaining why NA'O intervened on behalf of the Muslims of Kosové.

ASSESSING BIN LADEN’S METHODS

One might think an attack on American soil would necessarily constitute
an aggressive — rather than a defensive — jihad, even in the absence of
immediate aspirations for foreign land acquisition, and even if such an
attack was considered necessary for the security and liberty of Muslims.
(As noted earlier, many Muslim scholars conceptualized aggressive jihad
as being ultimately a means of protection.) And all indications suggest
that bin Laden believed in the enduring legitimacy of aggressive jihad.
For instance, in a February 2002 open letter popularly attributed to him
and addressed to and critical of Saudi leaders who “prostrate” to the
West in the name of “moderation,” we encounter a passionate endorse-
ment of aggressive jihad and the abrogationist-expansionist paradigm, a
paradigm not acknowledged by some “defeatist” Saudis.*s

But while the letter presents aggressive jihad as a means of self-
preservation, at no point does it indicate that bin Laden’s own vio-
lent operations constituted such a jihad. The fact of the matter is that
bin Laden only ever called for defensive jihad; his armed struggle was

5 Brahimi, Jibad and Just War in the War on Terror, 117.
4+ Hashmi, “9/11 and the Jihad Tradition,” 156.
s See Ibrahim (ed.), The Al Qaeda Reader, 22—62 (February 2002 open letter).
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intended to be immediately protective and retributivept preemptive
and expansionist.This explains why bin Laden declared war on certain
Western nations but not othersHis belief in the doctrine of aggressive
jihad did not compel him to call for and engage in incessant warfare
against any and all nonmMuslimcontrolled nations,if only because
of obvious practical limitationsgnd especially since he deemed defen-
sive jihad against specifi foreign entities as being more pressing than
any expansionist projectWe read in the same February 2002 open let-
ter that “Muslim hostilities”depend “on the harm [inflcted] by this
or that nation against Islam and Muslims”; this is why Muslims must
now combat“CrusadingAmerica, backed by Britain,Germany France,
Canada,and Australia) as opposed to“Japan,both Koreas,China,and
others*¢

¢ Ibrahim (ed.), The Al Qaeda Reader, 36 (February 2002 open letter). The author
Raymond Ibrahim claims that bin Laden was deceptive in describing his intentions: before
Western audiences, he asserted that his attacks on the United States were reciprocal and
defensive in nature; before Muslim audiences, he revealed the truth: that his hostility
was ultimately rooted in conquest-driven aggressive jihad. Ibrahim justifies this claim by
pointing to the aforementioned February 2002 open letter, a letter that champions the
abrogationist-expansionist paradigm and is addressed to Saudi leaders, “that is,” Ibrahim
writes, “for Islamic eyes only” (Ibrahim [ed.], The Al Qaeda Reader, 19 [see pages 1-10,
17-21]; see Ibrahim’s articles “An Analysis of Al-Qa’ida’s Worldview,” “How Taqiyya
Alters Islam’s Rules of War,” “Islam’s Doctrines of Deception,” and “The Two Faces of
Al Qaeda”). I do not find Ibrahim’s claim convincing. At no point does the open letter
(or any other document we have that is widely attributed to bin Laden and addressed
to fellow Muslims) present bin Laden’s own violent operations as part of an aggressive
jihad. Furthermore, it would be unreasonable to assume that bin Laden would author an
open letter, a self-described “declaration” addressed to his Muslim opponents (the full
title of the open letter, as translated by Ibrahim, is “Al-Qaeda’s Declaration in Response
to the Saudi Ulema: It’s Best You Prostrate Yourselves in Secret”), and then expect it
to be or remain “for Islamic eyes only.” In fact, although the open letter is not geared
toward a Western audience, it has nothing to hide: it repeatedly implores Saudi leaders
to tell Westerners “the truth” about Islam and its doctrine of aggressive jihad. With all
this in mind, see Michael Scheuer’s critique of Ibrahim’s assertion that al-Qaeda’s specific
war with the West is “existential, transcending time and space,” in Scheuer, Osama Bin
Laden, 192, note 43; see Ibrahim [ed.], The Al Qaeda Reader, xii (cf. page 140, where
Ibrahim acknowledges that al-Qaeda invokes defensive jihad to justify its extreme tac-
tics). Incidentally, in a September 2007 article published in The Chronicle of Higher
Education, Ibrahim attempts to buttress his depiction of al-Qaeda as “two-faced” by
quoting extensively from a British man named Hassan Butt (Ibrahim, “The Two Faces of
Al Qaeda”). Butt claimed to be a former al-Qaeda “insider” and declared that although
the organization used Western foreign policy and the principle of reciprocity to justify
its terrorist attacks, in reality, its operations were primarily the product of Islamic theol-
ogy. It was later revealed, however, that Butt was never a “jihadi” and had never met bin
Laden or any member of al-Qaeda and was, by his own admission, a “professional liar”
(Dodd, “Al-Qaida fantasist tells court: P'm a professional liar”).
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As we saw earlier in the case of the OslAccords debate,the Saudi
grand muftiAbdulaziz bin Baz endorsed the doctrine of aggressive jihad
while still (“opportunistically”) calling for potentially lotegm har
mony with peaceable nomMuslim Israelis.For all bin Baz knewthe
Palestinians might have renewed or extended their state of peace with
Israel for decades,if not centuries,especially if alternative courses of
action would have seemed detrimentalt is noteworthy then, that bin
Laden’ primary disagreement with bin Baz on the Oshxcords revolved
around the question of whether the Israelis were truly inclined toward
peace: bin Laden saw them as affattacking enemy”and an immediate
threat, thus necessitating a defensive jihadiimilarly in the case of the
United States and certain otheWestern nations,the consistently stated
goal of bin Laders jihad was to repulsenndermine,and retaliate against
forces that had occupied and threatened Muslimajority nations'” To
his mind, the American threat warranted extreme tactics and a call for
the participation of “all Muslims,” as he indicated in his February 1998
declaration of war against the United States.*®

Given that bin Laden was not a widely recognized authority and that
he employed belligerent methods, he would actually have further under-
mined himself had he declared an aggressive jihad. As Hashmi explains,

Bin Laden is careful in all his statements to invoke the notion of defensive jihad,
not just because self-defense is the timeworn justification for most acts of vio-
lence, but also because it provides a number of important Islamic grounds for
bin Laden’s particular war. In a defensive jihad, various restraints imposed on
the expansionist jihad are relaxed. All able-bodied Muslims, male and female,
are required as an individual obligation to rush to the defense of the Muslim
victims. If some Muslims are not close to the fighting and they cannot travel to
the battlefield, they are required to assist the Muslim defenders in other ways.
Requirements relating to proper authority — that is, who may declare and under
whose leadership the jihad may be fought — become more ambiguous. If the lead-
ers of the Islamic state are incapable or unwilling to lead the defensive struggle,
other Muslims must assume this responsibility. And finally, the normal constraints

7 A few years after bin Laden’s death and fifteen years after 9/11, Ayman al-Zawahiri
issued a statement that appeared in the November 2016 issue of al-Qaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula’s online magazine Inspire. In al-Zawahiri’s words, “our message to
the Americans is as clear as the sun, and as cutting as the edge of the sword: the events
on the 11th of September were a direct result of your crimes against us — your crimes in
Palestine, Afghanistan, Iraq, [the Levant], Mali, Somalia, Yemen, Islamic Maghrib, and
Egypt — and the result of your occupations of the lands of the Muslims, and your plun-
dering of their fortunes, and your support for the criminal, corrupt killers who exercise
control over them” (Inspire 16 [Nov. 2016], 13 [article runs from pages 12—-15]).

% Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 61.
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on how Muslims may fht to repulse the aggression are loosened under claims
of necessity ..™

Yet however compelling bin Lades’call for a defensive jihad might
have seemed,various infliential scholarsjncluding the then grand imam
of al-Azhay; Mohammed Tantawi (d.2010), and organizations,includ-
ing Hezbollah,labeled the September 11 attacks an unjusdhle act of
“aggression”*° In a statement issued on September 13, 2001, the promi-
nent cleric Yusuf al-Qaradawi proclaimed that, despite his “strong”
opposition to American foreign policy with regard to Israel, the 9/11
“aggressor” must be punished. What is more, he declared, “Our hearts
bleed for the attacks ... I categorically go against a committed Muslim’s
embarking on such attacks. Islam never allows a Muslim to kill the inno-
cent and the helpless.” Al-Qaradawi apparently could not even believe
that Muslims could carry out “such attacks,” referring to this as a claim
of “some biased groups”; yet even if this were true, he added, “then we, in
the name of our religion, deny the act and incriminate the perpetrator.”>

Such words might seem odd coming from the controversial al-
Qaradawi. On other occasions he has publicly countenanced suicide
missions in Palestinian territories against Israeli adults, viewing them
all as actual or potential soldiers representing an occupying force and
an oppressive state.>* But to al-Qaradawi’s mind, the difference between
such missions and 9/11 “is huge” since the hijackers “were not fighting
an invasion” when they conducted their attack on American soil.>* Thus,
he condemned the hijackers despite his belief that the United States is
the “preeminent example of ‘international terrorism’.”*¢ Leaving aside
for a moment al-Qaradawi’s problematic views on suicide attacks on
Israelis, to which I shall return shortly, what his and many other condem-
nations demonstrate is that even if al-Qaeda is “not especially radical
when we confine our attention to its stated grievances or goals ... it is on

9 Hashmi, “9/11 and the Jihad Tradition,” 154-153.

2> Brahimi, Jibad and Just War in the War on Terror, 120.

“Sheikh Yusuf Al-Qaradawi Condemns Attacks Against Civilians.” In a fatwa issued
on September 27, 2001, al-Qaradawi went a step further: he averred that it would be
religiously permissible for American Muslim soldiers — bound by their duty to justice,
country, and the armed forces — to participate in United States military efforts directed
against the 9/11 perpetrators, even if this involved combat against other Muslims. For a
translation and discussion of this statement, see Nafi, “Fatwa and War.”

> See, for instance, BBC, “Al-Qaradawi Full Transcript.”

» Bunting, “Friendly Fire.”

Zaman, Modern Islamic Thought in a Radical Age, 271; see al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad,
2:1078-1082.
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the fringes of the jihad tradition when we shift our attention to the means
it employs to realize its objectivéss

Ultimately “almost all”of the postg/11 “uproar”of Muslim scholars
and clerics“took its starting point from the deaths of civiliaté. Now
I should pause to note that throughout the twentieth centprupdical
Muslim discourse on jihad tended to focus more on the criteria for jus-
tifying jihad fus ad bellum) than on the criteria for conducting war
fare justly fus in bellg. One explanation for this is that radicals were
generally “not actively engaged with military affairs in such a way that
the kind of cases that would lead to a fuller developmentjaf in bello
considerations [became] the object of refltion?”*” Yet so robust is the
notion of civilian immunity in Islam that “many of the Muslims sympa-
thetic to al-Qaeda’s cause,” such as Algeria’s Salafist Group for Preaching
and Combat, “could only reconcile their support for bin Laden with the
events of 9/11 by denying that he was in fact the culprit.”?

As journalist Peter Bergen observes, bin Laden has enjoyed “a large
degree of personal popularity in the Muslim world for his stance against
the United States”; yet al-Qaeda has failed to win over the Muslim
“masses.” This is because “the average Muslim knows that killing civil-
ians is explicitly prohibited by the Koran, and al Qaeda presents no posi-
tive vision of the world it wants to create.”*® In the words of the former
Bosnian grand mufti Mustafa Ceric, “there is not one normal man on this
planet who can justify what happened in New York and Washington.”s°

Bin Laden claimed that the primary victims, American adult civil-
ians, could be treated as enemy combatants because they paid taxes and
elected malevolent government leaders. For the generality of contempo-
rary scholars and clerics, however, it takes more than voting and pay-
ing taxes for individuals living in a democracy to be deemed legitimate
targets.

Perhaps the closest analogous ruling to bin Laden’s claim in premod-
ern Sunni thought is the opinion of ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328), namely that
innocents should not be killed “unless they actually fight with words

»s Hashmi, “9/11 and the Jihad Tradition,” 150.

¢ Brahimi, Jibad and Just War in the War on Terror, 177.

7 Kelsay, Islam and War, 73-74.

% Brahimi, Jibad and Just War in the War on Terror, 189.

» Bergen, The Osama bin Laden 1 Know, 392. On the relative unpopularity among
Muslims of al-Qaeda’s ideology and tactics, see Charles Kurzman’s The Missing Martyrs.

30 “Head of Bosnia’s Muslims Urges Bush to Exercise Caution” (cited in Brahimi, Jibad and
Just War in the War on Terror, 99).
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[e.g. by propaganda] and acts [e.gby spying or otherwise assisting in
the warfare]?3” But even thenjthere is quite a gap between ibfiaymiyya
and bin Laden.Whereas an act such as generating threatening propa-
ganda (“fghting with words”) or spying (‘¢hting with acts”) reflcts
direct antagonismgsecret ballot voting reveals a spectrum of anonymous
stances, and paying taxes is a legal obligatiomne that might even be
accompanied by active protest against the policies and actions of ene’
own government.Here I should note that ibnTaymiyya makes the
above statement in his famous work/-Siyasa alshar‘iyya (Governance
According to God Law). He goes on to demonstrate that mere sup-
port for an enemy does not render someone a viable target: he cites a
well-known hadith in which the Prophet rebukes his soldiers for killing
a woman affliated with an enemy force (despite her obvious support for
the latter) and then commands his followers not to slay innocents;lud-
ing hired servants (despite their allegiance and physical contributions to
enemy forces).Thus, ibn Taymiyya stresses,“we may only fght those
who fight us?3?

Although bin Laden was well aware of this hadith,?’ he did not deem
it relevant when calling for the killing of American citizens. As he saw
it, the democratic social contract rendered all Americans culpable for
their government’s actions. This view, however, sidesteps the fact that in
democracies, political dissent is ubiquitous. Bin Laden himself affirmed
this in November 2001 when — perhaps not recognizing his own logical
inconsistency — he conceded that there were many “good people” in
the West who objected to the American operation in Afghanistan.+
One cannot justifiably claim, therefore, that all American adult citizens
support — let alone fight for — any American foreign policy measure,
simply on account of decisions made by certain American leaders who
were not unanimously elected or because citizens pay taxes that are
required by law. Accordingly, a condemnation of 9/11 issued shortly
after the attacks and signed by forty-six prominent Muslims - includ-
ing al-Qaradawi and various other clerics and Islamist leaders critical

3

Peters (ed.), Jihad in Classical and Modern Islam, 49 (from Peters’s translation of ibn
Taymiyya’s chapter on jihad in al-Siyasa al-shar‘iyya).

Peters (ed.), Jibad in Classical and Modern Islam, 49 (ibn Taymiyya’s al-Siyasa). Various
versions of the abovementioned hadith (some of which make no reference to hired serv-
ants) appear in the collections of, among others, Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 855), al-Bukhari,
Muslim, ibn Maja (d. 887), and Abu Dawud.

See bin Laden, Messages to the World, 140.

3+ Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 142.
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of the United States — invokes the Qur’anic declaration, “No soul will
bear another’s burden” (17:15).35

Bin Laden also maintained that the killing of American civilians on
9/11 could be justified on the basis of reciprocity: “They kill our inno-
cents, so we kill theirs”3¢ — this is “mainly to deter them from trying to
kill our children and women again.”’” And although American leaders
may claim that they do not target civilians, again, as bin Laden saw it,
they “preach one thing and do another.”3?

Recall that when one of the followers of the first caliph Abu Bakr
presented him with the decapitated head of a Byzantine leader in imita-
tion of their enemies’ wartime custom, a disappointed Abu Bakr rhe-
torically asked, “Do you take your guidance from the Persians and
the Byzantines?”3° Muslim clerics might pose a similar question to
bin Laden: “Do you take your guidance from the Americans, at least
as you portray them?” Even the controversial Islamist Sayyid Qutb (d.
1966) held that the Islamic tradition “does not recommend [that we]
resort to the same obscene methods used by its detractors.”+

As suggested earlier, it is extremely difficult to locate clear examples
of prominent Sunni (or Shi’ite) scholars, especially premodern ones, who
condoned the intentional killing of innocents as a means of retaliation.
(Recall that bin Laden could not offer a single good example of a pre-
modern scholar who allowed for this.) It is significantly easier to locate
scholars who held that, in cases of necessity, Muslims may (or should)
employ somewhat indiscriminate and destructive methods (excluding the
specific targeting of innocents) in response to an enemy’s use of such
methods, if this would likely deter the enemy. Yet even with the most
extreme, most expansive conception of reciprocity, bin Laden’s attacks

5 Al-Quds al-‘Arabi, 25 “A Clear Criterion.” Although several children and hundreds of
foreign nationals perished on 9/11, all indications suggest that this condemnatory state-
ment pertains to all civilians (including American adults) killed that day: it does not
distinguish between the casualties of the “massive killing” and concludes with the signa-
tories offering their “sincerest condolences to the families of the innocent victims and the
American people.”

3¢ Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 118. Technically, these are the words of the Al Jazeera

reporter Taysir Alluni; the quote here was posed in the form of a question to bin Laden
in their aforementioned interview. Bin Laden responded in the affirmative: “Yes, so we
kill their innocents.”

57 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 119.

3% Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 70.

39 Al-Bayhagqi, al-Sunan al-kubra, 9:223; see Abu Id, al-‘Alaqat al-kharijiyya fi dawlat

al-khilafa, 222.
4 Qutb, In the Shade of the Qur’an, 1:279 (commentary on Qur’an 2:217).
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could only be legitimized if (1) it could be shown that the United States
truly did,as a general practiceintend to kill innocents -here,again, the
interpretations of the facts on the ground are critical; and (2) there was
good reason to think that such retaliatory attacks would prevent or dis-
courage the United States from threatening Muslims in the future.
Without the benefit of hindsight, I imagine that someone with even a
basic understanding of international politics could see that Muslim terrorist
operations against the United States would likely lead to greater American
intervention in Muslim-majority countries. As bin Laden saw it, however,
o/11 would help bring about the eventual downfall of the United States,
just as the efforts of the mujabidin of Afghanistan brought down the Soviet
Union; and previous al-Qaeda attacks had exposed the vulnerability of the
United States. But in reality, the war in Afghanistan was but one factor in the
downfall of the Soviets; and in 2001, the United States possessed a military
that far surpassed that of the Soviet Union at its height. Bin Laden’s strategy
was, at best, a gamble. And although it is true that the United States suffered
major financial and other setbacks as a result of al-Qaeda’s various attacks,
in many ways, these attacks proved to be especially detrimental to Muslims
themselves. Anti-Muslim sentiments became more prevalent (and not just in
the West), the United States increased its military presence and activities in
Muslim-majority countries, and the subsequent destabilization of various
regions was accompanied by an escalation in sectarian violence. Thus, in a
televised address to bin Laden around the time of the sixth anniversary of
9/11, the Saudi cleric Salman al-Oadah, once deeply admired by bin Laden,
rebuked the al-Qaeda leader, posing the following rhetorical questions to his
“Brother Osama”: “How much blood has been spilled? How many innocent
children, women, and old people have been killed, maimed, and expelled
from their homes in the name of ‘al-Qaeda’?” Indeed, “What have all these
long years of suffering, tragedy, tears, and sacrifice actually achieved?”+*
Further muddling matters is the fact that although bin Laden justified
the killing of American civilians and explicitly called for it in his February
1998 fatwa, he asserted that the innocents killed on 9/11 were collat-
eral casualties; the targets of the attacks were “the symbol of the United
States,” not a “children’s school.” But most observers found this claim
to be “obviously disingenuous; hijacking civilian airliners and crashing
them into the Twin Towers when they were known to hold thousands
of civilians makes human beings and not buildings ‘the real targets’.”+

4t Al-Oadah, “A Ramadan Letter to Osama bin Laden.”
4 Hashmi, “9/11 and the Jihad Tradition,” 160 (emphasis added).
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Indeed,if al-Qaeda were truly interested in attacking symbols while min-
imizing civilian casualtieswhy would it direct passenger airplanes to
buildings teeming with people on a weekday during work hours? (I shall
say more on the topic of collateral damage in thext chapter)

Another point of controversy was the suicidal method employed by the
9/11 hijackers,a method reminiscent of the Japanese kamikazes Wforld
War II. Contrary to popular beliefsuicide attacks by Sunni Muslims
were rare until the 1990¢: And although common these daysprior to
the early 198os,there was no such thing as a Muslim suicideomber.
Even in the 1980s, the mujabidin of Afghanistan and various militant
groups shunned the kamikaze method altogether. Yet now, unfortunately,
it is remarkable 7ot to hear or read about Muslim suicide attacks in a
given month.

Muslim clerics differ as to whether the kamikaze method in and of
itself constitutes suicide (since the attackers are directly responsible
for their own deaths) or heroic martyrdom (since the attackers sacri-
fice their lives for the sake of others).+ The Qur’an warns, “Do not kill
yourselves” (4:29),4 and various hadiths prohibit and strongly condemn
suicide. Combatants are not exempt from this prohibition: according to
the hadith tradition (including the collection of al-Bukhari), the Prophet
denounced a man from his own army who fought valiantly but killed
himself using his own sword to hasten his death after he was wounded.
Yet even among those scholars who see not suicide but heroic martyrdom
in the kamikaze method, most hold that (1) the target must be legitim-
ate, and (2) the attack could only be “carried out during a valid war
when there is no ceasefire.” According to Islamic legal scholars such as
Muhammad Afifi al-Akiti, the 9/11 attacks failed on both counts and
thus constitute a clear breach of “the scholarly consensus.”+¢

As indicated earlier, scholars such as al-Qaradawi strongly condemned
9/11 yet endorsed suicide attacks in Palestinian territories against Israeli
adults. According to al-Qaradawi, Israeli adult civilians forfeit their pro-
tected status because not only are they active “occupiers” of Palestinian

+ Cook, Understanding Jibad, 142.

# For a defense of the kamikaze method by al-Qaeda’s Ayman al-Zawahiri, see Ibrahim
(ed.), The Al Qaeda Reader, 146-161 (al-Zawahiri’s Jihad, Martyrdom, and the Killing
of Innocents). On al-Qaeda’s portrayal of suicide attacks as noble acts of sacrifice, see
Finn, Al-Qaeda and Sacrifice.

# An alternative translation reads, “Do not kill each other” (Abdel Haleem, The
Qur’an, §3).

¢ Al-Akiti, Defending the Transgressed, 2.4.

&
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land and supporters of Israed’military (as demonstrated simply by their
decision to remain in Israel)they themselves— men and women- are
required to join the militaryThis, howeves is a bewildering assess-
ment: many Israeli citizens actively object to its governmentfeatment
of Palestiniansand, whatever their past or futurehe majority of Israelis
currently do not serve in the militayand some, such as yeshiva stu-
dents,are exempt from suclservice altogetherAs al-Akiti would have it,
“No properly schooled jurists” would say — “as a legal judgement” — that
Israeli women may be targeted; “if they faithfully followed the juridi-
cal processes of the orthodox schools” of Sunni thought, they would
realize this ruling is “outright wrong.”+ In fact, he adds, “[o]ur jurists
agree” that even in the course of a valid war, “off-duty” soldiers — be they
women or men — are to be treated as noncombatants.+?

To be sure, numerous prominent scholars besides al-Akiti have
expressed their unequivocal opposition to the suicide attacks condoned
by al-Qaradawi. The condemners include, among many others, the Figh
Council of North America, the Saudi Wahhabi establishment, the (Shi’ite)
cleric and former Iranian president Mohammad Khatami, and the fore-
most (Sunni) cleric of Bangladesh.# In the words of British Sunni scholar
T. J. Winter (Abdal-Hakim Murad), “Targeting civilians is a negation of
every possible school of Sunni Islam. Suicide bombing is so foreign to
the Quranic ethos that the Prophet Samson” — who in the Bible (Judges
16:26-31) engages in what could be called a suicide attack — “is entirely
absent from our scriptures.”s°

Al-Akiti recognizes that we live in a world replete with injustice. But
he cautions his fellow Muslims against losing “hope in Allah” when “the
military option is not a legal one” for them. He reminds them of the
widely reported words of the Prophet: “The best jibad is a true (i.e.,

4

3

Al-Akiti, Defending the Transgressed, 32. As religious studies scholar John Kelsay notes,
al-Qaradawi “seems to have been saying that the ‘potential combatancy’ presented by the fact
that all Israelis of a certain age are eligible for military service justifies attacks in public places.
Such an argument would involve a considerable stretch of, if not an outright departure from,
Shari‘a precedents.” Perhaps, Kelsay speculates, this is why al-Qaradawi also invoked “neces-
sity” when justifying such attacks (Kelsay, Arguing the Just War in Islam, 141).

Al-Akiti, Defending the Transgressed, 33—3 4.

See Brahimi, Jibad and Just War in the War on Terror, 173; and Kurzman (ed.), “Islamic
Statements Against Terrorism.” One particularly outspoken critic of suicide terrorism
is the Pakistani scholar Muhammad Tahir-ul-Qadri, who attracted international media
attention several years ago with the publication of his fairly lengthy Fatwa on Terrorism
and Suicide Bombings.

5o Kurzman (ed.), “Islamic Statements Against Terrorism.”
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brave) word in the face of a tyrannical ruféAl-Akiti adds,“it is pos-
sible still,and especially todayto fight injustice”through other forms of
jihad: “through your tongue and your words and through the pen and
the courts?s"

ASSESSING BIN LADEN

While conceding that bin Laden “is not in the mainstreams of Islam
and Salafism,” the former chief of the United States Central Intelligence
Agency’s bin Laden unit, Michael Scheuer (whose work on bin Laden I
find generally insightful), makes the problematic claim that the al-Qaeda
mastermind

was, and continues to be seen as, a legitimate and good Muslim by his coreli-
gionists. Many disagree with al-Qaeda’s martial acts, but that bin Laden was a
good Muslim they have no doubt. Even his purest and politico rivals in the Salafi
movement (and recall that many are paid and controlled by Muslim regimes) do
not disown him. They have given him the benefit of the doubt and called on him
to repent.’*

Leaving aside for a moment the fact that some Sunni scholars have indeed
labeled bin Laden an apostate,s3 Scheuer’s assessment does not account for
the fact that declarations of apostasy in Sunni contexts are typically predi-
cated on specific theological stances and not necessarily deeds, however vio-
lent and heinous they might be. As such, a Sunni might strongly condemn
and even call for the execution of bin Laden while at the same time deeming
him a “brother,” albeit a fallen and possibly hell-bound one.

Calling on bin Laden to repent does not in any way suggest he is a
“good” Muslim. To the contrary, his rivals and critics would not entreat
him to repent if they were not troubled by his actions. There are also
obvious practical reasons for these entreatments. And as there are numer-
ous hadiths that speak of sinners — and even unbelievers — repenting and
rectifying themselves before passing away, appeals for repentance were to
be expected in the case of bin Laden.

Be that as it may, I am not surprised by Scheuer’s claim. If one were to
focus on statements by bin Laden and other individuals who inspired him

st Al-Akiti, Defending the Transgressed, 50. Versions of the prophetic report cited here
appear in the hadith collections of, among others, Ahmad ibn Hanbal, ibn Maja, Abu
Dawud, al-Tirmidhi (d. 892), and al-Nasa’i.

52 Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, 176-177.

53 See, for example, Pingree, “Spanish Muslims Decry Al Qaeda.”
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and/or shared many of his views, one might imagine it easy for Sunnis
to label other Sunnis apostates. Scheuer insists that bin Laden was not a
takfiri, or one who accuses other Muslims of being unbelievers. Yet bin
Laden deemed various Sunni leaders apostates because of their align-
ment with non-Muslim entities — recall his assessment of any Muslim
who “walks behind Bush”s4 — and their acceptance of certain human-
made laws.5s In these claims one can see at least the indirect influence
of the eighteenth-century Arabian reformer and eponym of Wahhabism,
Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab (d. 1792), who taught that “judging
by non-Islamic laws” and “supporting or helping non-believers against
Muslims” are among the “voiders” (or “nullifiers”) of Islam.5¢ All in
all, although bin Laden did not reach the level of some other zakfiris
(including some who tried to kill him on more than one occasion),’”
his practice of openly declaring Muslim leaders apostates on account
of their deeds as he interpreted them — and making these declarations
despite the fact that he was neither a state authority nor a formally
trained scholar — cannot be taken to be representative of the broader
Sunni tradition.s®

In short, bin Laden’s Islam was aberrant. It was neither mainstream
nor predicated on a consistently literal reading of Islamic texts (recall, for
instance, his treatment of the prophetic prohibition against killing women
and children). And any serious discussion of his jihad must adequately
account for his anti-imperialist politics. In the final analysis, his worldview
was an amalgamation of, among other things, a radical interpretation of

s+ Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 122.

55 Scheuer acknowledges this in Osama bin Laden (see, for instance, pages 95-96, 149).
For a critique of bin Laden’s apostasy charge against Saudi rulers, see Gwynne, “Usama
bin Ladin, the Qur’an and Jihad.”

5¢ Wiktorowicz, “A Genealogy of Radical Islam,” 81-82. For a contemporary Muslim
scholarly rejoinder to this “voiders”-of-Islam paradigm, see Al-Yaqoubi, Refuting
ISIS, chapters 4 and 8. Arguably, this paradigm can be traced back to ibn Taymiyya,
who declared Muslim Mongol rulers apostates because, as he saw it, they considered
Genghis Khan to be “of the same rank as the Prophet,” took “unbelievers as allies against
Muslims,” and failed to apply Islamic law (Peters [ed.], Jibad in Classical and Modern
Islam, 162). Nevertheless, ibn Taymiyya also maintained that, with the exception of the
unusual case of the Mongols, the practice of fakfir (accusing Muslims of apostasy) among
Sunnis (at least) is generally “deplorable” (Afsaruddin, The First Muslims, 195).

57 See Scheuer, Osama bin Laden, 88, 109-110.

58 See Cook, Understanding Jibad, 139. As researcher Shiraz Maher notes, the tendency,
exhibited by bin Laden, to accuse Muslims of apostasy is one of the “defining character-
istics” of “Salafi-Jihadi” radicals (Maher, Salafi-Jihadism, 15; see chapters 4—5).
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Islam and a conception of reality in which true believers are constantly
threatened by callous, often Western enemies.

It is evident that bin Laden was “deeply rooted in faith.”s> We may
presume that his faith in Islam led him to revere certain holy sites and
their surrounding territories, to regard persecuted individuals living in
far-off countries as “brothers and sisters” worthy of protection, and to
glorify jihad and life after death. Of course the same is true for many
of the Muslim scholars and clerics who condemned him, not to men-
tion the multitudes of believers who strongly disapproved of 9/11. The
fact of the matter is that in Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan, and many other
Muslim-majority countries, Islam is the medium through which countless
individuals — from persevering advocates of peace to menacing terrorists —
view the world. And for the many believers who see gross distortions in
violent radical Muslim discourse, the words of British rabbi Jonathan
Sacks must surely resonate: “Religion is like fire. It warms, but it also
burns; and we are the guardians of the flame.”¢°

59 Ibrahim (ed.), The Al Qaeda Reader, xii; cf. Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, 192, note 43.
¢ Sacks, “The Future of Religion Is at Stake Today.”


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108377263.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core

“We Will Take Revenge”
A Word on ISIS

Osama bin Laden has been replaced by ISIS in todayieadlines.And
although the Iraqi branch of aQaeda was the precursor to the Islamic
State of Iraq and Syria (ISISormed in 2013} also known as the Islamic
State of Iraq and the Levant (ISILDaesh (anArabic acronym)or simply
the Islamic State (IS} the dissimilarities between ISIS and £Daeda cen-
tral are profoundFor example, ISIS, which was disowned by al-Qaeda
under the leadership of Ayman al-Zawahiri, has attempted to establish a
caliphal state apparatus; while bin Laden’s al-Qaeda generally eschewed
videotaped executions (instead opting for sensational terrorist attacks),
ISIS, for some time at least, seemed to be using videotaped executions
to entice potential recruits and project an aura of strength;* and while
the “face” of al-Qaeda, bin Laden, recorded and published numerous
statements, the self-proclaimed caliph of ISIS, known as Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi (né Ibrahim Awwad Ibrahim al-Badri), has, as of this writing,
been quieter.

Born in 19771 in the Iraqi city of Samarra, al-Baghdadi was raised
in a lower-middle-class farming family. He earned a PhD in Islamic
studies in 2007 from a university in Baghdad established by Saddam
Hussein.> (Both his master’s thesis and doctoral dissertation were
on the subject of Qur’anic recitation, not Islamic law.) His path to

* On the topic of ISIS propaganda, see Stern and Berger, ISIS.

> The university, founded in 1989, was originally called Saddam University for Islamic
Studies. It was renamed Islamic University in 2003 and then Al-Iraqia (or Iraqi) University
in 2010.
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a doctorate, however, was complicated. In February 2004, he was
detained by American forces and held for roughly ten months after
visiting a friend who was wanted by the United States. Following his
release, al-Baghdadi’s move toward radicalism became more obvious:
he joined al-Qaeda in 2006 and, later that year, was assigned the task
of overseeing the implementation of Islamic law in the newly formed,
al-Qaeda-affiliated Islamic State of Iraq (ISI). He became the leader of ISI
in 2010 and then ISIS when it was established three years later. In 2014,
he declared himself caliph of the world’s lone “Islamic state.”s

In the eyes of those who recognize al-Baghdadi’s authority, he is in a
position to sanction and call for aggressive jihad. (All indications sug-
gest that the overwhelming majority of Sunnis reject al-Baghdadi’s claim
to the caliphate.) Even before al-Baghdadi’s reign, the leadership of ISI
embraced aggressive jihad and directed it mainly against neighboring
Shi’ites (whom ISI and now ISIS members generally regard as unbeliev-
ers). According to the former IS leader known as Abu Umar al-Baghdadi
(né Hamid Dawud al-Zawi; d. 2010), one desired outcome of aggressive
jihad is the eradication of “polytheism” (shirk).+

When it comes to its justifications for declaring war on the United
States and many other nations and killing their civilians through terror-
ist attacks, however, ISIS largely follows the line of thinking adopted by
al-Qaeda. Consider Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s first widely broadcast audio
message as caliph of ISIS, a speech released on July 1, 2014 (less than
two months before ISIS circulated footage of its execution of American
journalist James Foley). Having glorified jihad, al-Baghdadi painted a
dramatic and tragic scene:

[Y]ou have brothers in many parts of the world being inflicted with the worst kinds
of torture. Their honor is being violated. Their blood is being spilled. Prisoners
are moaning and crying for help. Orphans and widows are complaining of their
plight. Women who have lost their children are weeping. [Mosques] are desecrated
and sanctities are violated. Muslims’ rights are forcibly seized in China, India,
Palestine, Somalia, the Arabian Peninsula, the Caucasus, [the Levant], Egypt, Iraq,
Indonesia, Afghanistan, the Philippines, [Ahvaz in Iran, by the Shi’ites], Pakistan,
Tunisia, Libya, Algeria and Morocco, in the East and in the West.

So raise your ambitions, O soldiers of the Islamic State! For your brothers all
over the world are waiting for your rescue, and are anticipating your brigades. It

5 My biographical sketch of al-Baghdadi draws much from chapter 4 of terrorism specialist
William McCants’s recent book The ISIS Apocalypse.
+ See Bunzel, “From Paper State to Caliphate,” ro-11.
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is enough for you to just look at the scenes that have reached you from Central
Africa,and from Burma before thatWhat is hidden from us is far worse.

So by [God],we will take revenge! By [Godlwe will take revenge! Even if it
takes a while;we will take revengeand every amount of harm against theinma
(Muslim community)] will be responded to with multitudes more against the
perpetrator’

Al-Baghdadi went on to quote a passage from the Qur’amz:39,which
describes believers as those whd‘defend themselves when they are
oppressed” Al-Baghdadi added,“And the one who commences is the
more oppressive’

To al-Baghdadi3 mind,the oppressors includéthe camp of the [J§ws,
the crusaders,their allies,and with them the rest of the nations and reli-
gions of kufr [unbelief]all being led byAmerica and Russiaand being
mobilized by the [J]lew%.In this civilizational clashthe “camp of the
Muslims” must defend themselvestake revenge,and restore their hongr
dignity, and superiority

Al-Baghdadi proceeded to rebuke critics who descrili8IS as a ter
rorist organizationIf the acts of ISIS qualify a$terrorism) he asserted,
then terrorism“is to refuse humiliationsubjugation,and subordinatior’
He sarcastically added,

But terrorism does not include the killing of Muslims in Burma and the
burning of their homes. Terrorism does not include the dismembering and
disemboweling of the Muslims in the Philippines, Indonesia, and Kashmir.
Terrorism does not include the killing of Muslims in the Caucasus and expel-
ling them from their lands. Terrorism does not include making mass graves
for the Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the slaughtering of their
children. Terrorism does not include the destruction of Muslims’ homes in
Palestine, the seizing of their lands, and the violation and desecration of their
sanctuaries and families.

... Terrorism does not include the slaughtering of Muslims in Central Africa like
sheep, while no one weeps for them and denounces their slaughter.

All this is not terrorism. Rather it is freedom, democracy, peace, security,
and tolerance! Sufficient for us is [God], and He is the best Disposer of
affairs.”

Al-Baghdadi then quoted the Qur’anic statement, “Their only grievance
against them was their faith in God, the Mighty, the Praiseworthy” (85:8).

5 “Islamic State Leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi Encourages Emigration, Worldwide Action.”
¢ “Islamic State Leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi Encourages Emigration, Worldwide Action.”
7 “Islamic State Leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi Encourages Emigration, Worldwide Action.”
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According to various Qur’anic commentatorshis passage refers to a
pre-Islamic king who ordered his subjects to kill believers who refused to
abandon their monotheistic religioh.

In the same speechal-Baghdadi promised world domination to those
who would heed his words*If you hold to [my advicelyou will conquer
Rome and own the world? And yet alBaghdadi$ call here was primar
ily for a defensive jihad against the United States and other nations that,
to his mind,were responsible for the suffering of Muslims in various
parts of the worldftoday,” he told his followers{you are the defenders
of the religion and the guards of the land of Islatr. Again, his was a
message of retaliationfwe will take revenge!”

Such sentiments parallel what we fd in the ISIS online magazine
Dabiq. An October 2014 issue, for instance, quotes from a speech given
the previous month by the then spokesperson of ISIS, Abu Mohammad
al-Adnani (d. 2016):

O Americans, and O Europeans, the Islamic State did not initiate a war against
you, as your governments and media try to make you believe. It is you who
started the transgression against us, and thus you deserve blame and you will
pay a great price ... You will pay the price when this crusade of yours collapses,
and thereafter we will strike you in your homeland, and you will never be able to
harm anyone afterwards ...

So O muwahbhid [true believer in the one God], do not let this battle pass you by
wherever you may be ... Strike their police, security, and intelligence members,
as well as their treacherous agents. Destroy their beds. Embitter their lives for
them and busy them with themselves. If you can kill a disbelieving American
or European - especially the spiteful and filthy French — or an Australian, or a
Canadian, or any other disbeliever from the disbelievers waging war, including
the citizens of the countries that entered into a coalition against the Islamic
State, then rely upon Allah, and kill him in any manner or way however it may
be ... Kill the disbeliever whether he is civilian or military, for they have the
same ruling.

8 See Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 1497 (commentary on Qur’an 85:4-9).

° In an audio message released by ISIS in May 2015 and ascribed to al-Baghdadi, pre-
sumably the latter can be heard declaring, “Islam was never a religion of peace. Islam
is the religion of fighting” (BBC [British Broadcasting Corporation], “Islamic State
Releases ‘al-Baghdadi Message’”). Along these lines, the February 2015 issue of the
ISIS online magazine Dabig features an article entitled “Islam Is the Religion of the
Sword Not Pacifism.” The article promotes the abrogationist-expansionist paradigm
and rejects the possibility of everlasting peace with unbelievers (Dabiq 7 [Feb. 2015],
20-24).

o “Islamic State Leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi Encourages Emigration, Worldwide Action.”
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So O muwahhid .. will you leave theAmerican,the Frenchman,or any of their
allies to walk safely upon the earth while the armies of the crusaders strike the
lands of the Muslims not differentiating between a civilian anghfier "

If we consider such statements in conjunction with the targeting of inno-
cents in terrorist operations that ISIS has either coordinatedsuch as
the November 2015 Paris attacks that claimed the lives of 130 people
and reportedly served as retaliation for French airstrikes against ISIS
or seemingly inspired and certainly celebratedsuch as the June 2016
Orlando Pulse nightclub shooting that resulted in fomyme deaths
and reportedly served as a reprisal foAmericanded airstrikes in Iraq
and Syria that had killed‘innocent women and children’and an ISIS
leader namedAbu Waheeb's — we find that there is indeed much overlap
between the retributiveindiscriminate“defensive jihad”of ISIS and that
of bin Ladens al-Qaeda.+ And because of the precarious state of ISIS
at the time of this writing 4t has been losing ground in Iraq and Syria,
and its fghters seem to be dispersing to various parts of the worldwe
should expect the organization to abandon altogether its somewhat more
regulated,conquestdriven aggressive form of jihad and devote much of
its resources toward defensive and terrorist operations.

Nevertheless,in the July 2016 issue ofDabig, in an article entitled
“Why We Hate You & Why We FightYou,” we find not only a celebration

Dabiq 4 (Oct. 2014), 8—9. An emphasis on defensive jihad also appears in later online
publications by ISIS. For instance, an April 2016 article states that just as God shamed
the hypocrites for abandoning aggressive jihad during the Prophet’s time, so too may
He shame “those who abandon the defensive jihad today without any valid excuses”
(Dabiq 14 [April 2016], 47). And we read in a September 2016 piece, “the scholars have
concluded that jihad - even if it is offensive jihad — is the best of deeds ... How is it then
if it is defensive jihad and it becomes obligatory on every Muslim, as is the case today?!”
(Rumiyah 1 [Sept. 2016], 33).

Elgot et al., “Paris Attacks.”

Doornbos, “Transcripts of 911 Calls Reveal Pulse Shooter’s Terrorist Motives”; see
Goldman, “FBI Has Found No Evidence That Orlando Shooter Targeted Pulse because
It Was a Gay Club.” Although there is no conclusive proof that Mateen targeted the Pulse
nightclub, a self-described gay bar, because of a hatred of homosexuals, there is much
speculation that such hatred was indeed a contributing factor (see, for instance, Williams
et al., “Gunman Omar Mateen Described as Belligerent, Racist and “Toxic’”).

In recent years, al-Qaeda under Ayman al-Zawahiri has called for more restraint than
in the past. In a document posted online in September 2013, for instance, al-Zawahiri
instructs his followers not to attack noncombatant women and children, religious
minorities in Muslim-majority countries, and large gatherings where Muslims may
be present (see MacDonald, “Al Qaeda Leader Urges Restraint in First ‘Guidelines for
Jihad’”).

o
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of terrorists such as the Orlando shooter Omar Mateen fdh16) but also

a strong endorsement of the abrogationistcpansionist paradigmThis
article,anonymously authored; was published shortly after the Orlando
shooting,at a time when ISIS was already losing much ground and was
reportedly “quietly preparing its followers for the eventual collapse of
the caliphate?'¢ But one would not sense this from the triumphalist tone
of the article.

The Dabiq author rebukes those who claim that there is “no logic
behind [their] course of action” and that what they are doing is not truly
“Islamic.” In fact, the author proclaims, ISIS members will always hate
and fight non-Muslims — here the focus is Westerners'” — for six reasons:

(1) They are unbelievers.

(2) Their “secular, liberal societies” permit what God has forbidden,
and forbid what He has permitted. They make it their “mission to
‘liberate’ Muslim societies; we’ve made it our mission to fight off
your influence and protect mankind from your misguided concepts
and your deviant way of life.”

(3) Their “atheist fringe” rejects God despite the clear signs of His
existence.

(4) They have committed “crimes against Islam,” such as mocking the
faith, insulting God’s prophets, burning Qur’ans, and denouncing
Islamic (Sharia) law.

(5) They have committed “crimes against the Muslims,” such as the
bombing, killing, and maiming of believers throughout the world,
and they have propped up “puppets in the usurped lands of the
Muslims [who] oppress, torture, and wage war against anyone
who calls to the truth.”

(6) They have invaded Muslim-majority countries, and so they must
be fought, repelled, and driven out.

The Dabiq author provocatively stresses that the primary reason that ISIS
members hate and fight Westerners is because they are non-Muslim.™® But
the non-Muslimness of Westerners in and of itself does not explain why ISIS
fights them foday and its indiscriminate methods of attack. Accordingly,

s The journalist Graeme Wood maintains that this article was probably written by the
American recruit Yahya Abu Hassan (né John Georgelas) (Wood, The Way of the
Strangers, 171).

¢ Warrick and Mekhennet, “ISIS Quietly Braces Itself for the Collapse of the ‘Caliphate’.”

17 This is made clear in the foreword to the issue (Dabig 15 [July 2016], 4-7).

8 Dabig 15 (July 2016), 30-33.
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it is important to take into account the entirety of the above list. It is also
critical to be mindful of other, more authoritative ISIS statements, includ-
ing al-Baghdadi’s call for revenge and al-Adnani’s declaration that it was
Americans and Europeans who commenced the war against ISIS and not
the other way around. It bears repeating that al-Adnani specifically called
for the killing of Americans and other “disbelievers waging war, includ-
ing the citizens of the countries that entered into a coalition against the
Islamic State”; and he had rhetorically asked his audience whether they
would actually let the “crusaders” be while their armies attack Muslims,
“not differentiating between a civilian and fighter.” Thus, for the leader-
ship of ISIS, those who are to be fought immediately as part of its terroris-
tic “defensive jihad” are those deemed direct threats. As such, the foreign
policies of Western nations (at least as they are perceived) might not be a
primary reason for at least some ISIS members’ general sense of hostility
toward non-Muslims, but they are ISIS’s primary justification for its ter-
rorist operations against Western powers."

Bearing some resemblance to the aforementioned February 2002 open
letter popularly ascribed to bin Laden (and addressed to Saudi leaders),
the “Why We Hate You” article declares that ISIS will continue to fight
Western nations until the latter are “ready to leave the swamp of warfare
and terrorism through the exits” of conversion to Islam, submission to
Muslim rule, or a temporary truce. (Even in the latter two scenarios, the
author clarifies, ISIS members would continue to hate such non-Muslims;
they simply would not harm them.) “Thus,” we read,

even if you were to stop fighting us, your best-case scenario in a state of war
would be that we would suspend our attacks against you — if we deemed it neces-
sary — in order to focus on the closer and more immediate threats, before eventu-
ally resuming our campaigns against you.*

In this hypothetical scenario, “resuming our campaigns” against peace-
able Western nations would presumably entail launching a more regu-
lated aggressive jihad — unless ISIS would choose to redefine aggressive
jihad altogether — after ISIS had fended off all immediate threats.
Of course considering ISIS’s limitations and state of decline when

v The same is generally true for Ayman al-Zawahiri’s al-Qaeda. In his December
2014 “Letter to the American People,” al-Zawabhiri criticizes American foreign policy and
proclaims that al-Qaeda is fighting the United States simply because America “attacked
us and continue[s] to do so” (Inspire 13 [Dec. 2014], 12 [article runs from pages 12—14]).

> Dabiq 15 (July 2016), 31, 33.
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the “Why We Hate You” article was publishedthis particular warning
comes across as both defint and delusional.

As it turns outthis piece appeared in theffial issue ofDabig. The online
magazine was named after a northern Syrian village that held great sym-
bolic value to ISIS: in a hadith (recorded by theholar named Muslim),
the Prophet foretells an apocalyptic battle in Dabiq that is to take place
between Muslim and nonMuslim,“Roman” forces; the Muslim victors,
the hadith tells us;would be the“conquerors of Constantinopl®.This
prophecy explains whyin the summer of 2014,JISIS soldiers“fought
ferociously”to capture Dabiq: they wanted to partake in the foretold
battle, which they imagined would involve the United States and many
other nations.(The first issue ofDabig was published in July 2014.) Of
course it is not easy to reconcile the prophecy concerning Dabiq with the
fact that Constantinoplepr Istanbul,is in the hands offurkish Muslims
and that many Muslims are united against ISIBut to quote terrorism
specialistWilliam McCants,“in the apocalyptic imaginationinconveni-
ent facts rarely impede the glorious march to the end of the wottd.
Significantly, as of this writing]SIS no longer controls Dabigs Turkish-
backed Syrian rebels captured it in October 2016.

In September 2016, just before the fall of Dabiq, ISIS began publishing
a new online magazine called Rumiyah, an Arabic name for Rome. Why
the fixation on Rome? In addition to prophetic reports that foretell victory
over the “Romans,” one hadith (recorded by Ahmad ibn Hanbal [d. 855])
prophesies the future conquest of Constantinople and Rome, in that order.

Rumiyah reveals the cruel logic behind some of ISIS’s rules of war.

In the September 2016 issue, for instance, in an article entitled “The
Kafir’s [Unbeliever’s] Blood Is Halal for You, So Shed It,” an anonymous
author avers that all non-Muslim men who are neither under Muslim
rule nor protected by a truce may be killed. These would include non-
combatant men, be they elderly or mentally disabled, be they priests or
“merry Crusader citizen[s] selling flowers to passersby.” The Rumiyah
author justifies this, in part, by invoking the aforementioned hadith
in which Muhammad declares that he has been “commanded to fight
against people” until they affirm faith in Islamic monotheism and
Muhammad’s prophethood. According to the Rumiyah author, the word-
ing of this hadith — he renders the key line, “I have been ordered to fight
mankind” - leaves “no room for debate, as mankind includes every per-
son in the world.” (The author suggests that “fighting” noncombatant

> McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 102-105.
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women and children entails enslavingiot killing,them.) Yet still within
the same sentenceand presumably recognizing an obvious problem with
his/her push for literalismhe/she backs off and offers a qualifation:
“and the only ones excluded from this order teglit are those who sub-
mit or surrender to the rule of Islathguch as nonMuslims who agree to
pay thejizya tax2* In other words,“mankind” does not include “every
person in the world’

As mentioned earlierthis hadith was widely understood to be in ref-
erence speciftally to Arab polytheists,with some limiting it further to
the oppressive Meccan polytheistdChe Rumiyah author never discusses
this and never clarifis why hisher preferred,qualified interpretation of
“people”(or “mankind”) should be favored over otherThe author also
makes no mention of the aforementioned hadith in which the Prophet
commands his followers not to attack the Ethiopians or therks unless
they attack frst.) Instead,the article leaves the reader with the impres-
sion that what is being presented is thtconsensus”position.“None of
this,” the author declares;should be surprising to any Muslim who has
studied his religior’?

In reality, what this article proffers is a minority opinion, and one
that runs counter to various explicit statements attributed to the
Prophet and his followers.># (It is even more extreme than what is pre-
sented in al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula’s online magazine Inspire,
which was launched in June 2010; there it is indicated that certain non-
combatant men are not to be targeted.)>> Not surprisingly, when the
Rumiyah author mentions the views of famous scholars, they are pre-
sented in an incomplete or misleading manner. We read, for instance,
that according to the teachings of the famous Islamic legal scholar Abu
Hanifa (d. 767), there is no retaliation to be sought or blood money

*> Rumiyabh 1 (September 2016), 34-36.

* Rumiyah 1 (September 2016), 36.

See Peters (ed.), Jibad in Classical and Modern Islam, 34—3 5 (ibn Rushd’s al-Bidaya), 49

(ibn Taymiyya’s al-Siyasa).

»s A 2011 issue of Inspire, for instance, features an article attributed to the Yemeni-American
preacher Anwar al-Awlaki (d. 2o11) entitled “Targeting the Populations of Countries
That Are at War with the Muslims”; the article refers, seemingly with approval, to a had-
ith that prohibits the killing of the elderly (Inspire 8 [Fall 20171; released in May 2012],
42 |article runs from pages 40-47]). And in a 2016 issue of Inspire, in a piece called
“Rulings of Lone Jihad,” a certain Shaikh Hammed al-Tameemi is quoted as saying that
those who may be targeted are “every single male, adult, mindful and able to fight but
irrespective of whether he fought or not” (Inspire 16 [Nov. 2016], 31 [emphasis added;
article runs from pages 28-32]).
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to be paid for the killing of a non-Muslim who was not under Muslim
rule or protected by a truce;*> we do not read about Abu Hanifa’s
widely discussed opinion that divine law prohibits the killing of various
categories of “unprotected” non-Muslim men (and, of course, women and
children).?” Interestingly, ibn Taymiyya is invoked in four separate articles
in the same issue of Rumiyah (not to mention many other ISIS publica-
tions),*® but he is nowhere to be found in “The Kafir’s Blood” article.
More than likely this is because his view on the topic at hand is “incon-
venient”: he maintained that, in addition to women and children, “monks,
old people, the blind, handicapped and their likes ... shall not be killed,
unless they actually fight,” which for ibn Taymiyya would include spying
and generating threatening propaganda.>® As it turns out, Rumiyah offers
conflicting messages: in the May 2017 issue, in the context of justifying
the killing of Egyptian Copts (Christian citizens of a Muslim-majority
nation that ISIS considers illegitimate), an anonymous author selectively
refers to ibn Taymiyya and states that, in addition to “secluded” monks,
noncombatant “women, children, the elderly, and the infirm” may not be
targeted in war, though they may be killed as collateral damage.3°

The topic of collateral killings is specifically addressed in the January
2017 issue of Rumiyah, in an article entitled “Collateral Carnage.” Here
we read that although Muslims may not exclusively target nonthreatening
non-Muslim women and children who are neither under Muslim rule nor
protected by a truce, such innocents may be generally attacked nonetheless
if they are not “distinctly isolated” or “easily distinguishable” from enemy
non-Muslim men, all of whom, this article suggests, would be considered
combatants. And as the author clarifies in a footnote, although such kill-
ings may be considered retaliation for the killing of Muslim women and
children, even if non-Muslims “were to have never killed a single Muslim
woman or child, it would still be permissible to target the kafir masses.”3*

To justify this view, the Rumiyah author points to two reported pro-
phetic precedents. One is Muhammad permitting the use of mangonels
(the author uses the broader term “catapults”), which the author claims
were “common in siege warfare,” “even during the life of the Prophet.” In

*6 Rumiyah 1 (September 2016), 36.

See, for instance, Peters (ed.), Jihad in Classical and Modern Islam, 33-34 (ibn Rushd’s
al-Bidaya); and Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 114.

8 See Rumiyah 1 (September 2016), 4-6, 19-20, 29, 33.

Peters (ed.), Jibad in Classical and Modern Islam, 49 (ibn Taymiyya’s al-Siyasa).
Rumiyah 9 (May 2017), 7-10 (article runs from pages 4-10).

Rumiyab § (January 2017), 6—7.
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fact, as noted earlieraccording to the biographical recordyluhammad
only tried to use a mangonel once against the enenmfyhaqif tribe in a
brief, unsuccessful attempt to breach walls that were guarded bym-
batants3> The author also controversially compares mangonels fmost
missiles and explosives of toda¥?: even though many Muslinscholars
historically distinguished between attacking forcdtions with mango-
nels and using fre.’+

Another invoked precedent comes from the aforementioned hadith
(recorded by alBukhariand Muslim) in which the Prophet is queried
as to whether it would be permissible to attack an enemy force at night,
and he responds in the affimative, indicating that any noncombatants
harmed collaterally“are of” the combatants.With this in mind,the
Rumiyah author asserts,

The best practice when conducting raids is to start during the night or at the
break of dawn,before the sun risesyhile the enemy is asleepAt such a time,it is
very likely to enter buildings where no light shines and an adult male is not easily
distinguishable from women and childrex.

The author attempts tdbuttress this claim that it ibest to attack in the
dark, while the enemy is sleepingby pointing to the example of God
Himself,for the Qur’an states that He destroyeimany towns”at night
or while people were sleeping in the afternoon (7:4Jhis represents a
remarkable confition of the human with the divinéls for the norma-
tive example of Muhammadthe Rumiyah author makes no reference to

32 Cf. the problematic claim ascribed to al-Jassas (d. 981) and quoted by al-Qaeda’s Ayman
al-Zawabhiri that the Prophet launched catapults “knowing full well that women and chil-
dren would be struck” (Ibrahim [ed.], The Al Qaeda Reader, 164—5 [al-Zawabhiri’s Jibad,
Martyrdom, and the Killing of Innocents]). This claim is likely based on a hadith that
Muslim scholars historically considered “weak” in authenticity, a hadith that seems espe-
cially suspect because it appears to combine the biographical account of the Prophet using
a mangonel at Ta’if with the aforementioned “they are of them” hadith (which we shall
soon revisit). In this case, when the Prophet orders the use of the mangonel at Ta’if, he is
informed that there are women and children inside the fortress; he responds, “They are
of their fathers” (see al-Qarafi, al-Dhakhira, 3:408, including note 5). The wording here
is identical to that of a well-known variant of the “they are of them” hadith (recorded by
the scholar named Muslim). That the Rumiyah author never bothers to quote the dubious
mangonel hadith is telling. I should add that, aside from the Ta’if episode, the author’s
only other specific mention of mangonel use is a passing reference to the Prophet’s compan-
ion Amr ibn al-As’s reported employment of mangonels in his successful siege of the fortified
city of Alexandria in 645, well over a decade after Muhammad had passed away.
Rumiyab 5 (January 2017), 7.

5+ See, for instance, al-Qarafi, al-Dhakbira, 3:408—409; and Peters (ed.), Jihad in Classical

and Modern Islam, 35-36 (ibn Rushd’s al-Bidaya).
35 Rumiyab § (January 2017), 7.
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and demonstrates no awareness of the wellnown hadith (recorded by
al-Bukhari) that states that‘'whenever the Prophet reached a people by
night, he never started an attack until it was mornifigé Various hadiths
(including reports recorded by aBukhari and Muslim) tell us that this is
precisely what happened when Muhammad reached tlerabian city of
Khaybar after nightfall: he did not enter the city until its inhabitants were
awake. In any case,notice that the noncombatant killings thRumiyah
author attempts to justify are far more intentional than what is suggested
in the “they are of them”hadith as commonly understoodgs the author
calls for thetargeting of “kafir masses”using highly destructive technol-
ogy and weaponryincluding the“missiles andexplosives of today

After citing select statements of influential Muslim scholars on the
legitimacy of collateral damage, the Rumiyah author brazenly proclaims,
“one should not avoid targeting gatherings of the kuffar [unbelievers] —
whether military or civilian — in which kafir women and children outnum-
ber the kafir men.”s7 According to Islamic legal scholars such as Ahmed
Al-Dawoody, the analogy between what Muslim scholars have permitted
historically with regard to collateral damage and contemporary terrorist
attacks is fundamentally flawed: “the classical jurists were addressing a con-
text of war between two armies.”?® And even then, various leading jurists
imposed limitations and expressed reservations that are never even hinted at
in the “Collateral Carnage” article. For instance, when discussing attacks on
enemy fortifications, some scholars forbade the use of fire altogether, others
discouraged it, and yet others legitimized it but clarified that this tactic
would be impermissible if noncombatants were inside the fortifications.?®

As with al-Qaeda, numerous Muslim scholars and clerics have
strongly condemned ISIS’s extreme methods of fighting, even while pos-
sibly sharing some or many of its political grievances. According to the
Saudi grand mufti Abdulaziz al-Shaykh, for instance, ISIS and al-Qaeda
are “enemy number one of Islam”;+* to the mind of the grand imam
of al-Azhar, Ahmed El-Tayeb, ISIS militants are operating “under the
guise of this holy religion,” while exporting “their false Islam”;+ and

36 This hadith is translated and discussed in Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 119
(emphasis added).

57 Rumiyah 5 (January 2017), 7.

38 Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 119.

9 See al-Qarafi, al-Dhakhira, 3:408—409; and Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War,
123-124.

4 McDowall, “Saudi Arabia’s Grand Mufti Denounces Islamic State Group as Un-Islamic.”

4 Al Arabiya, “Head of Egypt’s al-Azhar Condemns ISIS ‘Barbarity’.”
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nearly 70,000 Sunni scholars from the Indian Barelvi movement issued
a joint fatwa in December 2015 that proclaimed that organizations such
as ISIS, al-Qaeda, and the Taliban are“not Islamic organizationsand,
remarkably that their members aré'not Muslims?4* And then there is
the “Open Letter to Al-Baghdadi.” Posted online in the fall of 2014 and
initially signed by more than 120 prominent Muslim scholars and lead-
ers from around the world (with dozens of other signatories added later),
the “Letter” offers concise (though somewhat shallow) point-by-point
refutations of, among other things, ISIS’s Islamic legal methodology, cali-
phate, jihad tactics, reestablishment of slavery, and treatment of minori-
ties, women, and children.*s

In the discourses and practices of ISIS, many Muslim scholars see
the sloppy appropriation of medieval Islamic tradition — and not sim-
ply in ISIS’s justifications for killing noncombatants. Consider, for
instance, ISIS’s abduction and enslavement of Yazidi women and chil-
dren following their August 2014 conquest of the Iraqi city of Sinjar.
In an October 2014 Dabiq article entitled “Revival of Slavery before
the Hour,” an anonymous author attempts to cast the practice in a
positive light by, among other things, invoking a famous hadith (ver-
sions of which appear in the collections of al-Bukhari and Muslim)
that indicates that one of the signs of Judgment Day is that “the
slave girl will give birth to her master.”+ According to the Dabig
author, this hadith, taken literally, shows that slavery, which is offi-
cially illegal in all Muslim-majority nations and never explicitly man-
dated in the Qur’an, will be reinstituted before the end of this world.
The devoted reader is thus led to believe that ISIS’s reestablishment
of slavery is a righteous undertaking. Here I should pause to note
that reports by human rights organizations and the media suggest
that, in the words of Islamic legal scholar Kecia Ali, ISIS’s “soldiers’

+ Agarwall, “70,000 Clerics Issue Fatwa Against Terrorism.”

4 See “Open Letter to Al-Baghdadi.” For other popular condemnations of ISIS, see Al-
Yaqoubi, Refuting ISIS; and Bridge Initiative Team, “Here Are the (Many) Muslim
Condemnations of ISIS You’ve Been Looking For.” See also McCants and Fadel, “Experts
Weigh In (Part 4),” in which Islamic legal scholar Mohammad Fadel notes that ISIS’s
claim “to represent the only legitimate Islamic territory is ... contrary to the last millen-
nium of Muslim legal thought on the nature of what an Islamic territory means.”
Dabiq 4 (Oct. 2014), 14-17; see McCants’s related discussion in The ISIS Apocalypse,
111-113. The Dabiq author offers a slightly different translation of the relevant pas-
sage: “the slave girl gives birth to her master.” Incidentally, in other versions of the had-
ith, “mistress” (rabbataha) takes the place of “master” (rabbaha).

4.
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patterns of sexual violation have more in common with wartime rape
or sex trafficking than with classical-era practices of enslavement and
slave-holding.”+s

In any case, to bolster his/her claim, the Dabig author cites discus-
sions of the Prophet’s “slave girl” statement by the influential medi-
eval authorities al-Nawawi (d. 1277) and ibn Rajab (d. 1393). Both are
quoted in Dabig as conveying the opinion that the hadith foretells the
future expansion of slavery.*¢ As Islamic studies scholar Younus Mirza
observes, however, the Dabig author tells his/her readers only part of the
story: although neither al-Nawawi nor ibn Rajab ever advocated com-
plete abolition (which would have been highly unusual in their respect-
ive contexts), both were of the view that the Prophet’s statement about
the “slave girl” could not be employed for legal purposes to justify the
expansion of slavery, as some of their (seemingly much less influential)
contemporaries had maintained. Such contemporaries had invoked the
hadith to argue that a slave woman who had a child with her master — a
“concubine mother” (umm walad) — should be considered a permanent
slave and not, as most scholars believed, a free woman once her master
passed away. For if a “slave girl” gives birth to her master, this means she
would remain enslaved following the death of her original master. For
al-Nawawi, however, the “slave girl” statement pertains strictly to eschat-
ology, not law: the future expansion of slavery need not align with what
is religiously permissible. As for ibn Rajab, although he described various
interpretations of the hadith, including the expansionist one, the only
interpretation he defended and presented as his own was that the “slave
girl” statement cannot be used to justify the permanent enslavement of
concubine mothers; to the contrary, he argued, the Prophet’s statement
shows that a concubine mother becomes emancipated through her child,
for the latter is likened to a master: the child (by its mere existence) is
capable of (effectively) freeing the mother (once her actual master passes
away). Incidentally, the Dabiq author never mentions another view con-
veyed by ibn Rajab, namely that the Prophet’s statement pertains not
to slavery per se but to children who disobey their mothers — in one

+ Ali, Sexual Ethics and Islam, 68. In his rejoinder to ISIS, Syrian scholar Mohammad
Al-Yaqoubi argues that the enslavement of Yazidis is “one of the worst crimes commit-
ted by ISIS” because it reintroduced slavery without justification and “breached a social
contract long established” between Yazidis and Muslims (Al-Yaqoubi, Refuting ISIS,
38-43).

46 Dabiq 4 (Oct. 2014), 16.
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variant of the hadithfwoman” (al-mar’a) takes the place of‘slave girl”
(al-ama).#7 To the Dabiq author’s credit, however, he/she does note that
another important medieval authority, ibn Hajar (d. 1449), interpreted
the “slave girl” statement metaphorically: the weak will seize power.4?
But the author dismisses this, opting for a more literal reading.

Of course one must be careful not to read too much into this and
other instances of ISIS members rejecting metaphorical interpretations.
As Islamic legal scholar Sohaira Siddiqui observes, ISIS often abandons
strict literalism. We have already seen instances of this. Siddiqui her-
self offers the example of ISIS’s infamous January 2015 immolation of
a Jordanian pilot who was taken as a prisoner of war (ISIS circulated
footage of the immolation in February of that year). In this case, ISIS
appealed to the principle of reciprocity (as expressed in the beginning of a
familiar passage, Qur’an 16:126, “If you [believers] respond to an attack,
make your response proportionate”) but constructed a tendentious ana-
logy “between the effects of an airstrike and the deliberate burning of
an individual.”#9 In its selective use of Islamic sources, ISIS also invoked
reports of early Muslims burning others but downplayed well-known
hadiths that, taken literally, prohibit immolation altogether.s°

* ko

Not surprisingly, Muslims in various parts of the world have an over-
whelmingly negative opinion of ISIS (as indicated, for instance, by a 2015
Pew Research Center survey).5* And yet it has succeeded in attracting
thousands of recruits. Although journalists offer mixed messages regard-
ing just how “Islamic” or secular the membership of ISIS is,s* we know that
many recruits have been moved by ISIS’s “messianic fervor”: they believe
that by joining they will play a special role in ushering in the apocalypse.s3

47 Mirza, ““The Slave Girl Gives Birth to Her Master’.” For the relevant medieval discus-
sions, see al-Nawawi, Sharh Sahibh Muslim, 1:274; ibn Rajab, Jami® al-‘ulum wa-I-hikam,
1:140-141; and ibn Rajab, Fath al-bari, 1:217-219.

4 See ibn Hajar, Fath al-bari, 1:148-150.

49 McCants and Siddiqui, “Experts Weigh In (Part 2).”

These hadiths appear in various collections, including that of al-Bukhari. For ISIS’s justi-

fication for the immolation of the Jordanian pilot, see Dabiq 7 (Feb. 2015), 5-8. See also

Al-Yaqoubi’s response in Al-Yaqoubi, Refuting ISIS, 26-28.

See Poushter, “In Nations with Significant Muslim Populations, Much Disdain for ISIS.”

5> See, for instance, Graeme Wood’s book The Way of the Strangers and its predecessor, the

popular Atlantic article “What ISIS Really Wants,” the latter of which declares that ISIS is

“Islamic. Very Islamic”; Christoph Reuter’s Der Spiegel article “The Terror Strategist,” which

casts light on the secular dimensions of ISIS; and Ishaan Tharoor’s Washington Post article

with the self-explanatory title “It turns out many ISIS recruits don’t know much about Islam.”

McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 3.
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(Some Muslim critics of ISIS also see them playing a foretold role,
though hardly a good one.)s+ Nevertheless, many of these same recruits
have also been driven by their “caliph’s” call for revenge. This is a call
that resonates with some Sunnis living in the war-torn and fragile lands
of Iraq and Syria — Sunnis who may view Westerners, Shi’ites, and even
other Sunni factions with suspicion and contempt. And the warfare they
experienced may have been a catalyst for the region’s messianic fervor
in the first place.ss Consider, for instance, that sales of Sunni books on
the apocalypse shot up following the 2003 United States invasion of
Iraq.5¢ And a 2012 Pew Research Center survey of Muslims in dozens
of countries with significant Muslim populations found that belief in the
imminent return of the eschatological figure known as the mahdi (who,
according to the hadith corpus, is a righteous leader whose appear-
ance presages the events leading to the end of this world) was most
pronounced in the volatile nations of Afghanistan and Iraq (Syria was
not included in the survey).5” As for the foreign recruits of ISIS who
might not have a strong attachment to Iraq and Syria, it is striking that
many of them have come from “regions with varied histories of resist-
ing the influence of state institutions.” These regions include Qassim
(Saudi Arabia), North Governorate/Tripoli (Lebanon), Derna (Libya),
the Tunisian heartland, and Xinjiang (China) — places where citizens
“have long been frustrated by relationships with their respective fed-
eral governments.”s® In the final analysis, ISIS represents the extremes of
both religion and geopolitics. For New Atheists such as Sam Harris and
Ayaan Hirsi Ali, however, the extremism of ISIS, al-Qaeda, and other
radical Muslim organizations is primarily a manifestation of the extrem-
ism intrinsic to the foundations of Islam.

s+ The “Open Letter to Al-Baghdadi,” for instance, concludes with a quotation attributed to
the Prophet’s cousin and fourth caliph Ali (d. 661) in which he warns of the coming of a
people with “black flags,” “free-flowing” hair, and a “state.” Their “names will be paren-
tal attributions, and their aliases will be derived from towns.” (If you consider the name
“Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi,” the first part, “Abu Bakr,” literally means “Father of Bakr,” and
the second part, “al-Baghdadi,” means “of Baghdad.”) Furthermore, these people “will
fulfill neither covenant nor agreement” and “will call to the truth, but ... will not be
people of the truth.” Eventually, they will come to “differ among themselves,” and “God
will bring forth the Truth through whomever He wills.” Al-Yaqoubi links ISIS to the
group described by this report and downplays the weakness in its chain of transmission
(Al-Yaqoubi, Refuting ISIS, 76—78).

See McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 145-147.

See Jean-Pierre Filiu, Apocalypse in Islam, chapter 7.

Pew Research Center, “The World’s Muslims: Unity and Diversity.”

58 Rosenblatt, “Inside the ISIS Enlistment Files.”
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PART III

THE NEW ATHEISM

Beginning with the publication of Sam Harris’s The End of Faith in 2004,
the figures who have come to be widely known as the New Atheists have
produced a series of bestselling books and films that have reached and
deeply affected countless individuals and communities the world over.
Having been galvanized by 9/11, some of the New Atheists’ works devote
special attention to the “problem” of Islam and, in particular, armed
jihad. Among the most prominent New Atheist critics of Islam — and the
writers featured in the next three chapters — are Harris, Ayaan Hirsi Ali,
Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, and Daniel Dennett.
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“We Are at War with Islam”

The Case of Sam Harris

Before he was a bestselling authpfam (or Samuel) Harris was perhaps
best known as the son of an extremely successful television producer
His mother Susan Harris created popular television shows such Bke
Golden Girls Empty Nest, Soap, and Benson. From 1965 to 1969, she
was married to Sam’s father, an actor named Berkeley Harris (d. 1984).
Sam was born in 1967 in Los Angeles and was raised primarily by Susan.
Although her background is Jewish (and Berkeley’s family was Quaker),
Sam grew up in a secular household.

He began his collegiate studies at Stanford University in the mid-
1980s, though after his second year, he chose to travel to India to study
meditation with Buddhist and Hindu teachers. More than a decade later,
he returned to Stanford to complete a degree in philosophy. Between his
graduation in 2000 and the completion of his doctorate in cognitive neu-
roscience from the University of California, Los Angeles, in 2009, Harris
produced his landmark book and New York Times bestseller The End
of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason (2004) as well as
a popular follow-up entitled Letter to a Christian Nation (2006). The
End of Faith is widely considered the first book of the New Atheist era.’
Harris has since become a widely recognized public figure and is known
for his active promotion of science and secular values.

* At times, Harris has expressed reservations about using labels such as “New Atheist”
and even “atheist” (see, for instance, Harris, “The Problem with Atheism”). Ultimately,
however, he appears to accept these designations. See, for example, Harris’s positive back
cover blurb for Victor Stenger’s book The New Atheism: Taking a Stand for Science
and Reason (2009), a book that presents Harris as a leading representative of the New
Atheism.
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Harris} other books includél'he Moml Landscape:How Science Can
Determine HumanValues (2010),Lying (2011),Free Will (2012),Waking
Up: A Guide to SpiritualityWithout Religion(2014),and, more recently
a relatively short book coauthored with British Muslim activist Maajid
Nawaz entitledlslam and the Future oflolerance: A Dialogue(2015).In
what follows, we shall examine, in sequential order, the two works most
relevant to our project, The End of Faith and Islam and the Future of
Tolerance. Separated by more than a decade, both books convey Harris’s
views on, among many other topics, jihad and violent radicalism.

ISLAM AND OTHERNESS

In The End of Faith, Harris attempts to disabuse his readers of the notion
that religious beliefs are sacrosanct and exempt from rational inquiry and
critique — especially when those beliefs threaten the well-being of others.
Though critical of all monotheistic traditions, Harris devotes much of
his attention to “The Problem with Islam,” the title of the book’s fourth
chapter. Indeed, from the very beginning of the book, Harris casts a light
on this particular “problem.”

Harris opens The End of Faith in dramatic fashion, depicting a scene
in which a suicide bomber detonates himself in a crowded bus. Harris
tells us that the bomber’s parents are sad when they hear the news but
also “feel tremendous pride” because they “know that he has gone to
heaven” and has “sent his victims to hell for eternity. It is a double vic-
tory.” Assuming we know nothing else about the bomber, such as his
past, economic status, intelligence, educational background, or profes-
sion, Harris rhetorically asks, “Why is it so easy ... so trivially easy —
you-could-almost-bet-your-life-on-it easy — to guess the young man’s
religion?”* Harris’s point here is clear: religious beliefs — in this case
Islamic ones — can be dangerous. (We shall return to the topic of suicide
bombing shortly.)

For Harris, what allows for such animosity toward Others, in this
case non-Muslims, is an exclusivist paradigm that Harris believes comes
directly from scripture:

Insofar as a person is Muslim — that is, insofar as he believes that Islam consti-
tutes the only viable path to God and that the Koran enunciates it perfectly — he
will feel contempt for any man or woman who doubts the truth of his beliefs.

> Harris, The End of Faith, 11-12.
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What is more,he will feel that the eternal happiness of his children is put in peril
by the mere presence of such unbelievers in the world.

He adds,

We live in an age in which most people believe that mere word$Jesus;” “Allah,”
“Ram” — can mean the difference between eternal torment and bliss everlasting.
Considering the stakes hereit is not surprising that many of us occasionallypd

it necessary to murder other human beings for using the wrong magic wouls,
the right ones for the wrong reasons.

AccordinglyHarris writessome Muslims consider the unbelief of non-
Muslims “to be a sin so grave that it merits death whenever it becomes
an impediment to the spread of Islaff¥. Such radicals hate nonMuslims
because they are nonMuslim and not because of hatredlin any ordinary
sense” In fact,Harris controversially allegesimost Muslim extremists”
have “far fewer grievances witiWestern imperialism than is the norm
around the globe?®

With this in mindHarris offers the following assessment of wr: the
tragedy, he tells us,“proves beyond any possibility of doubt that eer
tain twentyfirstcentury Muslims actually believe the most dangerous
and implausible tenets of their faitti. And “[i]f you believe anything
like what the Koran says you must believe in order to escape the fires of
hell, you will, at the very least, be sympathetic with the actions of Osama
bin Laden.”® (We shall soon revisit this statement.) What is more, Harris
declares, those who read the Qur’an “with the eyes of faith” will come to
see that “the people who died on September 11 were nothing more than
fuel for the eternal fires of God’s justice.”?

To justify the latter claim, Harris cites sixty carefully chosen Qur’anic
passages from the second to the sixth chapter — avoiding any discussion
of their respective contexts — that, in his eyes, “convey the relentlessness
with which unbelievers are vilified.”™ Here are the first five passages, as
they appear in The End of Faith:

5 Harris, The End of Faith, 32.

Harris, The End of Faith, 35.

Harris, The End of Faith, 30.

Harris, The End of Faith, 305 240, note 10.

Harris, The End of Faith, 246, note 5.

Harris, The End of Faith, 117.

Harris, The End of Faith, 117.

> Harris, The End of Faith, 117. In a March 2011 article, Harris requotes these sixty
Qur’anic passages in a rejoinder to Keith Ellison, the first Muslim elected to the United
States Congress. Ellison had recently appeared on the popular cable television show Real
Time with Bill Maher. When host Bill Maher mentioned Harris’s claim about the hateful
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“It is the same whether or not you forwarn them [the unbelieverdjey will
have no faith”(2:6).“God will mock them and keep them long in sibJundering
blindly along”(2:15).A fire “whose fuel is men and stonesiwaits them (2:24).
They will be“rewarded with disgrace in this world and with grievous punishment
on the Day of Resurrection¥2:85).“God% curse be upon the inflels!” (2:89).*

After citing all sixty passageslarris concludes,

I cannot judge the quality of thArabic; perhaps it is sublimeBut the books
contents are notOn almost every pagethe Koran instructs observant Muslims to
despise nonbelievers.On almost every pagejt prepares the ground for religious
conflict.’»

Harris seems to think that any Qur’anic reference to damned “unbe-
lievers” or “infidels” necessarily applies to all non-Muslims. And there
are, of course, Muslims who believe precisely this. This, however, is
not the predominant view among Muslim theologians. Consider that
the Arabic term for “unbeliever,” kafir, denotes “one who conceals the
truth” or “is ungrateful.” A mere absence of belief need not be accom-
panied by concealment of the truth and ingratitude. Thus, for most
theologians, although Muhammad’s revelation supersedes other divine
messages (such as the Torah of Moses and the Gospel of Jesus), God
may save at least some “sincere” non-Muslims and, ultimately, only the
Almighty knows who specifically among Muslims and non-Muslims
will be saved and who will be damned. One of the most contentious
questions among the theologians, then, is determining which general
type or types of non-Muslims could be considered “sincere.” On one
end of the spectrum, we find theologians who only make room for non-
Muslims who never truly encountered Islam, that is, the “unreached”
(and some further argue that these would have to be “true” monothe-
ists). On the other end, we find theologians who include “reached”
non-Muslims (even nonmonotheists) who, in their heart of hearts,

nature of the Qur’an, Ellison dismissed the claim as “absurd, ridiculous, and untrue,” for
it involved taking passages “out of context” (“Bill Maher to Muslim Rep. Keith Ellison:
The Qur’an Is a ‘Hate Filled Holy Book’”). In his rejoinder to Ellison, Harris reproduces
the sixty Qur’anic quotations appearing in The End of Faith (once again, without dis-
cussing their respective contexts) and concludes that such quotations “can be fairly said
to convey the central message of the Qur’an — and of Islam at nearly every moment in
its history ... The result is a unified message of triumphalism, otherworldliness, and reli-
gious hatred that has become a problem for the entire world” (Harris, “My Response
to Rep. Keith Ellison”). I shall revisit Harris’s claim concerning the Qur’an’s “central”
message.

“t Harris, The End of Faith, 117-118.

> Harris, The End of Faith, 123.
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simply do not find Islam convincing or compelling. It is not entirely
clear where most theologians fall on this spectrum. But consider this:
it is difficult to think of a theologian more influential than al-Ghazali
(d. 1111), and although he was not especially “liberal” — he assumed
that to be considered “sincere,” a non-Muslim would at least have
to investigate Islam actively (without necessarily converting) after
encountering it in its “true” form — he nonetheless envisioned a par-
adise populated with most of humanity, Muslims and non-Muslims.
And even ibn Taymiyya, who is often cited in the works of al-Qaeda
and ISIS, imagined a day in which every single inhabitant of hell
would be admitted into heaven to spend the rest of eternity.”* (To
the best of my knowledge, the leadership of al-Qaeda and ISIS has
never promoted this universalist salvation doctrine.)™ These visions
of salvation are partly predicated on the scriptural emphasis on
divine mercy (see, for instance, Qur’an 1:1). All things considered,
most Muslim theologians would likely balk at the claim that the
non-Muslims who died on 9/11 were all simply “fuel for the eternal
fires of God’s justice.”

And while the conviction that Islam constitutes the primary path to
paradise might indeed lead to feelings of, as Harris puts it, “contempt
for any man or woman who doubts the truth of his beliefs,” the matter
is not so simple. Consider, for instance, the words of the Muslim scholar
and academic Yasir Qadhi: while admitting “that a nonpluralistic view
could very easily lead to prejudice and intolerance,” he contends that “the
opposite can and often does occur, and this is a tangible reality that those
within the Muslim community witness on a daily basis.” This is because
a “nonpluralist Muslim might actually treat a non-Muslim better than
he or she would a Muslim, possibly with the opportunistic intention of
showing the non-Muslim the beauty of Islam and eventually winning him
or her over to the faith.” Whatever one makes of this manner of think-
ing, the reality is that mainstream Muslims have “often managed to live
cordially with people of all faiths.”*s But with Harris intently focused on
the threat of Muslim terrorism, he sees not cordiality but hostility toward
Others in the name of Islam, and not a limited conflict but a civilizational
“clash.”

5 See Khalil, Islam and the Fate of Others.

4 Such radicals may be unaware of or uninterested in this doctrine, or perhaps they accept
the problematic modern claim that this was not ibn Taymiyya’s true, final position. For a
response to this claim, see Khalil, Islam and the Fate of Others, 86-88.

5 Qadhi, “The Path of Allah or the Pathos of Allah?,” 118.
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JIHAD AND THE “CLASH”

Remarkably, Harris affirms what bin Laden had asserted about the
West: “We are at war with Islam. It may not serve our immediate for-
eign policy objectives for our political leaders to openly acknowledge
this fact, but it is unambiguously so0.”*¢ (In his later work Islam and the
Future of Tolerance, Harris notes that he is “careful to say that we are
not at war with all [or even most] Muslims”; his “problem” is with their
religion.)” Along these lines, Harris defends Samuel Huntington’s well-
known “clash of civilizations” thesis.™ And, partly owing to his own par-
ticular reading of Islamic sources, Harris places much of the blame for
this clash on Islam itself:

It is not merely that we are at war with an otherwise peaceful religion that has
been “hijacked” by extremists. We are at war with precisely the vision of life that
is prescribed to all Muslims in the Koran, and further elaborated in the literature
of the hadith, which recounts the sayings and actions of the Prophet.™

Without faith, most Muslim grievances against the West would be impossible
even to formulate, much less avenge.>°

Nothing explains the actions of Muslim extremists, and the widespread tolerance
of their behavior in the Muslim world, better than the tenets of Islam.>*

Islam, more than any other religion human beings have devised, has all the mak-
ings of a thoroughgoing cult of death.*

Particularly troubling to Harris is “the duty of jihad,” which he
describes as “an unambiguous call to world conquest.”*> In making this
statement, Harris invokes Islamic studies scholar Bernard Lewis. “The
presumption” in Islam, according to Lewis, “is that the duty of jihad will

¢ Harris, The End of Faith, 109. Harris often rails against political correctness, as in

his April 2012 blog entry “In Defense of Profiling.” Here he tackles the sensitive topic

of profiling at American airports, proclaiming, “We should profile Muslims, or any-
one who looks like he or she could conceivably be Muslim, and we should be honest
about it.”

Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 113-114.

8 Harris, The End of Faith, 130; see Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the
Remaking of World Order.

9 Harris, The End of Faith, 109—110. Harris goes on to cite several hadiths (of varying
levels of authenticity, according to traditional Sunni standards) that glorify jihad, noting
that “Islamists regularly invoke [such hadiths] as a justification for attacks upon infidels
and apostates” (The End of Faith, 112).

> Harris, The End of Faith, 138.

Harris, The End of Faith, 137.

Harris, The End of Faith, 123.

Harris, The End of Faith, t11.
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continue,interrupted only by trucesyntil all the world either adopts the
Muslim faith or submits to Muslim rules

As Harris explains it;from the point of view of Islafi,the world
“is divided into théHouse of Islam’ and théHouse of War’ ... The only
future devout Muslims can envisage as Muslims — is one in which all
infidels have been converted to Islam, subjugated, or killed.” In other
words, a permanent sharing of power with the “enemies of God” is sim-
ply out of the question.>s Accordingly, not only do “devout Muslims”
“disdain” Western culture, they view Western success as “a diabolical
perversity, and this situation will always stand as an open invitation for
jihad.”=s

Harris fails to account for the fact that the terms “House of Islam”
(or “abode of Islam”) and “House of War” (or “abode of war”), neither
of which appears in Islamic scripture, are principally descriptive (rather
than prescriptive) designations. And although many Muslim scholars did
indeed conceptualize armed jihad as a means of expansion and conquest,
Harris is not concerned with those (in premodern or modern times) who
instead stressed the defensive purpose of warfare. Nor does he seem
acquainted with modern Muslim scholarly arguments (whether those
of controversial clerics such as Yusuf al-Qaradawi or academics such as
Sherman A. Jackson) against the practice of aggressive jihad in a world
in which countries have fixed borders and there exists an assumed state
of peace and tolerance. Furthermore, Harris’s depiction of the “devout
Muslim” outlook on Western prosperity ignores the fact that many prac-
ticing Muslims in and of the West actively contribute to its success and
even take pride in their Westernness.

As for the Western side of the “clash,” Harris rejects Noam Chomsky’s
assertion that the United States “itself is a leading terrorist state.”*” While

* Lewis, The Crisis of Islam, 31—32 (cited and discussed in Harris, The End of Faith, 111).

»s Harris, The End of Faith, 110. Sentiments such as the one Harris expresses here about
the “only future devout Muslims can envisage” have led some critics to accuse him of
Islamophobia and bigotry (see, for instance, Greenwald, “Sam Harris, the New Atheists,
and Anti-Muslim Animus”). Harris dismisses these accusations in his April 2013 blog
entry “Response to Controversy” (which was updated in June 2014) and asserts that the
term “Islamophobia” is a propaganda tool used to stifle criticism of Islam. His condem-
nations, he writes, pertain to Islamic doctrines and their adherents, not to all Muslims.
And, he avers, “in the case of Islam, the bad acts of the worst individuals — the jihadists,
the murderers of apostates, and the men who treat their wives and daughters like chat-
tel — are the best examples of the doctrine in practice.”

*6 Harris, The End of Faith, 32.

7 Chomsky, 9-11, 119 (cited and discussed in Harris, The End of Faith, 140).
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conceding that America “has much to atone for,”*® Harris suggests that
we should distinguish “between intending to kill a child, because of the
effect you hope to produce on its parents (we call this ‘terrorism’), and
inadvertently killing a child in an attempt to capture or kill an avowed
child murderer (we call this ‘collateral damage’).”*® (Whether the United
States has consistently taken the necessary steps to prevent wars or min-
imize collateral damage is a separate discussion.) Ultimately, for Harris,
America is, “in many respects,” a “well-intentioned giant.”3° It has gone
to great lengths to protect Muslims, as when it defended Kuwait and
Saudi Arabia during the 1991 Gulf War. “And yet,” Harris contends,
“the Muslim worldview is such that this fact, if acknowledged at all,
is generally counted as a further grievance against us; it is yet another
source of Muslim ‘humiliation’.”3* Harris explains the humiliation felt
by Muslim extremists in particular: “while their civilization has found-
ered, they have watched a godless, sin-loving people become the masters
of everything they touch ... They feel the outrage of a chosen people who
have been subjugated by barbarians.” And this feeling is “a product of
their faith.”3>

Here Harris points to the example of bin Laden. His “only apparent
concerns,” Harris submits, “are the spread of Islam and the sanctity of
Muslim holy sites.”s3 They do not include

the equal distribution of wealth around the globe. Even his demand for Palestinian
statehood seems an afterthought, stemming as much from his anti-Semitism
as from any solidarity he feels with the Palestinians (needless to say, such anti-
Semitism and solidarity are also products of his faith). He seems most exercised
over the presence of unbelievers (American troops and Jews) in the Muslim holy
land and over what he imagines to be the territorial ambitions of Zionists. These
are purely theological grievances. It would be much better, for all concerned, if
he merely hated us.3

But, although motivated by religion, bin Laden’s grievances were
by no means “purely theological,” as Harris maintains. All indications

*

2]

Harris, The End of Faith, 140.

Harris, The End of Faith, 146. Given that bin Laden himself claimed that one must never
target innocents, Harris would have done well to acknowledge this and then demonstrate
bin Laden’s disingenuousness.

Harris, The End of Faith, 142.

31 Harris, The End of Faith, 240, note 10.

5> Harris, The End of Faith, 30.

53 Harris, The End of Faith, 260, note 2.

Harris, The End of Faith, 30.
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suggest that bin Laden genuinely believed that the United States had
played a sinister role in various Muslim-majority countries by occupy-
ing their lands, supporting corrupt regimes, imposing unjust sanctions,
and stealing their oil. (These are widespread perceptions. Not surpris-
ingly, a 2004 report commissioned by the United States Department of
Defense concluded that the many Muslims who despise America hate it
primarily because of its policies rather than its freedoms.)?s Bin Laden
saw his war against America as one that could be justified on the basis
of reason: “what is wrong with resisting those who attack you? All reli-
gious communities have such a principle, for example these Buddhists,
both the North Koreans and Vietnamese who fought America.”3¢ And
with regard to the American presence in his Saudi homeland, consider
this reflection: “if God had not blessed us with Islam then our ances-
tors in the pagan age would not have let these people come either.”37
Leaving aside his one-dimensional view of American foreign policy,
we have no reason to doubt that bin Laden saw the United States as
a bona fide imperialist threat. As for Israel, recall that bin Laden’s
proclaimed inspiration for attacking the Twin Towers was the 1982
Israeli attacks in Lebanon — attacks that involved the destruction of
“towers” and the deaths of many innocent civilians; and his objection
to bin Baz’s 1994 call for peace with Israel was largely predicated on
the conviction that Israelis were occupying land originally belonging
to Palestinians, “poor men, women, and children who have nowhere
to go.”3?

35 Defense Science Board Task Force, Report of the Defense Science Board Task Force on
Strategic Communication, 40. Here I should note that in an August 2016 episode of his
Waking Up podcast, “What Do Jihadists Really Want?,” Harris discusses and reads the
entirety of the aforementioned article in the ISIS online magazine Dabiq entitled “Why
We Hate You & Why We Fight You” (Dabiq 15 [July 2016], 30-33). As this article
presents a theological basis for ISIS members’ hatred of and antagonism against non-
Muslims, Harris maintains that this article “confirms, more or less, everything I have
been saying about jihadism for the last fifteen years.” According to Harris, the article
shows that Muslim radicals really do “hate us for our freedom” and that it would be
“simply wrong” to think that they hate us for some other reason, like “our foreign pol-
icy.” And yet, as noted earlier, a careful analysis of the “Why We Hate You” article,
especially in conjunction with other, more authoritative ISIS statements, shows that the
foreign policies of Western nations (at least as they are perceived) are indeed a cause of
hatred and ISIS’s primary justification for its terrorist operations against Westerners.

3¢ Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 73-76.

57 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 89—9o.

38 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 9.


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108377263.010
https://www.cambridge.org/core

106 Jihad, Radicalism, and the New Atheism

TERRORISM AND THE TEXT

In dismissing the popular claim that there exists “no direct link between
the Muslim faith and ‘terrorism’,” Harris writes,

It is clear ... that Muslims hate the West in the very terms of their faith and
that the Koran mandates such hatred. It is widely claimed by “moderate”
Muslims that the Koran mandates nothing of the kind and that Islam is a
“religion of peace.” But one need only read the Koran itself to see that this is
untrue.??

To support this statement, Harris, in keeping with his tendency in The
End of Faith, quotes two Qur’anic verses without discussing their respec-
tive contexts. These verses, 9:73 and 9:123, read as follows:

Prophet, strive [or do jihad] against the unbelievers and the hypocrites and be
tough with them. Hell is their final home — an evil destination! (9:73)

You who believe, fight the unbelievers near you and let them find you standing
firm: be aware that God is with those who are mindful of Him. (9:123)

Harris does not account for any other passage from the Qur’an’s ninth
chapter; nor does he consider the implications of Qur’an 9:73 being
explicitly addressed to the Prophet; nor does he demonstrate an aware-
ness of the view among some Qur’anic commentators that Qur’an 9:123
refers specifically to the antagonistic Arabs “near” Muhammad’s com-
munity; nor does he mention that these passages are widely believed to
have been revealed during the perilous Medinan stage of the Prophet’s
mission, a time when he was confronting violent enemies from within
(“hypocrites”) and without (“unbelievers™).+

In showing how Islamic scripture glorifies jihad and martyrdom,
Harris cites Qur’an 4:95-101, a particular selection of verses that begins
by proclaiming that the believers who “commit themselves and their pos-
sessions to striving [or doing jihad] in God’s way” are superior to those
who “stay at home”; it concludes by discussing emigration and prayer.
Interestingly, Harris presents the final two verses as follows:

He that leaves his dwelling to fight for God and His apostle and is then over-
taken by death, shall be rewarded by God ... The unbelievers are your inveterate
enemies.*!

39 Harris, The End of Faith, 31.

4 See Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 503, 526 (commentary on Qur’an 9:73), 540 (com-
mentary on Qur’an 9:123).

+ Harris, The End of Faith, 33.
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In contrast,here are the two verses in their entirety as translated by
Qur’anic studies scholar M. A. $Abdel Haleem:

[Alnd if anyone leaves home as a migrant towards God and His Messenger and is
then overtaken by deathhis reward from God is sureGod is most forgiving and
merciful.When you [believers] are travelling in the landou will not be blamed
for shortening your prayersif you fear the disbelievers may harm youhey are
your sworn enemiest*

ThroughoutThe End of kith, Harris utilizes NJ. Dawood} 1956 trans-
lation of the Qur’an.Needless to say every translation has its short-
comings. But as Abdel Haleem notes,“from the beginning [Dawood]
translation was seen to take too many liberties with the text of the Qur’an
and to contain many inaccuraciesgs was immediately pointed out by
reviewers?4 In this case,the Dawood translation that Harris utilizes
goes beyond the literal text in an obvious wayotice Dawood$ insertion
of “tofight” And Harris$ decision to remove the section mentioning the
potential harm caused by Muhammasl’enemies and replace it with an
ellipsis makes the passage seem more belligerent.

While we are on the topic of the problematic uses of ellipsasitice
how Harris quotes Qur’an 4:7477 (incorrectly cited as 4:74-78)in an
attempt to show how Islamic scripture might promote suicide terrorism:

Let those who would exchange the life of this world for the hereaffight for
the cause of God; whoever ghts for the cause of Godwhether he dies or tri-
umphs, We shall richly reward him.. The true believers fht for the cause of
God, but the infilels fight for the devilFight then against the friends of Satan..
Say: “Trifling are the pleasures of this lifd’he hereafter is better for those who
would keep from evil ..”+s

Here is the same passage in its entirety as translated Bypdel Haleem
(the missing sections from Harrs’quotation appear in italics):

+ Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, 6o0.

+ Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, xxviii. In his 2007 book god is not Great, the New Atheist
writer Christopher Hitchens draws attention to Muslim complaints of the Dawood
translation and notes that he himself uses the translation of the British Muslim scholar
Marmaduke Pickthall (d. 1936) (124).

In an April 2016 episode of his Waking Up podcast, “The End of Faith Sessions 1,”
Harris reads and comments on the introductory chapter of The End of Faith. In this pod-
cast reading, Harris again mentions verse 78, and he mistakenly refers to verses 7478
(as well as verse 29 of the same chapter) as “suras” (a sura is a chapter of the Qur’an; the
aforementioned verses appear in the fourth sura).

5 Harris, The End of Faith, 33-34.
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Let those of you who are willing to trade the life of this world for the life to
come, fight in God’s way. To anyone who fights in God’s way, whether killed
or victorious, We shall give a great reward. Why should you not fight in God’s
cause and for those oppressed men, women, and children who cry out, “Lord,
rescue us from this town whose people are oppressors! By Your grace, give us a
protector and give us a helper!”? The believers fight for God’s cause, while those
who reject faith fight for an unjust cause. Fight the allies of Satan: Satan’s strat-
egies are truly weak. [Prophet], do you not see those who were told, “Restrain
yourselves from fighting, perform the prayer, and pay the prescribed alms”?
When fighting was ordained for them, some of them feared men as much as,
or even more than, they feared God, saying, “Lord, why have You ordained
fighting for us? If only You would give us just a little more time.” Say to them,
“Little is the enjoyment in this world, the Hereafter is far better for those who
are mindful of God: you will not be wronged by as much as the fibre in a date
stone.” 4

Harris rightly notes that this passage glorifies martyrdom.4” But in the con-
text of arguing that it also promotes terrorism, his ellipses misleadingly
conceal the strictly protective dimension of the passage. Furthermore,
Harris never acknowledges that according to the majority of Muslim
commentators, this passage, in its entirety, calls for a regulated protective
war (following years of divinely mandated pacifism) against the oppres-
sive Meccan polytheists.+

Now if some Muslims — in opposition to most commentators — also
see in this passage an invitation to martyrdom through terroristic means
(we have seen how terrorists present their aggressive attacks as protect-
ive in nature), then, according to Harris, we must hold the Qur’an itself
accountable. The Qur’an (and Bible), he writes, “must be appreciated,
and criticized, for any possible interpretations to which [it is] suscep-
tible — and to which [it] will be subjected, with varying emphases and
elisions, throughout the religious world.”+# Of course Harris’s premise
stands at odds with the prevailing Muslim scholarly belief that human
interpretations, however popular or compelling, are generally fallible and
more likely to be erroneous and blameworthy in the absence of care-
ful study. By this logic, believers attempting to interpret God’s infallible
words are in some ways comparable to scientists attempting to interpret

IS

¢ Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, 57—58.

+7 Harris, The End of Faith, 34.

8 See Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 224—226 (commentary on Qur’an 4:74-77).
9 Harris, The End of Faith, 34.
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a God-<reated universe: both may err on account of their own défn-
cies and limitationg?

But Harris goes beyond simply arguing that we should blame the Qur’an
for all dangerous readings of the text. As he would have it, what makes
“Muslim extremists” extreme is “their devotion to the literal word of the
Koran and the hadith.”s* Violent radicals, we are led to believe, are mon-
sters precisely because of their close adherence to the letter of scripture.

Harris concedes “that there are a few lines in the Koran that seem
to speak directly against indiscriminate violence. Those who wage jihad
are enjoined not to attack first (Koran 2:190), since ‘God does not love
aggressors’.” But, he continues, “this injunction restrains no one” — a rhet-
orical overstatement — because, considering the “long history of conflict
between Islam and the West, almost any act of violence against infidels
can now be plausibly construed as an action in defense of the faith.”s>

Notice here Harris’s use of the passive verb “construed.” When thinking
about terrorism in the name of Islam, one must be careful to consider who
is doing the construing. If violent radicals (in opposition to the overwhelm-
ing majority of Muslim clerics, scholars, and laypeople) construe their
widely rejected acts of terrorism as part of a defensive jihad, in part because
of their specific assessments of the facts on the ground, this would seem to
tell us more about these particular radicals than it would Islamic scripture.

As for the Islamic rules for conducting warfare justly, Harris refers to
Bernard Lewis, who acknowledges that women, children, and the elderly can
only be fought in self-defense.s3 But, still in the same sentence, Harris notes
that “a little casuistry on the notion of self-defense allows Muslim militants
to elude this stricture as well.”s+ This muddles Harris’s analysis, however,
for one would not expect such “casuistry” to be practiced by true literalists.

5o One obvious exception to this comes from the mystical Sufi tradition: according to one
popular Sufi belief, all interpretations — reflecting the diversity of human dispositions —
are, in a sense, “true” because they ultimately come from God. Even so, according to this
paradigm (one not typically associated with contemporary terrorism), only certain inter-
pretations — those that best reflect God’s essence — are considered righteous and beneficial
(see, for instance, Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, chapter 9).

st Harris, The End of Faith, 29.

s> Harris, The End of Faith, 112.

53 Harris, The End of Faith, 112—-113; see Lewis, The Crisis of Islam, 39. Lewis adds, “At no
point do the basic texts of Islam enjoin terrorism and murder.” I shall say more on Lewis
in what follows.

s+ Harris, The End of Faith, 113.
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THE SUICIDE TERRORISM PROBLEM

Inspired as he was by 9/11 to compose The End of Faith, Harris has
much to say about the problem of Muslim suicide terrorism. As he
presents it, it is Islamic ideology — and not, as political scientist Robert
Pape maintains, specific nationalist goals’s — that best explains this
phenomenon. After all, organizations such as al-Qaeda “define them-
selves in religious terms.”s¢ Of course the same is true for many of
al-Qaeda’s staunchest Muslim opponents, a much larger group. For
Harris, however, Muslim suicide terrorism is ultimately “inextrica-
ble from notions of martyrdom and jihad, predictable on their basis,
and sanctified by their logic. It is no more secular an activity than
prayer is.”57 And its desired eschatological outcome must be recog-
nized: “Most Muslims who commit atrocities are explicit about their
desire to get to paradise.”s® For martyrdom “is the only way that a
Muslim can bypass the painful litigation that awaits us all on the Day
of Judgment and proceed directly to paradise.”s® Thus, conflating sui-
cide terrorism with Islamic martyrdom, Harris declares it “rational”
according to Islamic thought “for Muslim women to encourage the
suicides of their children, as long as they are fighting for the cause
of God. Devout Muslims simply know that they are going to a better
place.”¢°

But were any group of Muslims to claim that they know they are
going to heaven, they would likely be deemed presumptuous by most of
their coreligionists, certainly theologians. Again, the predominant view
in Islamic theology is that only God knows our individual fates. And
even in the midst of a just, regulated war, it is possible for God to deem
a Muslim’s death inglorious. For example, as noted earlier, the Prophet
reportedly condemned a Muslim warrior who killed himself after he
was wounded in combat. Thus, while martyrdom is indeed celebrated
in Islamic sources, Harris’s claim that “devout Muslims” regard suicide
attacks as guarantees of paradise is highly problematic.

For Harris, however, the exception often proves the rule. And in his
efforts to cast Islamic doctrines of jihad and martyrdom as a sufficient

5 Pape, “The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism.”
¢ Harris, The End of Faith, 260, note 2.

7 Harris, The End of Faith, 260, note 2.

8 Harris, The End of Faith, 31.

59 Harris, The End of Faith, 3 4.

° Harris, The End of Faith, 136.
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explanation for radical Muslim terrorismhe highlights the case of a
“failed Palestinian suicide bomberffamed Zaydan ZaydanThe latter

described being“pushed” to attack Israelis by“the love of martyrdonf. He
added, “I didnt want rewenge for awthing. I just wanted to be a marty?
Mr. Zaydan, the would-be martyr, conceded that his Jewish captors were “better
than many, many Arabs.” With regard to the suffering that his death would have
inflicted upon his family, he reminded his interviewer that a martyr gets to pick
seventy people to join him in paradise. He would have been sure to invite his
family along.**

That Harris thought Zaydan’s story was revealing and representative
of a broader phenomenon of faith leading directly to destruction is sug-
gested by the fact that this quoted passage appears in the introductory
chapter of The End of Faith. Harris does not tell us anything else about
Zaydan. But there is, in fact, more to his story.

When discussing and quoting Zaydan, Harris cites a June 8, 2002,
New York Times article. A close reading of this article reveals another
side to the would-be suicide bomber: Zaydan, “a fifth-grade dropout”
who “can read but not write,”

became a carpenter, then a peddler of newspapers and other products in Israel.
When the latest conflict began in September 2000, he said he sought work fruit-
lessly in Jenin, settling for a couple of hours spent each day carrying boxes of
vegetables in the market there.

The rest of the day he spent sleeping or hanging around a pool hall, smoking.
Then he happened to watch a religious lesson on television that convinced him
he was wasting his time. In what he called his life’s turning point, he quit billiards
and began going to the mosque regularly. Eventually, he stopped smoking.

He insisted that he was drawn to martyrdom by what he read in books, not by
anything he heard from his imam, or priest.

After Israel first raided Jenin’s refugee camp at the beginning of March,
Mr. Zaydan said, he began to think seriously about becoming a suicide bomber.

With regard to his planned attack, he “insisted that he had sought to kill
only soldiers, whom he described as overwhelming adversaries.”

The author of this article, James Bennet, informs us that his two-
plus-hour conversation with Zaydan, then eighteen years old, took place
shortly after the failed attack, in an Israeli hospital, while Zaydan was
“expecting to be prosecuted.” “Guarded by two Israeli police officers”
and “manacled by a wrist and an ankle to his bed,” he

¢t Harris, The End of Faith, 31 (emphasis added).
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said bitterly that he knew he would be jailed for life and remembered only as a
terrorist.

“I feel sorry because it was a mistak&, he said.“But as a human being] should
live like others.The way there is an Israeli statethere are people living in this
state, enjoying life,having someone protect theml don’t live in this situation.
I don? feel I'm securé’

Soldiers could enter Jenin at any timée said,and he constantly feared being
arrested.“As long as life continues like thi3he said,“you will have people who
think like me? He insisted that he wanted peacéyut said he saw little chance
for it#

Assuming Zaydan genuinely sought martyrdonm is diffcult to over
look the obvious political dimensions of his actiorsis challenging life
experiences, his limited education,and the circumstances of his con-
versation with Bennetwith Israeli offters nearby and a trial looming.
Furthermore, Bennet himself calls into question Zaydantrustworthi-
ness: Zaydan, he writes,“insisted today that he had not detonated his
bomb, but instead had been shot twice in the stomach by soldiethat
account was not supported by his woundsaccording to the hospital.
These are not just details.

Returning to the Qur’an, Harris identifies only a single statement —
an “ambiguous line” — that could be invoked to prohibit suicide ter-
rorism: “Do not destroy yourselves” (4:29).% This statement arguably
prohibits suicide, not necessarily terrorism. As for other, more pertin-
ent passages that indicate that only belligerents may be targeted (for
example, “Fight in God’s cause against those who fight you, but do
not overstep the limits” [2:190]), recall that for Harris, such passages
restrain “no one.” Accordingly, Harris calls for a challenge to the ver-
acity of the Qur’an:

The corrective to the worldview of Osama bin Laden is not to point out the single
line in the Koran that condemns suicide, because this ambiguous statement is set
in a thicket of other passages that can be read only as direct summons to war
against the “friends of Satan.” [Harris has in mind the aforementioned passage,
Qur’an 4:74—77.] The appropriate response to the bin Ladens of the world is to
correct everyone’s reading of these texts by making the same evidentiary demands
in religious matters that we make in all others.%

2 Bennet, “In Israeli Hospital, Bomber Tells of Trying to Kill Israelis.”

¢ Harris, The End of Faith, 117. Here I use the translation as Harris presents it; I prefer
“Do not kill (taqtulu) yourselves.”

Harris, The End of Faith, 34—35. Cf. page 242, note 18, where Harris states that there
“may even be some credible evidence for reincarnation.”

6.

£


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108377263.010
https://www.cambridge.org/core

“We Are at War with Islam”: The Case of Sam Harris 113

Given what we have seen of Harrs’approach to the Qur’anthere is
unintended irony in this last sentence.

Harrisy approach to Muslim scholarly discourse is similarly discon-
certing.He writes,

Surely there are Muslim jurists who might say thaticide bombing is contrary to
the tenets of Islam (where are these juristsy the way?) and that suicide bombers
are therefore not martyrs but fresh denizens of he$luch a minority opinionif

it exists,cannot change the fact that suicide bombings have been rationalized by
much of the Muslim world.. Indeed, such rationalization is remarkably easy
given the tenets of Islangs

As noted earliey there are,in fact, multitudes of prominent clerics and
scholars— from the Figh Council of NortAmerica to the SaudWahhabi
establishment— who have condemned suicide missions and terrorism
more broadly And yet,Harris writes,

we need only ask why so many Muslims are eager to turn themselves into bombs
these days.The answer:because the Koran makes this activity seem like a career
opportunity Nothing in the history oWestern colonialism explains this behavior
(though we can certainly concede that this history offers us much to atone for).
Subtract the Muslim belief in martyrdom and jihadnd the actions of suicide
bombers become completely unintelligiblag does the spectacle of public jubila-
tion that invariably follows their deaths; insert these peculiar beliafsd one can
only marvel that suicide bombing is not more widespread.

Notice Harris$§ words here:“one can only marvel that suicide bomb-
ing is not more widespread.With his focus fimly on Muslim radicals,
he neglects the broader and historical Islamic landscapde is apparently
unaware, for instance,that suicide attacks of any kind were historically
uncommon in the Sunni tradition claimed by &aeda. Interestingly, the
very authority Harris relies on when discussing jihad, Bernard Lewis,
who is hardly an apologist for Islam, writes (in a coauthored book pub-
lished after Harris completed The End of Faith),

The emergence of the by now widespread terrorism practice of suicide bombing ...
is a development of the 2oth century. It has no antecedents in Islamic history,
and no justification in terms of Islamic theology, law, or tradition. It is a pity
that those who practice this form of terrorism are not better acquainted with
their own religion, and with the culture that grew up under the auspices of that
religion.®”

¢s Harris, The End of Faith, 123.
6 Harris, The End of Faith, 32—33.
7 Lewis and Churchill, Islam, 153.
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Recall that Harris opensThe End of Rith by depicting a suicide
bomber and then asking the reader why it ¥so easy”to guess his reli-
gion. But if one could somehow transport a copy dhe End of Rith to
people living in the 1970s (including a young Harrishey would likely
not find guessing that bombes’religion easy at allAgain, until the early
1980s,there was simply no such thing as a Muslim suicide bombAnd
it is worth refécting on the fact that even after therthe tactic of sui-
cide bombing was never once employed in a comft as intense as the
Soviet-Afghan War.

Harris3 concern over Muslim suicide attacks igyf course, under
standable.Suicide bombings in the name of Islam have become terribly
common in recent decadesAnd certain polling data suggests that there
has been a disturbing level of support for such bombingdarris draws
attention to a 2002 Pew Research Center survey and itadings con-
cerning Muslims in a dozen countrie’he most alarming results came
from Lebanon (a country that has witnessed numerous suicide bomb-
ings),where 73 percent said thatsuicide bombing in defense of Islami}
justified, and 82 percent said itould be justifed.s®

Owing to specift political developments and popular propagandege
have good reason to think that many (if not most) Lebanese supporters
of this tactic defended it specifally in the context of theArab-Israeli
conflict. But as this conflct has evolved,and as suicide bombings have
become more prevalent and more devastating worldwidege find that
peopled views have changed signifantly in recent yearsin 2014, Pew
found that 29 percent of Lebanese respondents held thastuicide bomb-
ings can be”either“often” (7 percent) or“sometimes”(22 percent) justi-
fied; 45 percent said that such bombing§can nevet” not even“rarely”
be justifed. And the same survey found that g9@ercent of Lebanese
respondents had an“unfavorable opinion of alQaeda”®

Although the aforementioned 2002 Pew survey did not specifily
cover 9/t1, Harris moves quickly from his discussion of the survey to
his claim that“a signiftant percentage of the world’Muslims believe
that the men who brought down thWorld Trade Center are now seated
at the right hand of God7° And because of the aforementioned contro-
versy surrounding suicide in IslanHlarris speculates that had Pew asked

¢ Harris, The End of Faith, 124—-126; Pew Research Center, “What the World Thinks in
2002” (see “Topline” for all data).

% Pew Research Center, “Concerns about Islamic Extremism on the Rise in Middle East.”

7o Harris, The End of Faith, 127.
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the same Muslims,“Is it ever justifd to target civilians in defense of
Islam[?]” — without getting into the topic of suicide bombing — we could
have expected to see “even greater Muslim support for terrorism.””*

But the matter is not nearly as straightforward as Harris presents it.
Other surveys, including some published after Harris completed The End
of Faith, challenge his portrayal of a specifically Muslim attitudinal prob-
lem. In a survey published by Gallup in 2008, for instance, Palestinians
(who are overwhelmingly Muslim) and Israelis (who are overwhelm-
ingly non-Muslim) were asked, “When is it justified for individuals or
small groups to target and kill civilians?” Among the Palestinians, 84
percent said “never,” as compared to 73 percent of Israelis; 14 percent
of Palestinians said “sometimes/depends,” as compared to 22 percent
of Israelis. When the same group was asked, “When is it justified for
the military to target and kill civilians?,” 86 percent of Palestinians
said “never,” as compared to 44 percent of Israelis; 12 percent
of Palestinians said “sometimes/depends,” as compared to 52 percent of
Israelis.”>

And according to another survey published by Gallup in 2011, 21 per-
cent of residents in the United States and Canada said that it is “sometimes
justified” for “an individual person or a small group of persons to target
and kill civilians,” as compared to 9 percent of residents in the Middle
East and North Africa; 77 percent of Americans and Canadians said it
is “never justified,” as compared to 85 percent of Middle Easterners and
North Africans. Furthermore, 47 percent of Americans and Canadians
said that it is “sometimes justified” for the military “to target and kill
civilians,” as compared to 13 percent of Middle Easterners and North
Africans; 5o percent of Americans and Canadians said it is “never jus-
tified,” as compared to 79 percent of Middle Easterners and North
Africans.” All this data leaves us with a hazy, colorful picture, as opposed
to the fairly sharp black-and-white image presented in The End of Faith.

CELEBRATIONS OR CONDEMNATIONS?

Harris also draws attention to a February 2002 CNN poll that showed
that 61 percent of Muslims in nine Muslim-majority nations did “not
believe that Arabs were responsible” for the 9/r1 attacks. This surely

7t Harris, The End of Faith, 125.
7 Saad, “Palestinians and Israelis Favor Nonviolent Solutions.”
73 Gallup, “Views of Violence.”
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reveals a problem of denialgnd one that suggests both the scapegoating
of others and the foreignness of bin Ladentactics (I have heard more
than a few Muslims say that their coreligionistcould not have done
something like this”)In any case,Harris remarks;*No doubt the 39 per
cent who thought otherwise represent millions who wish theab world
would take credit for a job well don¥#

Here Harris oversteps his limitationés noted earlieyin a different
2008 Gallup survey -one of the most extensive surveys of Muslim opin-
ion to date —the overwhelming majority of respondents found therg/
attacks to be objectionable to varying degrees; a disturbing yet relatively
small percentage (7 percent) thought they wefieompletely justifed.”7s
But even before Gallup published thesenfilings, there was good reason
to think that most Muslims had rejected bin Ladsttactics.

Although it was published nearly three years after 9/11, The End
of Faith gives no clear indication that numerous well-known Muslim
figures — including many strongly opposed to American foreign policy —
explicitly and publicly condemned the attacks in September 2001 on
religious grounds. As Harris would have it, “If you believe anything like
what the Koran says you must believe in order to escape the fires of hell,
you will, at the very least, be sympathetic with the actions of Osama
bin Laden.”?¢ He also writes, “we must acknowledge that Muslims
have not found anything of substance to say against the actions of
the September 11 hijackers.” This is an unfortunate myth. (It is ironic
that Harris would proceed to ridicule certain Muslims for propagating
myths of their own, including the absurd idea that the 9/r1 hijack-
ers “were really Jews.”)77 The reality is that the targeting of innocents
was a recurring theme in the September 2001 condemnations issued
by scholars, clerics, and the leadership of, among many other institu-
tions, the fifty-seven-nation Organization of the Islamic Conference,
al-Azhar in Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, Jamaat-e-Islami
in both Pakistan and Bangladesh, the Nahda Renaissance Movement in
Tunisia, the Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party (Parti Islam SeMalaysia), and
even Hamas.”8

If Harris had picked up an issue of the San Jose Mercury News five
days after the attacks, he would have come across an interview with a

~

+ Harris, The End of Faith, 264, note 30.

5 Esposito and Mogahed, Who Speaks for Islam?, chapter 3.
¢ Harris, The End of Faith, 117.

77 Harris, The End of Faith, 13 4.

8 Kurzman (ed.), “Islamic Statements Against Terrorism.”

~

~

~
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fellow Californian named Hamz¥usuf (né Mark Hanson),an extremely
influential Muslim scholar who offered somethirfipf substance to say
against the actions of the September 11 hijackétsIn the interviewy
Yusuf — a staunch critic oAmerican foreign policy- declared that if the
9/11 perpetrators were indeed Muslims,

they’re obviously very sick people andchn’t even look at it in religious terms..
It’s like some misguided Irish using Catholicism as an excuse for blowing up
English people.

They’re not martyrsjt’s as simple as that.

... You cant kill innocent peopleThere’ no Islamic declaration of war against
the United States ..

In Islam,the only wars that are permitted are between armies and they should
engage on battlefelds and engage noblyThe Prophet Muhammad said{Do not
kill women or children or nomombatants and do not kill old people or religious
people,” and he mentioned priestspuns and rabbis ..

The fact that there are any Muslims no matter how statistically insignifant
their numbers— who consider these acts to be religious acts is in and of itself
shocking.And therefore we as Muslims have to ask the questiditlow is it that
our religious leadership has failed to reach these people with the true message of
Islam?” ...

... One of the worst crimes in Islam is brigandey highway robbery or today
we’d say armed robbery because it disrupts the sense of weleing and security
among civilians.

... There is no vigilantism in IslanMuslims believe in the authority of government.

Imam Malik [d.795], an early Islamic legal authorifysaid that 6oyears of
oppression under an unjust ruler is better than one hour of anarchy

... The perpetrators of this andseally all acts of terror are people who hate too
much.There’ a verse in the Koran [5:8] that says do not let the hatred of a people
prevent you from being justBeing just is closer to piety..

When asked about some of thé&Palestinians and others celebrating
the attacks in the street¥,Yusuf responded,

When you see ignorant people in the streetsgjoicing— the Prophet condemned
it. It’s rejoicing at the calamities of your enemiesnd Islam prohibits that.

They do have a lot of anger towardmerica,because America produces much of
Israel military hardware and so manfAimerican tax dollars go to support Israel.
You have a lot of animosity in thArab world.But the vast majority oAArabs are
horrified by whatd happened.

After stating that both suicide and the killing of civilians are strictly
prohibited in Islam,he concluded with the following words about
martyrdom:
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The Prophet said that a martyr who dies doesnhave a reckoning on the Day
of Judgment.Its an act through which he is forgiveBut the Prophetalso said
that there are people who kill in the name of Islam and go to hAlhd when he
was asked whyhe said,“Because they werert fighting truly for the sake oGod.”

If there are any martyrs in this affair it would certainly be those bravefight-
ers and police that went in there to save human lives and in that process lost
their own7?

Weeks after 94 1, the denunciations continuedin an October § 20071,
article published inThe New York Times, for instance,we find the well-
known Muslim leader and Islamic studies scholar Ingrid Mattson (then
a professor at Hartford Seminary) disavowing @laeda’ tactics, pro-
claiming,“Even in a legitimate war -even if Osama bin Laden were a
legitimate head of statewhich hed not —you’re not permitted to indis-
criminately kill civiliansgjust to create terror in the general populatidfe
And in another piece published iThe New York Times, this one on
January 27,2002, we read that despite bin Lades’appeal as an anti-
imperialist icon,“many Muslim scholars criticize hifi.For example,
Safir Akhtar of the Islamic University in Islamabad, warns, “Don’t make
the mistake of thinking that Osama bin Laden is the true face of a bil-
lion Muslims, or the true voice of the Koran.” What is more, the article’s
author John Burns tells us, “many of Islam’s most militant theologians
now rebuke Mr. bin Laden.” Burns goes on to quote the so-called “spir-
itual leader of Hezbollah,” the Lebanese Grand Ayatollah Muhammad
Hussain Fadlallah (d. 2o10), who condemned the attacks, “accused Mr.
bin Laden of having ignored Koranic texts,” and held that “the perpetra-
tors were not martyrs as Mr. bin Laden has claimed, but ‘merely suicides,
because they killed innocent civilians, and in a distant land, America.”®*

Closer to home, and a couple of days before the one-year anniver-
sary of 9/11, numerous leaders representing North American Islamic
organizations (including what is widely considered the largest of them
all, the Islamic Society of North America) and influential Western schol-
ars (including Khaled Abou El Fadl, Asma Afsaruddin, Tariq Ramadan,
Abdulaziz Sachedina, Zaid Shakir, and Muzammil Siddiqi) issued a state-
ment (for many, a “restatement”) in which they condemned bin Laden by
name. They declared “unequivocally that neither the al-Qaeda organiza-
tion nor Usama bin Laden represents Islam or reflects Muslim beliefs

79 Scheinin, “Expert Says Islam Prohibits Violence Against Innocents” (this article was posted
online on the evening of September 15, 20071, and distributed in print the next day).

%o Steinberg, “Experts Say bin Laden Is Distorting Islamic Law.”

1 Burns, “A Nation Challenged.”
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and practices”and that“bin Laden and alQaeda’ actions are criminal,
misguided and counter to the true teachings of Islatt.

Harris’s apparent unfamiliarity with this abundance of Muslim schol-
arly and clerical denunciations may be explained by his overreliance on a
limited array of sources. For instance, in discussing contemporary Muslim
terrorism, Harris leans on New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman,
whom Harris describes as “a tireless surveyor of the world’s discontents.”*
Although Friedman is indeed an accomplished journalist, in the days and
years following 9/11, he wrote a great deal about Muslim terrorism but
seemed not to notice Muslim scholarly and clerical condemnations of
said terrorism. Two days after 9/11, for instance, he wondered why “not
a single Muslim leader” would say that Islam “is being distorted when
it is treated as a guidebook for suicide bombing.”#+ Three months later,
Friedman quoted an “unidentified Saudi sheik” who appeared in a then
recently released video with bin Laden celebrating 9/11; in it the “sheik”
assured the al-Qaeda leader that “in the mosques in Saudi Arabia the reac-
tion to the terror acts had been ‘very positive’.” Friedman did not mention
the Saudi clerical criticisms of 9/11, though he did offer the vague observa-
tion that “some” Muslims — the only examples he provided were an Arab
journalist and a Pakistani-American reader who sent him an email affirm-
ing her and other Muslims’ desire for an “Islamic enlightenment” — were
“eager” to “delegitimize” bin Laden’s ideas and “reform Islam.”®s Years
later, on July 8, 2005 (after the publication of The End of Faith), Friedman
proclaimed without clarification or equivocation, “To this day — to this
day - no major Muslim cleric or religious body has ever issued a fatwa
condemning Osama bin Laden.”® And years after that, on December 15,
2009, Friedman wrote, “How many fatwas — religious edicts — have been
issued by the leading bodies of Islam against Osama bin Laden and Al
Qaeda? Very few.”$

82 “American Muslims and Scholars Denounce Terrorism”; Kurzman (ed.), “Islamic
Statements Against Terrorism.” The signatories of this statement include non-Muslim
scholars of Islam and Muslims residing in countries such as Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Jordan,
Lebanon, Malaysia, the Maldives, Morocco, Pakistan, the Philippines, South Africa, and
Turkey.

85 Harris, The End of Faith, 131.

84 Friedman, “Foreign Affairs; World War II1.”

85 Friedman, “Spiritual Missile Shield.”

86 Friedman, “If It’s a Muslim Problem, It Needs a Muslim Solution.”

87 Friedman, “www.jihad.com.” By the time of bin Laden’s death, Harris had become more
critical of Friedman. In Harris’s eyes, Friedman had “grown so manic as to imagine that
bin Laden was never very popular among Muslims in the first place.” Whereas Friedman
saw bin Laden’s support as having been initially “passive” and then almost nonexistent,
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The fact of the matter is that even before 9/11, various prominent
Muslims had expressly rejected suicide terrorism. One example is the
Saudi grand mufti Abdulaziz al-Shaykh, whose condemnatory state-
ment, issued several months before the attacks, may not have received
media attention in the West but was at least acknowledged by American
policy experts.®® And before the one-year anniversary of 9/11, the clear
majority of leading clerics, scholars, and religious bodies had strongly
denounced the culprits of the attacks, some condemning bin Laden and
al-Qaeda by name, others choosing to avoid mentioning specific indi-
viduals until the perpetrators could be found guilty in a court of law.
Friedman’s readers simply could not have known this without examin-
ing other sources. And yet, interestingly, they would not have needed
to look far: the condemnations of bin Laden and 9/r1 appeared in
other sections of The New York Times, such as the October 2001 and
January 2002 articles mentioned earlier and in a full-page ad printed in
the October 17, 2001, issue that was paid for by the Becket Fund for
Religious Liberty and included statements by various Muslim clerics
and leaders.*

HARRIS ON ISLAM

Harris asserts that “nobody suffers the consequences of Islam more than
[Muslims] do.” One reason for this is that wherever Muslim terrorist
“events occur, we will find Muslims tending to side with other Muslims,
no matter how sociopathic their behavior. This is the malignant solidarity
that religion breeds.”?° Along these lines, Harris opines, “it seems all but
certain that if the West underwent a massive conversion to Islam — and,

Harris viewed it as having been initially — “passive or otherwise” — “shockingly high” and

then smaller but “still appalling” (Harris, “Further Thoughts on the Death of Osama bin

Laden”).

See Paz, “The Saudi Fatwa Against Suicide Terrorism.” This is a policy paper published

in May 2001 by the Washington Institute for Near East Policy. The paper’s author,

Reuven Paz (d. 2015), acknowledges the general nature of al-Shaykh’s condemnation

but suggests that he might have been “thinking more about Osama bin Laden than

recent Palestinian actions.” In fact, al-Shaykh has consistently rejected suicide terrorism

altogether (see, for instance, “Saudi Mufti”; and Kurzman [ed.], “Islamic Statements

Against Terrorism”).

%9 See Esposito, The Future of Islam, 31.

9 Harris, The End of Faith, 234 (from the afterword to the 2005 paperback edition).
A similar point is made in Harris’s September 2014 blog entry “Sleepwalking Toward
Armageddon.”
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perforce,repudiated all Jewish interests in the Holy Lardthe basis for
Muslim‘hatred’ would simply disapped®*

While there can be no denying thdtingroup loyalty”and “out-group
hostility” is indeed often a grave problemwe now have good reason
to think that Harris overestimates this phenomenon among Muslims.
Furthermore, it is critical to stress thatMuslim ‘hatred’] wherever it
may exist,is often the product of multiple factorsdeological affliation
being but one.Indeed, adherence to Islam has not prevented countless
cases of intraSunni and intraShi’ite violenceto say nothing of conflts
between Sunnis and Shi’itesNor has it dissuaded many scholarg]erics,
and leaders from condemning radicals of their own sect or denomin-
ation. And their condemnations often invoke the Qur’an itselficlud-
ing the injunction;*You who believe,uphold justice and bear witness to
God, even if it is against yourselvegour parents,or your close relatives”
(4:135)2* If some manifestations of religion breé¢dnalignant solidarity
others directly combat it.

Looking to the futureHarris warns that if Muslims do not learfto
ignore most of their canon#s “most Christians have learned to ddthen
“Islam and theWest” will “stand on the brink of mutual annihilatidit?
“Islam,” he goes on to proclaim, “must find some way to revise itself,
peacefully or otherwise,” and “the West must either win the argument
or win the war. All else will be bondage.”?+ But what is one to make of
this ignore-or-revise proposal when Harris’s own conception of Islam is,
at times, inaccurate and incomplete? When, as Islamic studies scholar
Rory Dickson observes, “Harris’s depiction of Islam betrays a profound

9

Harris, The End of Faith, 30-31.
92 See, for example, Khan, “Islam Condemns Extremism”; and “Muslim Statements
Condemning Terrorism.”
3 Harris, The End of Faith, 110.
94+ Harris, The End of Faith, 131. Cf. page 31, where Harris suggests that Islam offers
“no valid mechanism by which [its] core beliefs can be tested and revised.” While
wishing for a long-term Islamic “revision,” Harris advances a short-term proposal that
is imperialist in nature: “It appears that one of the most urgent tasks we now face in
the developed world is to find some way of facilitating the emergence of civil societies
everywhere else ... It seems all but certain that some form of benign dictatorship will
generally be necessary to bridge the gap. But benignity is the key — and if it cannot
emerge from within a state, it must be imposed from without. The means of such
imposition are necessarily crude: they amount to economic isolation, military interven-
tion (whether open or covert), or some combination of both. While this may seem an
exceedingly arrogant doctrine to espouse, it appears we have no alternatives. We can-
not wait for weapons of mass destruction to dribble out of the former Soviet Union —
to pick only one horrible possibility — and into the hands of fanatics” (Harris, The End
of Faith, 150-151).


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108377263.010
https://www.cambridge.org/core

122 Jihad, Radicalism, and the New Atheism

ignorance of Islamic history and a critical lack of knowledge concerning
key elements of the Islamic traditio?s

Now I should pause to underline the fact that Harris is not a pacifi
And yet he twice contrasts Islam with the pasifiJain religion.First,
he states that there is a reasoffwe must now confront Muslimsather
than Jain terroristsjn every corner of the world?¢ For Harris,the rea-
son is simply the nature of the Islamic traditiofilo place his statement
in perspective,the entire Jain population amounts to no more than one
half of one percent of the worldwide Muslim population and is mostly
concentrated in India.) Secondhe asserts that,in contrast with Islamic
fundamentalism,a “rise of Jain fundamentalism would endanger no
one” because “observant Jains generally will not kill anythingclud-
ing insects”?” Nevertheless,just a few pages earligrand in the context
of defending the use of military technologhe describes pacifim as “a
deeply immoral position that comes to us swaddled in the dogma of
highest moralism”; it allows 4variety of monsters currently loose in
the world”to threaten“the rest of us?®® Then, shortly after defending
the limited use of torture when dealing with terrorishg elaborates on
“the false choice of paci§m” and explains why“we must accept the fact
that violence (or its threat) is often an ethical necessity Thus, Harris’s
conception of legitimate violence actually overlaps, to a large extent, with
that of many Muslims. And we certainly have no good reason to think
that it is more tempered than that of, say, the aforementioned Islamic
legal scholar Muhammad Afifi al-Akiti.'>°

o5 Dickson, “Religion as Phantasmagoria,” 39.

96 Harris, The End of Faith, 108.

97 Harris, The End of Faith, 148. See Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance,
68, in which Harris states that, unlike with Jainism, no one can “say that the central
message of Islam is pacifism.”

Harris, The End of Faith, 142—143. See page 129, where Harris states that in the case
of an Islamist regime acquiring nuclear weapons, “the only thing likely to ensure our
survival may be a nuclear first strike of our own.” Although “this would be an unthink-
able crime — as it would kill tens of millions of innocent civilians in a single day,” Harris
maintains that this “unconscionable act of self-defense” may “be the only course of
action available to us, given what the Islamists believe.” Harris warns his readers that
“a catastrophe of this sort seems increasingly likely” and that “time is not on our side.”
Elsewhere Harris rebukes critics for, ironically, taking his words out of context and
claiming that he advocates “a nuclear first-strike against the Muslim world” (Harris,
“Response to Controversy”).

99 Harris, The End of Faith, 199 (see pages 199—203).

oo See al-Akiti, Defending the Transgressed.
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MORE THAN A DECADE LATER: A DIALOGUE
WITH A MUSLIM ACTIVIST

In Harris and Maajid Nawaz’s 2015 dialogue-turned-book Islam and
the Future of Tolerance, we encounter a more mature Harris, one willing
to challenge and rethink some of his own views. His dialogue partner,
Nawaz, is a British Muslim activist, writer, and politician of Pakistani
heritage. He was once a member of the controversial Islamist organiza-
tion Hizb ut-Tahrir and was imprisoned in Egypt from the end of 2001
to 2006. He eventually abandoned Islamism altogether but remained
Muslim (he describes himself as a “non-devout Muslim”)** and became
a founder and the chairman of Quilliam, a “counterextremism” organiza-
tion based in London.

Harris opens this book by recounting his first conversation with
Nawaz. This was a seemingly uncomfortable exchange that took place at
a dinner following an October 2010 Intelligence Squared debate, which
had pitted Nawaz and American Muslim writer Zeba Khan against Ayaan
Hirsi Ali and the British neoconservative writer Douglas Murray. At the
dinner, Ali asked Harris, who was attending the debate as a guest, if he
had anything to say. Addressing Nawaz, Harris recalls himself saying,

Maajid, I have a question for you. It seems to me that you have a nearly impos-
sible task and yet much depends on your being able to accomplish it. You want
to convince the world — especially the Muslim world — that Islam is a religion
of peace that has been hijacked by extremists. But the problem is that Islam
isn’t a religion of peace, and the so-called “extremists” are seeking to implement
what is arguably the most honest reading of the faith’s actual doctrine. So your
maneuvers on the stage tonight — the claims you made about interpretations of
scripture and the historical context in which certain passages in the Qur’an must
be understood — appear disingenuous.

Everyone in this room recognizes that you have the hardest job in the world,
and everyone is grateful that you’re doing it. Someone has to try to reform
Islam from within, and it’s obviously not going to be an apostate like Ayaan, or
infidels like Douglas [Murray] and me. But the path of reform appears to be one
of pretense. You seem obliged to pretend that the doctrine is something other
than it is — for instance, you must pretend that jihad is just an inner spiritual
struggle, whereas it’s primarily a doctrine of holy war. I’d like to know whether
this is, in fact, the situation as you see it. Is the path forward a matter of pre-
tending certain things are true long enough and hard enough so as to make
them true?™>

1 Dubuis and Mann, “Maajid Nawaz Sent Death Threats by ISIS.”
o> Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 2—3.
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Harris proceeded to ask NawazIts understandable in the public con-
text, but here in this room cait’you just be honest with us?®3
In reflecting on this conversationlNawaz says,

“Can’t you just be honest with us in here?linplied that Thadnt been honest
out there.My honest view is that Islam is not a religion of war of peace- it%s

a religion.Its sacred scripturelike those of other religionsgontains passages
that many people would consider extremely problematldkewise,all scriptures
contain passages that are innocuoufeligion doesnt inherently speak for itself;
no scripture,no book,no piece of writing has its own voice..At Intelligence
Squared,being under the unnatural constraints of a debate motidmgsserted that
Islam is a religion of peace simply because the vast majority of Muslims today do
not subscribe to its being a religion of walf it holds that Islam is only what its
adherents interpret it to bethen it is currently a religion of peace..[TThe motion
forced me to take a side: war or peacé.chose peacei°

Throughout this dialoguewe find the two sides agreeing on some
things and disagreeing on othersin what appears to be an amicable
exchange!°s (As my focus here is on Harrid,;shall not dwell on Nawaz’
views.) In the fmal analysis,howeves much of what Harris proffers is
echoes and rearticulations oThe End of Rith:

[Tlhere certainly seem tobe many cases in which people have no intelligible
grievance apart from a theological one and beconfeadicalized”by the idea of
sacrifcing everything for their faithPm thinking of theWesterners who have
joined groups like alQaeda and [ISIS]for instance.Sometimes religious ideology
appears to be not merely necessary butfficient to motivate a person to do this
... The truth is that some people appear to be almost entirely motivated by their
religious beliefsio¢

[Religion] creates ingroup loyalty and outgroup hostilityeven when members
of one¥ own group are acting in abhorrent ways..[This] is especially a problem
among Muslims in the twentyirst century'®’

[Slcripture,read in anything but the most acrobaticgformist way seems to be
on the side of the barbarians.. [G]roups like [ISIS] and aQaeda are enacting
very literal (and therefore plausible) interpretations of Islamic doctrfie.

However Isquint my eyes or cock my headg hatred and fear of inflels seems
central to the Qur’an.Muslims are told to have no friends among them and

o

Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 5.

o+ Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 5—7.

o5 As of this writing, Harris and Nawaz are completing a documentary based on Islam and
the Future of Tolerance (Williams, “Maajid Nawaz’s Radical Ambition”).

¢ Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 45—46.

7 Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 60. Harris makes a similar obser-
vation earlier in the book (r1).

8 Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 114-115.
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are assured thatAllah will mock,curse, shame, and destroy them on the Day
of Judgment... [T]hey will burn for eternity in hellg. There’ simply no ques-
tion that,under Islam,being an infilel is considered the worst possible deviation
from the good life .. [T]his idea isnf foreign to other religions- Judaism and
Christianity both have a version of iThe difference is in emphasisThe evil of
unbelief is spelled out in the Qur’an on almost every pagad one fnds only a
few stray lines- for example,“There is no compulsion in religion(2:256)— with
which to offset the general message of intolerancEhere is also the doctrine of
“abrogation? under which later- generally less tolerant verses are believed to
supersede earlier one§®

Harris goes on to say thatgccording to his understandingQur’an 2:256
was “nullifed” by abrogation.This, howeves represents the opinion of
only a segment of Muslim scholars (who nonetheless generally affilim-
ited notions of freedom of belief for noMuslims living under Muslim
rule or protected by a truce)® And considering Harris’focus on scrip-
tural literalism,] must stress the obvious: the often debated specifiof
the doctrine of abrogation (for examplehat Qur’an 2:256 was nulliéd)
are predicated on contested interpretationapt the letter of scripture.
Without reiterating my previous critiques, I would like to draw atten-
tion to Harris’s claim that “a hatred and fear of infidels seems central
to the Qur’an.” Harris makes similar claims elsewhere, including a
September 2014 blog entry posted on his website SamHarris.org entitled
“Sleepwalking Toward Armageddon.” In the blog entry, Harris responds
to then American president Barack Obama’s position that ISIS is not rep-
resentative of Islam. In contending that it is, Harris avers that “hatred of
infidels is arguably the central theme of the Koran.”'™* Remarkably, Harris
overlooks a much more pronounced theme: the consequential worship
of and obedience to the one God. Furthermore, it is difficult to see “hat-
red of infidels” in Qur’anic chapters such as 93, 94, 97, and 112, none
of which make any kind of reference to unbelievers; and passages such
as 5:5, which permits some forms of interreligious marriage, and 60:7-8:

God may still bring about affection between you and your [present enemies]| —
God is all powerful, God is most forgiving and merciful — and He does not forbid
you to deal kindly and equitably with anyone who has not fought you for your
faith or driven you out of your homes: God loves those who act equitably.

0 Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 83-84.

1o See Crone, ““No Compulsion in Religion’” (for the exegetical dimension); and Al-
Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 78, 81 (for the jurisprudential dimension).

1 Harris, “Sleepwalking Toward Armageddon.” Harris makes a comparable assertion
about the Qur’an in his aforementioned March 2011 Huffington Post article “My
Response to Rep. Keith Ellison.”
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According to various Qur’anic commentatorghe latter half of this
Medinan passage (that isQur’an 60:8) was revealed after a Muslim
named Asma (a daughter ofAbu Bakr) had refused to meet her visiting
mother a Meccan polytheist; following this revelatiofigsma received her
mother in her home.*

Harris also presents violent radicals as occupying a central position
among Islam$ adherents.When discussing with Nawaz how he imagi-
nes “public opinion”to be divided in Muslim communitieqe presents
a schema that perfectly illustrates his problematic privileging of violent
radicalism:

I picture several concentric circledt the center are groups like [ISISi]l-Qaeda,
[al-Shabaab], Boko Haram,and so on.Their members apparently wake each
morning yearning to kill indlels and apostatesMany of them also seem eager to
be martyred in the processMost of us refer to these people a$jihadists?” Then
there is a larger circle of Islamists who are more politically motivated and appear
less eager to kill and be killeddeyond that is a wider circle of Muslims who prob-
ably support jihad and Islamism financially, morally, or philosophically — but
are not inclined to get their hands dirty. Finally, one hopes, there is a much larger
circle of so-called moderate Muslims, whether they would label themselves that
way or not, who want to live by more modern values. Although they may not be
quite secular, they don’t think that groups like [ISIS] represent their faith. Perhaps
there are also millions of truly secular Muslims who just don’t have a voice.™

As in The End of Faith, Harris promotes an ignore-or-revise solution
to the “problem” of Islam; however, here his doubts about the prospect

11z See, for instance, al-Tabari, Tafsir al-Tabari, 22:572-574, in which al-Tabari provides
commentary on Qur’an 60:8, discusses the context of its revelation, and asserts that it
was never abrogated and that its application is not restricted to non-Muslim relatives;
and Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 1361 (commentary on Qur’an 60:8). Here I should
note that some Muslims themselves all too easily downplay the significance of Qur’an
60:8. For instance, the aforementioned February 2002 open letter popularly attributed
to bin Laden (and addressed to Saudi leaders) claims, in passing and without support-
ing evidence, that this verse applies only to relatives and that, according to the scholars
of Islam, it was abrogated by the “sword verse” (Ibrahim [ed.], The Al Qaeda Reader,
43—44 |February 2002 open letter]). Yet in her thorough study of Qur’anic commen-
taries and their discussions of war and peace, Islamic studies scholar Asma Afsaruddin
finds that a “majority of the exegetes surveyed affirm that Qur’an 60:7—9 remain una-
brogated, and their injunctions to treat peaceful non-Muslims justly and kindly remain
valid for all times™ (Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 279; see pages 82-87).

5 Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 16-17. Harris estimates that
Islamists account for “about 20 percent” of the worldwide Muslim population (22).
Incidentally, in the book’s first footnote, which is attached to Nawaz’s comments, we
read that a 2013 Pew study found that “support for suicide bombing against civilians in
defense of Islam” — though still alarmingly high — “has declined in recent years” (6, note
1; see Pew Research Center, “The World’s Muslims: Religion, Politics and Society”).

e
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of a true revision are more apparenApproximately halfway into their
conversation,he tells Nawaz,

The problem is that moderates of all faiths are committed to reinterpretimg,
ignoring outrightthe most dangerous and absurd parts of their scriptureand

this commitment is precisely what makes them moderatdut it also requires
some degree of intellectual dishonesthecause moderates car’acknowledge that
their moderation comes fromoutside the faith ..

... I want to be clear that when hised terms such as“pretense” and “intellec-
tual dishonesty” when we first met, I wasn’t casting judgment on you personally.
Simply living with the moderate’s dilemma may be the only way forward, because
the alternative would be to radically edit these books. ’'m not such an idealist
as to imagine that will happen ... [T]his problem confronts religious moderates
everywhere, but it’s an excruciating problem for Muslims. *+

Whatever one makes of Harris’s description of “moderates” and their
“dilemma,” this statement and others quoted earlier imply that, unlike
“moderation,” the radicalism manifested in the thoughts and actions of
terrorists such as bin Laden “comes from [inside] the faith.” Yet a care-
ful consideration of the al-Qaeda leader’s statements suggests otherwise.
Recall, once again, his disturbing explanation for the 9/11 attacks:

God knows that the plan of striking the towers had not occurred to us, but the
idea came to me when things went just too far with the American-Israeli alli-
ance’s oppression and atrocities against our people in Palestine and Lebanon.

The events that made a direct impression on me were during and after 1982,
when America allowed the Israelis to invade Lebanon ... They started bombing,
killing, and wounding many, while others fled in terror. I still remember those
distressing scenes ... The whole world heard and saw what happened, but did
nothing. In those critical moments, many ideas raged inside me, ideas difficult
to describe, but they unleashed a powerful urge to reject injustice and a strong
determination to punish the oppressors.

AsTlooked at those destroyed towers in Lebanon, it occurred to me to punish the
oppressor in kind by destroying towers in America, so that it would have a taste
of its own medicine and would be prevented from killing our women and chil-
dren. On that day I became sure that the oppression and intentional murder of
innocent women and children is a deliberate American policy. It seemed then that
“freedom” and “democracy” are actually just terror, just as resistance is labelled
“terrorism” and “reaction” ...

... For if you could avoid perpetrating these injustices, you Americans would be
on the right path towards the security you enjoyed before September 11.7%5

4 Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 65-69. In his closing remarks,
Harris declares that “the only hope of moving beyond the current religious chaos,
through pluralism and secularism, and finally to a convergence on liberal values, is to
modify the beliefs of millions of people through honest conversation” (126).

15 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 239-240.
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Recall also bin Laden’s very modern and unusual claim that all tax-
paying citizens living in a democracy qualify as combatants™™ as well
as his aberrant conception of reciprocity, which he justified by erro-
neously invoking medieval authorities such as al-Qurtubi.”7 If Harris
insists that “moderation” is fostered by factors external to scripture,
however faithful “moderates” might be, then he must concede that
the same is true for violent radicalism, however faithful radicals
might be.

Before leaving Harris, I must say a word about his portrayal of his
actual and would-be critics among Western liberals. He tells Nawaz,

In the West, there is now a large industry of apology and obfuscation designed,
it would seem, to protect Muslims from having to grapple with the kinds of facts
we’ve been talking about. The humanities and social science departments of every
university are filled with scholars and pseudo-scholars — deemed to be experts
in terrorism, religion, Islamic jurisprudence, anthropology, political science, and
other fields — who claim that Muslim extremism is never what it seems. These
experts insist that we can never take Islamists and jihadists at their word and
that none of their declarations about God, paradise, martyrdom, and the evils of
apostasy have anything to do with their real motivations.

When one asks what the motivations of Islamists and jihadists actually are, one
encounters a tsunami of liberal delusion. Needless to say, the West is to blame for
all the mayhem we see in Muslim societies. After all, how would we feel if outside
powers and their mapmakers had divided our lands and stolen our oil? These
beleaguered people just want what everyone else wants out of life ... Liberals
imagine that jihadists and Islamists are acting as anyone else would given a simi-
lar history of unhappy encounters with the West. And they totally discount the
role that religious beliefs play in inspiring a group like [ISIS] - to the point where
it would be impossible for a jihadist to prove that he was doing anything for reli-
gious reasons.'

He adds, “We have extremists playing both sides of the board in a
clash of civilizations, and liberals won’t speak sensibly about what’s
happening.”

Harris’s depiction of his actual and would-be critics in Western aca-
demia is a straw-man caricature. (And we must demand a definition of

16 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 140-141.

117 Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 118-119; cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Jami li-abkam al-Qur’an,
7:372 (commentary on Qur’an 5:8).

8 Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 46—47. Harris makes similar
claims in his September 2014 blog entry “Sleepwalking Toward Armageddon” and his
October 2014 entry “Can Liberalism Be Saved From Itself?”

9 Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of Tolerance, 54.
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who qualifes as a “pseudoscholar”) Nevertheless,Harris is right to
call out those scholars who completely discount the religious motiv-
ations of Muslim radicalshowever idiosyncratic they might b&ut until
Harris presents a deeper and more nuanced understanding of Islamic
scripture and thoughtshe burden is on him to show that Muslim radi-
cals stand at the center of Islanilhe same,in fact,could be said about
another wellknown NewAtheist,Ayaan HirsiAli, whose works we shall
now examine.


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108377263.010
https://www.cambridge.org/core

7

“It Is about Islam”

The Case ofAyaan Hiwsi Ali

Ayaan HirsiAli (née Ayaan Hirsi Magan) was born into a Muslim family
in Somalia in 1969The daughter of a oncamprisoned Somali politician,
Hirsi Magan Isse (d2008),her family relocated to SaudArabia,then to
Ethiopia,then to Kenya before she receivedsylum in the Netherlands as

a young adultThere she worked at various institutions as a translator for
Somali refugees,including abused Somali womentHer growing interest
in political science ultimately led her to pursue a massedegree in the
field at Leiden University; she completed the degree in 2000.

By her own admissionthe September 11 tragedy and the recorded
statements of Osama bin Laden played a critical role in her move away
from Islam toward atheisni.And this move was hardly discreet, as she
publicly criticized Islam in various writings, including the screenplay
of her 2004 short film Submission — a film whose producer, Theo van
Gogh, was brutally murdered shortly after its release by a member of the
Muslim terrorist cell known as the Hofstad Group as an act of reprisal.
Such threats did not paralyze Ali, who by this time was serving in the
Dutch Parliament, after having won a seat there the year prior.

In 2006, after the validity of her Dutch citizenship was publicly
called into question,* she relocated to the United States (she became

v Ali, The Caged Virgin, 76; Ali, Infidel, 268-274; Ali, Nomad, xii. See Ali, Heretic, 44, in
which Ali indicates that although “the more profound cause” of her “crisis of faith” was
her exposure to “the foundations of Western thought,” 9/11 was “the catalyst” that led
her to question her “faith as a Muslim.”

= Ali’s asylum application served as the focal point of a 2006 government and media
debate over the legitimacy of her Dutch citizenship, which she still retains as of this
writing. She acknowledged that she offered false and misleading information to Dutch

130
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an American citizen in 2013)and served as a fellow at thémerican
Enterprise Institute itWashington,DC. As founder of theAyaan HirsiAli
(AHA) Foundation- a charitable organization that ainfto help protect
and defend the rights of women in th&est” — and a fellow at Harvard
University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, she remains an
influential figure, particularly in the West.

As an author, Ali made her first big splash in the English-speaking world
in 2006, with the publication of The Caged Virgin: An Emancipation
Proclamation for Women and Islam.* This was followed by two popu-
lar autobiographical works, Infidel: My Life (2007) and Nomad: From
Islam to America (2010). Her more recent publication, Heretic: Why Islam
Needs a Reformation Now (2015), offers her most serious critique of Islam
to date. In what follows, I shall examine her earlier books before turning
to Heretic.

THE 9/TT TURNING POINT

The tragedy of 9/11 compelled many Muslims to reassess their religion.
In the case of Ali, she came to believe that “the aggression, the hatred” the
world witnessed that day was “inherent in Islam itself.”s She describes how
she arrived at this conclusion:

Videotapes of old interviews with Osama Bin Laden began running on CNN and
Al-Jazeera. They were filled with justification for total war on America, which,
together with the Jews, he perceived as leading a new Crusade on Islam. Sitting
in a dainty house in picture-perfect Leiden, I thought it sounded far-fetched, like
the ravings of a madman, but Bin Laden’s quotes from the Quran resonated in my
brain: “When you meet the unbelievers, strike them in the neck” [Qur’an 47:4].
“If you do not go out and fight, God will punish you severely and put others in
your place” [Qur’an 9:39]. “Wherever you find the polytheists, kill them, seize
them, besiege them, ambush them” [Qur’an 9:5]. “You who believe, do not take

authorities when applying for asylum: she stated that she had come directly from war-
torn Somalia (to improve her chances of receiving asylum) and that she was born in
1967; she also used a different last name, Ali instead of Magan. In a conversation with
Sam Harris, Ali explained that she did all this so that her family — particularly her father
and a man she “had been married off to” — would not find her (Harris, “Lifting the Veil
of ‘Islamophobia’”).

Ali, Nomad, 275.

This book was published in 2004 in Dutch under the title De maagdenkooi. This was
her second Dutch book, her first being the 2002 work De zoontjesfabriek: over vrouwen,
Islam en integratie (The Son Factory: On Women, Islam, and Integration).

s Ali, The Caged Virgin, ix.

IS
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the Jews and Christians as friends; they are allies only to each otldaryone who
takes them as an ally becomes one of them{Qur’an 5:51]¢

Ali has more to say inHereticabout most of these Qur’anic passagesp
I shall comment on her reading of scripture later
Ali continues,

I didnt want to do it,but Thad to:I picked up the Quran and théadith and
started looking through themgo check.I hated to do it,because Tknew that
I would find Bin Laden$ quotations in thereand Ididnt want to question God’
word. But I needed to ask:Did the 9f1 attacks stem from true belief in true
Islam? And if so,what didI think about Islam?

Ali recounts a conversation she had with Ruud Kookepolitician and
her former teacherthe morning after the attacks:

He said,“It’s so weird,isn’t it, all these people saying this has to do with Islam?”

I couldnt help myself .. I blurted out,“But itis about Islam.This is based in
belief. This is Islam?®

Addressing the readerAli elaborates,

It was not a lunatic fringe who felt this way about America and the West. I knew that
a vast mass of Muslims would see the attacks as justified retaliation against the infidel
enemies of Islam. War had been declared in the name of Islam, my religion, and now
I had to make a choice. Which side was I on? I found I couldn’t avoid the question.
Wias this really Islam? Did Islam permit, even call for, this kind of slaughter? Did I, as
a Muslim, approve of the attack? And if I didn’t, where did I stand on Islam?

... Mohamed Atta, the hijackers’ leader, had instructed them on how to “die as a
good Muslim.” He used the prayer every Muslim utters when he is dying: he asks
Allah to stand by him as he comes to Him. I read it and I recognized it. Everything
about the tone and substance of [Atta’s] letter [to the other hijackers] was famil-
iar to me. This was not just Islam, this was the core of Islam. Mohamed Atta
believed that he was giving his life for Allah.

... Every devout Muslim who aspired to practice genuine Islam — the Muslim
Brotherhood Islam, the Islam of the Medina Quran schools — even if they didn’t
actively support the attacks, they must at least have approved of them. This ...
had nothing to do with frustration. It was about belief.”

¢ Ali, Infidel, 271. Here Ali also cites the aforementioned hadith that foretells a future
Muslim—Jewish battle that presages Judgment Day — a hadith bin Laden mentioned in
the process of dismissing the utopian illusion of everlasting peace in this world (bin
Laden, Messages to the World, 125-126; cf. Suleiman et al., “The Myth of an Antisemitic
Genocide in Muslim Scripture”).

7 Ali, Infidel, 271.

8 Ali, Infidel, 268.

o Ali, Infidel, 269—270. For an English translation of Atta’s letter, see “Last Words of a
Terrorist.” One noteworthy feature of this letter is Atta’s brief references to the women
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Like Ali, countless Muslims would have recognized at least some of
the prayers made and religious sentiments expressed by bin Laden and
the hijackers.But what does this really tell usth an American Protestant
context,for instance,the Reverend Martin Luther King Jtd. 1968) was
certainly familiar with many of the biblical sentiments expressed by mem-
bers of the Ku Klux Klana terrorist organization vehemently opposed
to his civil rights missionTheir overlapping attributes did not negate
their fundamental differencedn the case of Islamye have no good rea-
son to think that“every” or even most devout Muslim§ must at least
have approved”of 9/t 1. There is no reliable polling data to suppofti’s
claim; in factthe data and condemnations discussed earlier strongly sug-
gest the opposite.

It is curious that Ali singled out only two rather different traditions,
“Muslim Brotherhood Islam” (one form of Islamism) and “the Islam of
the Medina Quran schools” (one form of Salafism), as being represen-
tative of “genuine Islam.” Yet even representatives of these traditions
came out strongly against 9/11. Indeed, in September 2001, the leader-
ship of the Muslim Brotherhood stated that it was “horrified” by 9/11,
“strongly” condemned it, and asserted that the operation was “against
all human and Islamic norms”; the Saudi grand mufti Abdulaziz al-
Shaykh proclaimed that the attacks “constitute a form of injustice that
cannot be tolerated by Islam, which views them as gross crimes and
sinful acts”; and in a televised statement, the Chairman of the Supreme
Judicial Council of Saudi Arabia, Saleh Al-Luheidan, stressed that “these
acts are from the depths of depravity and the worst of evils.” Years later,
in an August 2005 lecture on the “evils of terrorism,” Muhammad al-
Aqeel, a professor of creed (agida) at the Islamic University of Medina,
denounced “riotous killing,” presented its growing prevalence as a sign
of “the end of time,” and declared that “the ugliest face of terrorism
is that which is established in the name of religion” — and “all of the
religions from the Prophets (peace be upon them) are free from such
terrorism.”'°

of paradise who will be awaiting the “martyrs.” Since 9/11, there has been much popular
discussion about the notion that every Muslim martyr will be rewarded with seventy-
two virgins in the afterlife. Although the Qur’an speaks in general terms of the beautiful
companions of paradise (see, for example, 44:54), as Islamic studies scholar Jonathan A.
C. Brown notes, “the promise of seventy-two huris, or ‘dark-eyed heavenly beauties,” for
each martyr is actually found in a problematic and unreliable Hadith of exhortation”
(Brown, Misquoting Muhammad, 238).
o Kurzman (ed.), “Islamic Statements Against Terrorism.”
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Now Ali was aware of the fact that at least some Muslim scholars
and imams had condemned 9/11 shortly after the attacks.”™ (Presumably
she would say that such Muslims were not aspiring to practice “genuine
Islam.”) But in response to such Muslims, and in an attempt to draw a con-
nection between Islam and terrorism, Ali offers the following observations:

e Muslims were responsible for most (eleven “and possibly twelve” of
sixteen) of the “major international terrorist acts committed between
1983 and 2000” (Ali provides no reference here);

e Most of the states and organizations that “support terrorists” accord-
ing to the United States State Department are “Muslim countries” and
“Muslim organizations”;

e Although only one-fifth of the world’s population is Muslim, “Muslims
were involved in two-thirds of the thirty-two armed conflicts in the
year 2000” according to the International Institute of Strategic Studies
in London.™

This data is indeed disturbing, but it is also extremely selective: Ali’s
time frame starts in 1983. Yet even if one chooses to focus on recent dec-
ades only, the fact remains that, however genuinely alarming Muslim ter-
rorism may be, it remains a phenomenon of a relatively small minority.
One could just as easily highlight the deeds of the minority of Muslims
who have assumed remarkable conciliatory roles in times of conflict, from
Nobel Peace Prize laureates to largely unrecognized citizens in contexts
such as mid-199o0s Rwanda. In either case, one could hardly draw general
conclusions about Islam or its foundations from such limited data. For
Ali, however, Muslim terrorism is a revelation of the religion’s inherent
bellicosity. Speaking as a secular Muslim, Ali asserts, “we Muslims have
refused to acknowledge that a once peaceful, powerful, and robust reli-
gion carried within it elements of fanaticism and violence.”'s The reader
is left to wonder, then, how these elements could have remained latent
during the bygone era alluded to by Ali.

SCRIPTURE AND OTHERNESS

The 9/11 operation, Ali maintains, “was about religious belief, a one-way
ticket to Heaven,” and “not frustration, poverty, colonialism, or Israel.” 4

* See Ali, The Caged Virgin, 1o-11.

> Ali, The Caged Virgin, 11.

5 Ali, The Caged Virgin, 12. See Ali, Nomad, 201, in which Ali states that Islam “is not just
a belief; it is a way of life, a violent way of life.”

+ Ali, Infidel, 270.
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She traces the attacks back to Islamic scripturEhe Qur’an, she writes,
“spreads a culture that is brutahigoted,... and harsh in war.”*s (Keep in
mind this is the same scripture of a “once peaceful, powerful, and robust
religion.”)

Ali recalls a conversation she had with a young Somali imam shortly
after the attacks: Ali told the imam,

All these statements that Bin Laden and his people quote from the Quran to jus-
tify the attacks — I looked them upj; they are there. If the Quran is timeless, then
it applies to every Muslim today. This is how Muslims may behave if they are at
war with infidels. It isn’t just about the battles of Uhud and Badr in the seventh
century.'®

The imam expressed his own confusion on this matter. Ali continued,
“those verses about peace in the Quran apply only to life among the
Muslims. The Prophet also said “Wage war on the unbelievers’. Who are
the unbelievers, and who gives the signal to wage war?”

The imam replied, “It’s certainly not Bin Laden who’s the author-
ity.” He added, “We can’t wage war against a whole hemisphere where
Muslims aren’t in control.”

Ali interjected, “[I]f we say the Quran is not timeless, then it’s not holy,
is it?” To this the imam was unable to offer Ali an adequate response.™

As should be evident by now, many Muslims, scholars and laypeople,
would reject the idea that the “verses of peace” apply only to Muslims.
So, too, would they object to the notion that because the Qur’an is the
final divine message for all of humanity, its specific injunctions to the
Prophet and his community (some calling for war and others calling for
peace) must apply to all Muslims at all times. The very existence and
widespread acceptance of centuries-old Islamic legal institutions attests
to the ubiquity of the conviction that one cannot rightfully adhere to
God’s message without an interpretive methodology, specifically one that
accounts for context. It is precisely this conviction that allows certain
modern scholars to accept the idea of aggressive jihad in the context of
a borderless, United Nations-less world but reject it in the present day,
when there exists an assumed state of peace. This methodological spirit
is captured in a statement we encountered earlier, from the thirteenth-
century Egyptian cleric al-Qarafi: “Holding to rulings that have been
deduced on the basis of custom, even after this custom has changed, is a

s Ali, Infidel, 272.
6 Ali, Infidel, 273.
7 Ali, Infidel, 273.
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violation of Unanimous Consensus and an open display of ignorance of
the religion”™®

Ali recognizes the“systematic” dimensions of the Islamic tradition
but, much like Harrisprivileges radical interpretation§True Islam,as a
rigid belief system and a moral frameworkegads to crueltyThe inhuman
act of those nineteen hijackers was the logical outcome of this detailed
system for regulating human behavidr“Their world} she continues,is
divided between'Us’ and‘Them’ —if you dont accept Islam you should
perish?™

If by “accept Islam” Ali means “become Muslim” (which the “Us”
and “Them” binary suggests), the fact of the matter is that, technically,
not even bin Laden or the leadership of ISIS would say that all non-
Muslims should “perish” — unless perhaps by “perish” Ali has in mind
punishment in the afterlife. Ali informs us that she herself was raised
to believe that non-Muslims who are exposed to Islam yet remain non-
Muslim are “immoral” and “blind” and that God will punish these
“unfaithful” Others “most atrociously in the hereafter.” In fact, as Ali
would have it, the feeling among Muslims “that God has granted them
special salvation goes further” than what one finds among Christians
and Jews.2°

But from a historical standpoint, Christians and Christian theologians,
for instance, have not generally affirmed an evidently more inclusive con-
ception of salvation than their Muslim counterparts. Thus, Ali’s statement
concerning Muslims seems more reasonable if one focuses on specific
contexts in which exclusionary ideologies and tendencies are especially
pronounced. With this in mind, Ali’s characterization of her own Islamic
upbringing is revealing: “Muslim children all over the world are taught
the way I was: taught with violence, taught to perpetrate violence, taught
to wish for violence against the infidel, the Jew, the American Satan.”>*

8 Al-Qarafi, Kitab al-ibkam, 231 (translated and discussed in Jackson, “Jihad and the
Modern World,” 9; see page 8).

o Ali, Infidel, 272.

° Ali, The Caged Virgin, x.

* Ali, Nomad, 201 (emphasis added). Elsewhere Ali writes, “Many madrassas [Islamic
schools] imbue their pupils with an irrational hatred of Jews and an aversion to nonbe-
lievers, a message that is also frequently repeated in the mosques ... I myself experienced
how insidious the effects of years of this indoctrination can be: the first time I saw a Jew
with my own eyes, I was surprised to find a human being of flesh and blood” (Ali, The
Caged Virgin, 38).

n
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(Ali does not offer any supporting evidence to justify her claim about the
education of Muslim children worldwide.)

All this helps to explain whyfrom Ali% vantage point,it is ignor
ance of scripture that allows many Muslims to champion inclusion and
peace (despite what is taught in many Muslim school§Most Muslims
never delve into theologyand we rarely read the Quran; we are taught it
in Arabic, which most Muslims cait’speak? Accordingly “most people
think that Islam is about peacelt is from these peoplehonest and kind,
that the fallacy has arisen that Islam is peaceful and tolerdnt.

The Prophet and the “Clash”

Although Ali concedes that Muhammad “did teach us a lot of good
things,”?3 as she sees it, the potentially “embarrassing, and even painful”
reality for “moderate Muslims” is the “historical fact” that Muhammad
“built the House of Islam using military tactics.”** His policies gave his
religion “a strongly expansionist character,” as “much importance is
attributed to the conquest and conversion of those who do not believe
in Allah.”*5 (I shall return to this topic shortly.) Furthermore, privileging
terrorist propaganda and its appropriation of the Prophet, Ali stresses the
fact that terrorists often quote Muhammad “to justify their actions and
to call on other Muslims to support their cause.”*¢ As such, Ali criticizes
the analysts who were fixated on bin Laden rather than Muhammad in
the aftermath of 9/11: “Most articles analyzing Bin Laden and his move-
ment were scrutinizing a symptom, a little like analyzing Lenin and Stalin
without looking at the works of Karl Marx.”*

In the context of discussing Muslim terrorism, Ali alleges that most
Muslims are “caught in a mental cramp of cognitive dissonance” because
they “know that Muhammad calls for slaughter of infidels; they know
that the open society rightly condemns the slaughter of innocents.” It s,
therefore, “up to the West to support the reformists in trying to ease them
out of that painful contradiction.”*® This claim of a “contradiction” is
problematic, however, because it suggests that the generality of Muslims

»

> Ali, Infidel, 272.

5 Ali, Infidel, 272.

= Ali, The Caged Virgin, 173.
»s Ali, The Caged Virgin, 49.
¢ Ali, The Caged Virgin, 173.
7 Ali, Infidel, 271.

8 Ali, The Caged Virgin, 176.

~
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believe that the Prophet called for thtslaughter of innocents,and sim-
ply on account of their unbelief (Ali does not qualify the tefmfidels”).
Again, strictly speaking,not even bin Laden or the leadership of ISIS
would issue an open-ended call for théslaughter of infdels” (as even
radicals know not to target certain noncombatantsy say nothing of
non-Muslims living undedMuslim rule or protected by a truce).

Not surprisingly Ali fully embraces a“clash of civilizations*world-
view. Recall her words:“I had to make a choiceWhich side was Ion?”
To her mind,“reason”was not to be found on the Islami¢side”:

Osama Bin Laden said$Either you are with the Crusadgr you are with Islanf,
and I felt that Islam all over the world was now in a truly terrible criSisrely,

no Muslim could continue to ignore the clash between reason and our religion?
For centuries we had been behaving as though all knowledge was in the Quran,
refusing to question anythingefusing to progressWe had been hiding from rea-
son for so long because we were incapable of facing up to the need to integrate
it into our beliefsAnd this was not working; it was leading to hideous pain and
monstrous behavior®

To be sure,Alis characterization of the relationship between Muslims
and reason is one dimensional and ignores countless counteramples.
It also stands in sharp contrast with the opinion held by many kifi
Laden’ critics,namely that his horrifi methods were precisely the result
of his“reason”and departure from Muhammad’example.

With regard to those sympathetic to bin Laden, Ali proffers that he
“appeals to the colorful fantasies and dreams of Muslims who do not
want to take responsibility for their own state and for their own deeds.”
These are people “who shift blame for their country’s and their own
problems onto outside ‘authorities’ — onto the West, onto the United
States.”3° Ali also draws attention to the fact that many Muslims scape-
goat Jews, buying into “the conspiracy theory that claims they control
the world.”3*

Regardless of whether Ali is too dismissive of Muslim grievances, her
“conspiracy theory” criticism is worthy of serious consideration. And
I imagine many Muslims would likely agree with her on this and indeed
on the broader point that they should not blame others for their own
shortcomings and failings. Perhaps some would even invoke the Qur’an
in support of this idea: “God does not change the condition of a people

> Ali, Infidel, 271.
5o Ali, The Caged Virgin, 38.
51 Ali, Nomad, 200.
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unless they change what is in themselve{3:11).Even bin Ladenfor all
his sharp denunciations oAmerica and Israelaffirmed, at least verbally
a paradigm of Muslim selficcountability3* and yet his cando-no-wrong
attitude suggests the opposite: a lack of introspection.

So how does Ali envision the way forward? In her 2006 book The Caged
Virgin she argues that because “[mJany Muslims lack the necessary will-
ingness and courage to address” the need for reform, the “West needs to
help Muslims help themselves.” Thus, “both Muslims and non-Muslims”
must “face the malicious extremism manifest in the attacks of September
11,” recognize that “fear of that kind of Islam is valid” and that “fanati-
cism in Islam is a reality,” and “stand together” in rejecting such fanaticism
“instead of blaming each other and cultivating mutual distrust. That solves
nothing, and the fanatics may benefit from it.”33 She goes on to declare that
9/11 “was the beginning of the end of Islam as we know it.”3+

Despite her atheistic worldview, in her 2010 book Nomad, Ali goes a
step further and encourages churches to “win” the “battle” against Islam
“for the souls of humans in search of a compassionate God, who now
find that a fierce Allah is closer to hand.”’s She has since backed away
from this call for a Christian solution — a call that would serve to foster
the very “mutual distrust” she cautioned against in The Caged Virgin.
This takes us to her 2015 book Heretic.

A “HERETICAL” STANCE

In Heretic, Ali elaborates on most of her previous assessments of Islam
and jihad. She remarks that since 9/11, she has “been making a simple
argument in response” to Muslim terrorism:

[T]t is foolish to insist, as our leaders habitually do, that the violent acts of radi-
cal Islamists can be divorced from the religious ideals that inspire them. Instead
we must acknowledge that they are driven by a political ideology, an ideology
embedded in Islam itself, in the holy book of the Qur’an as well as the life and
teachings of the Prophet Muhammad contained in the hadith.3¢

32 As Michael Scheuer would have it, “Bin Laden’s was a long way from the argument
of Bernard Lewis and others who claimed Muslims blamed others for their failings”
(Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, 77; cf. Bernard Lewis, What Went Wrong?).

33 Ali, The Caged Virgin, 13.

3¢ Ali, The Caged Virgin, 84.

55 Ali, Nomad, 251.

3¢ Ali, Heretic, 2—3. One example Ali provides to illustrate this is “the bloody battles of
jihad playing out across Syria and Iraq. Many of today’s Sunni and Shiite fighters believe
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Thus, those who maintain that Muslim terrorism is actually “a problem
of poverty, insufficient education, or any other social precondition” are
offering “facile explanations.” This is because the “imperative for jihad” -
“a type of religious warfare to spread the land ruled by Allah’s laws” — “is
embedded in Islam itself. It is a religious obligation.”3” “The root problem
of the violence that is plaguing our world today,” therefore, is not a mis-
interpretation of Islam but “the doctrine of Islam itself.”3® This a point Ali
stresses and reiterates: “Islamic violence is rooted not in social, economic,
or political conditions — or even in theological error — but rather in the
foundational texts of Islam itself.” In short, “Islam is not a religion of
peace.”?

By merely expressing this idea, Ali writes, “I have been deemed to be
a heretic, not just by Muslims — for whom I am already an apostate —
but by some Western liberals as well, whose multicultural sensibilities
are offended by such ‘insensitive’ pronouncements.” For “in the present
atmosphere, anything that makes Muslims feel uncomfortable is branded
as ‘hate’.”+° And since her understanding of Islam is based on her “know-
ledge and experience of being a Muslim, of living in Muslim societies —
including Mecca itself, the very center of Islamic belief” — and on her
“years of study of Islam as a practitioner, student and teacher,” the “real”
reason her critics would like to silence her, she declares, “is because they
cannot actually refute what I am saying.”+*

they are participating in battles foretold in seventh-century prophecies — the accounts in
the hadith that refer to the confrontation of two massive armies in Syria” (Heretic, 102).

37 Ali, Heretic, 176-178. Ali approvingly cites Islamic studies scholar David Cook’s prob-
lematic assertion that, as Islam evolved, “the armed struggle — aggressive conquest —
came first, and then additional meanings became attached to the term [jihad]” (Cook,
Understanding Jihad, 42, cited in Ali, Heretic, 1025 cf. Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of
God, 304, note 54). Ali holds that jihad was, in essence, a sanctified permutation of tribal
raiding (Heretic, 85).

38 Ali, Heretic, 190.

59 Ali, Heretic, 3.

4 Ali, Heretic, 3.

40 Ali, Heretic, 8. Ali provides an example of her being “silenced.” She describes being
invited (in the fall of 2013) to receive an honorary degree at Brandeis University in the
spring of 2014; however, the invitation was revoked following objections from Brandeis
faculty members and an online petition initially organized by the Council on American—
Islamic Relations (CAIR) to protest the decision by Brandeis administrators. Ali notes
that faculty members had expressed their “shock and dismay” at her statements that
were, ironically, taken out of context (Ali, Heretic, 4-8). Incidentally, Ali maintains that
her words were also twisted by the Norwegian far-right terrorist Anders Breivik, whose
infamous manifesto cites Ali. “No one quoted by Breivik,” she insists, “is responsible for
him” (as quoted in Harris, “Lifting the Veil of Islamophobia’”).
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But in blaming Islan®’ foundational texts for contemporary terror
ism and its attendant political ideologwhile downplaying other fac-
tors, Ali presents an explanation that is just d&facile” as those of the
apologists she criticizesWhen considering bin Ladenfor instance,Ali%s
analysis fails to explain why the dQaeda leaders justifcations for 9f 1
were rejected by the overwhelming majority of the wosldleading
Muslims, including many vehemently opposed tAmerican foreign pol-
icy. Alis analysis also does not clarify why bin Laden was hostile toward,
for example,the United Kingdom and the Saudi kingdom but not the
Swedish kingdom#* And what is one to make of his apparently conse-
quential misreading of Islamic sources? After all, he invoked the Qur’anic
commentator al-Qurtubi (d. 1273) to suggest that Muslims may inten-
tionally kill women and children if the enemy does the same — a position
rejected by al-Qurtubi himself!4s

Nevertheless, from Ali’s vantage point, Muslim terrorism begins with
the Qur’an, for it “explicitly urges pitilessness.” She writes that we can-
not be “wholly surprised” when fundamentalists kill “infidels,” for the
Qur’an commands, “slay them wherever ye catch them” (2:191); or
when they decapitate “infidels,” for the Qur’an states, “when ye meet
the Unbelievers [in fight], smite at their necks; At length, when ye have
thoroughly subdued them, bind a bond firmly [on them]” (47:4).44 Yet

+ See bin Laden, Messages to the World, 238. As we saw earlier, in his 2004 statement
to the “people of America,” bin Laden noted that he had not attacked Sweden since he
deemed the country nonthreatening. Even if we assume he later changed his mind on
Sweden — it is not clear if in 2004 he was aware of the fact that some Swedish troops had
been deployed in Afghanistan with the NATO-led International Security Assistance Force
(ISAF) — it would appear that he never plotted or sponsored any attack on Swedish tar-
gets. The Stockholm bombings of December 11, 2010, which injured two individuals and
killed only the suicide bomber, may have been inspired by al-Qaeda, but we have no reli-
able evidence of bin Laden’s involvement in the operation. Incidentally, ten minutes prior
to the explosions, email threats were sent to a Swedish news organization and police;
the messages made reference to the Swedish military presence in Afghanistan (at that
time, Sweden had approximately 500 soldiers in Afghanistan with ISAF) and a Swedish
cartoonist, Lars Vilks, who depicted Muhammad as part-dog (Nyberg, “Explosions in
Stockholm Believed to Be Failed Terrorist Attack”; Stavrou, “The Debate over Swedish
Troops in Afghanistan™).

Bin Laden, Messages to the World, 118-119; al-Qurtubi, al-Jami li-abkam al-Qur’an,

7:372 (commentary on Qur’an 5:8).

+ Ali, Heretic, 188. If Ali’s focus were strictly the command to “smite at the necks,”
it is curious that she went on to quote the order to “bind a bond firmly [on them]”
but not the continuation of the verse: “thereafter [is the time for] either generosity or
ransom ...”

4
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perhaps we should be more than a little surprised by such acts. The
passages Ali quotes here come from the translation of the Muslim
scholar Abdullah Yusuf Ali (d. 1953). But whereas Yusuf Ali provides
background information on these passages (in the commentary accom-
panying his translation),* Hirsi Ali presents them in isolation. She thus
neglects to note that the violent passages she quotes are widely under-
stood to be in reference to specific repressive, bellicose foes, not innocent
civilians.+ If her argument is that, whatever the background informa-
tion, the letter of the Qur’an itself inspires terrorism, it is significant
that she makes no reference to surrounding verses, such as 2:190, which
describes those who are to be fought as “those who fight you”; and
verses T, 32, and 34 of the forty-seventh chapter (Muhammad), which
indicate that the “unbelievers” mentioned in this wartime chapter (there
is an explicit reference to “war” in a section of verse 4 not quoted by
Ali) are those who “bar others from God’s path,”+” and not simply non-
Muslims more generally.

In her attempt to draw connections between scripture and the jihad
paradigm of violent radicals, Ali cites the following “key verses” from the
Qur’an — words that “have lost none of their appeal”:4%

¢ the aforementioned “sword verse,” 9:5;

e 8:60, which commands Muslims to prepare “whatever forces [they]
can muster” in order to “frighten off” — or, as Ali (and Yusuf Ali) has
it, “strike terror into (the hearts of)” — their enemies;

® 8:39, which commands believers to “fight” the unbelievers “until
there is no more persecution, and all worship# is devoted to God
alone”;

I3

4

See, for example, Ali, The Holy Qur’an, 76, note 205; 1377.

See Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 83-85 (commentary on Qur’an 2:190-194), 1236~

1237 (commentary on Qur’an 47:1, 4).

47 An alternative interpretation of the expression translated here as “bar others from”
(saddu ‘an) is simply “turn from.” Some scholars assume both understandings, thus
taking Qur’an 47:1, 32, and 34 to be referring to those who both turn away and
bar others from God’s path (see Nasr [ed.], The Study Quran, 1236 [commentary on
Qur’an 47:1]). In any case, what I present here (“bar others from God’s path”) is a
prevailing interpretation, one congruous with that of the Yusuf Ali translation used by
Hirsi Ali.

4 Ali, Heretic, 178-179.

# According to M. A. S. Abdel Haleem, “worship” here refers to worship at “the Sacred

House” in Mecca (Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, 112, note b; see Qur’an 2:191-193 and

N
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® 8:65, which urges “the believers to fight,” adding that twenty “stead-
fast” believers “will overcome two hundred” enemies.

Ali does not discuss the contexts of these passages or the surround-
ing verses we encountered earlier, such as 9:4 and 6-13, which suggest
that the “sword verse” refers to threatening enemies; and 8:61: “But if
they incline toward peace, you [Prophet| must also incline toward it ...”
Instead, she remarks that, “[bleguilingly presented by modern theorists
of jihad,” the “key verses” cited here “can readily inspire young men to
try to replicate the achievements of Muhammad’s warriors in battle.”s°
(Here Ali is apparently using the term “beguilingly” to suggest not that
“jihad theorists” are twisting the meaning of the Qur’an to entice poten-
tial recruits and inspire violence but rather that they are using scripture
as it is to do these things.)

Remarkably, Ali asserts that the Qur’anic verses revealed late in
Muhammad’s life command Muslims “to fight all non-Muslims, whether
they are the aggressors or not.”s' And in an attempt to link the prevailing
Sunni interpretations of the Qur’an to the actions of ISIS, Ali invokes an
Egyptian author and a self-described former radical named Tawfik Hamid.
Ali quotes Hamid’s claim that, according to “the four main schools” of
Sunni thought, the Qur’an (specifically 9:29, which we encountered earl-
ier) teaches “that Muslims must fight non-Muslims and offer them the
following choices: Convert to Islam, pay a humiliating tax called [jizya]
or be killed.”s> Of course this statement, as it appears in Heretic, does not
adequately capture the views of most Sunni scholars, past or present, for
it does not specify which Muslims must fight and which non-Muslims are
to be fought, it offers no sense of context, and it conceals Sunni debates
over the purpose of armed jihad.

As a further attempt to show that Islam is inherently oppressive,
Ali asserts that according to “[m]ainstream Islamic jurisprudence,” the
Qur’anic principle “There is no compulsion in religion” (2:256) has been

217). This parallels the reading of prominent medieval commentators such as al-Razi (d.
1209) (al-Razi, Tafsir al-Fakhr al-Razi, 15:169 [commentary on Qur’an 8:39]).

5o Ali, Heretic, 179.

st Ali, Heretic, 98 (emphasis added); cf. Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War, 78 (see
pages 78-82).

52 Hamid, “Does Moderate Islam Exist?” (cited and discussed in Ali, Heretic, 94).
Incidentally, at the end of Hamid’s article, we find an “important note” indicating that
he has authored a work that offers “the ONLY available peaceful interpretation” of
Qur’an 9:29.
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abrogated?? Yet as indicated earlierthis is the view of only a segment
of Muslim scholars (who nonetheless generally affi limited freedoms
for nonMuslims living under Muslim rule or protected by a truce).
Continuing on the theme of intolerancAli points to the example of the
early Muslims.She maintains that during the period of Muhammad’
successors’“extremely brutal”conquests,“most” of the conquered peo-
ples felt compelled to convert to Islam (as opposed to dying or accepting
second<lass status)“and were incorporated wholesale into the growing
Muslim supertrib€’s+ In making this claim, Ali does not make reference
to any historical studies on conversion patterns. Perhaps the most well-
known of these studies is Richard Bulliet’s Conversion to Islam in the
Medieval Period. This dated but important work suggests that conversion
to Islam in Muslim-controlled lands was actually generally gradual and
spanned centuries.’s

Ali maintains that “there was always a strain of ‘eliminationism’ in
Islam.” She cites as evidence for this Muhammad’s reported intention to
allow only Muslims to reside in the “Arabian Peninsula.”s¢ Ali does not dis-
cuss the historical understanding of the “peninsula of the Arabs,” namely
that it roughly corresponds to the sensitive Hijaz region rather than the
entire peninsula.s” More importantly, she does not account for the fact that
when Muhammad’s companions conquered Jerusalem, a third holy city
(after Mecca and Medina), they reportedly not only permitted Christians

53 Ali, Heretic, 98. Here Ali cites Raymond Ibrahim’s 2014 online article “Ten Ways Islam
and the Mafia Are Similar.” She also quotes political scientist David Bukay, who states
that the “verse of the sword” (Qur’an 9:5) “abrogated, canceled, and replaced 124 verses
that called for tolerance, compassion, and peace” (Bukay, “Peace or Jihad?”). As support
for this claim, Ali, invoking Bukay, asserts that the eleventh-century Muslim scholar ibn
Salama (d. 1o19) was of the view that Qur’an 9:5 “abrogated some 124 of the more
peaceful Meccan verses” (Ali, Heretic, 98). However, this is a problematic citation: Bukay
presents various Medinan verses as also having been reportedly abrogated and tells us
that ibn Salama “mentioned only 114" verses abrogated by Qur’an 9:5 (Bukay, “Peace or
Jihad?”; see note 58). In any case, as Islamic studies scholar Khalid Y. Blankinship notes,
the doctrine of abrogation “reached its zenith” with ibn Salama and ibn Hazm (d. 1064)
(Blankinship, “Sword Verses™).
s+ Ali, Heretic, 83. Sam Harris makes a comparable observation: “Islam was spread pri-
marily by conquest, not conversation” (Harris and Nawaz, Islam and the Future of
Tolerance, 99).

5 On the significance and limitations of Bulliet’s study, see Wasserstein, “Conversion and
the ahl al-dhimma,” 189-192.

56 Ali, Heretic, 191.

57 See Brown, Misquoting Mubammad, 127.
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to live there,they reintroduced Jewish families who had been previously
expelled from the city®

As further evidence of Islamic “eliminationism,” Ali mentions the
injunction in Qur’an 5:51 not to take Jews and Christians as “friends and
protectors.” In the very next sentence, Ali notes that Qur’an 5:5 permits
Muslim men to marry Jewish and Christian women but forbids Muslim
women to marry non-Muslim men “because under Islamic law the reli-
gious identity of children is passed through the father.”s* (Although the
prevailing view among Muslim scholars is indeed that Muslim women may
not marry non-Muslim men, Qur’an 5:5 does not explicitly address this.)

Ali does not acknowledge the apparent contradiction in her claim. As
she portrays it, the same Qur’anic chapter — the fifth chapter, al-Ma’ida
(The Feast) — both prohibits friendship with Jews and Christians and per-
mits marriage — a relationship of “love and kindness” (Qur’an 30:21) — to
at least some of them. This incongruity stems from Ali’s (and many others’)
understanding of Qur’an 5:51. In Ali’s earlier work Infidel, she states that
she became convinced that bin Laden’s terrorism was tied to Islam by
picking up the Qur’an and locating the verses he had quoted, such as “do
not take the Jews and Christians as friends [awliya’] [Qur’an 5:51].”% In
place of “friends,” Ali in Heretic opts for “friends and protectors,” the
translation of Yusuf Ali.¢" In the context of arguing that Islam contains “a
strain of ‘eliminationism’,” this translation is potentially misleading, in part
because the word “friends” can be understood very broadly. However one
translates the Arabic term in question, awliya’ — here I prefer “patrons” —
it is important to recognize that various scholars regard Qur’an §:51 as
a specific warning to Muhammad’s followers not to take as patrons the
Jewish and Christian clans opposed to the Prophet, those who are but
“patrons of one another” (Qur’an 5:51).%* Such a reading allows for the
possibility of harmonious relationships with non-Muslims, including the
marriages permitted earlier in the same Qur’anic chapter.

8 Gil, “The Jewish Community,” 167.

5o Ali, Heretic, 191.

° Ali, Infidel, 271 (emphasis added).

* Ali, The Holy Qur’an, 259 (Qur’an 5:51 is numbered as 5:54).

> See Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran, 302—-303 (commentary on Qur’an 5:51); and Brown,
Misquoting Mubammad, 21o. Also see al-Akiti, Defending the Transgressed, 32, in
which Muhammad Afifi al-Akiti mentions the “well known rule” in Islamic law “that a
Muslim authority could seek help from a non-Muslim with certain conditions, including
for example that the non-Muslim allies are of goodwill towards the Muslims.”

N
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“ACTIVATION”

Ali insists that she is not saying “that Islamic belief makes Muslims nat-
urally violent,” for “there are many millions of peaceful Muslims in the
world.” Yet she contends that “Islam is not a religion of peace” because
“the call to violence and the justification for it are explicitly stated in the
sacred texts of Islam” (recall her comment that most Muslims “rarely
read the Qur’an” or understand it). Furthermore, “this theologically
sanctioned violence is there to be activated by any number of offenses,
including ... something as vague as threats ... to the honor of Islam itself.”
Thus, as she sees it, there is an “unavoidable connection” between Islam
and organizations such as al-Qaeda and ISIS.% Needless to say, for many
Muslim critics of such organizations, an act of terrorism committed in
the name of Islam would not be an “activation” of the Qur’an itself but
rather a transgression, an “activation” of a “twisted” interpretation.

In any case, the theme of perilous “activation” is pronounced in
Heretic. It appears, for instance, in Ali’s description of the brutal mur-
der of her film collaborator Theo van Gogh: after shooting and attempt-
ing to decapitate van Gogh, the murderer used a knife to attach a
disturbing note to his victim’s body. The note contained Qur’anic verses
and a threat to Ali. Whereas some Dutch academics claimed that the
murderer’s “real motivation in wanting to kill [Ali] was socioeconomic
deprivation or postmodern alienation,” an unintimidated Ali asserts
that “when a murderer quotes the Qur’an in justification of his crime,
we should at least discuss the possibility that he means what he says.”+
While this is certainly a reasonable assertion, Ali’s project obviously
goes much further than this and indeed greatly overlaps with that of
Sam Harris.

Harris, incidentally, shows up in Heretic to offer additional scenarios,
hypothetical and actual, of perilous “activation.” Ali provides a second-
hand account of a private conversation he had with actor Ben Affleck and
New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof immediately after their October
2014 appearance on the popular cable television show Real Time with Bill
Mabher. Following a heated exchange — both Affleck and Kristof were crit-
ical of Harris’s assessment of Islam and Muslims — Harris asked them,

“What do you think would happen if we had burned a copy of the Qur’an on
tonight’s show?” Sam then answered his own question, “There would be riots in

¢ Ali, Heretic, 7.
¢+ Ali, Heretic, 5—7.
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scores of countriesEmbassies would fallln response to our mistreating book,
millions of Muslims would take to the streets, and we would spend the rest of
our lives fending off credible threats of murder. But when [ISIS] crucifies people,
buries children alive, and rapes and tortures women by the thousands — all in
the name of Islam — the response is a few small demonstrations in Europe and a
hashtag [#NotInOurName].”s

While Harris’s point is worthy of serious contemplation — even if he
sidesteps the fact that many Muslims have been and are still engaged in
combat against ISIS - it is problematic to assume that riots and other
extreme responses are useful indicators of worldwide Muslim senti-
ments. Most Muslims, it would be safe to say, do not take to the streets
to riot (and certainly do not murder others); and among those who do
riot, many likely choose to express their anti-Western sentiments visibly
because of a perception that Muslims are under siege by much stronger
Western forces. This, of course, does not discount the fact that many
devout Muslims find insults to their holy book genuinely hurtful; how-
ever, I suspect that many of these same Muslims are more profoundly
offended by the brutal acts of ISIS, an organization that claims to
represent their religion yet has killed and harmed thousands of people,
mostly fellow Muslims.

Be that as it may, sounding much like Harris, Ali declares that because
the “killers” in radical organizations such as ISIS and Boko Haram “cite
the same religious texts that every other Muslim in the world considers
sacrosanct,” it “simply will not do for Muslims to claim that their reli-
gion has been ‘hijacked’ by extremists.” “We in the West,” she proclaims,
“need to challenge and debate the very substance of Islamic thought and
practice,” instead of letting Muslims “off the hook with bland clichés
about Islam as a religion of peace.” “We need to hold Islam accountable
for the acts of its most violent adherents and demand that it reform or
disavow the key beliefs that are used to justify those acts.”%¢

A “HERETICAL” REFORMATION

Although Ali suggests that the violence committed by Muslim radicals
is hardly “the work of a lunatic fringe of extremists,”” she stresses that

¢ Ali, Heretic, 214.

¢ Ali, Heretic, 12.

7 Ali, Heretic, 11. See Ali, Heretic, 15-16, in which Ali cites author Ed Husain’s esti-
mate that “3 percent of the world’s Muslims understand Islam in ... militant terms.” Ali
goes on to say that on the basis of “survey data on attitudes toward sharia in Muslim
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“the clear majority throughout the Muslim world ... are not inclined to
practice violence’ They “focus on religious observanced.Their “prob-
lem,” according toAli, is that“their religious beliefs exist in an uneasy
tension with ... [t]he rationakeculag and individualistic values of mod-
ernity” Ali refers to these believers a§Mecca Muslims?® Recall that
Muhammad migrated from Meccawhere his position was that of a paci-
fist prophet,to Medina,where he was a commander and a political leader
as well as a religious fure. Accordingly Ali conceptualizes “Mecca
Muslims”as being out of line with the Prophstfinal teachings,ncluding
his teachings on warfareBut considering that Muhammad’Medinan
teachings actually encompass most religious observances (from the con-
gregational prayer to the fast of Ramadan) and nearly every aspect of
Islamic law (pertaining toamong other thingsmarriage,divorce,inher
itance,commerce,and diet),Alis “Mecca Muslim”label seems odd.

In any case,Alis “Mecca Muslims”are to be distinguished fromgn
the one hand,“Modifying Muslims”(these may be devout or secular),
who, like Ali, seek to reform Islamand, on the other hand,“Medina
Muslims,” who are fundamentalists and violent radicals (including mem-
bers of alQaeda and ISIS) who supposedly aim t6live by the strict let-
ter” of the Islamic creedThe latter is most disconcerting tali, for they

argue for an Islam largely ocompletely unchanged from its original seventh-
centuryversion ...

... They aim not just to obey Muhammaslteaching,but also to emulate his war
like conduct after his move to Medin&ven if they do not themselves engage in
violence,they do not hesitate to condone it..

... It is Medina Muslims who prescribe beheading for the crime “afonbelief”
inIslam ...

Medina Muslims believe that the murder of an idél is an imperative if he refuses
to convert voluntarily to Islafi$

countries”— here she cites a 2013 Pew study entitleéThe Worlds Muslims: Religion,
Politics and Society™ “I would put the proportion signifantly higher; I also believe it
is rising? The Pew surveywhich involved tens of thousands of fade-face interviews in
dozens of Muslimmajority countriesfound,among other thingsthat “roughly three-
quarters or more Muslims reject suicide bombing and other forms of violence against
civilians”; howeveras Ali observes (20),a “quarter of Bangladeshis and one in eight
Pakistanis think that suicide bombings in defense of Islam are often or sometimes justi-
fied.” Incidentally the survey also found'no consistent link between support for enshrin-
ing sharia as offtial law and attitudes toward religiously motivated violerice.

8 Ali, Heretic, 16.

¢ Ali, Heretic, 14-18.
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As Ali does not qualify these statements] must repeat a familiar
refrain: not even bin Laden or the leadabip of ISISwould call for the
murder ofall non-Muslims.

However impreciseAlis characterization of Medina Muslims”might
be, she submits what she considers to béthe only viable strategy that
can hope to contain’the threat they pose to othersjamely“to side with
the dissidents and reformists and to help them a) identify and repudiate
those parts of Muhammad’moral legacy that stem from Medina and b)
persuade the Mecca Muslims to accept this change and reject the Medina
Muslims’ summons to intolerance and wir°

Along these lines,Ali identifes five “inherently harmful”things that
Muslims must either reform or discard:

1. Muhammad’s semi-divine and infallible status along with the literal
reading of the Qur’an, particularly those parts that were revealed in
Medina;

2. The investment in life after death instead of life before death;

3. Sharia, the body of legislation derived from the Qur’an, the hadith, and the
rest of Islamic jurisprudence;

4. The practice of empowering individuals to enforce Islamic law ...;

5. The imperative to wage jihad, or holy war.”*

Leaving aside her questionable word choice (for instance, count-
less Muslims would object to any attribution of “semi-divinity” to
Muhammad), Ali is in effect calling for a truly radical reformation of the
Islamic tradition. But behind her call is a conception of Islam and Islamic
law marked by, among other things, excessive bellicosity. Given that Ali
conceives of jihad as “pitiless” in nature and a catalyst for terrorism, one
can understand why she would call for its termination:

The only way the arms race ended was with the ideological and political collapse
of Soviet communism, after which there was a large-scale (though not complete)
decommissioning of nuclear weapons. In much the same way, we need to recog-
nize that this is an ideological conflict that will not be won until the concept of
jihad has itself been decommissioned. We also have to acknowledge that, far from
being un-Islamic, the central tenets of the jihadists are supported by centuries-old
Islamic doctrine.”

7 Ali, Heretic, 20-21.
70 Ali, Heretic, 24.
72 Ali, Heretic, 205.
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She continues,

It is obviously next to impossible to redafi the word“jihad”as if its call to arms
is purely metaphorical (in the style of the hynffOnward Christian Soldiers”).
There is too much conftting scriptureand too many examples from the Qur’an
and hadith that the jihadists can cite to bolster their case.

Therefore Ibelieve the best option would be to take it off the tablé.clerics
and imams and scholars and national leaders around the world declared jihad
“haram,” forbidden,then there would be a clear dividing line..

And if that is too much to expect if Muslims simply refuse to renounce jihad
completely— then the next best thing would be to call their bluff about Islam
being a religion of peacelf a tradition truly exists within Islam that interprets
jihad as a purely spiritual activifas Sufi Muslims tend to doJet us challenge
other Muslims to embrace itChristianity was itself once a crusading faiths we
have seen,but over time it abandoned its militanclf Islam really is a religion of
peace, then what is preventing Muslims from doing the sanmie?

To be clear like Harris,Ali is not a pacifit. While she states that she
is “arguing for peaceful reform@And “not advocating a wa¥7+ she also
maintains that the ideology of‘Medina Muslims”cannot be fought
“solely with air strikes and drones or even boots on the groutid.Given
her openness to the use of force, one is left to wonder why her reform
project would not invoke Muslim scholarly arguments against aggressive
jihad — a stance that affirms only the defensive form of armed jihad -
and the rules of war according to scholars such as Muhammad Afifi al-
Akiti. After all, such approaches would be considerably less controversial
among Muslims and therefore potentially much more practically effect-
ive than Ali’s proposal to purge jihad altogether.

In fact, Ali does not seem particularly interested in any potentially
promising “internal” solutions that affirm armed jihad in any way. This
comes out in her discussion of the work of her then Harvard Kennedy
School colleague Jessica Stern, specifically Stern’s research on Saudi
deradicalization programs that were initiated in 2004 and have reportedly

73 Ali, Heretic, 206.

74 Ali, Heretic, 23 4.

75 Ali, Heretic, 219 (emphasis added). In a 2007 interview with Reason magazine, Ali
notoriously declared that “we are at war with Islam” - not radical Islam, she clari-
fied, but Islam itself. She said that it must be “defeated” and that the “enemy” must be
“crush[ed].” When asked if she meant “militarily,” she responded, “in all forms” (van
Bakel, ““The Trouble Is the West’”). In his defense of Ali, journalist Jeffrey Tayler main-
tains that, in the context of the interview, Ali was not proposing an all-out war against
all Muslims; at least domestically, he writes, she had in mind “a struggle (obviously non-
military) against the imposition of the faith in the public sphere” (Tayler, “Free Speech
and Islam”).
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“rehabilitated”thousands of militantsThe programs offer various forms
of support,including housing,counseling,and religious instructionAli

is “deeply skeptical”of these programs for two reasons: (1) over the past
three decades,Saudis and individuals from other Gulf states have been
greatly responsible for funding théglobal jihadist network”; and (2)
the clerics affiiated with the“rehabilitation program™each militants
traditional Islamic rulesThese teachings drive home the point that only
“legitimate rulers” — not radicals like Osama bin Laden — are authorized

to declare jihad and that one must not take Qur’anic verses out of con-
text. (In the words of one participant, “Now I understand that I cannot
make decisions by reading a single verse. I have to read the whole chap-
ter.”) Ali writes, “No matter how well intentioned this approach may
be, it leaves the core concept of jihad intact.”7¢ Ultimately, however, one
would need a more compelling reason to cast doubt on the program’s
success, especially given that Ali’s skepticism of the program stems from

a guilt-by-association outlook and her own particular understanding of
jihad.

As of this writing, the effectiveness of Saudi deradicalization efforts
remains a topic of debate. “Saudi officials say recidivism is low,” though
“independent assessments are rare.”’” According to a 2015 Middle East
Institute report, it would seem that although the rehabilitation programs
have not been particularly effective in transforming “hard-core mili-
tants,” who make up roughly 1o percent of all participants, they have
been successful in rehabilitating many “minor offenders” and “jihadist
supporters and sympathizers who may already be looking for a way out

76 Ali, Heretic, 204; Stern, “Mind over Martyr.”

77 Hubbard, “Inside Saudi Arabia’s Re-education Prison for Jihadists.” A widely circulated
November 28, 2016, New York Post report quoted a Saudi al-Qaeda operative detained at
Guantanamo Bay, Ghassan al-Sharbi, as claiming at a parole hearing that the Saudi pro-
gram was actually “a hidden radicalization program™ (Sperry, “Gitmo Prisoner Reveals
that Saudi “Terrorist Rehab’ Center Is a Scam” [emphasis added]). It is not clear, however,
how al-Sharbi, who has been detained since 2002, would have known this (the Saudi
program described by Stern was initiated in 2004). Indeed, the parole hearing transcript
cited by the New York Post offers no concrete evidence to support his claim. It does reveal,
however, al-Sharbi’s insistence that he not be released to Saudi Arabia, in particular, and
his desire to live in the United States. In the end, he was denied parole (“Unclassified: The
Detainee Session for ISN 682,” 4—11 [this document was available online on January 4,
2017, but no longer available as of April 18, 2017]). I should add that his “Guantanamo
Detainee Profile” indicates that he “has been mostly non-compliant and hostile with the
guards” and “has made conflicting statements during his detention about the extent of
his affiliation with al-Qa‘ida and the training he received” (“Unclassified: Guantanamo
Detainee Profile”). In short, he is by no means a “reliable witness.”
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of jihadism,having been disillusioned by the circumstances leading to
their capture? All in all,the report continuesthe effcacy of Saudi deradi-
calization efforts‘in undermining jihadist groups is demonstrated by the
attempts of hardened radicals to subvertit; some,for instance,“warn
users of jihadist sites against talking to clericiivolved in deradicaliza-
tion, as they regard such cleric§as an effective threat to their level of
support? Interestingly many former radicals have gone on to work for
deradicalization programs? All this suggests that such programs are at
least partially successful.

Before leavingAli, I must say a word about her identifation of the
Muslim“investment in life after death instead of life before deatds”’one
of the “inherently harmful”things that Muslims must either reform or
discard.Ali writes,

Until Islam stops fxating on the afterlifenntil it is liberated from the seductive
story of life after deathpntil it actively chooses life on earth and stops valu-
ing death,Muslims themselves cannot get on with the business of livingtiis
world7?

Ali links this fxation on the hereafter to terrorismMuslims fnd all
the motivation they need to participate in jihad in the scriptural prom-
ise of a reward for martyrsT'he early Muslims“not only welcomed war
they welcomed death in war because it elevated their status in paradite.
What is more,she writes,“Islam teaches that there is nothing so glorious
as taking an infilels life — and so much the better if the act of murder
costs you your own lif&8" In this light,9/11 was “the most spectacular
martyrdom operation ever undertakef:

78 Casptack, “Deradicalization Programs in Saudi Arabia.” For a 2010 RAND survey of
deradicalization efforts in various Muslim-majority and other countries, see Rabasa
et al., Deradicalizing Islamist Extremists. According to the authors of this report,
although there is “not enough reliable data to reach definitive conclusions about the
short-term, let alone the long-term, effectiveness of most existing deradicalization pro-
grams,” such programs “may be necessary to permanently defuse the threat posed” by
militants. “Moreover, there may be a tipping point. When enough militants renounce
radical Islamism, the ideology and the organizations that adhere to it are fatally discred-
ited. Even short of this tipping point, as greater numbers of militants renounce extrem-
ism, radical Islamist organizations will experience greater hurdles in attracting adherents
and sympathizers within the Muslim community” (xiv—xvi).

79 Ali, Heretic, 127.

8o Ali, Heretic, 111.

Ali, Heretic, 117.

82 Ali, Heretic, 119.

o
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With all this in mind,consider her critique of the aforementioned
“Open Letter toAl-Baghdadi”:

the letter does not question the overall concept of martyrdom or challenge the
primacy of the afterlifePredictablyit has had a very limited impacthere are no
[ISIS] fghters laying down their arms as a result of it; no woubd-Westernjihad-
ists have been persuaded by it to abandon the search for martyrdom in Sytia.

I am not aware of any studies that have measured the effects of the
“Open Letter”on radicals and wouldbe radicals; howeverit is diffcult
to imagine that revising it in the manneili suggests would improve
matters in any concrete wayRather by challenging theprimacy of the
afterlife” and discrediting a fundamental Islamic teneMuslim schol-
ars would likely undermine their effort¥urthermore,although Islamic
scripture does indeed stress life after deattt,certainly does not discount
the signiftance of this life,as one can see,for instance,in the widely
recited Qur’anic invocation§Our Lord,give us goodin this world and
in the Hereafterand protect us from the torment of the Fird3:201].

In point of fact,Muslims’ belief in the“primacy of the afterlif&,
accompanied by their rejection of the killing of civiliawdfers an alter
native considerationif Muslims believe that slaying innocents is strictly
prohibited and therefore may have dreadful consequences in the next
world, that is, hell rather than paradisethen this would likely serve as
an effective deterrent in the minds of many believeiBhe Saudi grand
mufti Abdulazizal-Shaykh is one exampleamong many of a promin-
ent Muslim cleric using precisely the threat of hell to discourage suicide
bombers#+ Of course this logic might not appeal to New Atheists, who,
to borrow from John Lennon, “imagine there’s no heaven” and “no hell
below us” in the first place.

8 Ali, Heretic, 126-127 (the “Open Letter” was completed and signed in the fall of 2014,
not, as Ali has it, 2013).
84 See, for instance, “Saudi Mufti.”
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“Imagine aWorld with No Religion”

A Word on Ridard Dawkins,
Christopher Hitbens, and Daniel Dennett

Moving beyond the writings of Sam Harris andyaan Hirsi Ali, we
encounter some familiar themes in the works and statements of three
other prominent NewAtheists: Richard DawkinsChristopher Hitchens,
and Daniel DennettWe begin with Dawkins, one of the most widely rec-
ognized New Atheists. Born in 19471 in British Kenya, he is a renowned
English evolutionary biologist and longtime faculty member at the
University of Oxford (currently an emeritus fellow). Beginning with his
1976 classic The Selfish Gene (which, among other things, gave us the
term meme), Dawkins has authored numerous books on science.

Of course not all of his books are strictly scientific. For our purposes,
his 2006 New York Times bestseller The God Delusion is most relevant.
On the first page of the book, he sets the tone: “Imagine, with John
Lennon, a world with no religion. Imagine no suicide bombers, no 9/11,
no 7/7, no Crusades, ... no Indian partition, no Israeli/Palestinian wars,
no Serb/Croat/Muslim massacres ...”" Religion, we are encouraged to
believe, is the best explanation for these horrors.

Reflecting on 7/7, the July 7, 2005, London suicide bombings that
we know now were at least loosely linked to al-Qaeda and that claimed
the lives of more than fifty civilians, Dawkins proclaims, “Only religious
faith is a strong enough force to motivate such utter madness in other-
wise sane and decent people.” The four bombers, Dawkins tells us, “were
British citizens, cricket-loving, well-mannered, just the sort of young men
whose company one might have enjoyed.” And unlike some other terror-
ists in other countries, these men

" Dawkins, The God Delusion, 1.
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had no expectation that their bereaved families would be lionized, looked after
or supported on martyrs’ pensions. On the contrary, their relatives in some
cases had to go into hiding. One of the men wantonly widowed his pregnant
wife and orphaned his toddler. The action of these four young men has been
nothing short of a disaster not just for themselves and their victims, but for
their families and for the whole Muslim community in Britain, which now faces

a backlash.?

Again, for Dawkins, “only religious faith” can “motivate such mad-
ness.” But aside from a passing comment that “London had been braced
for just such an event ever since [then British prime minister Tony]
Blair volunteered us as unwilling side-kicks in Bush’s invasion of Iraq,”
Dawkins does not discuss the political grievances of the “cricket-loving
young men.”3 Such grievances were not irrelevant: in September 2005,
Al Jazeera posthumously released a video message by one of the bomb-
ers, Mohammad Sidique Khan. In it Khan affirmed his faith in Islam and
desire for paradise; but he also stated,

Your democratically elected governments continuously perpetuate atrocities
against my people all over the world.

And your support of them makes you directly responsible, just as I am directly
responsible for protecting and avenging my Muslim brothers and sisters.

Until we feel security, you will be our targets. And until you stop the bombing,
gassing, imprisonment and torture of my people we will not stop this fight.

We are at war and I am a soldier. Now you too will taste the reality of this
situation.

Khan went on to pray that God would raise him among “the prophets, the
messengers, the martyrs and today’s heroes like our beloved Sheikh Osama
Bin Laden” and his associates “and all the other brothers and sisters that
are fighting” in the way “of this cause.”# In a second video message that
Al Jazeera aired posthumously on July 6, 2006 (presumably after Dawkins
had finished writing The God Delusion, which was published in October
of that year), another bomber, Shehzad Tanweer, warned that more attacks
would follow “until you pull your forces out of Afghanistan and Iraq.”s

* Dawkins, The God Delusion, 303.

3 Dawkins, The God Delusion, 303.

+ BBC, “London Bomber.” Cf. Dawkins, The God Delusion, 303, in which Dawkins
declares that bin Laden “had nothing to do with the London bombings.” According to a
2011 statement by United States national security officials, however, bin Laden likely did
play a role in planning the attacks (see “July 7 Bombings Were Last Successful al-Qaeda
Attack Osama bin Laden Played a Role in, US Claims”).

5 BBC, “Video of 7 July Bomber Released.”
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When downplaying the political grievances of Muslim radicals and
focusing on their religious motivationd)awkins leans on Sam Harris
and The End of Eith. He makes reference to Harris’aforementioned
(incomplete) treatment of théfailed Palestinian suicide bomberZaydan
Zaydan and the lattes’ claim that he was driven to kill Israelis Bythe

bl

love of martyrdont; not “revenge?¢ Dawkins also cites a fairly long pas-
sage from a November 19, 2001, New Yorker article that quotes another
young Palestinian, a “failed suicide bomber” who expressed a strong
desire for martyrdom.” Dawkins does not refer to the part of the article
that outlines the political grievances of this “failed bomber” and others
like him: “Over and over, I heard them say, ‘The Israelis humiliate us.
They occupy our land, and deny our history’ ... “The Israelis kill our chil-

598

dren and our women. This is war, and innocent people get hurt’.

Dawkins’s tendency to understate political motivations also appears in
his discussion of 9/11. In response to the question, “Why would anyone
want to destroy the World Trade Center and everybody in it?,” Dawkins
quotes from Harris’s The End of Faith:

The answer to this question is obvious — if only because it has been patiently
articulated ad nauseum by bin Laden himself. The answer is that men like bin
Laden actually believe what they say they believe. They believe in the literal truth

¢ Harris, The End of Faith, 31 (cited in Dawkins, The God Delusion, 304—305).

7 Dawkins, The God Delusion, 305.

8 Hassan, “An Arsenal of Believers.” A similar example of selective quotations comes
from Ali A. Rizvi’s book The Atheist Muslim (2016). When discussing the brutal murder
of British soldier Lee Rigby in 2013, Rizvi states that “one of his murderers, Michael
Adebolajo, referenced the holy book to justify his actions.” Adebolajo is quoted as saying,
“We are forced by the Qur’an in ... Surah Al-Tawbab [the ninth chapter] and many, many
other ayahs [verses], which state we must fight them as they fight us.” Rizvi proceeds to
refer to Qur’an 9:29—30 to suggest that Adebolajo was inspired by “the command to fight
Christians and Jews until they either convert or pay the [jizya] tax.” Thus, Rizvi draws
a connection between specific scriptural dictates and the brutal murder of Rigby (Rizvi,
The Atheist Muslim, 31). Rizvi chooses not to discuss other dimensions of the attack. In
the very source he cites — a partial transcript of Adebolajo’s postmurder rant — the latter is
also quoted as saying, “The only reason we’ve killed this man today is because Muslims
are dying daily by British soldiers ... [W]e will never stop fighting you until you leave us
alone ... Tell them [your politicians] to bring our troops back so you can all live in peace.
Leave our lands and you will live in peace” (Bond, “Video”). To Rizvi’s credit, elsewhere
in The Atheist Muslim, he indicates that although he sees Islam as a “key driver” of “radi-
cal jihadism,” he recognizes the involvement of other factors (Rizvi, The Atheist Muslim,
44—45). Incidentally, in his postmurder rant, Adebolajo seemed to refer not to Qur’an
9:29-30, as Rizvi assumes, but rather to the principle of reciprocity expressed in passages
such as Qur’an 9:36. The latter verse commands Muhammad’s followers to fight their
enemies — in this case, “the polytheists” — “all together as they fight you all together.”


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108377263.012
https://www.cambridge.org/core

“Imagine a World with No Religion™ 157

of the Koran.Why did nineteen welkducated middleelass men trade their lives

in this world for the privilege of killing thousands of our neighbors? Because they
believed that they would go straight to paradise for doing do.is rare to fnd

the behavior of human beings so fully and satisfactorily explain®hy have we
been reluctant to accept this explanation?

To Dawkins$ mind, the “take-home message is that we should blame
religion itself,not religiousextremism— as though that were some kind
of terrible perversion of real, decent religion.” Dawkins concedes that
“[p]atriotic love of country or ethnic group” can also lead to a “version
of extremism,” as with the Japanese kamikazes in the 1940s (whose sui-
cide attacks numbered in the thousands) and the Sri Lankan Tamil Tigers
in recent decades (whose suicide attacks numbered in the hundreds). But,
Dawkins insists, “religious faith is an especially potent silencer of rational
calculation.”™ Yet given that, as noted earlier, before the 1980s, suicide
attacks were historically unusual among Sunni Muslims, who account
for hundreds of millions more people than the combined populations of
Japan and Sri Lanka, one would have to concede that modern terrorism
by Sunni Muslims (whose suicide attacks now number in the thousands)
represents at least a historical deviation, if not a “terrible perversion.”
This is not to deny the critical role of religious faith in terrorism by Sunni
Muslims; rather, it is to say that the faith of these terrorists is idiosyn-
cratic in critical ways and hardly their only motivating factor.

Dawkins suspects that “moderate” religion leads to irrationality and
extremism “mostly ... because of the easy and beguiling promise that
death is not the end, and that a martyr’s heaven is especially glorious” —
Dawkins does not consider the alternative possibility, namely that the
threat of damnation (and indeed the prospect of paradise) might discour-
age certain believers from causing harm. “But,” Dawkins continues, “it is

> Harris, The End of Faith, 29 (cited with minor modifications in Dawkins, The God
Delusion, 303-304). Accordingly, Dawkins bemoans the fact that Western politicians
“avoid mentioning the R word (religion), and instead characterize their battle as a war
against ‘terror’, as though terror were a kind of spirit or force, with a will and a mind
of its own. Or they characterize terrorists as motivated by pure ‘evil’. But they are not
motivated by evil. However misguided we may think them, they are motivated, like the
Christian murderers of abortion doctors, by what they perceive to be righteousness,
faithfully pursuing what their religion tells them. They are not psychotic; they are reli-
gious idealists who, by their own lights, are rational. They perceive their acts to be good,
not because of some warped personal idiosyncrasy, and not because they have been pos-
sessed by Satan, but because they have been brought up, from the cradle, to have total
and unquestioning faith” (Dawkins, The God Delusion, 304).

> Dawkins, The God Delusion, 306. Cf. Harris, The End of Faith, 233, in which Harris
states that Buddhism inspired “suicidal violence” in World War II Japan.
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also partly because [religious faith] discourages questioniibg, its very
nature”’™ A more precise assessmenthowever would be that aparticu-
lar approad to religious faith discourages questionindnd one is cer
tainly right to express concern about unquestioning approachedjether
in religious or secular contexts.

Returning to the 7/7 bombers, Dawkins quotes — seemingly with
approval — the controversial Christian writer Patrick Sookhdeo:

For today’s radical Muslims — just as for the mediaeval jurists who developed clas-
sical Islam — it would be truer to say “Islam is war” ... Could it be that the young
men who committed suicide [in the 7/7 bombings] were neither on the fringes of
Muslim society in Britain, nor following an eccentric and extremist interpretation
of their faith, but rather that they came from the very core of the Muslim commu-
nity and were motivated by a mainstream interpretation of Islam?*>

Dawkins ends the quotation here without addressing Sookhdeo’s ques-
tion, leaving it to appear rhetorical. In fact, the question of whether the 7/7
bombers were truly inspired by a “mainstream interpretation of Islam”
is to some extent immaterial to Dawkins. As he would have it, “how
can there be a perversion of faith, if faith, lacking objective justification,
doesn’t have any demonstrable standard to pervert?” s

There is indeed no “objective justification” for matters of faith. Of
course the same is arguably true for morality. But in the absence of object-
ivity, can one still speak of a “standard” of some sort? In the case of
morality, at least, Dawkins seems to think so. In responding to the ques-
tion, “How ... do we decide what is right and what is wrong?,” Dawkins
writes, “No matter how we answer that question, there is a consensus
about what we do as a matter of fact consider right and wrong: a con-
sensus that prevails surprisingly widely.” It has “no obvious connection
with religion,” he argues, but it “extends ... to most religious people.” ™+
This “mysterious consensus ... changes over the decades.””s Yet, Dawkins

Dawkins, The God Delusion, 306. Dawkins offers a comparable critique of religion in
his January 2006 Channel 4 (United Kingdom) television documentary The Root of All
Evil? (which was retitled The God Delusion when it was aired on the More4 channel in
August 2010).

> Sookhdeo, “The Myth of Moderate Islam” (cited in Dawkins, The God Delusion, 307).
As Sookhdeo would have it, “Those who deny the validity of [Islamic] terrorists’ inter-
pretation are usually very liberal Muslims, whose own interpretations of Islam are
unacceptable to the majority” (Sookhdeo, Understanding Islamist Terrorism, 12).
Dawkins, The God Delusion, 306.

Dawkins, The God Delusion, 262. On Dawkins’s views on the “roots of morality,” see
chapter 6 of The God Delusion.

Dawkins, The God Delusion, 265.
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states, the “onus is not on me” to explain where the “concerted and steady
changes in social consciousness come from.”™® Using a comparable line
of reasoning when thinking about Islam within a religious framework,
one could indeed speak of a “standard,” one predicated on, to borrow
Dawkins’s wording, an evolving “mysterious consensus” that “prevails
surprisingly widely.” And the reality is that, throughout the world, one
finds Muslim scholars and laypeople of different backgrounds, sects,
schools of thought, and political persuasions generally agreeing that
9/11,7/7,and other terrorist operations reflect perversions of their religion.

Needless to say, Dawkins views their religion very differently. As with
Harris and Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Dawkins makes use of an inadequate selec-
tion of sources, thereby sacrificing critical nuance at the altar of con-
venience. At one point in The God Delusion, he invokes the authority of
Ibn Warraq, whom Dawkins considers “a deeply knowledgeable scholar
of Islam.” (When claiming that Islam has no “standard to pervert,” he
notes that Ibn Warraq “made a similar point.”)'7 A former Muslim who
was born in India, raised in Pakistan, and educated in Britain (he studied
Arabic and philosophy as an undergraduate), Ibn Warraq has written a
series of polemical books on Islam. The works themselves use a limited
array of sources and have been sharply criticized by a variety of Western
scholars, including Fred Donner, who takes Ibn Warraq to task for his
“inconsistent handling of Arabic materials,” his “thoroughly one-sided”
approach, and his “agenda, which is not scholarship, but anti-Islamic
polemic.”*® To get a sense of his monolithic portrayal of the religion,
here is a passage from what Dawkins refers to as “his excellent book,” ™
Why I Am Not a Muslim:

The totalitarian nature of Islam is nowhere more apparent than in the concept of
jihad, the holy war, whose ultimate aim is to conquer the entire world and submit

¢ Dawkins, The God Delusion, 270.

7 Dawkins, The God Delusion, 306-307.

8 Donner, “The Quest for the Historical Muhammad by Ibn Warraq,” 75. Another scholar,
Herbert Berg, says Ibn Warraq “is somewhat polemic and inconsistent” and faults him
for “not present[ing] counterarguments” (Berg, “The Origins of the Koran: Classic
Essays on Islam’s Holy Book by Ibn Warraq,” 558). In contrast, David Cook writes,
“As a scholar of Islam myself, I find Ibn Warraq’s attitude to be very refreshing, and his
scholarship for the most part to be accurate and devastating in pinpointing weaknesses
in Muslim orthodoxy” (Cook, “Ibn Warraq’s Virgins? What Virgins? and Other Essays,”
235). I would hazard that this represents a minority opinion among Western scholars
of Islam.

 Dawkins, The God Delusion, 307.
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it to the one true faithto the law ofAllah.To Islam alone has been granted the
truth: there is no possibility of salvation outsideit.

Reading this,one would think that alf'sincere” Muslim clerics must be
conquestdriven exclusivists.

In The God Delusioy Dawkins does not exactly go quite as far as Ibn
Warraq does: he states thatynlike Judaism and Christianit¥slam added
“a powerful ideology of military conquest to spread the fa?th.In the
world of social mediahoweves we encounter a less reserved Dawkinfn
February 2013 for instancehe posted the following message ofwitter.

“I think Islam is the greatest force for evil in the world todHye said so
often and loudly ..”>> Shortly thereafterhe posted,“Havent read Koran

so couldnt quote chapter & verse like I can for BiblBut often say Islam
greatest force for evil todaysfc].”>* He later added,*Of course you can
have an opinion about Islam without having read Qur’afou dont have

to read Mein Kampf to have an opinion about nazismsid].”>* The obvi-
ous flaw in this analogy is that the face of Nazism was also the author of
Mein Kampf and it would be absurd to claim that Hitler misinterpreted
his own book.

We now turn our attention to another weKrown English authar
Christopher Hitchens.Born in 1949 in the United KingdomElitchens
became one of the world’most prominent journalists; he died in 2011 in
his adoptedAmerican homelandAside from his contributions tgmong
other periodicals,the New Statesman The Nation, The Atlantic, and
Vanity Fair, Hitchens authored numerous popular books. Relevant for

24

o

Ibn Warraq, Why I Am Not a Muslim, 217.

Dawkins, The God Delusion, 37.

Dawkins (@RichardDawkins), Twitter, 9:48 p.m., 28 Feb. 2013.

Dawkins (@RichardDawkins), Twitter, 1o:01 p.m., 28 Feb. 2013. Along these lines, fol-
lowing the January 2015 Charlie Hebdo shooting in Paris (in which Muslim gunmen
affiliated with al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula shot and killed satirical cartoonists
and others), Dawkins posted the following message on Twitter: “No, all religions are
NOT equally violent. Some have never been violent, some gave it up centuries ago. One
religion conspicuously didn’t” (Dawkins [@RichardDawkins|, Twitter, 7:08 a.m., 7 Jan.
2015; Dawkins offers a more measured response to the 2006 Danish cartoon contro-
versy in The God Delusion, 24-27). When he appeared on television a few days later, he
was asked whether Islam is a “religion of peace.” Dawkins responded that while many
Muslims are peaceful, “in its history [Islam] has never been a religion of peace ... [T]he
ideology itself is founded in war, it was spread by war” (BBC, “Religion and Violence”).
For some examples of Muslim scholarly and other condemnations of the Charlie Hebdo
shooting, see Black, “Charlie Hebdo killings condemned by Arab states”; and Shaikh,
“Muslim Scholars on Charlie Hebdo.”

*+ Dawkins (@RichardDawkins), Twitter, 1:18 a.m., 25 Mar. 2013.
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our purposes is his celebrated 200¥ew York Times bestsellergod is not
Great: How Religion Bisons Ewerything

In this work, Hitchens calls into question the messenger of Islam and
his message: Although Muslim sources generally portray Muhammad as
having lived an austere life, Hitchens submits that “we may flinch a lit-
tle” at “the keen interest” the Prophet took in the “division of the spoils
after his many battles and numerous massacres.”>s And with regard to
the Qur’an, Hitchens bemoans the fact that Saudi Wahhabi translations
of the Islamic holy book had recently been circulating among American
prisoners, for such translations “went even further than the original in
recommending holy war against all Christians and Jews and secularists.”2¢

Hitchens once described Ibn Warraq’s Why I Am Not a Muslim as
his “favorite book on Islam.”?” Perhaps it is not surprising that he, too,
presents Islam in a monolithic manner, as an exclusivist, conquest-driven
faith: “Not only did Islam begin by condemning all doubters to eternal fire,
but it still claims the right to do so in almost all of its dominions, and still
preaches that these same dominions can and must be extended by war.”*

Hitchens’s characterization of 9/11 is especially provocative:

The nineteen suicide murderers of New York and Washington and Pennsylvania
were beyond any doubt the most sincere believers on those planes. Perhaps we
can hear a little less about how “people of faith” possess moral advantages that
others can only envy. And what is to be learned from the jubilation and the
ecstatic propaganda with which this great feat of fidelity has been greeted in the
Islamic world?*

Thus, much like other New Atheists, Hitchens suggests that Muslim ter-
rorists are more Muslim than others and offers a highly selective account
of the Muslim responses to 9/t 1.

Hitchens had more to say about Islam at public events. In a 2010
debate with Rabbi David Wolpe on the existence of God, Hitchens
described Islam as “the most toxic form religion takes,” at least “at the
moment.”3° Nevertheless, at a later event that same year, a debate with

»s Hitchens, god is not Great, 135.

*6 Hitchens, god is not Great, 33 (emphasis added).

7 Hitchens, “Holy Writ.”

8 Hitchens, god is not Great, 125.

» Hitchens, god is not Great, 32.

5o “Christopher Hitchens — Don’t waste my time with Islam [2010].” Reaffirming his con-
ception of Islam as an exclusivist faith, Hitchens in this debate remarked, “Islam rather
dangerously says ours is the last and final [revelation] ... That’s straightaway a tempta-
tion to violence and intolerance.”
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Muslim scholarTarig Ramadan on whether Islam is 4religion of peace)}
Hitchens agreed with Ramadan that when it comes to Muslim violence
and intolerance,“the problem is not the bookbut the reade® Yet he
went on to say that he did notlike the idea of a paradise reward for
martyrs”3* (He was not particularly fond of hell eithr

Last but not least in our brief survey is Daniel @ennett,an emi-
nent cognitive scientist and philosopher and a longtime professodafts
University Born in 1942 in Bostonhe was just fve years old when his
father (also Daniel CDennett),a scholar of Islamic histogydied in a
tragic plane crashUnlike his fatherDennett does not write a great deal
about Islam,and what he does say betrays his unfamiliarity with the
religion.

In his popular 2006 bookBreaking the Spell: Religion as a Natak
Phenomenon for instance,.Dennett asserts that the Qur’afiundeniably”
says that“all infidels and especially kafis (apostates from Islam) deserve
death”s3 In the same sentenceDennett refers to Qur’an §5:44 to justify
this claim.In the subsequent electronic and paperback editions of the
book, he refers to 4:89.

Dennett} assertion is problematic for two reasons: Firsgholars of
Islamic studies typically translate th&rabic termkafir as “unbeliever”;
some use the term“infidel” An “apostate or murtadd in Arabic, is
someone who renounces his or her religioDennett presumably means
to say that,according to the Qur’an$all infdels and especially murtadds
(apostates from Islam) deserve deatt# Second, Dennettd Qur’anic ref-
erences do not justify his assertiotWe can assume his reference to 5:44
in the original edition of his book was a mistakfeyr it reads,

We revealed theTorah with guidance and lightand the prophets,who had
submitted to God,judged according to it for the JewsSo did the rabbis and
the scholars in accordance with that part of GedScripture which they were
entrusted to preserveand to which they were witnessesSo [rabbis and schol-
ars] do not fear peoplefear Me; do not barter away My messages for a small

3

“Christopher Hitchens and Tariqg Ramadan Debate.”

52 See, for instance, Hitchens, god is not Great, 5, 219.

Dennett, Breaking the Spell, 289.

Along these lines, in an article published in The Chronicle of Higher Education, Dennett
states in passing that it is “unknown how many Muslims truly believe that all infidels
deserve death, which is what the Koran undeniably says.” Here Dennett does not cite
any Qur’anic verses. He continues, “Most Muslims, I would guess, are sincere in their
insistence that the injunction that apostates be killed is to be disregarded” (Dennett,
“Common-Sense Religion”).

3
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price; those who do not judge according to what God has sent down are rejecting
[God teachings]. (5:44)

This takes us to Qur’an 4:89which reads,

[The hypocrites] would dearly like you to reject faithg they themselves have
done, to be like them.So do not take them as patrons until they migrate [to
Medina] for God cause.If they turn3s then seize and kill them wherever you
encounter them.Take none of them as a patron or supportef4:89)

In this case,howeves the following verses offer a critical qualifition:

But as for those who reach people with whom you have a treavy who come
over to you because their hearts shrink fronghting against you or against their
own people,God could have given them power over yound they would have
fought you.So if they withdraw and do notght you,and offer you peaceghen
God gives you no way against themYou will fnd others who wish to be safe
from you,and from their own peoplebut whenever they are back in a situation
where they are tempted [to hostilitythey succumb to itSo if they neither with-
draw, nor offer you peacepor restrain themselves from ghting you,seize and
kill them wherever you encounter thenWe give you clear authority against such

people.(4:90-91)

Thus, far from indicating that‘all infdels” deserve death,Qur’an 4:89
speaks of “hypocrites” who posed a threat to Muhammas’commu-
nity.3¢ And although many Muslim scholars with many others opposing
them— advocate the punishmentgven executionof apostates who refuse
to repent, the fact remains that the Qur’an does not prescribe a pen-
alty for an apostate’“unbelief by itself3” Perhaps Dennett had in mind
the Qur’anic statement we encountered earljédf they do fght you,kill
them — this is what such unbelievers deserve” (2:191); however, even here
one can see that those unbelievers who “deserve” death are those who
initiate hostilities and seek to kill. To be sure, there is nothing “undeni-
able” about Dennett’s characterization of the Qur’an.

35 See Chapter 1, note 10.

3¢ On the range of popular interpretations of this passage, see Nasr (ed.), The Study Quran,
231-233 (commentary on Qur’an 4:88-90).

37 Griffel, “Apostasy.” Scholars who hold that apostates should be punished (by people, in
this life) typically invoke select statements from the hadith corpus. According to clerics
such as the former Egyptian grand mufti Ali Gomaa, these prophetic reports condemn
not apostasy per se (indeed there are other reports of Muhammad pardoning apostates)
but “a betrayal of the Muslim state and polity,” essentially “high treason” (Brown,
Misquoting Muhammad, 188; see Gomaa, al-Bayan li-ma yashghalu al-adhhan, 81-84).
There is, in fact, no reliable evidence that Muhammad ever killed anyone for apostasy
(see Brown, “The Issue of Apostasy in Islam”).
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Conclusion

I opened this book by quoting an exchange between Sam Harris and
journalist Fareed Zakaria on the topic ofihad. Harris asserted that
Osama bin Laders “interpretation of Islam is very straightforward and
honest and you really have to split hairs and do some interpretive acro-
batics in order to get it.. to look noneanonical”® But consider some

of the “interpretive acrobatics” bin Laden performed in his generally
unsuccessful attempt to convince Muslim clerics and Islamists — including
many who already held anti-American sentiments — that the September 11
attacks could be justified:

(1) Recognizing that he was neither a state authority nor a certified
scholar, and seeking to enlist “all Muslims” in a war that would
employ extreme tactics, bin Laden attempted to demonstrate that
his manifestly aggressive attacks were, in fact, part of a defensive
jihad. (According to the centuries-old Islamic legal tradition of
aggressive jihad, he lacked the requisite authority to launch and
manage a war, and his tactics would have been even more difficult
to justify.)

(2) In making the case for a defensive jihad, bin Laden went to great
lengths to present the United States as a bona fide threat to Muslims
worldwide; he pointed to various American actions and sanctions
while oversimplifying and misrepresenting some of the facts on the
ground.

' CNN, “Zakaria, Harris Debate Extremism in Islam.”
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(3) Recognizing the Prophet’s explicit prohibition against the kill-
ing of noncombatants, most notably women and children, bin
Laden argued that al-Qaeda’s tactics against the United States
were necessary and served the common good (notwithstand-
ing indications to the contrary). And although the 9/11 attacks
were directed mostly at civilians (many busy at work), he asserted
that he was not targeting innocents but rather “the symbol” of
a threatening enemy and that collateral casualties were therefore
acceptable (an assertion widely regarded as disingenuous). For
good measure, however, he also attempted to make an obviously
modern argument that American adult civilians could be treated
as combatants because both the taxes they paid (as required by
law) and the decisions made by their government officials (who
were neither unanimously elected nor unanimously supported)
helped shape America’s foreign policy. And, finally, notwithstand-
ing his (superficial) claim that he was not targeting innocents, he
endeavored to advance and defend an aberrant, expansive con-
ception of retaliation in order to justify the intentional killing of
American noncombatants — a conception not supported and, in at
least one case, explicitly rejected by the very scholarly sources he
invoked to justify it.

A true literalist he was not. Of course the same could be said about
Muslims in general. And yet it is critical to recognize that the attempts
of al-Qaeda and ISIS to justify terrorism on Islamic grounds typically
require the abandonment of both strict literalism and the historically
prevailing interpretations of Islamic thought. The interpretations of such
radicals are hardly “straightforward.” They are their own thing.

Yet we cannot simply leave it at that. We must ask, What moti-
vated “nineteen post-secondary students” to kill thousands of innocent
American civilians and themselves on a tragic Tuesday morning? What
inspired the “cricket-loving young men” to kill dozens of Londoners and
themselves nearly four years later? How can we explain the many brutal
acts of ISIS, which considers itself the world’s lone “Islamic state”? And
why does it seem like Muslim — not Christian, Hindu, or atheist, but
Muslim - suicide killers are almost always on the news these days?

Beginning with Harris, we have seen how various prominent New
Atheist authors explain such phenomena by pointing to Islam — not
idiosyncratic interpretations of the religion but the core of the religion
itself — and downplaying other factors. While the worldwide Muslim
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scholarly and clerical condemnations of pf show that alQaeda “ison
the fringes of the jihad traditiofiy Harris places alQaeda, along with
ISIS and other radicalsfirmly in the center; andAyaan HirsiAli suggests
that such radicals arenot, in fact,“a lunatic fringe of extremistd: As
Richard Dawkins sees it, the matter is fairly simple: “Suicide bombers do
what they do because they really believe what they were taught in their
religious schools: that duty to God exceeds all other priorities, and that
martyrdom in his service will be rewarded in the gardens of Paradise.”+
Now compare such assessments with the more incisive analysis offered
by terrorism specialist Jessica Stern, the aforementioned former Harvard
colleague of Ali’s who studied deradicalization efforts in Saudi Arabia:
Stern maintains that terrorists are typically motivated by multiple factors
and that “[t]errorist movements often arise in reaction to an injustice, real
or imagined, that they feel must be corrected.” Furthermore, she writes,

terrorists who claim to be driven by religious ideology are often ignorant about
Islam. Our hosts in Riyadh told us that the vast majority of the deradicaliza-
tion program’s “beneficiaries,” as its administrators call participants, had received
little formal education and had only a limited understanding of Islam. In the
Netherlands and elsewhere in Europe, second- and third-generation Muslim
youth are rebelling against the kind of “soft” Islam practiced by their parents
and promoted in local mosques. They favor what they think is the “purer” Islam,
uncorrupted by Western culture, which is touted on some Web sites and by self-
appointed imams from the Middle East who are barely educated themselves.
For example, the Netherlands-based terrorist cell known as the Hofstad Group
designed what one police officer described as a “do-it-yourself” version of Islam
based on interpretations of takfiri ideology (takfir is the practice of accusing other
Muslims of apostasy) culled from the Internet and the teachings of a drug dealer
turned cleric.

... Terrorism spreads, in part, through bad ideas. The most dangerous and seduc-
tive bad idea spreading around the globe today is a distorted and destructive
interpretation of Islam, which asserts that killing innocents is a way to worship
God. Part of the solution must come from within Islam and from Islamic scholars,
who can refute this ideology with arguments based on theology and ethics. But
bad ideas are only part of the problem. Terrorists prey on vulnerable popula-
tions — people who feel humiliated and victimized or who find their identities
by joining extremist movements. Governments’ arsenals against terrorism must
include tools to strengthen the resilience of vulnerable populations. These tools
should look more like anti-gang programs and public diplomacy than war.s

> Hashmi, “9/11 and the Jihad Tradition,” 150.
5 Ali, Heretic, 11.

+ Dawkins, The God Delusion, 308.

5 Stern, “Mind over Martyr.”
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There can be little doubt that religious faith is indeed a critical motiv-
ating factor for many Muslim terrorists, from the wealthy bin Laden to
any number of middle-class ISIS operatives.¢ But, as we have seen, their
Islam is distinct in important ways from the broader Islamic tradition
and is often shaped and guided by particular, often crude readings of the
facts on the ground. Even if one insists that the Qur’an itself inspires ter-
rorism, then one would also have to concede that this same scripture —
a scripture that existed long before the radicalization of bin Laden, and
one not going anywhere — provides an especially potent antidote. There
is a reason Muslim scholarly condemnations of terrorist acts regularly
invoke statements from the Qur’an and hadith corpus. There is a rea-
son the multifaceted Saudi deradicalization efforts described by Stern —
which appear to be at least partially effective — involve an engagement
with the Islamic tradition. There is a reason, as noted earlier, when
Gallup interviewed Muslims in Indonesia, they found that those who
condemned 9/11 — unlike those who defended it — often invoked reli-
gion. And all this, of course, is besides the fact that countless “every-
day” Muslims derive from Islamic sources motivation for constructive
actions.

The New Atheist authors examined here reserve some of their strongest
criticisms of religion for Islam in particular. Yet despite the impressive aca-
demic backgrounds that some of them boast (outside Islamic studies), they
describe Islam and jihad in ways that are often inaccurate and incomplete.
This is at least partly due to their methodologies, as they rely heavily on
sources that fail to provide a representative spectrum of views. This might
explain why their suggestions for solving the very real problem of Muslim
terrorism — from Harris’s ignore-or-revise proposal to Ali’s “heretical”
reformation — are rather unrealistic. They seem to be generally unaware

¢ Here it is not my intention to determine the precise extent to which religious faith and
ideology motivates Muslim terrorists. And the available evidence does not permit me to
confirm or deny Sterns’s claim that ideology is rarely the most important factor in an
individual’s decision to become a terrorist (see Stern, “Mind over Martyr”). But all indi-
cations suggest that ideology is at least a very important factor for many violent radicals.
In any case, it is instructive to consider anthropologist Scott Atran’s finding that many
Muslim terrorists (or “jihadis”) “are ‘born again’ and come to religion [relatively] late in
life, and only very seldom through mosques or madrassahs” (Atran, “Beyond Belief”). In
at least the case of “homegrown” European Muslim terrorists, political scientist Olivier
Roy maintains that many such individuals are “violent nihilists who adopt Islam, rather
than religious fundamentalists who turn to violence” (Roy, “Who Are the New Jihadis?”;
see Roy, Jibad and Death; cf. Kepel, Terror in France).
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of the nuances of modern Islamic thought and therefore overlook other,
potentially more effective avenues for action and reform.

Less than a month before his interview with Fareed Zakaria, Harris had
appeared on Real Time with Bill Maher. (This was the October 2014 epi-
sode I mentioned earlier.) In the midst of a heated exchange with actor
Ben Affleck on the subject of Islam, Harris, having stated that he was
“actually well-educated on” the topic, proclaimed, “We have to be able
to criticize bad ideas, and Islam is the mother lode of bad ideas.” He pro-
ceeded to explain his problematic “concentric circles” schema, in which
would-be suicide bombers occupy the center of the Muslim community.
He added, “We’re misled to think that the fundamentalists are the fringe,”
to which host Bill Maher chimed in, “That’s the key point.””

The Islam that Harris portrays in his writings does indeed appear to
be a “mother lode of bad ideas.” But it is an Islam that the vast major-
ity of Muslims, whether scholars or laypeople, would likely not recog-
nize — a “mother lode” of bad analysis. It is even more extreme in some
ways than bin Laden’s Islam. After all, Harris draws a nearly straight
line from the Islamic tradition to 9/11: he erroneously downplays the
significance of nonreligious factors when assessing the al-Qaeda leader,
asserting that bin Laden’s grievances were “purely theological”® and that
his “only apparent concerns [were] the spread of Islam and the sanctity of
Muslim holy sites.”® Bin Laden’s Islam, however, was not that simple: his
views on jihad were formed through convoluted reasoning and guided
by a warped perception of geopolitical reality. (Notwithstanding their
differences, the same is generally true for the leadership of ISIS.) As such,
Zakaria missed the mark when he told Harris, “The problem is you and
Osama bin Laden agree ... after all, you’re saying ... his interpretation
of Islam is correct.”™ Although bin Laden and Harris both envisioned a
civilizational clash, Harris’s interpretation of Islam is so aberrant that it
cannot even be ascribed to the man behind 9/11.

7 “Real Time with Bill Maher.”

8 Harris, The End of Faith, 30.

9 Harris, The End of Faith, 260, note 2 (emphasis added).
o CNN, “Zakaria, Harris Debate Extremism in Islam.”
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